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        Parallel

    
    
    
    
                Following the death of his popular online persona, seventeen-year-old Suzuki Mato decides it's time to retire from professional VR gaming. However, his plans are abruptly cut short when he's kidnapped from his high school and forced to be a guinea pig for Genaco Gaming, the world's largest esports and entertainment company. Armed with nothing but his wit and a new online persona, he's thrown headfirst into the virtual reality of "Live No Evil," a VRMMORPG littered with overpowered bosses, secretive NPCs, and backstabbing gods. His mission? Find a way to conquer this new world and get back at the company that took over his life, all while avoiding 'Parallel' -- a condition that would make it impossible to separate his real and virtual personalities. Because in a world obsessed with VR gaming, Parallel means death, and Suzuki just doesn't have time for that...

            

    
        The King's Ballad

    
    
    
    
                Zytra - the land of the brave, a haven for adventurers far and wide. It promised riches and glory, offering plenty to those whom she deemed worthy.

Like many others seeking to mark their names in the lands, a man had arrived in this land many years ago with little more than twenty Syros (currency of Zytra). Fear of poverty did not deter this man, as his lust for battle far outweighed his flesh’s desire for sustenance.

This man’s rage-fueled fierce desire to become the strongest being in the world thrust him neck deep into the hairiest of situations, but he always found a way to beat the odds and emerge the victor.

Some would find it ironic that the happiest moments of this man’s life all came in the midst of battle. From the elder dragons of Skrymdoor to the famous murderers of Zetana. He had seen them all, beat them all, and now there was nothing left he could challenge. Now and then, an adventurer would show up to challenge him. Sadly, none could match him, and the fights never lasted long enough for him to get any real pleasure.

Empty.

That was his sole emotion. He needed something more, something to reawaken his thirst. Unfortunately, this was a wish the land of Zytra could grant no longer.

At the center of Zytra sat a massive, dark forest called the ‘The Forest of Dreiza,’ home to all manner of demons. Patrons in taverns, kings in palaces, and warriors in their strongholds all touted this place as the most dangerous location in all of Zytra.

However, one hidden rule of Zytra was that, wherever danger thrived, there was almost always considerable profit to be made. The Forest of Dreiza was no different. High-Level mana beasts guarded impressive caches and treasures capable of transforming frogs into a Prince overnight.

Despite knowing the risk, greed, lofty ideals, dreams and even love often drove men and women to challenge the forest. They all believed they would be the one to return home with enough riches to completely change their lives. Unfortunately, The Forest of Dreiza was not so generous with its gifts. Only one in every ten people that entered the forest returned, their numbers adding to the horde of undead that forever haunted the land.

Located at the center of the abominable forest was a mountain that peaked past dark clouds that forever blocked Dreiza’s sky. This hill was nicknamed ‘Oni Hill,’ by adventurers because of the several demons that made it their home. It once housed the great Demon King, but he lost his life to the current occupant of the castle, a man feared in all the realms for his cruelty, the ‘Harbinger of Chaos,’ Razznik Y’Terlow.

Deep within Oni Hill, a magnificent throne constructed entirely from bones sat on a cold stage overlooking a dreary, bleak throne room. Floating balls of light called ‘magelights’ illuminated the room, revealing its occupants, two skeleton Death Knights, a skeleton arch-mage, and a red-haired young man who looked to be in his late twenties.

The three skeletons drew a stark contrast to the man who stood in front of the wall behind the throne. One was over 2 meters tall and donned a full set of high-level bronze armor. The hilts and blades of two swords as tall as he was poked out from behind a tattered cape. The second death knight looked to be a hybrid between beast and man. Its four arms were folded across its chest, a four-meters long tail curled around it. The second death knight had a skinny build, and rather than armor, its bones formed a hard, impenetrable shell. The skeleton arch-mage wore a standard mage's robe and held a large staff which used a human skull as its focusing orb.

Silence reigned in the throne room as the skeletons watched the man dip a brush into one of many small pots rotating around him. Satisfied with the color, he proceeded to update the painting on the wall.

“I always thought Lord Razznik hated paintings,” the second death knight, Sephyr the Swift murmured, breaking the silence. It had a shrill voice that slightly echoed its words.

“Lord Razznik does not hate paintings,” the first skeleton, Rozios the True refuted. It had a hoarse voice akin to that of a sixty-year-old man. “He hates the act of painting.”

“Explicitly, he hates painting himself,” the skeleton arch-mage, Khounuit the Damned emphasized.

Sephyr used its tail to scratch its head. “Then why is he painting now? He has been on that thing for two days already.”

Rozios and Khounuit shared a look. A depressed atmosphere descended as both skeleton warriors looked at the naïve Sephyr.

“That is because the time has come.” In the end, Rozios was the one to speak up.

“Time?” Sephyr muttered.

“The time has come for Lord Razznik to leave our side,” Khounuit explained, his voice uncharacteristically hollow. “Thus, The Lord chose to indulge in something he would normally never do.”

Sephyr was even more confused. “Why would Lord Razznik leave us?”

Khounuit tightly gripped his staff to control his tumbling emotions. Once again, Rozios the True provided the answer. “The Lord has a task he must fulfill.”

“Ah, I see,” Sephyr nodded. “You guys scared me for a moment there. When will he return?”

“You dare to question The Lord’s time!?” Flames burst out of Khounuit’s eye sockets as he heavily reprimanded Sephyr.

“Sorry,” Sephyr apologized.

“The Lord will return when he wishes,”  Rozios the True stated, promptly reducing the tension. “Sephyr, it is right to miss The Lord’s presence. There is no need for apologies.”

“Okay, so he will return like always. Hehe, you guys should not have gotten me so worried in the first place.”

Rozios and Khounuit once again shared a look between themselves. “Yes. Like always. The Lord will return.”

“They are here,” a deep voice boomed, carrying in it an authority that could not be disputed by any living being. The three undead generals shuddered as the brush in the hands of  Razznik Y’Terlow fell to the ground. A series of loud cracking sounds echoed in the hall as the pots fell to the ground and shattered.

The man swiped his hand in the air. The seemingly benign action caused a small screen to appear in front of him. He rapidly clicked on a few options, and a pillar of light surrounded him. Moments later, the light disappeared to reveal a terrifying, black, full-plated armor. The skull motif and dense dark aura effusing from the armor harkened memories of the previous demon king.

Razznik Y’Terlow turned around, his face hidden behind a grotesque helmet that had wrought terror and trauma in countless hearts across the plains. The combination of the mask and armor granted him the nickname, ‘Demon King of Dreiza’ coined by a famous bard.

The Demon King solemnly regarded his constituents. What a joke. Who would believe that the Demon King only had three soldiers at his command? Yet this was the reality. Razznik granted the demons and undead under the previous Demon King their freedom when he slew the former Demon King. Ever since then, the number of beings in Oni Hill drastically reduced over time until there were only three left.

These final three warriors had refused to leave the hill, and Razznik let them do what they want. Who would have thought these three would be the faces he would see at a time like this.

“My Lord, there are over five-hundred warriors on the ground floor,” Khounuit reported. “They have just begun battle with the fodder skeletons.”

“Five Hundred,” Razznik repeated. “Hmph, as I thought. This is not the location.”

“My Lord?”

“Nothing,” Razznik said with a wave of his hand. “Go and welcome the guests. I will be at the peak.” He looked at Rozios and Sephyr. “Rozios the True, Sephyr the Swift; battle to your heart’s content.”

Rozios clasped his hand to his chest and bowed. “As you desire, My Lord,”

“Hehe, your wish is my command,” Sephyr stated, and with a flash, it disappeared from the room.

Rozios the True watched as Razznik made his way over to an exit on the east side of the throne room. As always, the Great Demon King cut a solitary figure, marching towards a future only he could see. Something inside Rozios snapped. “My Lord!”

Razznik paused and turned to look at the general. “What is the matter?”

‘Will you return to us?’ Rozios resisted the temptation to voice his thoughts. Instead, he shook his head and said, “Nothing my lord. See you soon.” Rozios tapped his feet against the earth and a small mandala formed under him. A pillar of light shot up from the mandala and shrouded his figure. Moments later, the teleportation matrix sent him out of the throne room.

“If it is alright with you, I would like to remain here,” requested Khounuit.

“Do what you want,” Razznik replied and turned around. The magelights dimmed, ultimately shutting off as the Demon King made his way out of the throne room. Within seconds, the throne room plunged into dense darkness.

The exit Razznik took led to a stone staircase hewn into the surface of Oni Halls. Razznik looked down at the dark forest with mirth as he ascended the stairs. How long had it been since he laid eyes on anything else? Months? Years? The Demon King could not be certain.

In years past, Razznik often ventured into dangerous realms in search of enemies to fight. He would then return to this mountain to rest before leaving for another conquest. Its barren walls used to be home, but then one day he ran out of enemies to fight. One day he returned from a conquest without finding a single foe worthy of fighting. That day turned two. Days soon turned into weeks and weeks into months.

At one point, Razznik finally admitted the horrible truth he had been avoiding. There were just no longer any beings he could challenge. He was officially and unequivocally the strongest being alive in all the realms.

Becoming the strongest should have been a point of celebration for the Demon King, especially as it was a dream millions of adventurers strove toward. Unfortunately, for this Demon King, the goal should have remained just that. His entire existence relied on the journey to become the strongest. Now that he was, where was he supposed to go from there?

Ever since he admitted the truth to himself, Razznik cooped himself in Oni Hill like a good Demon King, listlessly wasting away his time. The occasional challenger did pop up now and then; Destined heroes with their magic swords or famous mercenaries looking for a quick buck. Unfortunately, none managed to excite the Demon King. He dispatched the few that made it past the Death Knights with ease.

The walls of Oni Hill that once felt like home now closed in on him, wallowing in his solitude.

Luckily, Oni’s walls were not all there was to the mountain. Razznik finally ascended to the peak and was greeted with a stunning sight, despite the lack of sunlight. A small garden with an assortment of flowers, most of which were planted by him, decorated the path he followed from the mountainside to a glass marble throne that sparkled ever so magnificently when the sun rose.

A small lake glistened under the moonlight with the most beautiful fish living freely in it. Unbeknownst to most this lake’s water was made entirely from the Rebirth Elixir. A small bottle of this Elixir could pass for millions of Syros. Yet, it was being used to raise fish by the wasteful Demon King.  

Indeed, it was a spot for the king of the land.

But, it would not be his after today. After today, none of these would matter.

Razznik sighed as he walked past the pond and arrived at his throne. Resting on the side of the throne was a buster sword so large, many had asked how he managed to wield it, let alone swing it the way he did.

Razznik handcrafted the sword himself, much like every weapon in his infamous ‘twelve series.’ He had used metals from the depths of Groknir, land of the savage dwarves, and flames of the elder dragons, pouring all his desires for greatness and power into every strike of the hammer.

The black masterpiece had been born from the embers of the dying flames. Razznik personally picked the skull that adorned the hilt from the King of Dragons’ feeding grounds.

Razznik picked up the sword and sat on the throne. He balanced the blade on his legs and leaned into the throne. He shut his eyes, reveling in the silence that followed. The night wind brought with it memories of the past. His time training at Level 0. He had spent over two years learning proper combat techniques from every martial school in all the major cities he could find.

Razznik often wondered how people would react if they knew he didn’t pass level 1 for over six months while was in the first city. He had spent that whole time training in combat schools, his only source of income the pittance he earned from helping the artisans in the town.

It had been a long, dull and arduous period, but it served as the foundation for the legends that would later rise. People often envied the finished work, but rarely considered the blood, sweat, and tears needed to get to that point.

Crunch!

The sound of approaching footsteps interrupted Razznik’s journey into memory lane. The Demon King opened his eyes and saw a lock of brown hair slowly rising at the end of the path. As it rose, it revealed its owner to be a young mage in his late teens. He was dressed as the traditional mages in a blue gown and held a staff whose power even the demon king respected.

Razznik’s mind traveled to the three skeleton knights who always awaited his return. So, they fell.

“Impressive,” the Demon King acknowledged. “It must not have been easy to defeat the Guardians. You must be proud of yourself.”

The man did not reply.

“From your appearance, I presume the rest of your party died in the mountains.” This taunt, the mage did react to in the form of a wince. Over five hundred of his companions perished against three skeletons. It was a miracle he wasn’t traumatized.

Seemingly oblivious to the mage’s troubles, Razznik said with a solemn gaze, in the depths of which smoldering embers silently burned, “A small price to pay.”

Razznik cleared his thoughts and stood up. He balanced the buster sword on his shoulder and strolled towards the mage. “Now then, your party lays dead behind you, and you cannot possibly hope to beat me on your own. So, what is it you desire? Gold? Power? Fame? I will grant to you that which is your desire as your reward for making it this far.”

“...ake,” the mage replied, barely above a whisper.

“Pardon?”

“A handshake!” the mage repeated with an embarrassed yell.

“Ho? A fan then?” Razznik sighed with a tinge of disgust in his voice. “Fine then,” he replied and stretched out his hand.

“It is an honor,” the mage acknowledged with a bow and grasped Razznik’s armored hand with his. Right then, a dangerous glint appeared in his eyes, followed closely by a grin just as, if not more grotesque than the Demon King’s.

Realization dawned upon the king, but before he could react, the mage screamed, “[Long-Distance Teleportation!]”.

Long-Distance Teleportation was one of the most useful skills in Zytra, but a mage could typically only use it on themselves. To use on an ally or friend required either a high-level transmutation skill or an appropriate item. To use on an enemy, however, required a mastery of the conjuration field of magic.

Adventurers rarely used Long-Distance Teleportation outside of transportation because of its many restrictions. Some of these restrictions included: body contact; teleportation takes both you and your target, and worst of all the lengthy spell required to cast it on an enemy.

Razznik had seen it used a few times for suicide missions. Users would transport an enemy into the skies with them. They would then both plunge to their deaths. However, ff this mage thought he could kill the Demon King like this, he had severely underestimated Razznik’s abilities.

Razznik watched a rotating blue light envelop his body and braced himself for the journey. With a flash, nothing remained where they once stood. The clearing fell into a deathly silence as the last embers of the sinking sun disappeared, drowning the mountain in still darkness.

Below the peak, individual magelights occasionally blinked, shedding the tiniest of light on a massive painting that spanned the throne room’s four walls. Three different colored will-o-wisp lights appeared in the darkness and floated to the back of the throne where they would burn eternal.

Several miles away, a small, soft blue light appeared on a large field bearing, terrible scars of a battle once fought here. The field never recovered from the harsh treatment, and the only vestiges of the once beautiful land were pockets of grasses scattered around the scorched earth.

At the center of this field,  the blue light pulsated like a heartbeat, then rapidly expanded, taking on the form of two men. It softly dissipated, revealing the demon king and his captor, their hands still clasped still tightly clasped.

The mage fell to his knees, exhaustion evident on his sweat-drenched face. The fatigue was yet another drawback of the ‘teleport’ skill; it rendered its user incapable of further movement for a few minutes. It also drained all the mana from whoever cast it no matter how large his/her mana might be.

It was for all intents and purposes, a suicide option to use it, which was why it mildly surprised the king to see he was not up in the sky or above some volcano.

“Where are...?” Razznik started to ask, but the question died in his throat. He recognized the field in which they had landed. Nostalgia flooded him like a wave, as he recalled the epic fight he participated in on this field.

Yes, this was where it all began. It was only fitting that this be the final battlefield.

“Child, Your life shall cease now,” Razzznik said to the young mage whose hand he still held tightly. “But as a just reward for your bravery, I grant thee this staff,” he said with a smile as a white oak staff materialized in his left hand.  “Wield it well. The staff of Eid has a monstrous power even I found hard to control, but I am sure it will not prove too difficult for one such as you.”

The mage weakly reached out and accepted the weapon, immediately feeling his body grow stronger once his hand made contact. He did not have time to relish his new staff because a black mass immediately blocked his vision.

“To the circle, he returns,” whispered Razznik as the mage’s body dissipated into to petals of light, which softly flowed upwards towards the blackened sky.

They both knew, however, that this was not actual death. Those marked by the goddess - as he once was - had the gift of immortality. When killed, they would be reborn in one of her temples. Razznik lost that gift when he rebelled against her, which in turn turned him into the most wanted man in the land.

“What do you have planned for me?” the Demon King mused as he surveyed the field known as the ‘Valley of K’iol.’

The ‘Valley of K’iol’ was once the battleground or more correctly, a coliseum for the Perians. The Perians were a nation of giants which when not waging war with itself, terrorized its neighboring towns. The giants loved to watch the battles fought in the valley from the towering cliffs that bordered the valley.

Years past, a decree had been sent out for all adventurers to find a way to stop the tyranny of the giants. The current Demon King was but a young adventurer back then. In his first real conquest, he challenged Roth, overlord of the giants to a duel. After a long and terrible battle, Razznik emerged victorious, shocking the world. Razznik then used his privilege as the new overlord of the giants to order them across the ocean to a different land where they could rampage to their hearts’ content.

The battle put his name on the ears of every adventurer, noble and even gods. Most of them sought him out to further their agendas, unwittingly granting him even more power, until eventually, he became far too powerful.

Such is the fate of the strong

A sudden change in the atmosphere snapped the Demon King out of his reverie. Fog began to rise from the mountains around him. It coiled its way around the field with a sinister hiss, increasing in height and thickness as it did so.

The fog formed a circle around him, blocking his view of the surrounding mountains. The formless beast rose even higher and arced over him, eventually cutting off his view of the clouds. As if, recognizing its prey was captured, it abruptly plunged towards down, and rapidly engulfed him.

A silhouette formed in the mist, as Razznik, unfazed by the strange fog, drove his sword into the earth.

“Demon King Razznik Y’Terlow,” the silhouette called with the voice of a mature lady. “You have been charged with treason against the Zytraen Empire. What say you in your defense?”

“Ha... Hahahahaha!” Razznik bellowed with exaggerated amusement. His helmet warped the sound of his voice into a deep, sinister laugh akin to a thousand demons.

“What amuses you so?” the silhouette asked.

“Treason? Against the Zytraen Empire?” Razznik challenged with a chuckle. “Surely you jest?” he asked, disgust and anger evident in his voice.

“You were tasked with destroying the demon clan. Instead, you chose to not only side with them but also deigned to attack your fellow adventurers. What is that if not treason?”

“What gives you the right to decide if an entire race lives or dies?”

“The goddess, Aethir giver of life, ordered it so.”

“What consequence does that hold? Are you saying the gods cannot be wrong? Or perhaps you believe Aethir may take a life because she offered it?” The woman in the fog seemed not to have an answer to his question. Razznik continued in a lighter tone. “It matters not does it. Our words, thoughts, and methods are completely different. Nothing I say will get through to you, nor will anything you say get through to me. There is only one way for people like us to communicate truly.” Razznik brandished his sword with apparent enthusiasm.

“It is regrettable. I had hoped we could resolve this peacefully. I suppose this is a fitting end for ‘Razznik the Destroyer’” the silhouette wistfully said.

“How about we begin?” Razznik declared as he swung his sword in an arc. A massive shockwave instantly scattered the fog. “Ho. This is quite the reception,” Razznik stated as he surveyed the once empty field.

Adventurers of all races had already surrounded him, their approach masked by the fog that had settled in earlier. Their numbers easily ranged in the millions, and most of them looked strong enough to give him trouble.

“This is not a reception Demon King,” the silhouette voice called from one of the surrounding cliffs. The voice was revealed to belong a lady who looked to be in her late twenties. Hair, the color of snow fluttered in the night breeze, underneath which a pair of cold blue eyes glared at the Demon King. Adorned in a white robe and matching headgear, this woman was a true figure of matchless beauty. “This is your funeral,” she corrected, as she raised her left arm.

“For one such as I to be sent off by so many? This is truly an honor,” Razznik smugly replied. His sword dematerialized, and a pair of blood red swords with chains that wrapped around his arm took its place.

“Do not flatter yourself,” she scolded and brought down her arm.

Like a bolt of lightning running through metal, a frenzy arose in the warriors around Razznik. The intensity of the excitement increased the closer they were to the Demon King.

A flurry of arrows, spears, balls of fire, ice (basically every projectile in the nine realms) tore through the air, their target the lone warrior in the middle.

“Ha! So it begins,” Razznik laughed as he whirled his swords around him. With a cry of defiance, he slammed his swords onto the earth. Cracks instantaneously appeared in the ground around him, out of which pillars of flames erupted. These flame pillars destroyed or blew away every last projectile.

The sight of Razznik’s black armor amid the pillars of flames, strolling ever so slightly towards them, sent a chill up the signs of everyone.

“Monster,” was the word on the lips of every one present as the Demon King lunged at them.



Terror seized the valley of K’iol as the Demon King jumped into the army’s center. This action was not one made out of blind pride, but a calculated move to prevent ranged attacks. The blood swords chained to his arms were perfect for ambush situations as they extended for several meters ahead of him with each strike. This wide range allowed him to sweep away scores of approaching enemies before they could get close.

“He seems to be doing well, Aileera,” Freya, an old mage remarked from his vantage point on an overlooking cliff. Five famous guild masters flanked him on either side, their respective gazes trained on the battle in the valley.

“It is of no consequence,” Aileera, the mage who had confronted Razznik in the mist replied. “Those blades, while powerful, possess a fatal flaw.”

“And what, pray tell is this consequence?”

“It shall present itself soon enough,” she calmly replied.

Contrary to her words, several minutes passed, and the weakness refused to present itself. Razznik continued to slaughter his way through the armies with ease. Chaotic wildfires burned around the Demon King as his swords unleashed his burning wrath on the masses. Despite the Demon King’s seemingly inevitable victory, the military did not waver in the slightest, for they had numbers and glory on their side.

Razznik had not expected the haphazardly combined army to retain their morale for so long. He examined the combatants before him with a heavy gaze. To his surprise, he recognized the enthusiasm in the adventurers’ eyes. It was one that had shone in his eyes for the longest time.

Yes, the look in the warriors’ eyes was one that could only be brought on by a seemingly insurmountable wall. It was not so much the final vault that was so exciting, but the journey needed to reach a level where you could break down that wall with your strength. It was a journey that usually required a person to throw everything they had at the wall. It was a mission that oozed blood, sweat, and tears. Despite all this, it was an enticing journey precisely because of the promise that just beyond that wall laid your greatest desire.

Those with that look were able to keep you the fight because they knew that while it may take a long time, eventually a crack will appear on that wall. And when it did, it was only a matter of time before it came crashing down.

A pugilist dodged to the side as the swords smashed into the earth. He signaled a mage close by, who cast a spell on him that significantly increased his speed. The pugilist kept his body low and dashed forward, shamelessly using his fellow adventurers as cover whenever the swords swung down.

Soon, the pugilist arrived under the Demon King’s nose, and before Razznik could retract his swords, the young pugilist launched an uppercut. Mana exploded underneath Razznik’s feet and sent him sliding backward, barely dodging the attack.

“Impressive,” Razznik praised as he came to a stop. The short respite caused by that blow granted the adventurers enough time to close the gaps Razznik had open. The Demon King decided to change his weapon. The swords vanished in a flash of light, and a black staff took their place. The staff was another one of his favorite creations.

Just as the excited warriors lunged at him, he stomped the butt of the staff on the ground, creating a shockwave that repelled them. His wielded the staff with his right hand which he placed behind his back and motioned for the warriors to charge at him with his left.

Enraged by the Razznik’s taunts, the adventurers did just that and soon regretted it.

“His swordsmanship is truly impeccable,” Freya remarked as Razznik cleared subsequent waves of adventurers. The Demon King’s lightning-fast reflexes were in full display as he repeatedly dodged attacks at the last second before unleashing a devastating counter-attack to dispatch scores of warriors.

“That’s not all,” Borg, a lycan warrior stated. His brown fur ruffled with impatience, itching to join the battle. “He isn’t defending any of the attacks from his back.”

“You noticed,” Aileera said. “That cape he bears once belonged to the previous demon king. It is said he never sustained an injury at his back until the day of his defeat.”

“Then it is charmed,” Frena remarked with a low chuckle. “He truly is a frightening fellow.”

“Aye,” Rono, a pirate from the Eursian seas, said. Unlike the other people on the hill, he was not a guild master. However, he ran the greatest pirate crew in all the seas. No one else among them had the same amount of experience facing large monsters, so they enlisted his help. “He faced off the worst of Jone’s locker alone. That man is no ordinary chap.”

Aileera rummaged through her pockets and pulled out a small clear sphere the size of a marble. It was called a Rink, and it was their primary source of communication in the land.

“Focus on the cape,” she said into the pearl, and she soon got a shaky ‘yes!’ from her contact in the valley.

“Hm?” Razz said when he noticed a group of people hacking away at his back without care whether it was futile or not. “They have a good commander...” he mused, as he spun the staff above his head, “... but her strategies cannot overturn my might!” he roared and struck the staff again on the ground.

The adventurers braced themselves for the shockwave, but when none came, they snickered at Razz, who they thought had finally weakened. However, he exuded a chilling calm as he pointed at the sky.

The warriors looked to the sky, instantly turning pale as they gazed upon a frightening sight. Unnaturally dark clouds blanketed the night sky, heralding the chaos to come. Terrifying peals of lightning tore through the clouds and illuminated the battlefield.

“I suppose it is safe to assume that is his doing?” Freya asked.

“Hey, hey. Just how much has that guy mastered anyway?” Rono asked as he balked at the size of the approaching storm.

“This is where his advantage lies,” Aileera said calmly. If the approaching storm had any effect on her, she surely was not showing. “We cannot afford to use any Area spells because we might hit our allies, but he may fire off as many as he wants.”

“He’s gotta run out some time right?” Miles, the youngest in the group, spoke up. He was the best archer in the realm. Rumors claimed he could strike down a fly several miles away, hence his nickname.

“He surely will,” Aileera affirmed. “Send in the summoners once the storm is past,” she said to the rink.

On the valley, Razz continued his one-man battle against the army, as the rain began to pour down. It started with a light drizzle but soon turned into a terrible storm, with thick curtains that robbed the warriors of their sights.

Well, most.

The pugilists and archers had been trained to fight with terrible sight, and they surrounded Razz, and at the same time notched their bows. The archers fired off their arrows using the rain to mask the whistling sound as it flew through the air.

Razznik answered the challenge by switching out his staff for a pair of black gloves. The arrows whistled as they rained down upon him. Razznik remained unfazed despite being faced with these bolts he could neither see nor hear. Instead, he slammed his hands against each other. A shockwave exploded out of his closed palms and shattered the incoming arrows.

“He appears to be well versed in area attacks,” Freya observed, impressed by Razz’s continuous counters.

“It’s only natural,” Aileera said, unimpressed. “He fought a lot of his battles alone and needed to prevent himself from being surrounded.”

“Missy, you’ve got a mighty beef against the lad don’t ya?” Rono said with a laugh.

In reply, she gave him a cold glare that froze the laughter in his throat.

Almost instantly, a bolt of lightning struck the valley, burning everything around its landing spot.

“The true horror of the thunderstorm spell begins,” Freya remarked just as a translucent barrier formed around the group, protecting them.

Freya’s remark proved to be true. Pandemonium descended into the valley as hundreds of random lightning bolts repeatedly struck its inhabitants.

Most of the warriors present were not seasoned veterans. Some had never even experienced a tense situation in all their battling years. It came as no surprise then that, the motley band who were already on knife’s edge during the rainstorm, completely fell apart during the thunderstorm.

Panicked mages quickly set up their barriers without any strategy. As a result of this, they ended only protecting those who were lucky enough to be close to them. Unfortunately, most of the shoddily casted barriers were unable to resist the Demon King’s lightning judgment.

“Tis scary ‘n’ all, but won’t the lad be struck down by his spell at this rate?” Rono asked. It was a valid point too. The random, lightning strikes had a high chance of potentially hitting their caster.,

“I doubt it will hit him,” Freya confidently declared.

“How’s that?”

“He cast it,” Freya answered simply.

“Aye,” Rono acknowledged as he watched Razz, “He’s a fearsome one, he is.”

The king plowed through the disorganized army dodging at the last second every time a bolt crashed down close to him. The gloves he wore imbued him with the strength of a hundred men as he broke through armor, shields and some low-level barriers.

This advantage did not last long though as Aileera rapidly sent out a series of orders. The warriors below collectively cheered as they finally had a direction to follow. The embattled military swiftly carried out their commander’s orders.

The spear-bearers amongst the army stabbed the tail end of the longest weapons in their inventory into the earth, so the blades pointed at the raging sky. These extended weapons acted as conductors. The lightning bolts struck the edges and traveled down the shafts into the soil. The adventurer’s cheered their commander’s brilliant. With only a few words, she rendered the great threat completely harmless.

Aileera’s second order saw a regiment of mages gather at the back and begin casting a spell to counter Razz’s storm. Her third and final order, however, was the most effective.

Troops consisted of knights and marauders surrounded the Demon King with the intention of holding him at bay. While they held him off, the remaining adventurers merged into small parties of five to seven.

“This is a tactic used in major battles against numerous foes. To think we would be forced to employ it against a single man,” Freya said with a chuckle.

“He is by no means an ordinary man,” Miles said, and unconsciously tightened his fist around his bow. This action did not go unnoticed by the others, but they could not say anything because they all felt the same way.

Razznik noticed the change in the atmosphere around the adventurers and was doubly impressed by their commander.  Their relentless attacks had managed to crack his armor in several places. The legendary Demon King’s cape was also no more, reduced to tatters by desperate warriors.

Despite this, Razznik remained unnervingly calm, almost detached even from his dire situation. This confidence, based on results both he and the world were aware of, struck fear into the hearts of his opponents.

At this point, a sudden change occurred on the battlefield. A ray of moonlight pierced through the dark clouds and descended on the silent Demon King. To the warriors, it was like the goddess Aethir, had shot down an arrow of light to rescue them from the perpetual darkness.

Razznik looked up at the clouds, a bemused look in his gaze. He turned to look at the people standing on the overlooking hill. Honestly, to think a commander could make this much difference in a war. Razznik was someone who almost always fought his battles solo. He had never experienced what is what like to be led by a competent commander.

Contrary to the fascinated imaginations of the warriors, it was the mages gathered at the back of the army who had finally broken the spell. The excited mages did not forget to cheer for the marauders and knights who had not hesitated to put their lives on the line to buy their comrades enough time to complete their missions. It did not matter that they had lost over half of their numbers in that brief period.

Razznik watched the survivors return to their respective parties where they received quick healing and praises from their friends. The Demon King could not help but wonder if he had missed something in his quest to become the strongest. Were the sacrifices he made worth the result?

Unfortunately, time was one thing he would never be able to control. Even if someone granted him that ability, Razznik was not entirely sure he would change anything. He did not hate who he had become.

 The army, oblivious to the Demon King’s musings, readied itself for the second round of combat. This time, however, the military would function as a cohesive unit. A frightening prospect made even worse by the sounds of howling coming from the rear.

“Damn,” Razznik cursed. The howls came from a tribe called beast-tamers. Their attacks primarily stemmed from the beasts they defeated and tamed. These beasts could range anywhere from dire-wolves to griffins and in some sporadic cases, Dragons!

Flying beasts, however, were of no use in a one-vs-many battle. In this kind of fighting, it was nigh impossible to target a single person within a sea of people accurately. There was a much higher chance they would only end up striking their allies. Flying beasts could only be used either in large-scale army battles, one-v-one battles and a battle against a colossal or flying monster like an ogre or dragon.

That left only a few choices and sure enough, the howls, accompanied by roars, and hisses rushed closer through the mass.

“A magnificent display,” Razznik complimented the adventurers, “I shall usher my respects by going at full strength from here on out.” As he said so, his armor cracked to pieces and fell to the ground. Instantaneously, a bright light enveloped his body. It soon disappeared, revealing the Demon King in his new attire.

Gone was the full-plate armor, replaced by a sleek, black trench coat on a similarly colored pair of leather pants and combat boots. Faintly glowing runes lit up the jacket, trousers, and boots, a subtle hint to the real power within. A pair of slim, twin swords Razznik twirled like kitchen knives replaced his gloves. Even his mask had changed to a pure white mask, with claw marks that ran from the bottom left to the top right.

If compared in painting, most would claim the Demon King’s heavy armor was far more intimidating. But to those who stood there in front of him, Razznik had never appeared scarier than he did right then.

“Prepare yourselves,” Aileera said to the masters, “Our role shall soon be upon us.”

“Indeed,” Freya confirmed. Even he could not stop the feeling of goosebumps which should be impossible for one such as he.

An assortment of dire-wolves, spirit-wolves, chimeras, giant cats of all species and a rhino(!?) burst through gaps in the formation. The beasts quickly surrounded Razznik then lunged at him.

In response to the threat, Razznik snorted and dashed towards the rhino. He grabbed the beast’s horn and instantly brought its charge to a sharp halt. A loud crack rang out as the rhino’s neck snapped under strain. Razznik paid no attention to the rhino’s death throes. He grunted and swung the corpse around himself, knocking over several monsters like dominoes.

Razznik released the beast mid-swing, and it crashed into a group of adventurers. The rest of the creatures, undaunted by his display of strength continued their attack.

Razznik red eyes blazed within the mask as he placed the hilts of his swords together. The swords merged into one at their grips and formed a double-ended sword. Razznik swung the weapon around himself as the monsters arrived. Blood once again poured like a fountain as he repeated tore through flesh like paper.

Whoosh!

Razznik’s one-sided massacre was interrupted by an arrow that whizzed by him just as he dodged a lunge from a wolf. A couple of bolts and spells launched at him at the most promising moments alerted the Demon King to their intentions. The army used the animals as bait and aimed for those moments when he was in the middle of dodging an attack. These moments were the best time to aim at him as it would be challenging to execute a follow-up dodge. Indeed, with over one hundred projectiles aiming for that one moment, some were bound to hit.

 Clever. Very clever. The commander was truly one of a kind.

The ranged attacks increased in intensity as Razznik slaughtered the beast. He soon decided it was about time he evened the odds.

Still occupied by the beasts, he started a chant, that increased in pitch and intensity with each word that passed. “Servi Domini, Meisque invocant . Ego te in certamine vinci...” he started.

“Impossible!” Freya screamed when the chant started; his relaxed demeanor shattered by the new revelation. His reaction was shared by everyone else, as they realized a daunting truth.

“...formatum est ex sanguinibus convenant usque in finem dierum. Circumdederunt undique hostes, Et quaerunt animam meam...” the chant continued, uninterrupted by the beasts lunging at Razz.

“He is a summoner too,” Miles muttered.

“Runemaster, Master crafter, Sword-master, Sage, healer, battle king, Knight, marauder, rogue, assassin-,” Rono counted.

“And those are just the ones we know of,” Miles continued, “What kind of monster is he?”

“That is not all,” Aileera said calmly.

“What do you mean?!” Blorg growled. His furs stood on end, and his eyes had gone dark yellow, a sign he was already preparing for combat.

“As planned, he has been forced to use his trump card,” she replied, “You shall witness his power soon, and also, the reason why I requested you all wait behind.”

“Nunc impleret pactum quod fecimus, percutiat inimícos meos. ” Razz continued as his pitch and voice rose higher and carried through the crowd.

“Whaddaya reckon the beast will summon?” Rono asked.

“Something we have yet to witness,” was Aileera’s terse reply.

“Ut Quod Reatus Sanguinis Pretio Ut Possit Dissolvi In Sanguine, Ubi Facta Fuerit!” Razznik yelled as his sword pierced through the final Chimera’s mouth and ripped its jaw off. Purple mandalas suddenly appeared randomly all over the field.

A host of demons and undead rose from this portal. These were the army of the Demon King, their allegiance forever tied to the Demon King. Razznik had never summoned the entire army to battle. He praised the adventurers for forcing him to use this move.

The immediate repercussion of the spell was that the adventurers could no longer solely focus on Razznik. However, this reality did not break their spirit. Since they were already in small groups, they treated the demon horde as a regular raid squad would.

“These are not as bad as we thought,” Freya sighed with relief. Overestimation was always a part of battle. They just never thought that word could be used in tandem with Razznik.

“No. it is not over,” Aileera refuted with a frown. “The true threat just arrived.”

A roar like a thousand thunderclaps accompanied by the unmistakable beating of wings tore through the land and could be heard quite clearly several leagues away. A shadow larger than anything ever seen blocked the moonlight, and everyone trembled in fear as Skyrm, the lord of all dragons, descended upon one of the mountains overlooking the valley.

Skyrm was the epitome of what it meant to be colossal! His wings, when unfurled, could block the sun over most cities. Dirty gold scales tougher than the highest-level steed gleamed menacingly under the moonlight.

The King of Dragons roughly balanced on the mountain and a pair of bright yellow eyes burned with flames as they scanned the battlefield. Those eyes finally rested on Razznik, towards whom they showed equal parts contempt and respect.

“I see,” Skyrm boomed. “I shall end everything,” he declared, and mana began taking a physical form of fire in his mouth, increasing in size every second.

Cries of ‘what now’ and ‘it’s over’ could be heard among the adventurer’s ranks as they fell to their knees in despair. But once again, Aileera spoke, not through her linkshell, but out loud, using magic to project her voice around the battlefield.

“Stand up!” she yelled, “You are all gathered here for different reasons. For honor, for power, for glory, for fame! Whatever your reasons, I implore you. Forget about them for a second and look at yourselves. You are all still alive. Not by your power, but through the sacrifices of those before you. Now look to your side. To the mage or warrior by your side, who fights with you. Indeed, the foe is powerful. True his power is immense. But there is one thing that sets you apart from him! One strong power you possess that he does not! That is the strength of a party. Those you have banded with to raid, rob, and drink. Those who agonized with you when you lost something precious. That is your strength. So when next you feel like you can’t go on, look to your partner and realize one thing. You are not alone. So fight! Abandon fear and fight! Protect your partners and fight! And at the end of the day, if you fall, you shall fall with a smile. We stand with you; you stand with us. Together nothing can defeat us,” she finished softly.

“A sword in one hand and a beer in the other!” Rono yelled, following Aileera’s lead.

“A sword in one hand and a beer in the other,” someone repeated in the valley.

“A sword in one hand and a girl in the other,” another shouted causing laughter to erupt around him.

“A sword in one hand and gold in the other,” a third shouted and soon various chants rose echoed all over the valley. The warriors’ spirits rose to a fever pitch as their collective roars surpassed even Skyrm’s roar. The wind carried the armies’ fierce desire to the neighboring countries.

Citizens of various nations all around the world knelt on the ground wherever they were and offered their prayers to the goddess Aerith. “Watch over our children. Grant them the strength to conquer the Demon King.”

The prayers of a united world could not be looked down upon. Pillars of light burst from the ground and enveloped all the warriors in the valley. The adventurers cheered as they felt their strength double, no triple. Filled with vigor, they charged at the warrior.

Razznik gazed at the pillars of light with a complicated expression. He gazed up at the skies and muttered. “Do you hate me that much?” The Demon King let out a wry chuckle as he looked down at the charging adventurers. No matter how one looked at it, wasn’t he the bad guy in this scenario.

Not that it mattered, but their camaraderie opened a wound in Razznik’s heart he did not know existed.

It angered him.

Annoying.

Frustrating.

Why did they get to be so happy? Razznik refused to accept that his choice was wrong. He became the strongest in a world where the powerful ruled. What gave them the right to smile like that!?

“RaaaaaAAAAAAWWWWRRRRR!!!!” Razznik let out a rage-filled roar filled with defiance. The whites of his eyes turned red as he descended into berserk mode. As if sensing their master’s rage, the infamous twelve series appeared around him.

“Let’s go!” Aileera ordered, and the masters were launched towards Skyrm by her magic.

A host of fighters who had been waiting on the hillside by her orders also jumped into the valley and made a beeline for Razznik.

“No more mercy,” Razznik growled as a black aura emanated around him, and suddenly he was gone. Half a second later, a cry was heard on the other end of the battlefield as Razznik’s hand pierced through his chest.

Razznik threw away the already dissipating body and disappeared. He appeared for a brief second in front of a young female mage and made to impale her, but two men stopped his strike, and a third ran a sword through his stomach.

“You’ve had enough fun,” one of them said.

In the end, it did not matter who spoke because he had already marked them all for death. Razznik spun his hand around, launching one of the men into the sky and the other head first into the ground. Before they could recover, he drew out the sword in his stomach, twisted around and decapitated the one that had stabbed him. Without wasting a breath, he finished his spin and beheaded the one on the ground before the weapon dissipated. He grabbed his black bow from the twelve arms circling him and shot an arrow that pierced through the skull of the warrior in the air, instantly claiming his life.

The corpse dissipated before it reached the ground.

“I said no mercy,” Razznik coldly stated, but the adventurers no longer balked at him. Spurred by their commander’s voice, they jointly rushed him with everything they had. “Truly an annoying commander,” he said through gritted teeth as he rushed to greet them.



The battle unfolding in the valley of K’iol was unlike the land of Zytra had ever witnessed. Several races, professions, and classes from all over the continent had banded together to fight a common enemy. Greater yet, the teamwork displayed by the cheering warriors was one rarely seen even in smaller units. Adventures all believed they were the best. Getting these inflated egos to work together in harmony was a gargantuan task very few could accomplish. It either required a commander of considerable skill or a foe so great, they would stand no chance if they did not work together.

Both conditions were fulfilled within the valley that night. Before the Demon King, the warriors proved the belief that before an even larger foe, all enemies unite. Minutes ago, Razznik might have gloated at being such a fearsome man, but now, he was just irritated. The adventurer’s attacks had become synchronized, and they moved with strategy rather than force. The commander had obviously instructed these warriors to no longer blindly engage the Demon King directly.

Razznik did not care if they organized themselves or not. It would all be meaningless before his might.

Razznik shot an arrow of light into the sky. The light arrows split into dozens of bolts at the apex of its flight and rained down on the enemies surrounding the Demon King. The mages swiftly reacted to this threat by setting up barriers to protect their units.

Razznik glanced at the mages, but their comrades refused to give Razznik the chance to attack them. Two swordsmen lunged at the Demon King’s back, but Razznik blocked the combined strikes with a staff. The Demon King spun around without pause and bashed in another warrior’s skull. He dropped to the ground as arrows whizzed over him, then extended his staff while he was on the ground. He spun around again, upsetting several warriors around him.

A set of nimble assassins jumped over the staff and struck at the exposed Demon King. Razznik’s eyes flashed as a black shield appeared on his left arm. He raised the shield over his head and successfully blocked the attack. The collective blow of the assassins’ weapons did not gain any purchase, and the Demon King instantly retaliated. 

Razznik’s shield arm shot upwards, and the blow forced the assassin’s weapon arms upward. The Demon King sent the fools to the Circle with a swipe of a sword that appeared in his left arm.

Razznik stabbed the warriors on the ground before they could return to their feet. There was no time for respite as ten more came in their place. Razznik snorted as they approached. He had figured out the enemy’s tactic.

When Razznik attacked, a knight would shield, giving others an opportunity to attack him. This was the tactic most groups used, but it proved largely ineffective against the Demon King’s incredible strength. Razznik tore through shields like a knife through butter.

Even more reprehensible was his ‘quick switch’ ability.

Most masters could change their weapons while in the middle of a battle and even actions. These allowed for excess combos by the truly skilled. The problem was that it seemed Razznik had been born with weapons in his tiny hands and legs. He seamlessly cycled through his twelve creations at the most opportune times. Furthermore, his method of switching renders counters futile.

Razznik’s switched to his gloves as a knight charged at him with a lance. He lifted the weapon and the knight who was still holding on and flung them both into the skies above. A ranger capitalized on the opportunity and shot Razznik with arrows charmed with ice and fire. The ranger’s excitement instantly died as a shield appeared in Razznik’s free hand which he then used to block the bolts.

Razznik smashed his shield against an onrushing warrior, then switched to his twin blades and parried blows from several adventurers. Once an opening appeared, he changed to his broadsword and cleaved right through them.

No one could land any sort of significant hit on the Demon King, but that did not stop the frenzied warriors. They kept throwing themselves at him, with the consolation that eventually he would run out of both mana and stamina.

Meanwhile, Aileera and the masters approached Skyrm who stopped his attack out of curiosity.

“What is your name child?” Skyrm politely inquired.

“I am called Aileera great one,” Aileera answered with a bow. Behind her back, she made signals to Frena who nodded with understanding.

“You desire to battle with me?”

“No, my lord. My quarrel is with Razznik alone,” Aileera said, but the look in her eyes made Skyrm chuckle.

“You say you do not wish for battle, yet you make preparations for one. You, humans, are ever so interesting,” Skyrm said and brought his head down to take a close look at the gutsy human.

He is impossibly large. This was Aileera's thought when he brought his head down to her level. His forehead alone was more than twice her size, and he could easily carry a village on his back if need be. Were the creators mad when they made something this large? No one could hope to match it in combat!

“Why do you aid the traitor?” Aileera asked with a steely gaze. Skyrm had to admit he was impressed by her bravado. It was no wonder she was appointed as the commander of the coalition.

“He bested me in combat.” Skyrm flatly admitted.

“What?!” everyone except Aileera screamed. They had all assumed Razznik earned some favors by helping the dragons with some problems, but to defeat Skyrm?! That was something even an army would fail to accomplish!

“You already knew that, did you not, child?” Skyrm said to Aileera as he rose to his full height and took to the air with a great push of his wings. “Now you seek to raise the morale of your army even further by doing the very same.”

“Forgive my impertinence,” Aileera apologized, “but I need you to fall here.” She signaled Freya who finished the long chant and erected a dome barrier over the valley. The old man felt a pain in his heart as he looked at the scores of manastones that had crumbled to dust. Who knew how much money he had just burned?

“If you wish to end this painlessly, you will do well to turn away now,” Aileera advised Skyrm, with a confidence that did not match the situation.

“Hahaha!” Skyrm laughed loudly, but then his expression turned grim, followed by a snarl that would terrify even the bravest of men. “You would do well not to underestimate me,” he growled as bright balls of light appeared around him. The lights shot down, the ensuing explosions blasting building-sized craters in the earth.

“No. Whether it’s you or Razznik. You’re the ones taking me far too lightly,” Aileera declared and stomped her staff on the ground. A barrier formed over the Guildleaders and shielded them from the bombardment.

Aileera quickly cast several spells, and her companions experienced an unprecedented surge in power. “My apologies, but I do not have the time to have a proper duel with you,” she said to Skyrm as she began to cast another spell.

The King of Dragons was not so conceited that he would let her finish her chant. Skyrm dove down to personally end her. Her shields might protect her from mana based weapons, but his physical strength would easily shatter it to pieces.

A flurry of arrows forcefully halted the Dragon King’s advance. Skyrm irritatedly turned to look at the arrows’ source.

Miles, hidden within the trees, locked on to his target and let loose another hail. He used a technique similar to Razznik’s splitting arrows to divide his arrows into hundreds per shot. His objectives were Skyrm’s massive wings. Though they were intimidating to look at, as an archer, they made for very easy targets.

Skyrm was familiar with adventurers going after his wings. He easily dodged the predictable arrow paths by twisting in mid-air and folding his wings. He fired off a volley of his balls of light, but Miles was already gone from that spot. Another hail of arrows came at Skyrm from much farther away, and like the first, he easily avoided them.

The difference with these arrows was that they turned around in mid-air and pierced his wings. This attack barely left a strike, but it greatly insulted Skyrm’s pride! In his rage, he opted to fly low over the surrounding forests and soon spotted the bowman running through the thickets.

Skyrm swooped down till he was barely over the trees and prepared to roast Miles, but a blue form right in front of him gave him pause.

Blorg jumped out of a tree, ax drawn to cut down the beast, but Skyrm merely climbed above him and sprayed both him and Miles with his flames. Freya who erected a shield over both men in the nick of time, saving them from a fate of becoming human bacon.

Skyrm made a sharp U-turn when he saw they were unscathed and prepared a stronger fireball.

“Not while I live ‘n’ breathe!”

Skyrim heard a shout coming from his back. Before he could wonder who it was, he roared in startled pain as the voice’s owner drove a sword in-between his scales. Rono pulled out his scimitar and stabbed again. He had jumped onto the Dragon King’s back when Skyrm flew low with his grappling hook.

Skyrm sharply climbed into the sky in an attempt to toss the pirate off his back, but Rono was accustomed to the stormiest of seas. He calmly stabbed two large poles into the Dragon King’s backside, tied himself to them, and held on for his life.

“In all the seas have I not found myself a more worthy game,” Rono cheered as he continuously drove his blade into the beast’s back. His weapon's effects were not as simple as a simple stab. His scimitar had several enchantments on it that wreaked havoc in the monster's body.

Skyrm performed several stunts, including barrel rolls to get the pest of his back, but Rono refused to budge. Desperate, Skyrm crashed his back into a mountain, hoping the force would knock the pirate off his back.

Instead, two extra passengers got on. Their names were Troy and Else, two assassins so deadly silent and inconspicuous, they most likely would not have been mentioned in any records including this, were it not for the feat they performed.

The assassins, whose genders were impossible to tell, split up and jumped onto the wings of Skyrm. Before the Dragon King could react, they drove their daggers into its wings, and sped towards each other, ripping the wings apart in the process.

Skyrm cried out in pain as he struggled to keep his balance, but Miles, who never missed a chance fired off two arrows that grew in size as they flew. By the time they tore through Skyrms wings, they were as thick as cathedral pillars.

Left with no means to hold himself up, Skyrm helplessly plummeted to the earth. The Dragon King righted himself mid-crash and landed roughly on his feet. Enraged beyond reason, Skyrm randomly shot fireballs into the surrounding forest. Smoke and fire chocked the air, and the earth trembled under the Dragon King’s rage.

A sharp tug on his tail interrupted Skyrm’s rampage. He looked over his shoulder and saw the blasted lycan grabbing onto his tail. Blorg was ranked first in the land regarding raw physical strength. He proved why, as, imbued with Aileera’s buffs, he managed to drag Skyrm off his feet. He did not possess enough power to lift the Dragon King, but this much was more than enough.

With the underbelly exposed, the assassins rushed in to stab its heart, but right as their blades were about to break the skin, they instinctively retreated as a deadly glow burst out of Skyrm. The light shrunk in size and Razznik with it.

It took the shape of a man and then dissipated leaving an injured draconian in its wake. Skyrm’s humanoid form took the form of a red-scaled middle-aged man with long red hair that reached his waist. He was dressed in nothing but red pants, as he had no need for armor.

“To think I would be forced to use this form twice in one generation,” Skyrm mused and stretched to see if there were any complications with his body. None, it worked perfectly, and in this form, his wounds would heal faster. Skyrm’s gaze hardened as he glared at the Guild Leaders. “Come!”

Blorg led the attack under Miles’ covering fire.

Skyrm looked at the arrows with disgust and countered with mana bolts. Fireworks erupted as the projectiles clashed, but Skyrm’s mana-bolts won out in the end. Countless mana-bolts shot into the woods and flushed out the archer from his hiding place.

An explosion sent Miles flying, and blood poured out of deep injuries as he fell to the ground, unmoving.

Blorg took advantage of Skyrm’s preoccupation with Miles to quickly swing at the Dragon King. Unfortunately, Skyrm’s battle instinct was not something the young lycan could ever estimate.

Skyrm’s right foot blurred and kicked the weapon out of Blorg’s hands. Undaunted by the loss of his ax, Blorg attempted to grapple Skyrm, but the Dragon King gamely locked hands with the lycan in a contest of strength.

“I do believe I owe you,” Skyrm reminded Blorg. He pushed down, and Blorg’s back bent under the Dragon King’s superior strength. Skyrm snorted, kicked the lycan’s feet out from under him, then punched the suspended body. Blorg crashed to the earth with the force of a boulder and struggled to catch his breath.

Determined to complete his payback, Skyrm grabbed the lycan by his tail, swung him over his head and tossed Blorg far off into the woods. At that moment, the twin assassins seemed to appear from nowhere and stabbed at Skyrm, but he easily parried their blows. He then sent the twins flying with a punch and kick to their stomachs.

“Time to end this,” Skyrm stated as he grabbed Rono who had chosen that moment to launch a sneak attack at his back. Skyrm squeezed hard and almost cracked Rono’s neck, but instinct drove him to let the pirate go and dive back.

Boom!

Skyrm’s eyes narrowed as he examined a set of long white chains that had smashed into the ground at his previous location.

“What?!” Skyrm exclaimed as the snake-like chains sprung to life and slithered through the air toward him. He barely dodged the follow-up attack, but he could not rest as the damned chains doggedly hunted him down. Suddenly, a large pillar of light caught the Dragon King’s, and he was forced to stop as a giant arrow flashed by his back.

This stop proved to be fatal.

One of the chains tore through Skyrm’s left arm and pinned itself to the ground, followed soon by the remaining chains which pierced through his arms and legs. Skyrm attempted to break free, but a blinding light consumed him, and he felt all the power drain out of his body.

“Seal complete.” Someone confirmed.

Skyrm turned to see Aileera walking up to him. “This was your true aim?” He said through gritted teeth.

“I warned you not to underestimate me. Razznik is next,” Aileera said and turned away from the Dragon King. Sealing him was one thing. Killing him was another. They could fight for the better part of a day, and the Dragon King would remain standing. Furthermore, this seal only allowed for one attack before it shattered. Aileera was not confident she could end Skyrm in one strike, so it was better to keep the Dragon King sealed and away from the fight.

“Take him out? You do not understand that man’s true terror yet,” Skyrm laughed as the last of his strength ebbed. He looked up at the sky with a forlorn gaze. “I suppose time is up.”

BOOM!

Aileera’s expression warped with shock as a terrible earthquake shook the earth to its core. She turned to look at the valley and was greeted with the sight of a gargantuan pillar of black light that shot to the skies. Aileera paled as she realized that pillar had easily torn through a barrier made to withstand Skyrm’s greatest attack.

The commander barely got her wits about her when a shadow sped past her and smashed the chains that bound Skyrm.

“Many thanks,” Skyrm said to his savior and accepted the flask held out to him. He drank its contents and soon felt his power return. Skyrm looked at Razznik with hazy eyes. “So, this is it?”

Razznik released a wry smile and shook his head. “We both knew this would eventually come.”

“That may be so,” Skyrm muttered as wings sprouted from his back. With a powerful flap, he suspended a few feet off the ground. “But it does not change the unpleasantness of it all.”

Razz laughed and shook his head. “This is goodbye old friend.”

Skyrm looked like he wanted to say something, but he changed his mind, and with a large flap of his wings, he disappeared into the skies.

Razznik turned to look at Aileera, black sword imposingly balanced on his shoulder. “Enough games. Your army has been decimated. I have used up my summons. We are all low on mana and health. Let’s finish this.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Aileera agreed as she composed herself. The Guildmasters swallowed elixirs to heal the injuries from their fight with Skyrm then joined her side to surround the Demon King Razz.

Razznik looked at the Guildmasters with mirth in his eyes. In the end, it still came down to this. The Demon King against the world. Razznik let out a sardonic chuckle behind the mask. Wasn’t this the story of his life? Did he ever expect to have a different ending? “Dawn breaks in thirty minutes,” Razznik suddenly announced, causing the Guildmasters to tense up. “A winner will be decided by then.”

A drop of rain fell to from its birthplace in the sky and landed on Razznik’s sword. Stubbornly, it egged on, rolling down the blade, until it reached the edge, then fell off. It completed its journey, and its life came to an end as it moisturized the earth.

The adventurers rushed the Demon King for one final showdown.

As always Blorg led the attack from the front.

Razznik placed his sword in front of him and used his free hand to provide support as he blocked a direct blow from the lycan. The force forced the Demon King off the ground and tossed him a few yards away while Blorg’s arm recoiled sharply, leaving him defenseless.

Razznik stabbed his sword into the earth in mid-air and used it as a pivot to swing himself back the way he came. The sword dematerialized once the swing was complete and rematerialized in his hand as he lunged at the yet-to-recover lycan.

Two figures charged out from under Blorg and attacked the approaching Razznik, who responded by switching to his twin swords. The Demon King parried the assassin’s simultaneous attack, then forced them back with a powerful push, just as Rono lunged at his exposed back. Razznik instantly switched to his staff and smashed down at the pirate.

Rono anticipated the attack and danced around the staff, then launched a quick thrust at Razznik’s chest. The Demon King snorted and whacked Rono’s ribs with the staff. He then proceeded to hit one of the assassins with the butt end then whacked the other, who barely blocked with his dagger. However, the smash sent him careening through the air like a tossed bottle.

A hail of arrows raced towards Razznik, but he paid them no heed and instead charged to their source, effortlessly swatting away all that fell close to him with his sword.

Archers were weak at close range. That was the general conception about his kind in general, but Miles was one of the very few exceptions to that rule. He parried Rex’s swing with his bow, drew an arrow and made to stab the king’s midriff, but the Demon King switched to a shield and blocked it.

With a confident grin, Miles buried the arrow in the shield and jumped back. Boom! The enchanted arrow exploded, and Razznik was engulfed in the blast. This was not enough to slow down, Razznik, but that was never the archer’s aim.

Razznik cleared the smoke from the blast with a swing of his sword and was rewarded for his effort with an arrow the size of a hundred spears. With no time to spare, Razznik switched to his shield to protect himself, but the force launched him right out of the forest, to Freya who was waiting in midair.

The old mage’s body glowed with several enchantments which he took advantage of to kick down with the force of a mad Behemoth. Razznik blocked the kick with his shield, then grinned as a rope wrapped itself around the mage’s legs. Razznik pulled the raging Freya down to the earth with him

The black cord was another of Razznik’s creation. When he inserted his mana, he could control like a snake. He did not really like the whip, but it had its uses and moments.

Aileera who had been out of the picture till then suddenly appeared from nowhere and lunged at him, clad in a knights regalia, shield and all.

“I thought you were a mage?” Razznik blurted out in disbelief as he engaged her in a sword battle. The commander proved to be well versed in the art of sword-play. Not only did she keep up with him, but she also found the space to launch a good number of counter-attacks.

“You are not the only one who mastered several fields,” Aileera cooly replied. She kept up her barrage of attacks, apparently intending to buy time for her teammates to recover.

“Interesting,” Razznik said with a sadistic grin. “In that case...” He suddenly forced Aileera a few steps back with a powerful kick to her shield, then switched to a white oak staff with a massive manastone at its head.  White chains similar to the one the commander had cast on Skyrm burst out from the earth and danced hungrily as they awaited their target.

“Those won’t work on me,” Aileera confidently stated with a little smirk.

“They are not meant for you,” Razznik snapped back and enjoyed the pale look on her face as she realized what he meant. The snakes slithered past her and pinned each of her companions to the ground.

“Fifteen minutes left,” Razznik announced as he switched to his signature broadsword. He pointed his sword at Aileera and challenged, “Prove your worth.”

The final two survivors of the Battle of Ki’ol rushed at each other in a flurry of swords. One used a beautiful blend of attacks, blocks and agile dodges and the other was a savage beast who swung with wild abandon and cared not for the little injuries caused by the opponent’s swings.

“Do you truly enjoy it?” Aileera questioned when their swords clashed, and their heads came within inches of other.

“Yes, I do!” Razz replied enthusiastically. “There is no greater joy than that you can find on the battlefield.”

“I mean is it so much fun fighting alone,” she asked, and Razz faltered for a second. Her swing cut through his mask, ripping it off, and he responded in kind with a deep cut across her stomach. She fell to the ground together with the mask and looked up at the man hailed as the Demon King.

The face underneath was not one the world would have expected. The man, Razznik Y’Terlow was no demon, yet he seemed to have abandoned his humanity. A scar ran across his face from the left of his lower lip, up through his right eye.

Razznik’s eyes, however, held the truth to his life.  They were empty, yet laden with a heavy sorrow only a few in the world could ever understand. It was the eyes of a man who had rejected the world after realizing the emptiness of his dream. Razznik’s eyes remained fixated on Aileera as she rushed up and ran her sword through his chest. “Fun serves no purpose. I only live to get stronger than I was yesterday.”

“Stop lying!” Aileera shouted as she punched Razznik’s chest. “Do you dare to claim you never had fun outside fighting!? Do you dare!?”

Razznik stared at the commander as memories began flooding in. However, with a shake of his head, he muttered, “Maybe I did. Maybe I didn’t. It doesn’t matter now,. I have accomplished my mission. I am the strongest man alive, the Demon King even. I successfully built my own empire in the most feared land of all. I terrified the world so much, they were willing to put aside the hatred for each other to raise an army for the sole purpose of killing me.”

“No matter how great the empire you build,.” Aileera weakly said as she stared into Razznik’s empty eyes. “It is nothing if you are alone in it.”

In that second where Razznik’s guard was down, a thousand arrows simultaneously pierced through his chest, legs, and arms, but he kept his focus on Aileera. The remaining masters broke free of their chains which had weakened along with Razznik and ran him through with their weapons.

Still, the Demon King refused to fall and kept his gaze on the woman in front of him.

“You know, this world could have been wonderful to you if you did not have so much hate,” Aileera said as she looked at him with pity.

Razznik took a step towards her, but then stopped when a flood of red light appeared on the horizon and slowly drowned everything. The commander of the army stood with her back to the rising sun and a smile on her face that drained the remaining energy from Razznik.

The Demon King leaked out a weak smile. “Hey, do you think they will remember me?”

“Baka,” Aileera playfully admonished as tears began to streak down her face. “No one will ever forget you.”

“And you? Will you forget me?”

“Idiot! Like I could ever forget you!”

“I see.” For the first time in his entire life, Razznik revealed a bright, happy grin. “Then that is enough.”

Truly Beautiful... Razznik thought as darkness enveloped, then transported him to the world beyond. A white cloud appeared in the distance and floated towards him, expanding into letters as it got closer. When in full view, it said the words that let the King know his end had indeed arrived.

GAME OVER!

Seventeen years old Suzuki Mato swallowed a deep breath as he took off his helmet. He sighed and pushed his hair out of his eyes as he looked up at the ceiling.

“Truly... It’s all over...”

                                                Stay tuned for Chapter 1
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                Iruma, Saitama Prefecture,

Japan.

05: 45 am, Monday 6  th   April 2043.

Within a dimly lit room, Mato Suzuki took off his Virtual-Gear helmet and looked at the familiar painting on his ceiling. A pair of crossed swords stabbed into the soil overlooked a vast forest range. The blades gleamed imposingly as they caught the rays of a setting sun. 

“I see. It’s over, huh?” Suzuki muttered with a sigh. He closed his eyes and gave the pre-programmed command. “Erase.”

Suzuki opened his eyes three seconds later, and as expected, only one sword remained. Suzuki sighed and got off the bed, dark eyes dim with dread toward the new day. Less than five seconds out, and he already regretted his decision to quit ‘King’s Journey.’ However, there wasn’t much he could have done as the situation was out of his hands. 

Razznik’s final battle marked the end of King’s Journey. 

Genaco Incorporated, the company behind King’s Journey, was closing its servers at 7:00am, in preparation for a new game they tagged Live No Evil, which would launch later in the day at 6:00pm. 

“TV On,” Suzuki ordered, and the 40” flat screen mounted on the opposite wall turned on. As always, it was tuned to G1, the prime gaming channel network in the world. Suzuki always found it funny how these network channels kept managing to crawl back to life despite the odds. Two decades ago, Television Networks found themselves at risk of extinction as ratings steadily declined. Millennials just did not resonate with their content, preferring the ease of watching videos on a streaming site. 

Sports channels were the only channels that managed to keep high ratings. Other channels frantically searched for a way to catch up or at least cut a slice of the digital market for themselves. It was at this time that someone took notice of gaming’s ever-increasing demand on video streaming sites and the seemingly unstoppable growth and success of Esports. 

The Network Companies suddenly had a crazy idea. Why not create a few channels dedicated to this little market? See what happens. No one expected the resounding success that followed. Rabid fans happily bought subscriptions to the different networks to support the progress of their favorite Esports teams. In response to this unprecedented move, the networks began to promote even more gaming content.

Drama and movie channels showcased staged stories within games, complete with voice actors. Sports channels fought over exclusivity for different esports, and some channels went as far as to dedicate everything to gaming content alone.

Genaco Inc’s gaming channel, G1 used to be ‘just one of the channels.’ However, as fate would have it, its total exclusivity over King’s Journey, the world’s first ever virtual game, after its release launched its status to the number one gaming channel overnight. The gaming channel made stars out of dozens of gamers and changed the public’s perception of gamers as a whole.

Gaming was no longer a career path to be scoffed at. Little children in kindergarten often put down ‘Professional Gamer’ as their career choice. 

Suzuki walked over to a treadmill located next to the entrance door and started his morning run.

“I’ve got to say Tomeo-chan, that fight was I-I-I- Incredible!  I got goosebumps! Look, look the goosebumps!”

“Chills! I got chills Naosuke-kun! I thought my life was over when Razznik glared at me!”

“Ah, I know what you mean! But, Tomeo-chan, you did die though.”

“Huhuhuhu, Naosuke-kun you scrub. Everybody died, but I made sure to punch him once!”

“Uwah! Seriously!?”

“He blocked it though.”

“Hahaha, that’s more like it Tomeo-chan! I almost thought you were better than me.”

“Omo.”

Anyone who watched G1 was familiar with the broadcasting duo of Nashi Naosuke and Yanase Tomeo. The dynamic duo’s over-the-top reactions and playful banter while reporting King’s Journey related news made them one of the most popular presenters on television. Their ratings were consistently high, and they usually headlined important gaming events.

It was only natural that they would be in charge of the end-game event.  ‘Ballad of the Demon King’  was the most significant gaming event in the history of gaming. Over two million accounts had logged on to participate in that glorious activity. Most programmers in the world were still scratching their heads in wonder over what the hell kind of servers Genaco used that could handle that kind of information overload in a small space.

Suzuki could already guess what the two were going to talk about over the next couple of minutes. The game footage would take some time to process and edit even for the efficient Genaco Gaming Division so these two would hype the crowd with Razznik’s past exploits and provide some background for the final fight.

Suzuki was the last person on the earth who needed more information about Razznik. He picked up a pair of headphones that hung on the treadmill and drowned himself in OSTs from his favorite anime.

Exactly thirty minutes later, Suzuki stopped his run and started a set of body weight training consisting of squats, planks, handstands, and push-ups among others. These took up another thirty minutes and Suzuki, drenched in sweat, took off his headphones. As he expected, Naosuke-san was still promoting the upcoming the highlight show.

“...Fans from all Over the Globe gathered for this event, and it is rumored to be one of the Greatest in the history of Virtual Gaming! Join us at Genaco at 7 a.m as the Scariest, Craziest, Wildest fight you’ve ever laid your eyes on is brought to your TV screen. Remember, you saw it here first at G1!...”

They sure worked fast.  Suzuki mused as he walked into the shower. Their speed did not surprise him. The company stood unchallenged at the top of the gaming industry because of their enthusiasm towards gaming. From the CEO down to the mailroom, every employer Suzuki met in the past three years genuinely loved games. Unlike most infamous gaming companies, Genaco Gaming was a gaming entity first, and a company second. 

Some theorized that the only reason Genaco Gaming did not adopt the predatory practices of other companies was because of the staggering financial prowess of their parent company, Genaco Inc. Their claims did have a grounding in reality. 

In 2024, Genaco Inc, the multi-billion dollar Japanese, food manufacturing company suddenly came out of the blue with a new power source they dubbed ‘Nesla coils.’ The coils were powered by a new element supposedly synthesized by a Japanese scientist at one of Genaco’s labs. The coils could generate near unlimited power, and the company had chosen to name them after Nikola Tesla, the man who envisioned a world powered by free energy.

Contrary to what they expected, Genaco Inc found themselves ostracized by the world’s top electronics companies and governments as no one was able to reverse engineer the technology behind the coils. No one was stupid enough to rely on a source of energy that was monopolized by a single company. Who knew just what kind of crazy prices they would be forced to pay?

Even the leaders of Genaco’s home country, Japan released an ultimatum that it would not be allowed to trade any further if it did not reveal the secret behind the Nesla Coils. Capitalism was good and all, but nobody wanted one company to have the power to hold the entire world hostage whenever they damn well pleased.

Many predicted Genaco Incorporated would fold after this. Who cared how great their creation was if no one would buy it? The world was ready to play the waiting game until the company chose to share the secret behind the Nesla Coils.

No one anticipated Genaco Incorporated’s counterattack. The company ignored the world and decisively relocated its entire company to Nigeria, Africa. They made deals with governments to built massive Nesla Coil-powered plants designed to provide unlimited energy to their countries. While the power plants were in the works, Genaco began production of their own electronics. These included televisions, mobile phones, fridges and much more, all of which were powered by the inexhaustible Nesla Coils. These products were then exclusively sold in Africa.

The citizens of these African countries barely knew what it was like to have constant energy. Electronic products that could basically last forever were like manna from heaven. The company’s products sold like hotcakes, and they often found themselves falling behind the demand. 

To remedy this, Genaco partnered with some small electronics companies based in Africa. Since the big boys of the world refused to play ball, it was more than happy to raise centurions of their own from scratch. These small companies had nothing to do with those top names around the world. They happily accepted Genaco’s offer!

With these electronics companies under its belt, Genaco was like a tiger that grew wings. They solely focused on the production of the coils which they sent to their subsidiary companies to install in their products. These products were then gobbled up by an insatiable market. 

It did not take long before citizens of the 1  st   world countries took notice. Millions of tourists and volunteers arrived in Africa every year. These people bought the products and brought them back to their countries. They would then boast to their friends and families who in anger, attempted to order these products for themselves, only to find out that the products were exclusively sold in Africa.

The world was not ready for what happened next. For the whole of 2024 and 2025, the number of flights leaving and entering countries around the world tripled in size. What was even more shocking was that most of these flights were not to other 1  st   world countries but to Africa of all places.

The Nigerian government could not believe their eyes as the number of tourists skyrocketed to the millions in less than a year. The government realized this was a chance of a lifetime. They partnered with Genaco to launch a complete restructure and beautification of the country. 

The entire country felt the change, and its citizens began to walk with their pumped chest. Where they would have once marveled at a foreigner, the citizens now saw them so frequently, they shed the inferiority complex they once suffered under.

Nigeria was not the only country affected by this change. Genaco rapidly expanded and opened branches in several other African countries, bringing with them tourists and rapid development in these countries.

In February 2026, Genaco commisioned the first Nesla-Powered Plant in Nigeria. The plant generated over 200 Gigawatts of energy, enough to not only power the whole of Nigeria, but some of its neighboring countries too. It was a frightening amount of energy that chilled the world to its core.

The massive energy provided by the coils rendered oil-generated energy obsolete overnight. Even worse, following this, Genaco released a press conference stating that they sought to improve the world by promoting clean energy. Unfortunately, many countries blackmailed their company into revealing the secret behind their no.1 product, the Nesla Coils. They lamented that this was the reason they had resorted to selling their products exclusively in Africa as it was the only region in the world that did not force unreasonable tariffs on them.

Genaco then revealed that in a few years, Nesla Coils could provide enough energy to power the entire world for eternity. However, it would only happen if the citizens pushed back against their countries. 

Citizens of these 1  st   world countries were already pissed off because of Genaco’s exclusivity to Africa. This announcement sparked a burning rage in their hearts! How dare they! These fucking leaders always thought of their pockets! Governments all around the world were bombarded by their citizens, and soon they could only reluctantly surrender to Genaco’s demands.

Dozens of oil-producing countries lost their primary sources of income overnight, leading to global unrest that nearly culminated in a world war. Several terrorist groups and spy agencies targeted Genaco’s headquarters in Nigeria, but the country’s security had drastically improved over the past three years. All attempts failed miserably.

These six months were tagged “The Energy Wars.”

Luckily when things were at the height of madness, in August 2027, a weapons manufacturing company in U.S.A revealed their latest invention. It was the first ever mobile-suit to grace the world. It was bulky and slow but possessed the power of several tanks and armor as strong as a bunker’s wall. 

The most important factor, however, was that it was powered by the Nesla Coils. 

The world’s powers realized that while they had been trying to stop the production of the Nesla Coils, the sneaky U.S.A had already stolen a march on the future arms race. The war ended almost as abruptly as it had started.

The countries fell over themselves to purchase all the Nesla Coils they could, then devoted their precious time and resources to an annual  stick  measuring contest in a ‘friendly’ expo.

With all borders reopened, no one could stop Genaco’s rise. Within two years, the company was valued at three trillion U.S dollars on the stock market. Its owner and C.E.O, Jediah Kaguya Minako was awarded a Nobel Prize for his role in saving the world’s energy crisis. The crazy C.E.O was not satisfied and proclaimed the company would be building a space station as his next project, and also find a way to fix the world’s trash problem.

Genaco Inc’s financial prowess allowed them to quickly build new divisions to focus on different products. Some of these divisions included the food manufacturing and gaming divisions whose headquarters were stationed in Japan as a sort of peace offering to the country.

This diversity paid off in November 2031, when a Russian scientist in one of their Russian research branches invented the first, true-immersion virtual-reality machine. It was a massive, fridge-like device which required its users to lie in it. It was dubbed ‘Virtual-Drive.’ 

The product was costly, and only had a few programs installed at launch, but it still sold out within moments! No one cared that the device was only a few activities like skiing, football, fencing, and skydiving. They were so blown away by the liberating feeling of controlling a perfect, athletic body in these worlds.

Old men and women with more money than seconds to live rushed at these products. They happily relived a time when they were younger and more vibrant! Genaco continually made improvements to their virtual worlds until it all culminated in the breathtaking release of King’s Journey in 2038, accompanied by a much cheaper, consumer-friendly, streamlined helmet that they dubbed, ‘Virtual Gear.’ 

The Virtual Gear together with King’s Journey blew every other virtual game out of the water! Its sales passed surpassed seven million in two days, as the entire world focused on this incredible hallmark of genius computer engineering.

Genaco Inc once again proved why it was the world’s top rated company. No others could begin to compare.

Brrr! Brr!

A sudden outburst of a mix of anime and game battle music roused Suzuki from his daydream. He got out of the shower and cast a curious glance at the wall clock hanging over his reading desk. For some reason, he felt like had spent much longer than usual in the shower. The clock confirmed he had only spent ten minutes, and he chalked it up to the first day of school nerves. Suzuki ignored the ringing phone and took his time dressing, knowing the caller would keep calling till he picked it up.

Suzuki was soon dressed in his school uniform, a white long sleeve shirt on navy blue pants and his personal touch; a white hoody. Suzuki ensured his sketchpad and pencils were in his schoolbag then slung it over his shoulder. Satisfied with his preparations, he finally picked the call and braced for the enthusiastic voice on the other end.

“Mato-kun! That was brilliant! We got so much footage from your fight!” An enthusiastic voice boomed through. Luckily, Suzuki had expected this and placed the phone far away from his ears. The passionate voice belonged to James Shouyou, a half-Japanese half-American who also happened to be the C.E.O of Genaco Gaming and Entertainment. 

Suzuki, though, knew him as the annoying man who had scouted Razznik three years ago. At that time, Suzuki and Razznik struck a broadcasting rights deal with Genaco’s Entertainment Division. Genaco gained the exclusive rights to videos of Razznik’s fights and epic quests in return for a significant sum of money.

Suzuki was only fourteen at the time of the deal, so his adoptive parents were put in charge of the revenue. A significant portion of those funds went into purchasing the new duplex they lived in, and some were used to buy the smart-wall on Suzuki’s ceiling. 

To this day, Suzuki had no idea exactly how much he was worth. This house was enough of a landmine as it was without him poking the hornets’ nest. He planned to keep his head down until his 18  th   birthday which coincided with his graduation from High School. He would pack up and find his own place then. 

“You’re noisy James-san,” Suzuki said and shook as he walked down the staircase to the kitchen on the ground floor.

Pictures of a loving family of four hung on the walls. A 5”7 middle-aged man with a pair of stern, almond-shaped brown eyes, a small nose, and a cleft chin stood next to a beautiful beady-eyed woman with a softly shaped jaw and a stubby nose. Mato Suzuki stood on one end of the picture, while his twelve-year-old younger sister, Akio Rie stood at the other end.

Mr. and Mrs. Akio was famous in the neighborhood for being the perfect, loving couple, but a flash of hatred temporarily crossed Suzuki’s eyes as he glared at the couple’s picture. Eventually, he removed his gaze and walked to the kitchen. 

Suzuki could not help but recall his birth parents who died in a car accident when he was twelve years old. They were not the best parents a child could ask for. His mother’s terrible bi-polar personality meant Suzuki did not know whether he would be kissed or punched at any given moment.

Suzuki’s father was not the abusive sort, but he was married to his work and never returned home for weeks. During the rare occasions that he did, he would spend most of his time with his wife, and all but ignore his son. In perhaps the most twisted version of parenting Suzuki had ever heard of, his father enroled him in martial schools so he would get used to being beaten.

Suzuki’s sacrifice was necessary for his mother’s sake, his father had promised. Perhaps that was the moment something in Suzuki shattered. 

However, even compared to Suzuki’s birth parents, Mr. and Mrs. Akio were the worst type of scum. At least his parents loved each other and him in their own twisted, misguided ways. 

Mr. and Mrs. Akio hated each other’s guts. They argued and insulted each other all the time, and it was clear to Suzuki, even at a very young age that the only reason they kept him around was for the foster money. 

Suzuki’s birth father might have been a shitty dad, but he did carefully plan for his son’s future. He bought insurances and kept savings which were to be used to at least complete his son’s education if anything should happen to him.

The Aiko’s were the lucky family to win that Jackpot. Suzuki’s father was apparently wealthier than he let on because the amount he left behind was more than enough for Suzuki’s education until he graduated from the University.

The greedy Mr. Akio got used to the good life and began to slack off at work. He eventually got laid off due to his increasingly sore attitude. At this time, the lawyer representing Suzuki’s father’s will revealed that there was a clause that stated that if the family in charge of Suzuki did not have a stable job, the firm would take over the accounts and fund Suzuki’s schooling.

Although Suzuki’s father did indeed plan things well, he did not account for his decision impacting Suzuki as terribly as it did. Mr. Akio blamed Suzuki for the loss of his job and the free money. He saw Suzuki as a sneaky, ungrateful snake who wanted to keep all the money to himself. It did not take long for these verbal abuses to turn to physical violence. 

Mr. Akio was quite careful. He only hit Suzuki in places clothes would cover. The family had an image to preserve after all. 

In response, Suzuki endeavored to reduce the amount of time he was in the same room as the abusive man or he might end up accidentally murdering him. Suzuki eventually found solace in street-fights and online gaming. His gaming career started on a computer he salvaged and rebuilt from the junkyard. Suzuki then saved up on Genaco coins from the company’s different online games and finally purchased a Virtual Gear and King’s Journey two years after its release in 2040. 

For the first three months, Suzuki barely made enough in-game coins to keep up with the monthly subscriptions. However, that all changed when Razznik defeated the King of Giants. The battle put Razznik’s name in the air. Soon enough, James approached Suzuki and his parents for a business deal. Before he could even consider the terms, his guardians eagerly accepted on his behalf.

Suzuki did not really care about the money. That was not the reason he started gaming in the first place. Suzuki never asked for a cent, hoping the new cash would bring peace to the house, but the couple only found new reasons to argue. Ms. Akio blamed her husband for not bringing in any money and called him out on living on a child’s income. Mr. Akio, in turn, took out his frustrations on Suzuki.

“Suzuki! Are you ignoring me!?” James' voice cut Suzuki out of his murderous reverie, and for once he was thankful for the older man’s never-ending enthusiasm.

“What do you think?” Suzuki coldly replied while he prepared breakfast for the household.

“Tch. Still as rude as ever,” James admonished, but his playful tone revealed his true feelings. “We sent the payment to your account as usual, with a bonus for Razznik’s excellent acting! Sent shivers down my spine.”

Suzuki shook his head. This time, there was no acting involved. Razznik had lived his last moments as himself without thinking of Suzuki for even one moment. “I have to go James-san.”

“Ah, sure sure,” James said. “When you return to the virtual world, call me. I am sure you will have more awesome adventures to share.”

“A man your age should not say awesome, James-san,” Suzuki chided and cut the call in the middle of James’ astonished gasp.

Suzuki finished preparing breakfast, laid it out on the table and packed two lunchboxes for himself and his pseudo-sister. He placed his lunch into his school bag and put his sister’s in the fridge. He made a quick check to ensure he didn't forget anything, then walked out.

Suzuki shook his head as he came across several virtual-reality posters and ads on his way to school. The technology had taken over several facets of society. Businesses used it to conduct long-distance meetings, and the military used it for training purposes. Unfortunately for Suzuki, schools were exempted from the virtual world by law. Holding classes for children in university and below online was illegal. 

It was 7:35am by the time Suzuki left his home, and all he could hear were people chirping non-stop about the ‘Demon King.’ Suzuki guessed the show must have finally begun its broadcast. It made sense they would target 7:30 as this was the time students would start their preparations for school.

“Let me go! Do you know who I am!? I’m a level 340 Assassin! One swipe and you’re dead!”

Suzuki looked up and saw a man being held down by the station’s security guards. 

“Uwah. That’s bad. So Parallel is real?”

“I don’t know.”

“I heard it only happens to game addicts.”

“Hehe, I heard it’s a government gone wrong.”

Suzuki ignored the gossip and boarded his train. Parallel was indeed a phenomenon that worried the gaming community. The number of cases was indeed tiny, affecting only about three percent of the population, but it had dire effects. Mild cases of Parallel could lead to contractees temporarily being unable to differentiate between the virtual and real world. Some cases had recorded severe side effects like memory loss and complete personality breakdown.

None of these had anything to do with Suzuki. His gaming character was completely separate from his real-life personality. There was no chance he would ever be affected by the disease. More importantly, after a few stops, everyone on the train forgot about the man with Parallel and returned to praising Razznik as they streamed the highlights on their phones.

Suzuki plugged in his earphones and listened to his unique mix as the world zoomed by. At his stop, Suzuki got off the train and leisurely strolled to school. He arrived at the school gates at 8:00 am, thirty minutes earlier than he was supposed to. This had become a habit he had subconsciously formed to avoid walking alongside the student horde.

As usual, Suzuki met a familiar figure standing at the school gate, straight, long, black hair fluttering lightly in the spring wind. The fair-skinned teenage girl, tagged as the most beautiful woman by the school’s horny teenagers had her gaze trained on the approaching Suzuki. Indeed, she was the ideal woman for many of these guys. She was tall, athletic, and adequately endowed. Best of all, she always exuded a cold, majestic, aura that made her seem unapproachable to the general public. 

Suzuki’s fingers tapped his school bag as he resisted an urge to draw her picture right there. Instead, he raised his right hand and greeted, “Good morning, Yumi-kun.”

“Don’t call me kun!” Adachi Ayumi admonished with a roll of her eyes. “Yo yourself. I am surprised you made it to school today.”

Suzuki’s brow rose. “Is there any reason I wouldn’t?”

Ayumi brushed her hair. “I was certain you would be curled up in a ball on your bed crying.” She raised her hands as she mocked, “It is not every day you lose fifty-percent of your friend base.”

This time, it was Suzuki who rolled his eyes and walked up to her. “Are you sure you’re not the one who was crying? Look, your eyes are still red.”

“R-really!?” Ayumi questioned in panic and took out her phone. She was about to turn on the camera when she saw the terrible, mocking smirk on Suzuki’s face. “Y-you! I’ll kill you!”

“You can try,” Suzuki welcomed. 

“Hmph. Not interested,” Ayumi violently refused. She suddenly went quiet, and the sound of fluttering leaves filled the air. Ayumi whispered in a heavy whisper, “So, he’s really gone.”

“Yeah,” Suzuki confirmed. “He won’t be coming back.”

“I see,” Ayumi murmured. She bowed her head to hide the tears that formed in her eyes and placed a clenched fist on Suzuki’s chest. “You must promise you will not forget him.”

Suzuki sighed and placed his hand on her head. “Don’t worry. I couldn’t forget even if I wanted to.”

“Good,” Ayumi confirmed and wiped her eyes. “The students will be coming soon. You should go to class. I still have my duties.”

“Yeah, Yeah, Student Council President-kun.” Suzuki waved away Ayumi’s protest and walked into the building. “See you after school.”

Suzuki’s slack-off time did not last long. It was the first day of a new session, and all students were forced to attend the dreaded morning assembly.

The morning assembly was like every one before it, bland and tiresome. It dragged on forever, but soon Suzuki was free from the torture and in class for homeroom. His homeroom teacher that year was Ms. Homuri, a voluptuous brown-haired lady in her late forties (though she would deny that ten times out of ten), who taught English. She had so many rumors flying about around her, some bad some good that he had chosen to ignore.

After the obligatory greeting, Ms. Homuri quieted down the class and prepared to give her opening speech when the overhead speakers blared loudly, “Eh... Mato-kun, Suzuki Mato-kun, please report to the Principal’s office. I repeat Suzuki Mato-kun, report to the Principal’s office.”

Perplexed by the call, Suzuki got up from his seat. 

“Uwah, it’s Mato-kun.”

“Do you think he got into another fight?”

“I heard he beat up Rimu High’s boss by himself.”

“Seriously? What a delinquent! What’s he doing in our school?”

“His folks must be loaded.”

Suzuki ignored his gossiping classmates. He left the classroom and made his way to the Principal’s office, wondering what the problem was this time. Out of respect for the school, the young man stopped challenging other schools in the district to fights. In fact, he traveled all the way to Kawagoe for his last match.

Could it be that someone in Kawagoe recognized and subsequently reported him to the school? Suzuki refused to believe his luck was that shitty. Suzuki knocked on the Principal’s door, and after he was granted access, he walked into the room. 

The principal was a tall, greying man in his fifties with a face that was always smiling. His office was lightly decorated with a sparrow on the desk and some weird excuses for art hanging on the walls. On the opposite side of his desk were two chairs for visitors, and at the center of the room sat two sofas facing each other, with a glass table in the middle.

The sofas were occupied by two generic men in black suits and matching glasses. Only douches and government agents wore black sunglasses indoors, and something told him it was the latter.

It gave Suzuki the creeps. 

“Ah, Mato-kun,” his Principal, Daichi Keisuke greeted, as he walked in. “These gentlemen are here to see you.”

“Nice to meet you,” Suzuki flatly greeted flatly. Generic #1 and #2 picked up on his tone.

“I see high school kids these days do not accord their elders with respect,” #1 said as he stood up and stared Suzuki down. 

Huge!  Suzuki thought as he took a step back so he would not have to strain his neck. Standing at 5”10, Suzuki was by no means short. In fact, he was on the tall side for a Japanese teenager. However, this man stood two heads taller than him.

Suzuki, unfortunately, was born with a stubbornness in his blood that landed him in trouble all the time. “I believe I greeted you,” he said, as he returned the glare. “You called me here. If you do not have anything to say, I will return to class.” Suzuki turned and walked to the door.

“Ah, about that Mato-kun,” Daichi said rather nervously. “You do not go here anymore.”

“What?” Suzuki whirled around, disbelieving his ears. “What do you mean by that?!”

“You are coming with us,” #2 said, and the voice caused him to raise an eyebrow in question. He took his glasses off, and Suzuki realized ‘he’ was actually a ‘she.’ Still generic though, with the short black hair and suit.

“What are you talking about?”

“Your guardians already signed guardianship over to us,” Generic #2 said, holding up few sheets of paper which he snatched and scanned through.

Unbelievable! They had really sold him out after everything he had done for the ungrateful wretches. One last year. That was all the time they had left over him, and the wretches had cashed in before their favorite purse walked out of their lives. 

“This cannot be legal!” Suzuki yelled in protest and tossed the papers back at #2.

“I know you are shocked, but calm down and let me explain,” #2 said in an attempt to soothe his anger, but the young man was having none of it.

“I’ve heard enough,” Suzuki said, and turned to open the door, but #1 grabbed his shoulder. Suzuki’s hand paused over the doorknob. “Get your hands off me.”

“I cannot do that kid,” #1 replied with a smug look. "Now just listen to the adults a-!”

Suzuki suddenly bent forward and kicked #1’s ankles out from under him. #1’s words froze in his throat as Suzuki caught him over his back. Suzuki grabbed the older man’s collar with his left hand and placed his right hand on the man’s midriff. With a loud grunt, he tossed the larger man over him. 

Bang!

 #1 unceremoniously slammed against the door and crumbled to the floor.

“I warrrrrr... ” Suzuki stuttered and fell to the floor as fifty-thousand volts of electricity messed up all his voluntary skeletal muscles and knocked him out.

“W-was that necessary?” Daichi asked nervously cleaning the sweat on his face with a towel.

“He was reported to have extreme anger issues,” #2 replied holstering her stun gun. “Do not worry. Your school will receive healthy donations by tomorrow.”

“Y-yes,” the principal stammered.

“Get up,” #2 said to #1 who stood up angry and embarrassed over what had just transpired.

“Damn kid,” #1 spat as he picked Suzuki roughly and tossed him over his shoulder.

“Package acquired,” #2 said to someone on her earpiece, and the trio exited the school via an unmarked van waiting nearby.

Somewhere in the building, Ayumi’s brows furrowed as a terrible feeling clogged her heart. It was similar to when Razznik passed. Like she had just lost something important…

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 2: Exposition, Exposition

    
    
    
    
                ???

Suzuki's eyes twitched as a pleasant scent drifted into his nose. The young man groaned as he slowly opened his eyes. He was greeted by the familiar crossed sword painting on the ceiling above. ‘ Wait, didn’t I erase one sword this morning?’

‘This morning? Wait, why am I in bed? I should be in scho-‘

Suzuki’s eyes went wide as the memories flooded in. “Fuck!” Suzuki cursed as he jumped off the bed and warily scanned the room. This left him even more perplexed as the room was identical to his. The walls had the exact same dirty red paint. His study table and chair were both in the correct position, and even his treadmill was in the right spot. If there was one change, it was the coffin-like device that lay next to the bed. 

Suzuki recognized this device. It was the latest Virtual Drive on the market, named Full-Body Virtual Drive. It was capable of extending the time users spent in the virtual world by providing the necessary nutrients needed for survival to the human body while its user was in the virtual world. 

Upon closer inspection, Suzuki realized the room was larger than the one at his home. That explained why there was space left for the virtual drive. This revelation did nothing to help assuage his unease. Why the hell would someone not only kidnap him but also go through the trouble of creating a room near identical to his?

Suzuki had no intention of waiting for whoever was responsible. He walked over to the room’s door and realized it was an automatic door. The young man shook his head as the door slowly slid open, and impatiently squeezed through once there was enough room. Suzuki frowned as he found himself in a hallway that stretched to both his left and right with exits at both ends. 

“This way I go, this way I die, So I will go this other way,” Suzuki chanted while alternatively pointing to his left and right. The chant ended with his hand pointed at the left, so he ran towards the right. He could only pray he did not choose the wrong path.

Suzuki noticed several doors with name tags on them as he ran through the hallway. ‘Nera Gray.’ ‘Yuto Daichi,’ ‘Akira Riku.’ There seemed to be no real order to the names, and he was suddenly struck with a thought. He paused and backtracked to his own door, and sure enough, his name was displayed on a tag next to his door.

“What the?” Suzuki pondered out loud. However, his current priority was to find a way out of this place, so he resumed his dash for the exit. Suzuki slowly opened the door, so as not to alarm anyone who might be on the other side. When no alarms went off, he peered into the next room and saw it was a small hall with two elevators, a door directly opposite his, and another entry that led to a sort of common room, visible through glass walls.

Suzuki walked into the hall and noticed an extra door with ‘stairs’ marked on it. On the wall behind him. The emergency exit. This was good. The elevator posed too much risk, so the young man opted to go for the staircase where he would have a greater chancing of spotting or hearing any approaching person. 

And people say video-games don’t teach you anything.  Suzuki  snorted and cautiously opened the door. No one appeared to be taking the stairs, so he ran down, noting at the back of his mind that the sign by the door said he was on the seventh floor.

Suzuki continued unmarked until he reached the ground floor. Here, he paused to catch his breath and think. The stairs went down one level lower, but if the architect was any good, the ground floor should lead him out. 

Suzuki decided to test his luck with the ground floor and opened the door. Once again there was no one in sight. Suzuki thanked his lucky stars and inspected the small hallway. Thankfully, it had the same layout as the hall on the seventh floor except for a transparent door through which sunlight flooded in with promises of freedom.

Suzuki looked around one more time then made a beeline for the door. He paused at the door and put his adrenaline in check. When he no longer felt the desire to burst through the door like a crazy action movie star, he walked out of the building. 

Surprise flitted through Suzuki’s eyes as he inspected his surroundings. He was not sure what he had expected. Perhaps an abandoned wildlife forest or desert or somewhere equally deserted. 

Suzuki’s expectations could not be further from the reality. It was too normal. He felt like he was in a small, residential area. A high-class apartment building similar to the one he just exited him stood opposite him, separated by a tarred road that ran around a small park. A vast range of buildings was littered around the compound like the architect had added them in as an afterthought. From his position, Suzuki could not make out any fences or walls, so it was impossible to tell which direction he should run toward to get out of this place.

“Damn,” Suzuki cursed and paced back and forth. He was in the middle of deciding which way to go when the sound of approaching sirens caught his attention. 

A small black car skidded around the corner to his right at a speed that should have been impossible for it. Suzuki did not care what its purpose was. He turned around and sprinted in the opposite direction. He snuck a look over his shoulder to see if the car pursued.

Shit!  The car was indeed pursuing him. Its speed shot up like a predator on a chase and bore down on him. Suzuki rounded a corner and was met with a crossroad. He was prepared to go right, but the sound of a car engine coming from that side chose his path.

Suzuki made to run on the left track, but he changed his mind and went off-road when another car drifted into that track. The young man ran through the middle of two small buildings and came across an overhead bridge that ran over a railway line. 

Suzuki stared at the railway line in disbelief.  Just how large is this place? 

The cars could not fit within the narrow spaces between the buildings, so the drivers got out and continued the chased on foot. Suzuki looked over his shoulder and examined the drivers. Black suits, black pants, black shades. The international uniform of underhanded bodyguards everywhere. He recalled that those who kidnapped him at the school wore similar schools and he suddenly felt a burning rage.

Suzuki considered stealing their cars, but he could not drive and with recent technology, stealing cars was not as easy as it once was. Just as he was about to get to the end of the bridge, two men ran up the stairs the stairs and blocked the exit. Suzuki decisively turned back, but those in the black cars had caught up.

Suzuki was without a doubt, trapped.

“Suzuki Mato-kun,” one of the men in front of him called. “There is nowhere to run. Why don’t you stop and calm down so we can talk about this?”

Suzuki glared at him in response. “Fuck you,” Suzuki growled and charged at the man with clearly intending to break through with brute force.

“Damn kid!” the suit cursed as he drew his stun gun and fired at Suzuki.

Suzuki saw him draw the gun and panicked when he squeezed the trigger. However, at that instant, the world suddenly slowed down close to a halt. He could see the dart needles coming straight at him in slow motion. Suzuki was familiar with this feeling. Even though he could not control it at will, sometimes when he was in a high-tension situation, the speed at which he processed information from the world would skyrocket.

Suzuki was not sure if it was a side effect of gaming in the virtual world for so long. Either way, it was a phenomenon that came in handy when it counted. The only downside to the phenomenon was that his body was too slow to respond to some attack. Luckily, this was a situation where his body’s speed was enough for the job. 

Suzuki shifted to the side and ran clear of the projectile. His perception of time suddenly returned to normal, and he careened into the suit and his partner.

“Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow!” Suzuki muttered in pain as he massaged his forehead.

“Stop!” 

Suzuki registered a shout from behind him. He turned around and realized he had made it past the suits. Suzuki instantly recovered and stole down the stairs at the side of the bridge. He hit the ground running, but no matter how far he ran, waves of suits seemed to pop out of the woodworks like a bunch of cockroaches. 

Suzuki noticed that for every path blocked, there was one open and realized he was being herded like sheep. Suzuki got pissed off! These asses knew he had no choice but to go in the predetermined direction. The young man gritted his teeth and decided to play their game. Suzuki rounded a corner and heard sounds coming from what looked like an auditorium. 

“So that’s where you want me to go?” Suzuki muttered as the sounds of running feet closed in around him. 

“How about this!” Suzuki shouted as he burst through the auditorium door with a flying kick. Suzuki’s eyes quickly scanned the interior, and he was shocked to see thousands of faces in descending chairs turn to face him at the same time. Even worse, he realized the auditorium doors led directly to a flight of stairs which connected to the rows of chairs.

Suzuki’s left foot landed awkwardly on the nosing of a stair, causing him to slip. “Ah… fuck,” Suzuki cursed as he tumbled down the stairs. He only came to a painful stop after rolling down at least five landings. 

Suzuki held back a groan as he stumbled to his feet. His pride would not permit him to admit pain in public. His bravado did not stop the sharp pain that stung his right arm. It hung limply by his side, which meant it was either broken or dislocated. Suzuki cradled his right arm with his left as he got to his feet. 

Curiously the people chasing him seem to have given up immediately he entered the auditorium, but Suzuki had no illusions. He knew that immediately he ran away, they would once again chase him down.

Suzuki once again inspected the auditorium, this time with much more care. He ignored the people who looked at him like he was some rare specimen. The fact that they were surprised to see him meant they were not the ones in charge. 

A cough brought Suzuki’s attention to the stage where an elegant, pristine Japanese man stood with a mic clipped to his tailor-made brown Italian suit, with gator lines sharper than Excalibur’s edge. The man’s jet-black hair was neatly parted at the side, and he sported a well-trimmed mustache. 

Suzuki found the man creepy as hell.

“Welcome, Suzuki Mato-kun,” the man greeted with a polite bow.

“Who are you?! Where am I?!” Suzuki questioned with a frown. His right arm throbbed with pain, but he stubbornly refused to let it show on his face.

“Forgive my rudeness. I am Akari Seki,” he introduced. “I am glad to see you awake.”

“Where am I?” Suzuki asked. The edge in his voice had gone, drowned out by the pain he struggled to keep in check.

“I was in the middle of explaining that,” Akari said as he motioned to an empty seat. “If you would be so kind as to take a seat. Ah.” Akari caught the pained expression on Suzuki’s face and advised, “Why don’t you go to the clinic first? I don’t think it is wise to keep on with that wound.”.

“I’ll be fine,” Suzuki stubbornly refused and sat down on the closest empty seat. “Go on.”

Akari seemed to ponder on the issue for a moment, but then shrugged it off. His rapid change and complete disinterest in Suzuki after the fact further reduced Suzuki’s trust in him.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” he began with a bow, “I apologize for the interruption. Now that we are all here, I’ll answer the question that’s on most of your minds. Where are you and what are you really doing here?”

A chorus of murmurs rose in the crowd, and Suzuki frowned. No one in the audience seemed confused as to why they were there. It seemed most of the people were brought here of their own free will. 

“You should get that looked at,” the girl sitting next to him said. Her dark makeup and pale skin gave her a ghastly, almost ethereal look. Her jet-black hair was cut low, with long bangs that shielded her left eye from the world. A single light brown eye gazed at him with mild concern.

“I’ll be fine,” Suzuki rudely refused and turned back to face Akari. 

“Suit yourself,” she said with a shrug.

“Some of you may know of the condition called  Parallel, ” Akari said, his word’s effectively silencing the crowd. “For those who do not know, this phenomena occurs when someone can no longer differentiate between the real world and the virtual world, resulting in a collapse of the psyche.”

Murmurs rippled through the audience at his words. There were very few people in the world were not aware of Parallel, but to most who knew about it, it was more like an urban myth; like Area 51 or aliens.

“To prevent widespread panic, the governments of your several countries decided to keep the few cases reported secret from the public.” Akari paused to let the information sink in. “The virtual engines are an integral part of daily life, and this information can threaten the very fabric of the industry that has finally brought peace worldwide. This is where you come in.”

Suzuki, who till then had not heard anything he did not already know, perked up at the last line.

“Among the millions that use the virtual engines, you are the ones with the greatest NS. For the non-bioengineers, NS stands for Neuro-sync, which is a measure of how well you integrate into the virtual world. We noticed that those with very high NS have a higher chance of contracting Parallel.”

“Who’s we?” Suzuki asked through gritted teeth. Sweat dripped down his face betraying his false bravado. He tightened his grip on his arm as it throbbed in pained protest.

“Forgive my rudeness. ‘We’ are Genaco Research.”

“Genaco!” the auditorium shouted in surprise.

Their surprise was justified. Genaco was one of the world’s largest enterprises. They had their hands in everything from entertainment to charity organizations. It was shocking to think such a large company would be kidnapping people.

Then again...

Suzuki, meanwhile, was utterly pissed off and his face turned red as he struggled to contain his rage. As soon as he heard that name, the mystery of what he was doing here was solved. There was only one bastard in this world who would do something as shameless as having him kidnapped without a care in the world. 

“Wait till I see you, you bastard.” Suzuki could picture a certain blond man laughing in his ridiculous office.

“Rest assured, you are all in safe hands, and will be well compensated for your trouble. As to how exactly you will be helping...” Akari said, motioning to the wall behind him where an image was projected.

The screen displayed the full body virtual drive Suzuki had seen earlier in his room.

“Everyone here displayed excellent sync rates while playing ‘King’s Journey.’ This is why you were contacted, but some of you also revealed early symptoms of Parallel,” Akari calmly stated. Something about the way he said it prevented the people listening from panicking. He regarded them with a confident and reassuring smile as he continued. “You will participate in the new game released later this evening titled Live No Evil.” 

“A game huh? Why the secrecy then?” the dark girl next to Suzuki muttered. She was not the only one confused by Akari’s words. The auditorium was once again filled with murmurs as people tried to make sense of his words.

“Their real purpose is not the game,” Suzuki said barely above a whisper. His breath had become ragged, and he spoke between wheezes. 

“He talks,” she said, amused. Her nonchalance about his pain almost made him laugh. He deserved it.

“I-” Suzuki started, but Akari’s voice interrupted him.

“This is a game created by our talented entertainment sector. Early tests show it will push the limits of reality in the virtual world past its current limits. For the sake of the millions that will log on to this game and the billions that will use virtual drives in the future, we have been forced to resort to this. I humbly apologize,” Akari said, getting on his knees and bowing before the entire hall. 

“He’s a good actor,” Suzuki said. “I can see why he was chosen to speak to us.”

“How’s that?” the dark girl asked.

“His speech, ending with that bow was perfect,” Suzuki observed. “It will cause the mass to feel scared, then safe. Give them a purpose for their abduction, and a sense of justice towards helping others. And if there are reservations, he peels away the last layers with a ‘dogeza,’ giving the audience a false sense of power.”

“...Or he could be genuinely sorry,” the girl playfully countered, intrigued by his cynicism.

“The world isn’t that kind...er?” Suzuki mumbled, realizing he did not know her name yet.

“Jade Y ū hi,” she introduced herself. “A-”

“Now that you have been informed of the reason you are here, I will infer you to the next step,” Akari said, as a woman walked into the hall from a door from a door at the side of the stage. “This is Asagi Yukino-san” he introduced. “She will handle any questions you may have and will be your ward during your stay here.”

Yukino was a blond young lady who looked like she was just barely out of her teens. She was seductively dressed in a stylish low-cut blouse that showed off her ample bosom and a pair of skinny jeans that emphasized her stunning figure. Warm, inviting, hazel-brown eyes peeked at the audience from behind a pair of medicated glasses. 

Drool trickled down the mouths of several horny men and women in the hall. 

Suzuki was not impressed. This woman reminded him of a spider Razznik once fought. Those blasted things would lure you in with a beautiful figure, then suck everything out of the prey.

“Hi!” Yukino excitedly shouted as she waved to the crowd. Her sweet light, voice and bright smile summoned cupids into the hall to smite down several on-lookers.

“Asagi-san,” Akari called wearily. 

“Yuki-chan!” Yukino scolded with a cute pout. “Seki-tan, I told you to stop calling me by my surname.”

“Sure sure,” Akari conceded. 

Suzuki had to admit it was fun to see the man taken down a notch or two.

“Asagi-s... Yuki-chan here is one of the brightest minds on this campus. Direct any questions you have towards her, and she will take care of them,” Akari said then left the stage to Yukino.

“Hello!” Yukino once again greeted enthusiastically.

“Hi!” the love-struck mass responded in kind, infected by her positive energy.

“Before we get started,” Yukino said as she clapped her hands. “Look under your chairs and pull out your communicators.”

Suzuki did as she said and was forced to suppress a wince as a sharp pain sprung up his arm. The communicator was a slab of glass the size of a regular smartphone. He tapped the glass, and a display screen appeared, asking for his thumbprint. Suzuki placed his thumb on the screen, and it scanned his fingerprint. The screen soon changed to his high school photo with some tabs and hyperlinks carefully organized in the home page.

“These are your tickets around the campus,” Yukino explained. “They will open any doors and give you info on anything as long as it is not above your level. Which brings us to our next topic.” The screen behind her displayed a numbered pyramid with 10 at the bottom and 1 at the top. “Everyone starts at level 10. Your level will increase depending on how much time you spend in the game. At level one, you will be paid just as much as our highest ranking employees, and will be privy to any information you wish.”

“Oooh,” the crowd whistled. Money forever remained an excellent motivational tool for humans.

“Now if you’ll follow me, I’d like to take you around the campus,” Yukino invited with a seductive smile and scampered outside.

Shouts of “Wait for me,” “She’s mine,” “I saw her first,” and several other redundant screams could be heard as more than half the audience chased after her like bees to honey.

“Let me see that,” Jade said to Suzuki who had gotten up to follow. His mask of bravado had fallen off, replaced a twist of pain and defiance.

“I’m fine,” Suzuki lied and made to walk towards the door. Angered by his attitude, Jade lightly punched his shoulder to prove a point. It worked too well. Suzuki shuddered and involuntarily cried out in pain as he clutched his shoulder and dropped to a knee.

“Step back,” a voice called, and a surprised Jade quickly retreated.

Suzuki looked up to see Yukino standing over him. Her ‘cute’ look was gone, replaced by a piercing gaze that seemed to bore through him. Suzuki was stunned by how fast Yukino had run up to their seat. They had not even seen her approaching.

 Yukino grabbed Suzuki’s arm and when he tried to push her off, threatened him with a look that ceased all thoughts of protests. She examined his arm, massaging it places to see where it hurt the most. 

“You’re lucky,” Yukino said, “It’s a simple dislocation. If you left it any longer, the swelling would have made it much worse.” She pondered on something for a bit, as she examined the arm further. She nodded as she came to a decision. Before Suzuki could react, she grabbed the back of his head and pulled him into her bosom.

“Mmm!” Suzuki tried to scream out in protest, but her breasts muffled his words.

“This is going to hurt a lot. Feel free to scream as much as you want,” Yukino warned and grabbed Suzuki’s right shoulder. She used the flat of her right hand to cushion the back of his shoulder, then popped the arm back in place with her left.

“Mmmm!” Suzuki’s curse drowned in the valley. 

“You’ll be fine,” Yukino said, as she released Suzuki, mildly impressed by his strength. 

“T-thank you,” Suzuki gratefully thanked her.

“No need to thank me,” Yukino said with a childish grin. “It’s my job.”

“Ah... Um?”

“Yes?”

“Can you move?” Suzuki asked. “You’re too close.” 

“Ara?” Yukino pondered, cocking her head to one side. She looked down and noticed her arms were still around Suzuki, and her breasts were just inches away from his face. “Ho-ho, virgin eh?” she teased.

“!!!”

With a laugh, she released him and motioned for the crowd (who were giving Suzuki death glares, some even wishing he broke his leg) to follow.





???

Restricted Sector.

In a level one restricted facility somewhere on the campus, a scraggly, skinny scientist with gray hair looked to the door as Akari walked in. 

“What did you think of the subjects?” Akari asked, “You think any of them can handle the project?”

“Two hundred and thirty-four attempts. Two-hundred and thirty-two failures. One of the successes now has a severe case of Parallel, while the other is... Dysfunctional,” the scientist replied. “To be honest, I don’t see how anyone could complete this project.”

“To think our hopes would rest on gamers,” Akari sighed.

“Their synch-rates improve because of the complexity of online gaming. If anyone could complete this project, it would be them.”

“Well, we only need a handful to succeed.”

“... And the rest?”

“Expendable,” Akari said flatly.

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 3: A Whole New World

    
    
    
    
                Undisclosed Location.

05:50 pm, Monday 6  th   April 2043.

The sun had begun its slow descent by the time the tour ended. The exposition trip took the gamers through the facility, which they realized was large enough to fit a town. The facility was divided into four major sectors and one minor sector. In order, they were: Residential; Research; Learning; Restricted; and finally Entertainment. The building placements were not strict, and it was common to find some residential buildings in the research and learning sectors and vice-versa. 

Unlike the rest, the restricted section was cut off from the remaining sectors by an exaggeratedly tall concrete wall that shunned all visitors.

The buildings and structures under the recreational sector were scattered around, and thus could not be deemed a significant sector of its own. It seemed the creators of the compound did not want its inhabitants feeling overly pressured by work, so they had included various recreational facilities. Such as a small amusement park, game stores, libraries, and several others. 

During the tour, some of the participants inquired about their exact location. Yukino revealed they were still in Japan, but she was not at liberty to give out their precise location. Also, all correspondence with the outside required the company’s approval. This revelation caused a heavy cloud to cast over the group. Although they had agreed to come here knowing the circumstances, who knew how long it would be until they began to miss their family and friends?

Yukino sensed the shifting mood and quickly announced the participants’ starting monthly salary to be ¥150,000 to a cacophony of loud cheers. Many of the participants were handpicked from gaming studios where they labored to trade in-game currency for real-life money. Most months, they would be happy if they made a profit of a few thousand yen, yet they were going to earn salaryman level remunerations for gaming! 

How could they not be excited!?

The most crucial information Yukino repeatedly stressed during the tour was the importance of the PDA. To say it was their lifeline would not be too much of a stretch: it contained relevant information regarding events and announcements in the facility, was their sole means of communication, and acted as their ID for both human personnel and security systems.

Suzuki ran over all the information in his head as he laid on his bed and stared at the ceiling and noticed the absence of a single sword. It was strange how the drawing he once saw as familiar and calming now filled him with a sense of dread.

A buzz shook Suzuki out of his head. He picked up the smartphone and sighed as he read the announcement. The game was to start at 6 pm, as advertised, and it was expected that the participants should be plugged into the virtual-drive by 5:55pm as it would leave enough time for system calibrations. Suzuki glanced at the time at the top corner of the screen and realized it was already 5:50pm. 

Suzuki stood at a crossroad. He had two choices: participate or not. If he chose to play the game, he would be going back on his decision to quit gaming for an extended period. Suzuki did not hate gaming, but so much of the past three years had been spent in the virtual world, he’d barely had time to be himself. Suzuki had no illusions. Should he choose to join the game, his time as ‘Suzuki’ would once again be severely reduced, replaced by whatever persona he decided to play. 

However, what was the other choice? Not participate? First, Suzuki had no guarantee the company would actually release him. Even if Genaco chose to allow him to return home, what would he be returning to? A school system he barely tolerated, fighting on the streets, and parents who would sell him off at a moment’s notice. Wait, that last part already happened.

Suzuki turned to look at the silent, full-body virtual-drive waiting patiently to be used. It bore him no animosity, but similarly held no love for him. Its existed to be used until its worth had been entirely squeezed out. At which stage it would be tossed away and replaced with a newer, better model and forever be forgotten among layers of trash. 

“We are not so unlike each other,” Suzuki whispered to his silent companion. After a moment of deliberation, Suzuki surrendered to the urge in his bones and got out of bed. He pulled off his shirt and climbed into the virtual drive. One of the Full-Body Virtual-Drive’s most significant selling points was its ability to extend playtimes by providing gamers’ bodies with the necessary nutrition it required while they played. The nutrients were administered to the body via IV needles. Hence gamers were advised to take off their top before using the capsule.

Suzuki lay down in the capsule, secretly impressed by how cozy it was. Genaco clearly did not skimp out on quality. The capsule’s hatch closed over him with a hissing sound. Suzuki expected this, so he did not panic. A small device that looked like a headband settled on Suzuki’s forehead. A small screen extended from the headband and covered his vision.

The Virtual-Drive slowly came to life with a soft hum as light scanned Suzuki’s body and stored the information into its memory. This would ensure that no one would be able to hack into Suzuki’s account. A light ‘ping’ next to his ear signaled the end of the scanning and a message window opened up in front of him:




	
WELCOME TO FULL-DIVE

BEGIN FULL DIVE?

YES NO








Suzuki hesitated for a brief second, then shook his head and chose yes. He braced himself for the sucking feeling that was sure to follow. Despite the countless number of dives he’d experienced, Suzuki still could not get used to the feeling of entering the virtual world. It felt like someone strapped his consciousness to the  Millennium Falcon  as it blasted  through space at light speed. 

In the short seconds that followed, he created a new account, inputted his personal data and chose the single file in the system’s memory labeled L.N.E.exe. The light faded out as Suzuki came to a halt, feet landing softly on a white paneled floor. Suzuki flexed his fingers, glad to finally be able to feel his body again, and scanned his surroundings. 

Everything was white. The floor, the walls, the ceiling... even the strange conical machine at the room’s center. The device looked like it was made from stacking donuts of continually increasing diameter on top each other. Withing the ‘donut’ cone sat a young lady with bright blue hair.

“Come closer Mato Suzuki,” the lady said, motioning to Suzuki with a petite hand. She had Japanese features, but her accent was foreign. English maybe? Or American? 

Suzuki approached her, devoid of hesitation. He knew her purpose. She was a program designed to welcome every gamer into the world and teach them the basics they needed to survive. A mini-tutorial of sorts if you would.

“Welcome to Live No Evil, Mato Suzuki,” the guide greeted, with a bright smile. “You are one of the thousands logged on to participate in this games’ opening event.”

‘Opening event, huh?’  Suzuki inwardly thought. The creators of this game really aimed to please. Well, he had not started the first game until over a year past its release. He could not be sure the previous game did not have an opening event.

“For the next five minutes, I shall provide basic knowledge on the game to get you started, as well as a few rules.” The guide paused to make sure Suzuki followed. “Any questions?”

“I have none,” Suzuki replied. He suddenly felt a light breeze on his chest and looked down only to realize he was shirtless. For some reason, he did not feel embarrassed though. The girl’s soulless tone, which seemed faked or programmed, might have had something to do with that.

“Then I shall proceed. Live No Evil is set in a rapidly developing world which you shall be an integral part of. Unlike most MMORPG’s, in this world, every action you take has consequences, as every living thing follows one unbreakable rule: One Life. You will be allowed several avatars which can be obtained in-game, but every avatar will be deleted once dead.”

“And the player?” Suzuki asked with a hint of mirth in his eyes.

“They will be unharmed,” the guide reassured. “However, they shall be forced to create a new persona, or use an already existing one if they wish to continue the game.”

Suzuki breathed a sigh of relief that was immediately replaced with a stark realization. Death! The possibility of actual death would completely change the dynamics of an MMORPG. In theory, it was the least practical thing to be applied to a game as it would induce rage and quitting among several players. 

On the other hand, it meant those who played regardless were die-hard players who absolutely loved the game and possessed a certain stubbornness or pride. The corners of Suzuki’s lips curled upwards without his notice.

“The residents of the lands you will be visiting also possess one life and a consciousness of their own. As a result, the term ‘NPC’ is banned, and the degree of punishment is dependent on the region.

“The number of skills you can learn is limited only to your imagination, so experiment as much as you can. As stated previously, your actions affect the world directly. For example, assassinating a king would throw his kingdom into chaos, killing a child would cause the parent to grieve, and clearing out a hunting zone will render the animals there extinct. It would be wise to think before you act in this game,” she said.

Suzuki trembled with excitement, but he forced himself to keep it together. He really wanted to play the game now.

“What is the time difference?” Suzuki asked.

  In the previous game, time flowed a lot slower than in reality, which was the reason Razznik had been able to acquire all the skills he had. It was an imbalance that made the lifeless and jobless much stronger than the average player.

“Three weeks here is equivalent to a week in your world.”

“Smart.” The difference was large enough to give players ample playing time but not so much that those who 'had a life' were terribly disadvantaged.

“Basics cleared. You will learn the rest on your own,” the guide said, as a screen materialized in front of her. On display were two armies in the midst of a chaotic battle. The sight of free-flowing blood mixed with the anguished, lifeless eyes of the defeated made him shiver.

“A coalition formed from all races living on the continent of Destia is in the midst of a decisive war against the daeben empire, Markoth,” The guide explained as Suzuki watched the skirmish. “Markoth sought to control the continent through the use of dark arts and war machines obtained through enslaving the dwarven race. Rebels from around the continent fought against the daeben empire for years, leading to this final battle to decide the ultimate victor.”

“Don’t tell me,” Suzuki muttered as he repeatedly clenched and unclenched his left hand in anticipation.

“Yes, you and everyone logged on at this time will be participating in this war. This brings us to our next phase. There are currently six available races to pick from in this game. More races will be unlocked through the actions of players in-game, but your gender cannot be changed. The races are as follows: Among humans, we have the Nordic, Cerulian, Mertian, and the Masonian. In the elven race, there are the wisben, halben, and the aforementioned daeben. Among the beast-men, only those classified under the canine and feline classes are available for choosing. Please study the merits of each character type before choosing.”

Suzuki carefully examined the pros and cons of each racial type. Humans were the most balanced characters and did not have any significant deficiencies or boosts. Their advantage laid in the fact they could train any ability they wanted without fear. Other small advantages included the Nordic’s little resistance to cold, the Mertian’s resistance to heat, the Cerulian’s innate charisma, and the Masonian’s inherent charm. The Nords, as their name suggested were tall, and buff. Their default faces were those of western Caucasians. The Mertians were lean but muscular with dark complexions. The Cerulians were smaller and lither than the Mertians and resembled a Japanese man. The masonians were beautiful and slim, clearly taking after the Koreans.

Suzuki skipped past the human race. He’d already played a human in King’s Journey. He wanted to try something new. Out of curiosity, Suzuki checked the beast-man races. He clicked on it, but then shut it down a second later. The options were just too blinding. Kashi never realized just how many types of dogs and cats existed in the world until that moment. The possibility of a hybrid between a beast-man and other races also existed. Suzuki had no doubt that the furries of the world would spend at least an hour deciding what breed they wanted. The beast-men possessed enhanced senses, improved vision, and heightened instincts, but found magic extremely challenging.

Suzuki shook his head and finally examined the elven races. First, the wisben were a group of tree-huggers. Their affinity with the forest and their primary ranged fighting style gave them bonuses to horticulture, beast taming and dexterity. Unfortunately, like all of their elven brethren, they did not gain strength as quickly as other races did. Their bodies were not built that way. 

The halben were commonly known as magic scholars. They were isolationists who studied ancient tomes and practiced magic with their lives. Their affinity with the elements granted them a boost to their mana, wisdom, and intellect. Unfortunately, because of their attitude, they were not well liked outside of their race. Their charisma and charm thus suffered penalties.

Suzuki switched to the daeben and did a double take. He had to reread the description before he could believe he saw what he saw. The daeben certainly lived up to their reputation of the bad guys. They were collectively hated by all the races, resulting in significant penalties to their charisma and charm. They also suffered penalties to their mana and magic attack power due to the backlash of the runes they used to empower themselves during the war. It was not all doom and gloom though. The daeben had a boost when learning art-related crafts like sculpting or painting. They also received a boost to runic manipulation.

Suzuki had already made his decision a long time ago, but reading the descriptions only made him more assured of his choice. He selected the daeben race with a confident gaze. He had always been a rebel and non-conformist. What better way to start this off than join the evil and hated side?

“Are you certain?” the guide asked.

Suzuki nodded his head in confirmation, and he smiled in amazement as his body morphed to a slightly skinnier build, his ears grew out, and his hair exploded into a dark, spiky waterfall. Even his clothing changed. Light wove across his chest, forming a blue shirt; his pants darkened to black, and his shoes turned into leather boots; and finally, a dark mantle settled over his shoulders. 

“Choose your weapon,” the guide said as an assortment of weapons appeared on the ground in front of him. Several weapons were laid out before him, but Suzuki settled on a simple short sword and some daggers, which he holstered to his belt. It was only the opening event. He was not even sure he would get to keep the weapon so why bother.

“The last thing I shall teach you about is your status window. Wave your hand like this,” the guide said, swiping downwards with her right hand. “Please keep in mind that residents are aware of the existence of your system window and will sometimes ask to check its contents.”

Suzuki copied the motion, and sure enough, a list of options opened up. He checked the options and noticed the log out button. Years of watching movies and anime with people trapped in virtual limbo had made him wary.

Suzuki’s window contained several commands, including his equipment, status, skills and several more. It was set up like a traditional RPG, and he was glad for its familiarity. He closed the window and noticed that his view had changed. A life bar was placed on the top left corner of his vision with a small empty greyed out space before the green bar.

“You can change your view by using the screen command, which will revert between your current view and a normal one. Note, you will not be able to see your status and that of others while in the normal state,” said the guide.

“Ah, I see,” replied Suzuki as he closed the window.

“That concludes the tutorial,” the guide said with a smile. “Are you satisfied with all your settings?”

“Yes,” Suzuki confirmed. He guessed his time must be up, meaning the game should be starting sometime soon.

“Any last questions?”

“Your name?” Suzuki asked.

“M-my name?” the guide stammered, flustered by his request. Apparently, it was not one she had been expecting.

“Yeah,” Suzuki said. “It feels wrong to leave without knowing your name.”

“I’m called Rika,” the guide said with a dazzling smile. “Of all the adventurers, you are the only one to ask of my name. Thank you.”

“No worries,” Suzuki replied. “I should be the one thanking you. I mean you helped me out so much.”

“It is my job,” Rika replied, but her bright smile outshone the cold words. “Have you decided on what name you shall bear in this world?”

“Hakite... er no; Kashi. Yes, Kashi,” Suzuki decided.

“Kashi? Weird name. What does it mean?”

“It takes the  ka  from  kaku ,  meaning  hidden, and combines it with the word  shi , meaning death,” Suzuki answered.

“Do you want a family name, or do you wish to stick with just the one name?”

“I’ll stick with the one."

“Very well. Kashi of the Daeben, I wish you success in your adventures.”

“See you later Rika,” Kashi said as the room slowly dissipated into mist.

“Till we meet again,” she replied and faded away with the room.

Looking down, Kashi saw the battle from the screen in the tutorial room playing out. Rage, agony, and pain from the soldiers formed a familiar beat that brought a wide grin to his face. Kashi looked to his sides and noticed several people similarly suspended in mid-air and watching the battle. Strangely, while hundreds of players hovered over the coalition, it seemed, for the moment at least, he was the only person crazy enough to pick the daeben’s side. Kashi’s gaze hardened a translucent yellow sphere encased him then crashed down to the earth. It shattered on impact but left him unscathed.

A system window popped up in front of Kashi and introduced him to the world of blood and tears.




	
Citizen of Markoth

Eliminate everyone in your path and bring glory to the Empire








Simple. Easy. Straightforward. 

Kashi took a deep breath, taking in the familiar aroma of blood, sweat, and steel; scents he loved and lived for. A sickening grin on his face, the daeben unsheathed his sword, and slowly dragged it across the earth. He took a step forward, then another. Gradually, he increased his pace to a light jog, gaining speed as he got closer to the battle. 

With a blood-curdling yell, Kashi sprinted into the fray and lopped off the head of a beast-man with the very first swing of his sword.
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        Chapter 4: Rats & Thieves

    
    
    
    
                ???

13  th   Zelyr 1091.

A rat scurried across the dirtied floors of a deserted dungeon, nose twitching in anticipation. Many had died, becoming both food and shelter for the furry little animal, and it knew many more of the giant creatures would soon perish. It made its way into one of the cells where a daeben was sprawled across the floor, dark hair covering his face.

The little creature cautiously approached its potential meal, pausing to stand on its hind legs every few steps check for a reaction. The daeben, however, did not seem to react to its movements. It took a few steps closer, listening for signs of life, but it could not pick up any heartbeat from the body. Yes, the daeben was definitely dead. The rat inched closer to the corpse until it was only a whisker away from his target’s head. Cautious as ever, it once again paused and sniffed the daeben’s hair, but the corpse remained motionless. 

The rat finally relaxed and prepared to take a bite of the delicious flesh, but it soon regretted its decision. The mass of hair moved too fast for the rat to react and sharp teeth bit down on its tail as it tried to flee. 

The daeben sat up and pushed his hair out of his face to reveal a triumphant Kashi glaring at the squealing animal. He snapped the rat’s neck with his thumb, then let out a sigh. The creature exploded into a myriad of shining light, leaving its bones on his palm. This was an effect of the ‘curse’ placed on all Summoned. The bodies of any creature they killed would return to the circle, leaving only a few randomized body parts behind. In this case, the bones were exactly the drop Kashi had wanted.

“That was close,” Kashi remarked as he let out a breath. “I could not have held my breath a moment longer.”

“Good work,” a voice called from the cell next to his. “Now hand me those bones.”

Kashi obediently dropped the bones through a small hole in the wall. Although there was a chance his newfound ally would betray him, Kashi had no choice but to bank on the other man’s integrity. It had already been a few hours since he woke up in this cell after the brief battle that ended in the daebens’ decisive defeat.

Kashi and the other soldiers had fought valiantly against the coalition, swiftly gaining prestige as he slew the coalition’s commanders. Unfortunately, the numbers were against the daeben army as far too many Summoned had sided with the coalition, compared to the measly dozen or so that picked the daebens.

After the death of their commander, Kashi’s squad could do nothing but wait to be routed by the enemy. Kashi was quite satisfied with his loss. At the very least, he and the remnants of the last company had been able to give the coalition hell before they. As a Summoned, he was protected from death during that mini-event. Instead, he blacked out and later awoke in this cell.

The man in the cell next to his was named Leon, a thief who had been arrested when he tried to steal from the king. Unlike most of the other prisoners, he was human and did not participate in the war. Leon had offered his assistance, saying he could create a skeleton key but needed the bones of a small animal. 

The rat could not have appeared at a better time.

While Kashi waited for Leon to finish with the bone key, he examined a pair of system prompts. These prompts showed up as little windows in front of him. If he wanted, he could make them visible to others or not. Currently, it was set to private.




	
Stat Increase: Stealth (13    14)








 

 




	
New Skill Learned: Play Dead (Level 1)





	
Play Dead:  A basic technique used to hide the Inner Ki of its caster, and slow down one’s heartbeat. It is said that at the expert level, practitioners of this art can completely stop their hearts for lengthened periods of time.

Increases Stealth by 50%

Restriction: User must be stationary to activate.

Consumes: 25% HP per 60 seconds.








 

Stats and skills governed the core of the game for any Summoned. There were a total of fourteen primary stats. These included, Vitality, Stamina, Wisdom, Intellect, Strength, Agility, Dexterity, Endurance, Charisma, Charm, Stealth, Perception, Leadership, and finally Luck. Stat points obtained from leveling could be applied to all of these, except for Luck and Leadership, which could only be increased through player actions. It was a delicate balancing act to find a build that would complement one’s playing style and also ensure they would survive in this world.

Skills, on the other hand, were abilities which allowed players to perform specific actions. There were two main types of skills: Active skills and Passive Skills. Active Skills needed to consume mana or ki to carry out a particular action. They were only activated when a person had a use for them. Passive skills, on the other hand, were always active. They usually provided buffs to specific stats or activities in the world. Both active and passive skills could only be improved through the continuous use of the skills. Fortunately for Kashi, his little game with the rat not only increased his stealth but also granted him a new skill.

While Kashi doubted he would have much use for this skill in the future, it was always good to have an extra ability in his utility belt. There was no such thing as useless skills. Only underutilized ones.

The sound of a gate creaking open interrupted Kashi’s self-examination. He glanced at the door of his cell. A tall man in an overly broad, tattered, black and white striped jumpsuit with unkempt brown hair and a massive beard stood before the bars. 

Leon fought with the lock on Kashi’s gate and heaved a sigh of relief when a  clack  rang out. The door to the cell swung open, and Kashi calmly walked out of the cell. 

“Follow me and be quiet,” Leon said and turned away from the cell to make his way towards the end of the hall. His voice was cracked and hoarse, most likely from the many years spent in the dungeon.

Kashi followed closely behind. The sound of his feet on the hardened earth echoed down the hallway, but he heard only one pair of footsteps. He glanced at Leon, who seemed to glide soundlessly across the floor.

“If it is not too bold of me, may I inquire as to how you move so softly?” Kashi asked. He would never know why he always resorted to this polite, archaic speech whenever he started gaming.

“How you ask?” repeated Leon distractedly as they rounded a corner. He was trying his best to feel the presence of any guards in the area. Either they were none, or he had lost his touch. He prayed it was the former. Kashi’s question finally registered, and Leon answered, “When you walk, try rolling your feet from heel to toe.”

The young elf nodded and glanced down at his feet, trying to imitate the other man’s movement.




	
New skill learned: Silent Feet (Level 1)





	
Silent Feet:  A basic technique used to reduce the sounds of one’s footsteps. The great elder Wan-Ren was said to have run in a field of broken glass without a sound. Higher levels decrease cooldown time and increase skill time.

Raises Stealth by 2%

Muffles movement by 5%

Reduces speed by 50%

Cooldown time: 30 s








 

Kashi let out a small smile. It seemed Rika had not been joking when she said the skills were only limited to his imagination. He wondered what other skills he could learn as he activated  [ Silent Feet ] .

Kashi did not notice a significant drop in his movement speed, but that might have been because he and Leon were already moving at a snail’s pace, what with Leon stopping every few steps to scan the area for guards.

Leon led Kashi into a room that turned out to be an armory. “Pick a weapon,” murmured Leon to Kashi.

The daeben glanced over the few swords, spears, and axes present. A few bows and arrows at the side caught his eye. Deciding to go a different route than usual, Kashi opted for the bow and picked one up. It was heavy, but not too heavy. He could definitely lift it. Taking an arrow from the quiver, he nocked it to the string and drew it back. He released it, and the arrowhead buried itself in the wall with a  thunk . Satisfied, Kashi slung the bow and a quiver with arrows over his shoulder.




	
You Received Simple Bow








 




	
Simple Bow (Common)





	
Weight: 5 (10)


	
Durability: (20/20)





	
A simple bow for basic infantry. Can be found anywhere in the world.

ATK: 10 ~ 13

Additional ATK is dependent on arrow type.








 

Weapons were classified under five grades. In ascending order, they were: Common (black), Uncommon (green), Rare (yellow), Epic (orange), Legendary (purple). If a weapon were magically enchanted, an extra tag (Mystic) would be added in front of the grade. Similarly, in the event the weapon was runically enchanted, the Runic tag would be attached in front of the class. Rarest of all was the Mythos tag which signified a combination of Runes and Mystic enchantments. More options were added to a weapon as the grades increased.

“Interesting choice,” Leon remarked as he inspected Kashi’s choice. “Not many would go for the bow and arrow.”

“I am not most people,” Kashi replied, eyeing the bow. The bow held a special place in his heart which could not be explained in words. Razznik had never fancied the weapon, but Kashi felt a whole new world would be opened up to him if he stuck to it. Kashi looked away from the bow to the rest of the weapons on the walls and racks.

Leon outfitted himself with two short swords, which he belted to his waist. He also picked up a pair of daggers and hid them up his sleeve for good measure.

Kashi quickly looted the remaining weapons into his inventory. This went smoothly until he tried to pick up a greatsword. Unfortunately, the weapon’s weight was over 5 points beyond his strength so he could not place it in his inventory. L.N.E’s inventory system worked differently from most MMOs. Each individual slot in a Summoned’s inventory could not hold any object that weighed five points above the user’s current strength.

The only way for a Summoned to put an object 5 points above his Strength Stat into their inventory was to break up that object into smaller pieces and put the individual pieces in their inventory. Unfortunately, there was no way to break up a sword without completely damaging it so Kashi could only leave it where he found it.

Leon issued a low whistle as he watched the daeben clear out the room. “I heard about it, but seeing it for myself is something else. The legendary Summoned’s inventory space. That would really come in handy for a thief.”

“I suppose it would,” Kashi shamelessly agreed as he placed the final sword in the inventory. He then turned to Leon. “Sorry for the wait. I’m ready.”

“No problem,” Leon said with a gentle wave. “We have two choices: we charge through the back, or we sneak out the side,” he explained. “The back only has a few guards, and we should be done in a few minutes, although one of us will most likely fall. The other option is to scale the walls on the other side of this building. It’s both more risky and time-consuming. If we fail, we’ll both die. If we succeed, however, we will both definitely survive. You choose.”

Kashi scratched his chin in thought, the bow weighing down on his shoulders. His eyes widened as an idea formed in his head. “Let us go around to the side.”

“Smart choice, kid. I’m beginning to like you,” Leon affirmed, as he opened the armory door softly. 

Leon peered through the keyhole into the hallway. He did not sense anyone else’s presence, so he motioned to Kashi to follow him. Kashi continually spammed  <<Silent Feet>>,  a slight shiver crawling up his legs as the soles of his feet rubbed against the ice-cold floor. Winter had just ended, but the air was was still chilly and cold, as Spring slowly took over.

The duo climbed a flight of stairs, and Leon stopped in front of a steel door. He paused for a moment, seemingly lost in thought. His expression was a mix of anticipation, fear, and joy. 

Kashi understood the reason for Leon’s pause when he opened the door. A blast of fresh air rushed in through the opening, forcing Leon to sniff back a tear as he stepped out the door. A soft spring breeze caressed the duo under the starless night sky, washing away their fatigue with the promise of freedom.

Leon forcefully broke out of his reverie and motioned for Kashi to follow him across the outer wall of the garrison. The sound of hearty laughter drifted up from the courtyard below them, the soldiers oblivious to the escaping prisoners. 

Leon stopped when he saw two guards with their backs to them, leaning over the wall chatting about the race they had a few days back. He pulled his dagger from its holster, but Kashi grabbed his wrist and shook his head.

Sighing, the older man sheathed the dagger, and the duo crept up behind the guards. On Leon’s signal, they attacked. Leon quickly disabled his mark, slamming the side of his palm into the small curve at the base of the skull where it met the spine.

Kashi copied the older man, but he lacked the strength to completely knock out his target. The guard fell to his knees and opened his mouth to shout. His scream was cut short by a swift punch to the jaw, followed by many more until he was out cold.




	
Passive Skill: Silent Takedown (Level 1 )





	
Silent Takedown: Attacking an enemy while under stealth increases critical hit chance. If hit from behind, the ATK is doubled. Critical hit while under Stealth triples damage.

 Critical rate +30%

Stun Chance: 50%








 

 

Kashi closed the window after a brief glance. There was no time to ponder on the details. They silently took out any guards in their path as they traversed the wall until Leon came to a halt.

“This is where we descend,” said Leon, peering over the wall. Kashi joined him and noticed a stable below them, guarded by a lone soldier. A little further away stood another group of four men, engaged in animated chatter. “I can take out those four without a sound. The problem is the last one by the horses. I can’t reach him once I descend.”

“Leave him to me,” Kashi said, bow in hand.

“Alright,” Leon agreed. “Once I go, fire.”

Kashi nodded and notched an arrow. He raised the bow and lined up a shot at the lone soldier. 

Leon jumped down the side of the wall and cushioned his fall with two of the guards. The quick thief left no time for the remaining two men to react. He folded his fingers and struck the guards’ throats with his palms. They coughed and hacked, stunned by the assault. Leon once again was loathed to give them any time. He quickly delivered the final blow. He smacked their heads together and grinned as they crumpled to the floor.

The guard by the stables heard the commotion and hurriedly reached for his sword. He stopped short as an arrow pierced his arm. Kashi’s strength stats were still too weak to fire a fatal attack, but it stunned the guard nonetheless. A shadow crept across the guard’s vision, and he soon dropped unconscious as Leon kicked him in the face.




	
New Skill: Bow Mastery (Level 1)





	
Bow Mastery: Those who seek to pierce the heavens with their arrows. Critical rate and damage increases with increase in level. 

ATK: +3%

Critical Rate: +4%

Perception: +4%








 

Kashi examined the new skill. It was quite easy to gain these skills at the lower levels. Once your level increased, it became much more difficult to learn certain skills.

Leon found a rope in the stable and tossed it to Kashi. The daeben secured the line to a parapet, then climbed down. Kashi alighted at the bottom and accepted the reins of a brown stallion from Leon. The older man had already seen to the saddles, so Kashi placed his leg on the stirrup and hopped onto the horse’s back with practiced ease. 

The moment Kashi was seated, another window opened, but Kashi shut that one before he could even see its contents, sure it had something to do with horsemanship skills. The skill would increase the chance of taming certain horses and provided a boost to the horse’s speed. 

Kashi’s previous incarnation, Razznik already had tons of experience riding horses across long distances, so it did not prove too challenging to keep pace with Leon who had broken into a full sprint. It definitely helped that the horse was a trained, meek animal not used to a single owner, or Kashi’s low horsemanship would have seen him thrown off the beast.

Kashi and Leon rode well into the night without pause until they reached an overhanging cliff. Leon stopped and dismounted, and Kashi joined him with question in his eyes.

“We’re free now,” Leon whispered, and a huge sigh of relief escaped his lips as he fell on his back and lay on the grass.

“We are?” Kashi asked as he took a seat next to the thief while the horses grazed on the grass nearby.

“Just crossed the boundary. They can’t chase us this far.”

A bright orange flame suddenly lit up the horizon, illuminating a magical sight beyond. A magnificent tower of glass at the center of a massive city captured and reflected the sun’s rays, shining like a fountain of light.

Both Leon and Kashi felt the rising sun had never been so beautiful.

As if agreeing with them, a gentle breeze blew across the field, and for the first time since entering the world, Kashi was genuinely impressed. Yes, he could live in this world.

“Beautiful right?” Leon gazed at the landscape with a look of pure bliss.

“What’s that?” Kashi asked, pointing at the glass tower.

“Cat’s Glass. The famous tower in the town of Kerta; our final stop.”

“Um... Leon-san?”

“Still with the formalities? Just call me Leon.” Leon shrugged, exasperated by the young daeben’s formal speech.

“Okay. Thank you for everything you have done, Leon.” Kashi clasped his hands together and bowed.

“O-Oi! D-Don’t go thanking me!” Leon spluttered, face flushed. “I couldn’t have escaped without your help either, so it’s fine.”

The duo mounted their horses and trotted leisurely towards Kerta. They spent the ride chatting amicably about what to do once they reached civilization.

It indeed was a beautiful sunrise.

 

            

    
        Chapter 5: Welcome to Kerta

    
    
    
    
                A familiar sight greeted Kashi as he rode into the grasslands around the town called Kerta. Several adventurers - mostly humans, were hunting the local wildlife which consisted mainly of rabbits and ferrets. The sight of grown men in armor chasing down defenseless rabbits never failed to amuse.

Kashi and Leon drew curious glances from the mob. It was far too early in the game for Summoned to have acquired the funds to buy a horse, yet Kashi was waltzing into town on the coveted mount. Furthermore, Kashi’s identity as a daeben was even more eye-catching. Everyone knew the daebens lost the war, and as a consequence, their favorability among the Residents was as low as it can get. Choosing a daeben was akin to willfully placing giant shackles on your feet. 

No one should have been that crazy.

“Be careful.” Leon noticed the looks the adventurers were giving Kashi and warned him. “Your kind is not welcome here.”

“Pardon?” Kashi rose an eyebrow in question. 

“Since the war, dark elves have been persecuted by the rest of the continent. I suggest you find yourself a disguise once you’ve settled in.”

“The war...” Kashi looked to the sky, remembering the battle that had ended far too quickly. “How long has it been since then?”

“Eleven years.”

“Eleven what!?” In his surprise, Kashi sharply pulled on the reins, causing his ride to buckle wildly. The daeben lost his balance and was thrown clean off the horse. He fell on the ground, then quickly rolled out of the way as the horse galloped past him.

“You okay?” Leon called as he placated his horse.

“Ah, yes. I am unharmed. Pardon my outburst.” Kashi nimbly got to his feet and dusted himself off.

Leon dismounted and pulled the horse by its reins as he walked over to the daeben. “I told you to quit with the formal speech. What was so shocking?”

“It’s nothing,” Kashi said. Since Leon continually insisted, he decided to use informal speech. “I was just a bit surprised is all.” Now that Kashi thought about it, it was quite common for games to start during an event then fast-forward several years into the future. Once the initial shock was over, he calmly remembered that fact.

"If you say so."

Kashi and Leon walked through the fields to the gates of Kerta. Two guards in bright green glass  armor  stood on both sides holding large spears. They gave Kashi nasty, hate-filled glares as he passed but did not engage.

"This is no town," Kashi muttered under his breath as he crossed the city gates. The city was huge! The roads were paved with beautiful green stones with a majestic shine that allowed pedestrians to view their own reflections on the ground. Each building had its own unique charm and beauty. It was evident the city had been built by lovers of art. 

The city bustled with life as Summoned and adventurers ran around completing quests and forming parties for hunting, while Residents went about their daily lives. Kashi watched all this unfold around him as he followed Leon to an inn in a lesser developed part of the city. The duo could not afford the price of the higher class inns.

Leon generously paid for the both of them with money he had pilfered off the guards back at the prison.

"See you in a few." Leon waved as he entered his room.

Kashi entered his and went straight to the bathroom. The bath contained a large basin filled with freshly poured water. Steam rose from the tub, revealing it was recently heated. Kashi nodded, impressed by the service.

"Equipment," Kashi said. The keyword activated and a window containing all the current equipped items appeared, and he unequipped everything. Naked, he soaked himself in the bath’s hot water. The slightly hot water refreshed him, and he felt a vast load lift off his shoulders.




	
Quest Complete! Escape the Prison





	
Several years have passed since the Daeben Empire lost the war. The daeben were massacred for retribution and survivors of the brutality either went into hiding or were tossed to rot in prison. Against all the odds you persevered and survived, awaiting the day you would be freed. A harsh world awaits, but first, enjoy the breeze and relish in your freedom.

You have leveled up!

You have leveled up!








 




	
New Trait: Scorn of the Fallen





	
Scorn of the Fallen:  The blood and anguish of your fallen comrades empower you against those who cut you down. Increases attack against humans. Stat points cannot be distributed but will increase or decrease depending on the player.

+5% ATK when fighting humes








 

Kashi slightly frowned as he received the prompts. Typically, one would be happy to see the level up prompt, but Kashi was actually slightly pissed off. Damn game. When did he ever agree to a quest? Kashi’s anger slowly abated as he knew that though the level-up prompt had thrown a wrench in his plans, all wasn’t lost yet. He just had to be careful not to carelessly level up from here on out.

Kashi finally allowed himself to relax. He brought up the status window and inspected his stats.




	
Name


	
Kashi


	
Alignment


	
Neutral





	
Level


	
3


	
Profession


	
None





	
Title


	
N/A





	
Fame


	
0


	
Infamy


	
33





	
Health


	
85


	
Mana


	
51


	
Ki


	
85





	
Vitality


	
10


	
Stamina


	
10





	
Wisdom


	
6


	
Intellect


	
7





	
Strength


	
10


	
Agility


	
12





	
Dexterity


	
14


	
Endurance


	
Phys END


	
5





	
Mag END


	
8





	
Charisma


	
10


	
Charm


	
10





	
Stealth


	
14


	
Instinct


	
12





	
Fighting Spirit


	
3


	
Leadership


	
10





	
Luck


	
27


	
 


	
 







	
Attack


	
Phys AT K


	
25


	
Defense


	
Phy s  DEF


	
19





	
Mag ATK


	
17


	
Mag DEF


	
30





	
Resistances


	
Poison Resistance


	
0%


	
Ice Resistance 


	
0%





	
Electricity Resistance


	
0%


	
Light Resistance 


	
0%





	
Fire Resistance


	
0 %


	
Dark Resistance


	
0%








 

 

It was a pretty straightforward RPG setting. Health was the amount of damage he could endure before he died. Mana was the energy used to cast spells and special skills. Strength affected what weapons he could wield and damage dealt. Agility governed his overall speed, while Dexterity impacted his hand speed and accuracy. 

Wisdom and Intellect helped increase the effect of spells. High luck meant higher chances of getting critical hits and obtaining rare items. Leadership affected morale and determined the number of party members a person could lead. It did not matter much in solo-play, but it played a significant role in large-scale battles.

Charisma and charm both affected how Residents in the world viewed and reacted to you. Charisma was useful in galvanizing troops, affecting morale, and convincing others to do something. Charm was more helpful in making others have a lapse in judgment, temporarily going against what they believe in to do what you want. There were any applications for both, but typically, leader-like players had high charisma, while merchants and other sneaky types had high Charm to hoodwink Residents, and other Summoned.

Kashi had ten points to distribute, but he decided to hold off on picking anything just yet. He continued to browse through the menu familiarizing himself with the various commands until someone knocked on his door. Kashi got out of the bath and reequipped the tattered shirt and trousers he’d been wearing since the prison. He made sure everything was in place, then walked over to the door and opened it.

Kashi froze at the handsome man who greeted him. "Who are you?"

"O-oi, that's mean," Leon cried, chuckling at Kashi's reaction. The scruffy man from the cell was replaced by a handsome devil. His beard had been shaved off completely leaving only a trimmed triangular goatee on his chin. His shaggy hair had been cut and treated, so it fell around his head in an untidy-yet-cool kind of way. With nothing obstructing his face, Leon’s brown eyes seemed to leap out shouting "I'm cute! I know I'm cute!" Leon had also tossed his jumpsuit for a half decent piece of leather armor.

Kashi cleared his throat as he stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind him. The room had been rented for the day, though he most likely would not be coming back if things went the way he planned.

"You sure you came from the same prison I did?" Kashi joked as they left the inn. He knew it was time to part ways. This was the way of the world. Momentary meetings and partings. This would certainly not be the last time

Leon burst out laughing and held out his hand which the daeben took in a firm handshake. The older man relaxed into a smile. "It was fun, Kashi. If you ever come around  Torgus  in Markoth, ask for me. We'll catch up."

"Sure. Thanks for the help." Kashi watched Leon's back until he disappeared into the crowd. There was no way to contact him anymore. Not yet at least because Leon was a Resident, not a Summoned, evident by the lack of a diamond floating above his head. This meant he could not 'friend' him and mail him.

With his partner no longer visible, Kashi took his time and toured the city. 

As ever, the moments when a game was first released was the most crowded. Kashi secretly thanked the producers of this game for not implementing the standard ‘Villager A’ quest giver system. That would have been pure hell, as thousands of Summoned would all flock to the same place trying to get the same quest.

As it was, the dynamic nature of L.N.E’s living A.Is ensured there were more quests than there were players available all around the city. The Summoned scattered across the city. As a result, significantly reducing the congestion. However, the roads were still tightly packed, and Kashi could not wait for the Summoned to gain some levels and begin to venture farther into the world.

Kashi avoided entangling himself with anyone as he walked through the streets and paid attention to some major chokepoints. The Adventurers’ Guild, Mage Tower, and Dojo were some of the places with the most players. Summoned and Residents acquired quests from the Adventurer’s Guild. The Mage Tower, as the name suggested, allowed Summoned to quickly advance into the common mage classes, while the different Dojos allowed Summoned to promptly push into the different warrior classes.

Kashi shook his head as he watched many Summoned enter the buildings and come out moments later. These people only went for the advancement quests. They had no intention of actually using any of the facilities to their full potential.

Kashi’s tour came to an end in front of a small building with a bow and arrow signage that lacked the charm and opulence of the other classes’ buildings. The building was surprisingly nearly empty with only three Residents seated around a table. Bows of different sizes and colors hung on the walls, but there was no one to appreciate them.

"You lost kid?" one of the Residents, a wisben asked. He was extremely tall, standing at just over 200 centimeters. He would have looked intimidating was it not for the warm smile underneath a dark brown mop hair.

"Kind Sirs, if I am not mistaken, this is the training center for archers?" Kashi bowed politely. "I humbly request your permission to use your facilities."

The wisben raised a brow, and a mischievous glint shone in his eyes, but Kashi failed to notice it. "Around back."

"Many thanks." Kashi walked past them to the door. He opened it and entered a large training field. There were several shooting galleries lined horizontally starting from right in front of the door. The galleries were numbered from one to five. Each number had approximately ten galleries dedicated to it; This meant there were around fifty of them. The targets were bulls-eyes painted on a cardboard cut-out. Some were human, and others were animals depending on the difficulty. 

The wall to his left held several practice bows of varying size and strength. A sign revealed they could be used for practice, but the user had to return it after use. Finally, across the room, at the other end was a door with a sign placed above:  Comprehensive Test . Kashi was intrigued by the contents of the test but decided he would give it a look at a later time. 

Kashi walked to the first gallery and equipped his bow and picked up an arrow from a quiver next to the shooting range. He notched it onto the bow and tried to draw the string, but just as he expected, he lacked the strength to pull its full length. Kashi was not discouraged by this. Instead, he was incomparably pleased as he felt the strain in his muscles from trying to force the draw. 

Kashi turned his attention to the target, which, on the first level, was approximately thirty meters away. He let loose and missed the middle by a few centimeters. He did not falter and continued firing one after another, aiming to hit ten bullseyes in a row.

A frustrating half hour later, Kashi finally scored the tenth bullseye in a row.

 




	
Skill Level Up! Bow Mastery  (Lv. 0      Lv. 1)





	
Increases Attack Power with a bow by 20%.(+20% ATK)

Reduces reload time by 3%

Strength Increased by 1 (+1 STR)

Dexterity Increased by 1 (+1 STR)

Vitality Increased by 1 (+1 VIT)








 

The notification was akin to manna from heaven for the daeben. It assured Kashi that he was not wasting his time. He studied the stats that increased. Practicing at the range would raise these stats, but the bow and arrow would not improve his agility which was equally important.

Kashi’s stomach suddenly released an angry growl while he pondered on how he would increase both his agility and keep up with practice. His vitality was at an all-time low, and if he did not eat soon, he would starve to death. It was understandable. He’d been in this world for several hours already and had not eaten anything. At much higher levels, he would be able to go weeks without needing to eat, but right now he was just a weak beginner. He still needed to eat!

After paying for the room and calculating his transportation costs, Leon had left Kashi with only thirty big copper coins, the equivalent of 150 Syros. L.N.E’s world had one common currency called Syros. The currency was broken into six denominations. Small copper (1 Syros), Large copper (5 Syros), Small silver (10 Syros), large silver (50 Syros), small gold (100 Syros), and finally, large gold (500 Syros). 

Possibly as a result of starting from prison, Kashi had no money and was not given the obligatory bread RPG's usually gave new Summoned. He did, however, have all the weapons he looted from the armory. Kashi decided to check out how much he could get for those.

Kashi left the practice room and noticed the three Residents were still seated at the table. He paused to greet them then walked out of the training facility. The trio paid Kashi no heed, having assumed the daeben had given up. 

Kashi walked to the marketplace, where he met with a raucous, jam-packed crowd. There was barely any room to breathe as Summoned and Residents alike gathered to either sell their products and buy essentials for a quest or hunt. Kashi squeezed through the crowd until he found a neglected area with very few people. This section of the market was not neglected because their products were inferior, but because they were too good for the current Summoned. The wares at this section of the market were for adventurers from level 25 and above. 

However, it was precisely this type of place that Kashi needed right now. The other low-level vendors most likely lacked the funds to buy out the loot in his inventory. A group of Summoned saw the daeben enter the shop and snickered inwardly at his stupidity. They chuckled as the pictured the dismay on the daeben’s face when he realized the prices of the items in the shop.

“Welcome, customer,” greeted an old, masonian behind the counter as Kashi walked into the building. The shopkeeper, who had his back to the daeben, said as he turned around, “What brings you-“ The shopkeeper’s sentence instantly cut off when he laid eyes on Kashi. The masonian’s smile warped into a snarl filled with so much hatred, it stopped Kashi stopped in his tracks. An enormous pressure descended on the daeben’s shoulders and froze him in place. 

However, the shopkeeper seemed to realize the error of his ways, as a second later, the pressure was gone like it never existed.

"What can I get for you?" the clerk asked, all business-like.

Kashi recalled Leon's warning of the ordinary people’s hatred towards daebens. "Forgive my impertinence, Sir. This young one did, in fact, take part in the atrocious war all those years ago. My people have wronged you, and for that, I humbly offer my apologies." He bowed before the inn-keeper.  Take the bait, take the bait.

This, of course, drew the attention of the Summoned who were watching the daeben from outside the shop, waiting for his miserable failure.

"Gross. Is he bowing to an NPC?"

"Oi, you can't say that. It's banned."

"Still, what kind of player bows to an A.I?"

"Did you hear the way he was talking? Try hard much?"

Kashi paid no heed to the mocking laughter behind him. He kept his head down, hiding his twisted expression from both the adventurers and the clerk.

"You have honor, unlike most daeben." The clerk scratched the back of his head, embarrassed by the commotion. "Stand straight. A man should not bow his head so easily."

"Alas I am not a man, but an ex-convict without a country or home, in a land foreign to me." Kashi raised his head and smiled at the clerk. "Your kindness warms this one's heart."

"I don't blame you for what happened. That was eleven years ago. Much time has passed and should not be wasted on hatred."

"Wiser words were never spoken."

"Ah, I still need training if I'm still letting my emotions get the better of me. What can I get for you?"

Kashi felt the coins in his pocket and was about to draw them out when an idea flashed in his mind.  Let's see just how flexible these Residents are. "I would ask for a loaf of rye bread, but as I have but ten Syros to my name, I am inclined to settle for whatever you can give me." He put on his impression of a man in severe pain and rubbed his stomach with his left hand.

"Unfortunately, I cannot give you any more than three rye bread." The clerk said. Downcast, Kashi nodded solemnly, and this drew the clerk's pity. "I cannot give you any more than that, but to apologize for my earlier behavior, I will teach you something useful."

Kashi shivered but kept his eyes downcast. "I am not worthy of such kindness."

"Nonsense. Here, take this." The clerk handed him the three loaves of rye bread and leaned over the counter. Kashi took a step forward and leaned in to listen. "That pressure you felt earlier when you walked in is called bloodlust. It's a skill that channels rage and anger into a pressurizing force."




	
New P assive  Skill: You Learned Bloodlust





	
Bloodlust:  An indomitable pressure born from the desire to slaughter your target completely. Directly proportional to the player's strength and desire to kill the target.

Increased by killing one's enemies.








 

"Many thanks, kind Sir. This one cannot thank you enough for your kindness." Kashi bowed again and shook the clerk's hand firmly. “Now, could you kindly appraise these items for me?” Kashi said as he emptied his inventory onto the counter.

Summoned started the game with twenty General inventory slots, Weapon inventory slots, Crafting inventory slots, and Herbal inventory slots. The General inventory slot could hold any item found in the world. The Weapon, Crafting and Herbal inventory slots, as their names implied, could only carry weapons, crafting materials and plant materials respectively. 

Although the number of slots seemed small, it was important to note that almost all items could stack, except for large weapons which always took up individual slots. Throwable daggers could stack up to ten times before a new slot was required, while arrows could be stacked up to 250 before taking up a new slot. Also, each inventory was increased by 1 every 10 levels.

Kashi’s filled up both the general and weapon inventory slots during his looting session. As a result, an assortment of thirty-something swords and spears flooded the counter.

The masonian clerk’s expression darkened as he stared at the pile. “Good. Good. What an excellent trick. As expected of a sleazy daeben.”

“I would appreciate it if you did not liken me to any common daeben,” Kashi calmly rebutted. “I am unique.”

“Unique indeed,” the clerk cursed under his breath. Despite his obvious hate, he still did his job and appraised the weapons. “Weapons of unknown origin, bearing the mark of a garrison. It would cost me to remove traces of the original owner.”

“I know,” Kashi calmly stated. “What is your appraisal?”

The masonian looked up from the weapons. “The going rate for one of these is forty syros. I’ll give you eight hundred syros for the whole lot.”

“I accept,” Kashi candidly replied even though he knew he was getting fleeced big time. Who told him to not only be a daeben but also trick the shopkeeper? He should be grateful, only about half was taken off. It could have been much worse. 

Per Kashi’s instructions, the shopkeeper handed over six small gold coins and twenty small silver coins. Kashi bought ten extra Rye bread, which cost a total of 30 syros and stacked them in the general inventory slot. He left the store, taking a bite of the bread on his way out. It was quite lovely. 

Kashi’s victorious exit caught the attention of the onlooking Summoned. They gaped at the daeben, stunned for words as he disappeared into the crowd. Did that make any sense? How could someone with such shabby dressing be strong enough to have obtained so many weapons?

Or could it be luck? Did he stumble upon a weapons cache? The Summoned considered this possibility, and their eyes turned red as they sought out the daeben, but unfortunately, he had disappeared into the crowd. They could only gnash their teeth, and wait for the next time they encountered him to drain him of his money.

Oblivious to the commotion he had caused, Kashi stopped at a small vendor on his way back and bought ten stale bread for 10 syros then returned to the Archery training center. Kashi needed to eat about twice a day, and stale bread worked fine in filling him up even though it tasted like sand. All he needed to do was keep from starving, and he would live. Kashi convinced himself with this as he cheered himself up, even as a long week of stale bread reared its ugly head at him.

The Residents were quite surprised to see Kashi return and watched with piqued interest as he entered the training room. 

Kashi walked over to the second gallery and equipped his bow. The target this time was about forty to fifty meters away. He fired the first shot, but it fell short of the goal. Kashi let out a sigh as he nocked, then shot another arrow.

It was going to be a long day.

 

            

    
        Chapter 6: Bows and Arrows

    
    
    
    
                Kerta.

9:30 am, 13  th   Zelyr 1091.

The superiority of Full-Body drives laid in their ability to extend the duration of its users in the virtual world. Full-Body users were advised to take breaks after every three days of use, but there were multiple cases around the world of people who preferred uninterrupted stay in the virtual world for as long as several weeks. Chief among these people were the rich, older population, who relieved their younger days in the virtual world while awaiting the inevitable grim reapers scythe.

Genaco was well aware of users like these, and so to prevent mental strain from over-use, a sleep mechanic was designed into all Full-Body virtual drives. This mechanic allowed users to sleep in the virtual world, thereby releasing the mental stress.

Suzuki, or rather, Kashi in this case, planned on taking full advantage of this mechanic. Due to his excellent physical fitness, and the fact that only his brain was being taxed, he really only needed to take a short in-game nap, barely lasting two to three hours. This translated to roughly three hours in the real world throughout three in-game days,

A day had passed since Kashi began training in the second training gallery. During that time, he took a short nap to revitalize his focus. The power nap served his purpose as only a short while after he woke up, he finally hit the bullseye for the tenth time in a row. The system notified him of his improvements with a short window prompt.




	
Strength Increased by 1 (+1 STR)

Dexterity Increased by 1(+1 DXT)

Vitality Increased by 1 (+1 VIT)

Stamina Increased by 2 (+2 STA)

Perception Increased by 1 (+1 PCT)








 

Kashi inspected the stat increases with a slight frown. This archery gallery training method aided in boosting almost all the physical stats, except for agility. He really needed to find a way to increase that.

Kashi was working toward something called the ‘Golden Body,’ a hidden trait Razznik accidentally uncovered in the previous game. It was one of the few traits the future Demon King acquired that turned him into the Overpowered (OP) character the gaming community feared. The trait could only be gained by making all the physical attribute stat points hit 50 (without distributing a single stat point) before the user reached level 10. It had the effect of adding one extra stat each time a character leveled. So, instead of 5 points, someone with the ‘Golden Body’ status gained 6 points.

 The only caveat was that it took Razznik over two in-game months to acquire that status. Kashi did not want to waste that much time, and he did not need to. Razznik spent ninety-percent of those two months learning the basics and tricks before finally uncovering the method. 

People said great men stood on the shoulders of the giants that came before. In Kashi’s case, he was about to stand on a giant large enough to cover the sun with his hands.

Bow in hand, Kashi walked over to the door marked  Comprehensive Test . The daeben entered the room and was met with a circular platform around which stood multiple bullseye targets on mannequins. 

Kashi’s brow rose with intrigue as he walked over to a raised tablet in front of the platform. A system prompt explained the platform’s use and method of activation.




	
Training Platform (Archery)





	
This platform is a relic of the gods. It is used to test and improve the skills of trainee archers. However, it requires plenty of mana to power up, and as a result, a fee needs to be paid for each use.

Warning: Not advisable for weak individuals. Save your money!

Cost: 50 Syros per use








 

Kashi’s brows furrowed as he calculated the cost against his current funds. He currently owned 760 Syros. Assuming he used the Training Platform once a day, that would sum up to only fourteen days. Even though Kashi did not think he would need two months like Razznik did, two weeks was far too short a timeframe to complete the Golden Body. 

Once his money ran out, Kashi would have no money to buy enough food to support him for the remainder of the training period. Fortunately, the daeben had already taken this into account. In fact, in his original plan, there was no windfall from something as lucky as looting an empty armory. Although to be fair, there also wasn’t any massive money sink like the platform to contend with.

However, as far as Kashi was concerned, these two factors canceled each other out. As long as his original plan’s lead followed through, there would be no cause for concern.

But first, Kashi had to ensure the platform’s training was actually worth the exorbitant cost. The daeben placed two silver coins on the tablet and watched as thin mana films coated the platform. Undaunted by the mana, Kashi stepped onto the platform. Another system prompt explained the rules of the platform.

 




	
Training Platform (Archery)





	
You chose to use the Training Platform. You are either brave or very naïve. For your sake, it better be the former.

The Training Platform is designed to teach and train future master archers and solidify their basics. The goal of this exercise is to successfully strike the targets moving around the platform within ten minutes.

Upon elimination of all targets, the platform’s level of difficulty will increase. There are ten difficulty levels. At the highest difficulty, the platform will remain indefinitely until its user requests to stop.

 

Warning:  Some of the tests are dangerous, and loss of life is a distinct possibility. Do Not Attempt Until Sufficiently Prepared!

 

Are you sure you wish to Proceed? YES/NO








 

Kashi looked at the bow in his hand. “Yes!”

The prompt disappeared, and bright light rose from the platform to momentarily blind his vision. Kashi regained his sight a couple of seconds later and noticed that the light had vanished as abruptly as it came. More importantly, the targets had begun to spin around the platform at a moderate speed the daeben likened to that of a group of running children.

It was a speed that could be considered impossible for beginners, but very easy for experienced archers. Kashi nocked his bow, and for a moment, wondered if the test could really be this easy? He was about to let loose, but his spine suddenly chilled. Kashi unceremonious jumped to the side, eyes wide as he watched an arrow zip past his previous location and stab into the opposite wall. 

Kashi looked around and soon spotted the culprits. Multiple puppets stood behind the bullseye targets holding crossbows in their hands. The puppets systematically armed, then fired the crossbow bolts at the stunned daeben.

This much, Kashi was confident he could handle. The daeben dodged the bolts and retaliated by taking down the bullseye targets. The daeben’s saving grace laid in the reality that the crossbow firing rate was quite low. As a result, he was able to shoot down all the targets in the space between reloads.

Kashi somehow completed the entirety of level one in less than two minutes; 1 minute and 23 seconds to be precise. A system prompt notified him of an increase to his agility stat.




	
Agility Increased by 1 (+1 AGI)








 

Kashi’s eyes flashed with excitement. It seemed this method was effective in training his Agility. He immediately accepted the game’s prompt to change to advance one level further. Kashi’s gaze hardened as he studied the second level. The number of bullseyes targets on the second level doubled that of the first level. Furthermore, the targets rapidly ‘collapsed’ then rose up. 

Kashi instantly recognized what the game wanted. The targets had to be shot down at near superhuman speed, and he could not afford to only target one at a time, or the clock would run out before he finished. The daeben knew the skills required to complete this mission, but he had not acquired them yet.

Kashi did not get discouraged by the roadblock. Instead, he spent the next ten minutes dodging the platform’s arrows which had increased in number and speed. The daeben also attempted to strike down as many targets as he could while evading the bolts, but as expected he ultimately failed to shoot down all the targets in the allotted time. Even worse, he had accumulated some minor injuries from the arrows. 

Fortunately, the injuries were only minor and thus did not require a healer or first aid. As long as he waited a couple of minutes, the wound would heal on its own. Kashi would have liked to give it another go if only to spend more time on level one, but according to his current budget, he had already used up his ‘quota’ for the day. Kashi really needed to find a source of income soon.

 




	
Training Platform (Archery)





	
Congratulations! You hold the record for fastest clear time on Level 1. Do you want to leave your name?

YES NO








 

Kashi looked at the prompt and instantly answered, “Yes.” According to ninety-percent of the novels Suzuki had read, the wisest thing to do was hide your name until you were ‘strong enough’ to protect yourself. While Kashi did not fault the protagonists in these tales for their mentalities, he did not agree with them.

While he would never be the type to actively seek out fame, Kashi held to the principle of owning up to his achievements. If there was someone who was jealous or hated Kashi for something he did, they were more than welcome to challenge him in battle.

The one thing Kashi certainly did not fear was a good fight.

The platform stored Kashi’s name as he walked out of the Comprehensive Test room. The daeben returned the bow to its rack on the wall, then walked out of the training hall into the lobby. As usual, the place was deserted. Even more so than usual as the only person in the room was the tall wisben, who briefly looked up from the book he was reading as Kashi walked into the room.

Kashi ushered a greeting to the wisben which was perfunctorily returned. The daeben did not take the reaction to heart as he knew had not earned the acknowledgment of this proud wisben.

Kashi walked out of the building, and after asking around for a bit, made his way to a corner of the town, his journey ending at a rundown blacksmith’s shop. Kashi entered the shop and glanced at the weapons that hung on the wall. 

“Good Craftsmanship,” Kashi praised as he examined the weapons. This was not lip-service. The maces, pikes, spears, and swords on display were all ‘fine’ weapons. Although not as spectacular as those sold at blacksmith shops located near the heart of the city, these weapons were reliable and would get the job done for any regular adventurer.

“You’ve got a good eye for a daeben,” A gruff voice grunted as an old nordic man stepped out of a backdoor to the counter. “What’s someone like you doing in my shop?”

“Apologies,” Kashi apologized with a calm expression. “I am Kashi of the daeben. I wish to take up an apprenticeship to learn the art of forging.”

The blacksmith stroked his thin white goatee as he glared at the daeben. “Why have you come here? The city center has plenty blacksmiths much better than I am. Also, I am not qualified to pass on the Blacksmith Class. You should leave.” The blacksmith turned to return to his workshop.

“You misunderstand my intentions,” Kashi called out, stopping the man in his tracks. “I do not seek the blacksmith class itself, but the lessons in forging. I wish to learn from the ground up without any shortcuts.”

The blacksmith turned and studied the daeben with renewed interest. “I have met a few of your kind in the workshops. You Summoned are not interested in learning the entire forging process. What is your angle?”

“There is no angle,” Kashi swore. “I have been fascinated with forging since I was a child. My desire to turn this dream of mine into a reality is the reason I sought you out.” Kashi took out five silver coins from his pocket and placed them on the counter. “I am willing to pay for the apprenticeship.”

The blacksmith’s gaze traveled from the coins on the counter to the daeben. A deep glint appeared in his eyes as he said, “You claim to love smithing. Then I can assume you’ve at the very least, read up on some of the theory behind it?”

Kashi revealed a loose smile. “Indeed. Your assumption is correct. I have indeed studied on the subject.”

“In that case, you would not mind answering one or two questions?” 

Kashi shook his head. “Please, ask.”

“I’ll start with something easy. How do we get iron ingots?”

Kashi nodded. “Ingots are obtained by smelting iron o—”

“That’s enough,” the blacksmith interrupted. “Kid, what did you say your name was again?”

“Kashi, sir.”

“Kashi is it?” The blacksmith muttered. “You can call me Mace.” He gestured to the daeben as he walked to the back door. “Come with me. Let’s test what you can do.”

Kashi followed the blacksmith through the door and down a flight of stairs to an underground forge. A blast furnace at the eastern wall of the room drew the daeben’s admiration. 

“Sit down there,” Mace said as he pointed to a pair of stools placed at opposite sides of an anvil. While Kashi took his seat, the blacksmith used a pair of tongs to pluck out out a piping hot metal sheet from the furnace. “Here, take this.” 

Mace handed the tongs to Kashi who placed the sheet on the counter. He already knew what the next instruction would be.

“Try to beat that into a sword,” Mace instructed as he gave the daeben a hammer. “Don’t worry about your strength. I picked one of the weaker metals for you to use.”

This is far beyond the scope of a beginner . Kashi inwardly cursed at the shameless man. He should have rejected the daeben’s request instead of setting up this elaborate, round-about method.

Okay. Since you want to do it this way.  Kashi instantaneously decided to go all out. The daeben swung the hammer.  BAM!  The loud clash of metal against metal was soon followed by another as the daeben once again struck down. Kashi’s brows furrowed in concentration as he recalled all the lessons Razznik had once learned.

That’s right. Just like Kashi was currently doing, Razznik too once sat opposite a blacksmith who taught him everything there was to know about being a blacksmith. The places to strike; the speed required; the angles at which to bend the hammer to achieve specific effects. 

Kashi recalled and absorbed all the lessons, and after over thirty minutes of relentless pounding, the sheet began to take the desired shape. With a meager strength of 11, even after the training, the daeben was not qualified to deform the sturdy metal. However, thousands of strikes later, his unbending will began to reap results, as slowly, but surely, the sheet’s shape began to change.

Off to the side, Mace’s eyes nearly exploded out of their sockets. This was not on the level of talent anymore. This child was undoubtedly a blacksmith prodigy. However, some places needed refinement. For example, the rebound from the strikes were not mitigated in any way by the daeben, and his arm was forced to bear the recoil. It seemed when the daeben learned blacksmithing in the past, he was far too strong and hence did not learn the techniques for mitigating recoil.

Furthermore, the child relied too much on raw strength. He did not have too many techniques for dealing with tough metal, which was why it had taken this long.

However, Mace could see the daeben’s glaring potential through all the flaws. If he was guided just a little better, who knew how far he would go? Although Mace had seen everything he needed to judge the daeben, he did not stop Kashi’s work. Another important trait for a blacksmith was perseverance and patience. He wanted to see how long the daeben would last.

1 hour… 2 hours… 3 hours… 4 hours.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

BANG!

Mace’s eyes were the size of saucers as the daeben struck the sheet for the thousandth time. 

Kashi placed the metal in a water trough, and white steam soon consumed their vision. Moments later, the steam cleared and Kashi placed the finished blade on the anvil. He looked at Mace. “Is that enough?” 

Mace laughed and patted the daeben’s back. “Brilliant! Brilliant! Return here tomorrow, and we will begin your training.”

“Thank you, master,” Kashi said and officially displayed his deference with a bow.

“Good. Good,” Mace complimented with a laugh. “When will you arrive tomorrow?”

 “10 a.m,” Kashi replied. “I’m also learning Leatherworking and Weaving, so I will not be able to come every day. Is that alright?”

Mace scratched his chin in thought. “Normally, I would advise you should not bite off more than you can chew, but if your skills in both fields are as good as what you just displayed, then I have nothing to fear. Rather than learning, you are training your body to get to the level it can carry out the motions embedded in its muscle memory. Do not worry. You have the status of my special apprentice. Come anytime, and I’ll pay you for your services.”

Kashi thanked his master, then exited the store. He took the chance to inspect the new skill and stat he had gained after finishing the blade.




	
New P assive  Skill: Blacksmith (Beginner Lv. 1)





	
Blacksmith:  A blacksmith bends the metal and crystals of the world to craft weapons of mass slaughter. In the name of Aygor god of smithing, do not sully the name of the sacred Blacksmiths!

Lv. 1:  Congratulations, total noob. You can now craft an iron ingot. Be grateful. 








 




	
New Stat: You Learned Crafts





	
A gift in comprehending and practice in Creating. 

Improves when you see, hear, smell, taste, or touch exquisitely crafted items, or when you craft items from wood, metal or cloth.

Crafts adds an intimidating quality to all products.








 

Kashi ignored the snarky undertone in the message prompt. The AI responsible for managing Genaco’s games was notorious for trolling Summoned in the system prompts. He paid special attention to the rank of his blacksmith skill. 

‘Core skills’ like archery, blacksmithing, or sword mastery amongst others, were those skills which could double as classes. These skills had five ranks. In order they were: Beginner, Intermediate, Expert, Master, and finally Grandmaster. Each of these ranks was subdivided into Level 0 – 9. After level 9 of each level, the skill would jump to the next rank. This applied to all except the Grandmaster Rank.

For a craftsman to upgrade to Grandmaster rank from Master level 9, a Summoned would have to produce an original work that the gods approved. This was much harder than it sounded. So difficult in fact that in the previous game, there were only a handful of Grandmasters in the entire world. 

On the other hand, for a warrior skill to be upgraded to Grandmaster rank from Master level 9, they had to complete a challenge set up by the gods. Grandmaster warriors were also very rare, and nigh impossible to find.

Kashi shook his head. That was too far in the future to even begin considering now. More importantly, he noticed that he had gained +2 Strength, +2 Dexterity, +2 Perception, and +2 Vitality. This was perfect. 

Kashi proceeded to search the city for lesser-known armorer, leatherworker and weaver (tailor) shops. He eventually found these shops and encountered similar experiences to the blacksmith shop. The tutorials and tests dragged on until late evening, and Kashi did not return to the Archery center until around 8pm that night.

Kashi entered the building, and at this point, he was already used to the loneliness. He had even found out why it was so deserted during his earlier. Turned out this was not the main archery training center. The training center for archers was located outside the town in an open range field. Although this place had a decent training center, the patrons were not qualified to hand out the archer class. As a result, there was no point for any of the Summoned to go there.

Kashi, on the other hand, had no problem with this. If anything, he enjoyed the solitude of the training facility. The daeben glanced at the two occupants at the table. This time, the tall wisben was reading a book while a brown-furred kafu (fox-man) dozed off on the chair next to him.

“You’re back,” the wisben off-handedly remarked as Kashi walked into the building.

“Busy day,” Kashi replied and walked into the training hall. Neither of the two was the conversation type, and they both returned to their tasks immediately after acknowledging each other’s presence.

Kashi picked up a heavy longbow from the wall and resumed practice. His increased Dexterity and Strength significantly improved his hand speed and accuracy as he challenged the third gallery. 

The third gallery was much more difficult than the first two combined. It featured two sets of three targets lined up adjacent to each other. For the first set, Kashi had to hit the three bullseyes at the same time. 

Contrary to the first, the targets in the second were lined up behind each other. When hit, the targets collapsed to the ground, but then rose back up less than a second later. Kashi was required to accurately hit all three bullseyes in rapid succession before they could rise and block those in front.

Kashi managed to complete the first set when he returned from his lessons the next day. He completed the test by simultaneously shooting three arrows from his bow. It took quite a while to get his accuracy high enough to constantly hit the targets accurately, but it was worth it in the end. He even learned a new skill.




	
New Activ e  Skill: M ulti-Shot (Lv.1)





	
Multi-Shot:  Fires a volley of arrows at multiple targets

The maximum number of arrows that can be fired at once increases with bow mastery. 

Current Bow Mastery Beginner Level 2

Maximum Arrow Number: 4

Deals additional 4% ATK 

5% Chance to Knockback Enemies

Consumes 30 Ki








 

The practice sessions helped increase Kashi’s bow mastery from 1 to 2, and as a result, the number of arrows he could fire increased to four. Kashi was sure the maximum number of arrows would increase by the time the practice session was over.

Before getting started on the next set, Kashi briefly logged out for about 2 in-game hours. Just enough time for Suzuki rush a 15-minute bodyweight exercise routine, use the toilet and take a shower. 

The log-out system in L.N.E was strange in that it did not remove the user’s body from the world after logging out. Rather, it was like the Summoned’s soul left the body, leaving it behind as they logged off. Because of this mechanic, inns and hotel businesses in the city were booming as players sought out safe places to log-out. 

Kashi had no desire to splash his limited funds on an inn room, so he logged out in the training hall. The training hall’s deserted nature and the seemingly strong Residents that were always in the lobby allayed any fears he might have had.

Kashi soon returned to the continent of Destia after Suzuki was done and quickly started the next set. The second set proved to be much more difficult than the first. Between his crafting lessons, his daily naps and once-every-three-days two-hour log out, he ended up needing four days to complete it. 

Kashi completed the set when his dexterity got high enough for him to quickly fire an arrow, then grab, nock, and fire the next before the bowstring had begun to relax from the first draw. The game once again rewarded the daeben for his efforts when he finally had it down to a science.

 




	
New Active Skill: You learned Rapid Fire (Lv. 1)





	
Rapid Fire:  Shoot off multiple arrows in quick succession. Increase in Level reduces the time between shots. 

Reduces attack power (-10% ATK)

Each  Arrow has 5% Chance to Knockback Enemies

Consumes 10 Ki Per Arrow








 




	
Bow Mastery (Beginner (Lv.2      Lv. 3))





	
Increases Attack with Bow by 25% (+25% ATK)

Increases Attack Speed With Bow By 5

Reduces Reload Time by 5








 

Kashi took what he had learned and challenged the Comprehensive Test. It took two days, but he finally completed the second level. On the third level, some targets were hidden behind ‘civilian’ marionettes, while the targets from the first and second level also showed up. The daeben was beginning to see why it was called Comprehensive. It accumulatively tested all the skills an archer was expected to learn. In this test, Kashi had to find a way to hit the third-level targets hiding behind ‘civilian’ puppets while dodging the ever-increasing bolts. 

Kashi promptly left the Comprehensive test after failing and returned to the gallery. The fourth gallery boasted a single target moving around behind a translucent fence. This gallery seemed to get the better of Kashi. No matter how hard Kashi concentrated, he could see no set pattern, and all his efforts to shoot the target failed. 

Kashi’s lessons and the Comprehensive test were the only things that managed to keep him sane during this period. He wasted over five days on the challenge, but while most people would have given up, Kashi doggedly fired on, determined not to lose.

The daeben’s persistence impressed the tall wisben who came into the practice hall and introduced himself as Serti. On the fourth day in the gallery, Serti walked into the stall next to his with a magnificent longbow. Kashi watched out of the corner of his eyes as the elf lined up his target which was also moving randomly.

With a look of grim concentration, Serti released his arrow. To Kashi's amazement, a blue light enveloped the arrow as it whizzed through the air. What happened next left Kashi staring wide-eyed. The arrow changed its course mid-air and chased the target till it hit it.

Kashi felt utterly ashamed of himself. That a gamer like him would forget the basic  [Homing Arrow]  was unforgivable. However, in his favor, Razznik never used that skill, so Kashi had forgotten all about it. Exhaustion from the different practices he was involved in might have also played a part.

Now that Kashi knew what to do, he tried firing off a few rounds, shouting 'homing arrow' in his mind- nothing happened. Confused, he tried again and shouted out loud this time; still nothing. The daeben kept on trying. He changed stances and positions, but it was to no avail.

Serti chose this moment to come up beside Kashi. "Think of the bow as a part of you. Envision your arrow dancing through the open air, its sole target whatever you desire. Do not force the arrow... Be your arrow."

Kashi took in a deep breath then slowly let it out. He calmly nocked an arrow and drew it to its full length. His erratic breathing slowed to a crawl, as the world around faded away into darkness, leaving him, his arrow, and the dancing target. 

"Fly." Kashi did not see it, but black ki surged from his fingertips and enveloped the arrow. The arrow flew over the fence, then zipped toward its target, its zig-zag motion making it seem like it was dancing to the same beat as the target. The arrow struck the target and Kashi finally let out a sigh of relief.




	
Fighting Spirit level up!

Strength Increased by 1 (+1 STR)

Agility Increased by 1 (+1 AGI)

Dexterity Increased by (+1 DEX)

Vitality Increased by 1 (+1 VIT)








 




	
New Active Skill: You learned Homing Arrow

New Active Skill: You learned Keen Eyes

New Active Skill: You learned Keen Sense








 




	
New Active Skill: You learned Homing Arrow (Lv. 1)





	
Homing Arrow:  An arrow that will chase your target to the ends of the earth. Higher levels will reduce the percentage of attack power penalized.

Reduces Attack Power by (-30% ATK)

Consumes 80 Ki








 




	
New Active Skill: You learned Keen Eyes (Lv. 1)





	
Keen Eyes:  If the target is too far, all you have to do is look closer.

Ability to zoom in on an extended distance

Effective Distance: 50m

Consumes 20 Ki








 




	
New Active Skill: You learned Keen Sense (Lv. 1)





	
Keen Sense:  Like a predator on its prey, your concentration blocks out all distractions leaving only your target in your sights.

Increases attack power by 30% (+30%ATK)

Restrictions: Must be stationary to use








 

 

 “YES!” Kashi involuntary roared with joy as the numerous prompts popped up to inform him of his success. The past two weeks of eating stale bread, uncomfortable naps, constant low-level crafting and the stress of the Comprehensive Test had really gotten to him in more ways than one. 

Kashi gathered his wits and moved on to the final gallery which turned out to be a combination of the first four. Rather than teaching new skills, it tested his ability to make snap judgments on which skill to use and when. Kashi easily completed this part in a day. When he fired the last shot that hit the final target for the tenth time in a row, Kashi released a cheerful roar as his Bow Mastery increased to four.

However, even though he was excited, Kashi knew his work was far from done. Through his multiple side jobs, most of Kashi’s stats were on point to hit the level 50 mark. The only one which had fallen slightly behind was his Agility stat. But that was because he had not had the time to focus on the Comprehensive Test. 

Kashi’s apprenticeship at the different crafts shops had begun to experience the beginning of its windfall. He had reached beginner level 4 in all of these crafts, and his insanely high strength and dexterity meant he could already begin helping to crank out real craftworks like swords, armors, leather armor, and cheap hempen garments. As an apprentice, and because he was using the shop’s materials, Kashi was only allowed 10% of the profit. 

However, even with that, Kashi still roughly made about 200 Syros a day, enough to go for just over 3 hours on the Comprehensive Test. Without the archery training to take up time, Kashi doubled the time he spent in the craft shops. As a result, his profit doubled to over 400 Syros a day.

Kashi’s new routine became, wake up at 3 am, spend three hours in the Comprehensive test, then got to the apprentice shops at 6 am. He would then return around 9pm at night when the last shop closed, and spend another three hours in the Comprehensive Test. Finally, he slept from 12 am to 3 am. Rinse and Repeat. The only break in the schedule was on his log out days. On those days, he sacrificed two hours from the crafts.

Kashi’s tiresome, hard work finally paid off, as seven in-game days later, he finally beat the ninth level of the Comprehensive Test. Not only that, but he also took first place on every level. The daeben could not express his emotions as the system notification he had worked so hard for appeared before him.




	
New Passive Trait: Golden Body!





	
Congratulations, you sadistic young man! Through boring hard work, you have managed to increase Vitality, Stamina, Strength, Agility, Dexterity, and Agility to 50 before hitting Level 10.

You have therefore obtained the trait: Golden Body! 

Golden Body:  An extra stat point is randomly assigned to one of the physical attributes after every turn.








 

Kashi exited the Comprehensive Test chamber and weakly plopped on the ground, with a lazy smile on his face. His sweat-soaked clothes stuck to his back but he did not care. Nothing could ever mar the joy of completing a seemingly impossible task.

Kashi took out an expensive cream puff bread from his inventory. He had bought it at some days ago in preparation of today. The daeben nibbled on it slowly, the sweet, creamy flavor a reward for his hard work and a welcome reprieve from the constant 'sand bread' he had become accustomed to.

Kashi’s physical stats were all capped at 50. There was no way to increase them any further through manual labor until he crossed level 10. And even then, the amount of work needed to raise one stat by a single level was much more difficult than these three week’s efforts. For all intents and purposes, it was finally time to really start the game.

"You completed your basic training," a familiar voice called out, interrupting the daeben’s thoughts.

Kashi looked up and saw Serti looking down at him with pride. The wisben held out a hand to the exhausted daeben. 

"It was no small task. Many-a-time I feared I would give up," Kashi exasperatedly remarked as Serti helped him to his feet.

"But you did not. You've got the stuff of legends," Serti praised, with an exaggerated grin that would make anyone think he was the one who just completed the impossible task.

"It was only thanks to your generous guidance," Kashi admitted with a polite bow. He then recalled something important. "You mentioned this being Basic Practice?"

"Yes. There are several basic practice halls tailored to different professions. As of now, you are the sole Summoned to have completed one. Advanced practice halls are scattered across the continent, but I am forbidden to speak of their location. One such as you should find them easily." Serti's smile was like a pride beam. Way too bright.

Kashi noted the information. "I would love to celebrate with you, but I fear I must find a change of clothes and a shower. My appearance is unsightly." 

"No worries,” Serti cheered. “I came to look for you precisely for that very reason. I humbly request you join the Hunter's Brotherhood. We are no guild mind you; just a gathering of people who love to explore the world and face its challenges. Your kind calls us clans."

Guilds and clans were one of the major social gatherings in RPG's. The two functioned in largely similar ways, but the only real difference being their membership laws. Guilds are more than social gatherings. They often had an underlying purpose (usually world dominations) and functioned like a company. Members of a guild are therefore often restricted to only that guild. Also, due to the competitive nature of guilds, someone who switched from one guild to another was often considered a traitor.

Clans, on the other hand, were the gaming equivalent of school clubs and societies. They were gatherings of loosely monitored, like-minded individuals who hung out every now and then. A member could be part of as many clans as they liked. Clans were usually not competitive, and often had broad ideals which members could attempt to emulate however they saw fit.

Kashi hesitated. "I-"

"Of course, you will not go unrewarded,” Serti interrupted before Kashi could finish his thought. “The Hunter Brotherhood boasts a few establishments in some major cities and minor towns that offer free bed and bath to our members. We also sell equipment and armor at reduced rates, share information and provide support when members need it. You would be the first amongst the Summoned to join our ranks."

Kashi's poker face betrayed nothing. In his head, however, he was rapidly calculating the potential benefits "I do not believe this one is worthy of such honor."

"It would be our honor," Serti insisted. "We need strong and willful adventurers like you on our side."

"I have not picked my class yet,” Kashi emphasized. “Is it alright for me to join still?"

"We are not the Archers' Union so being an archer is not a requirement. You simply need to love your chosen class and possess the skills to use to better the world."

Kashi finally nodded. "Then I shall accept this offer."

 




	
New Clan: You Joined Hunters' Brotherhood





	
Hunters' Brotherhood:  A secret group that loves action and adventure, devoted solely to honing their skills in combat. Small and tightly knit, this elite group only recruit members with great promise. Rumors claim they can stand toe to toe with major guilds regarding overall strength.

Rank:  Recruit








 




	
You Received Recruit's Set








 




	
You Received Hunter's Badge








 




	
You Received Map








 




	
+10 Fame








 

Kashi examined the prompts with a gratified smile. The recruit's set contained a set of starter gear and weapon that he chose to try on later. The map was an invaluable tool that would have been expensive elsewhere, though he bet only the areas surrounding Kerta were mapped. Last but certainly not least was Fame: This was an attribute that had various perks, including reduced prices shops and Residents talking about the player in public places.

Serti led Kashi out of the practice hall and through a secret door. On the other side was a long hallway with several doors. He unlocked one of them, gave Kashi the key and bid him adieu. 

The door opened to a well-furnished guest room with a comfortable bed, table, and bath. Kashi was too tired to bath, so he dove on the bed and muttered, "Log out." The daeben’s consciousness slowly drifted away in the white stream that pulled him back to reality.

Suzuki opened his eyes as the helmet retracted and winced as a result of a pounding migraine. The young man swore to never do anything similar to that intense no-rest marathon ever again.

Ah, the joys of gaming...

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 7: Jade Yuhi

    
    
    
    
                Genaco Compound.

7:45 am, Monday, 13  th   April 2043.

Suzuki exited the virtual drive and walked into the bathroom to relieve himself. A few minutes later, he stepped out of the bathroom and began his daily workout routine. It was a strenuous, high-intense regiment that consisted of several pushups, chin-ups, sit-ups, stretches, and aerobics. On some days, he mixed it up with pull-ups and other forms of exercise. Usually, the exercise would last for fifteen to twenty minutes, but Suzuki extended this session to a whole hour to make up for the time spent laying down. By the time he was done, he was sweating like Thanksgiving turkey.

Suzuki exhaled as he examined his sore muscles. He was by no means the toughest guy in the world, but he had an excellent physique comprised of powerful, well-toned muscles without any useless fat, a lithe frame that allowed high agility if he needed to run, and rock hard abs that protected his abdomen. The young man sighed as he recalled the countless amount of work that had gone into crafting this body. 

At the age of ten, Suzuki’s father enrolled him in a junior martial arts school to ‘toughen him up.’ In reality, they both knew that the real reason Suzuki was enrolled in that school was to give him an out for the aggressive emotions built up in his heart due to his abusive mother.

Suzuki’s father, due to the nature of his work, was rarely ever home, and for reasons the child never understood, his mother blamed him for his father’s loss of interest in her. Suzuki’s father’s intentions worked as the thrill and chaos of a match often took his mind off the abuse that awaited him at home. Suzuki also found that when he pushed his body to the limit during training, he was too exhausted to harbor any negative emotions. As a result, he often remained in the dojo long past the allotted time. 

Suzuki’s hard work paid off, and two years later, the young man he qualified for the finals of the junior MMA championship. Unfortunately, Suzuki’s family encountered an accident on the way to the finals that claimed his parents' lives. Naturally, the injuries he sustained from the accident disqualified him from the competition. 

Worse yet, Suzuki’s brain was affected by accident, resulting in the loss of almost all his emotions, leaving only rage and anger behind. As a result, he often got into fights with other children at the orphanage he was temporarily placed in by the government. Suzuki was only able to relatively calm down when he resumed his training, and at this point, it had turned into something therapeutic. The pain endured during training served to cover the anger and rage in his heart.

Suzuki’s improved temperament awarded him with a new home, and parents. Unfortunately, the new family was no better than his birth parents. If anything, they were much more abusive. Suzuki almost acted on his rage multiple times but managed to keep his emotions in check through diligent training. He eventually joined the kendo club in middle school.

Suzuki was naturally gifted in combat and often picked up skills much faster than his peers and seniors. It, therefore, came as no surprise to him when he surpassed both his mates and seniors in training after only a couple of months. Unfortunately, the seniors were not as open-minded as those in manga. 

Jealousy clouded their thoughts, and they began taking any opportunity they had to pick on and bully Suzuki. No matter how much Suzuki trained, the rage in him still remained. One day, he could no longer bear the bullying and lashed out in anger. His world turned red, and by the time he returned to his senses, the dojo floor was littered with the unconscious, severely beaten bodies of his seniors and their friends who tried to stop the fight.

Suffice to say, Suzuki was kicked out of the kendo club. He might have even spent time in juvie if it weren’t for the fact that the seniors were afraid the truth about the bullying would come up in the news. Suzuki realized simple training would not be enough to fix his anger issues. At the behest of a psychiatrist, Suzuki’s foster parents reluctantly helped the child to get a virtual gear, and bought the game,  King’s Journey. 

Suzuki, or rather his alter-ego, Razznik began a strict training regiment in the game. Both Razznik and Suzuki lost themselves in the new things they learned in the game world. Suzuki practiced the skills Razznik learned from  Zytra  in the real world and applied them in street fights to hone his skills. Razznik, in the meantime, sought out powerful opponents to either train him or sharpen his skills in combat. 

Of all the skills in Zytra, the hardest for Razznik to learn was the Archery skill, because it was the skill with the most assistance from the game system. The ground-up training method other classes had, was incredibly difficult to find in-game. To remedy this, Suzuki joined the archery club in high school. As fate would have it, this was where Suzuki first encountered the girl who would later lead the army against Razznik: Adachi Ayumi A.K.A Aileera.

The mere thought of the 'Archery Princess' jolted Suzuki out of his reverie. Suzuki shook his head as he recalled the young woman’s pride-filled gaze. Ah, he did not want to think about her right now, but he also could not help but wonder if she missed him or not.

Suzuki sighed and walked into the bathroom. He filled the bathtub with water, poured the bubble bath solution, stripped then relaxed in the spa-like, warm water and rejuvenating foam. This was a luxury he could have only once in several months (if he was lucky) back at home. 

A while later, Suzuki emerged from the bathroom and picked out  a white T-shirt and black jeans from the closet. He picked up his Genaco issued phone from the dresser beside the bed and slipped it into his pocket. Suzuki made a mental note to find out if it was possible to download music into the device and buy some headphones.

Suzuki confirmed the date on the phone as 13  th   of April, a week after he was kidnapped. He realized he had really spent an entire week indoors without any human contact. Now that he thought about it, Kashi spent three in-game weeks without speaking to a single Summoned.

'People like me are the reason online gamers are ostracized.'  

Suzuki shook his head, slipped into a pair of casual slippers by the door and left the room. The hallway was empty, and Kashi guessed the residents were probably tied up in-game. The opening weeks of any Massive Multiplayer Online (MMO) game were tremendously important as players sought to assert dominance with their guilds.

As a primarily single player kind of person, Suzuki did not care about the early rush. The young man had decided to take a break from gaming, consequences be damned. He took the elevator to the ground floor and stepped out into the warm April sun. He took in a deep breath, then proceeded to take a stroll in no particular direction. 

After an hour of aimlessly wandering about the facility, Suzuki came to a conclusion: he needed an alternate means of transport - like a bicycle or something. The facility grounds were just too large, and he would have gotten lost several times were it not for the phone.

“Hey tough guy!" a familiar interrupted Kashi’s thoughts.

'She better not be talking to me.'  Suzuki looked over his shoulder and recognized the girl who introduced herself as ‘Jade Yuhi’ riding up to him on the very thing he had just been thinking about. It was like she was created just to aggravate him.

"It is good to see you again Yuhi-san," Suzuki greeted politely when she stopped next to him. It turned out Jade was quite short, just about reaching his chest. 

In reply, Jade made a face like she had eaten a bad oyster. "Blergh . No formal speech, please. Just call me Jade."

"Is that so. Then I won't hold back... Jade." Suzuki somehow made her name sound like it was being dragged across a concrete floor, then crushed in a grinder.

"Still as unfriendly as ever... eh... what was it again?" Jade asked, cocking her head to the side with a blank expression.

"So you’re the forgetful type?” Suzuki challenged, exasperated by her attitude.

"Ah, sorry. I only remember important names so-"

A vein popped on the young man’s forehead, but he managed to hold in his irritation. "Sorry for being unimportant!" 

"Ah, my bad. Sorry." Jade apologized and actually looked embarrassed by the whole fiasco.

Suzuki suddenly felt uncomfortable and mumbled out of the corner of his mouth, “…Suzuki.”

"Um... I didn't get that."

"Su-Zu-Ki!" Suzuki yelled into her ear.

"Haha. Nice to meet you Suzuki-kun," Jade laughed and greeted, holding out her hand. 

"It's embarrassing if you use honorifics now. Suzuki is fine." Suzuki said as he shook her hand.

Jade chuckled as she dismounted from her bike. "So, what brings you here Suzuki?"

"Just taking a walk. Been a while since I was top-side."

"Mind if I join you?"

"Not really. It's fine." 

The pair walked side by side in silence, the sole sound between them the slight squeaking of the bicycle's tires. Suzuki took the time to study the girl. If one word were to be used to describe Jade, it would surely be ‘goth. Her pale, porcelain white skin contrasted sharply against a pair of ripped black jeans and leather jacket. Dark, smoky make-up on her eyebrows and lips made her beautiful dark gray eyes pop. Finally, a pair of star-shaped earrings peeked out from behind a thick glossy curtain of night-black hair that reached down to her lower back.

“Like what you see?” Jade teased.

“Don’t know. You tell me.” Suzuki looked into her eyes. “Should I?”

“Huh?” Jade was stunned into silence but then broke out in laughter the very next second. It seemed she had not had a good laugh in a while and had to balance on the handlebars of her bike to keep herself from falling.

By her side, Suzuki let out a sigh of relief. Indeed, when in doubt rely on anime. That line had come straight out of an anime he watched recently. It was a good thing the response seemed appropriate. After all, he did not have too much experience dealing with people in general. 

"Mmm... That felt good." Jade stretched her arms wide, a lazy smile on her face. "This place has been too weird."

Suzuki’s brows rose. "Were you abducted too?"

“Abducted? What are you talking about?” Jade questioned. “According to my pops, my grandfather works here, so I came to look for him.” She seemed to be hiding something, but even he knew better than to press the issue. "Wait. You said too? You, were you abducted?"

"Yeah... On the first day of school, no less,” Suzuki revealed. He related the entire experience to her. “At least I got to flip one over before they got me with the taser."

"Pfft." Jade had to cover her mouth to smother the laughter that bubbled up her throat.

"What's so funny?" Suzuki questioned and closed in on her until the only thing separating them was the bicycle.

"Nothing. I swear it's not- pfft!" 

Suzuki’s left eyebrow rose. "Suspicious." Luckily for Jade, the young man’s stomach chose that moment to let out a cry of protest. It had been fed bare nutrients and wanted real food to eat.

"You seem hungry." Glad for the change in topic, Jude quickly backed away. "Where do you want to eat?"

"Eh... I don't know anywhere good. What do you recommend?" Suzuki scratched the back of his head, bracing for the inevitable question.

Jade suddenly felt something was off. "Wait. Just how long have you been in your room?"

"... A week?"

"!"

Half an hour later, Jade was bent over in laughter at a restaurant she recommended. It was a buffet style eatery, and the teenager seemed intent of taking full advantage of that. She was on her third plate, causing Suzuki, who looked at her small frame, to wonder where all the food went.

Suzuki spent the last thirty minutes narrating his story to her, finding it relaxing to talk to someone as open and free-spirited as she was. He purposely left out some important details, like his avatars' name, the name of the town Kashi started in, and the skills he got. In L.N.E, every Summoned was an enemy until proven otherwise. It would do Kashi no good to divulge too much information. Jade's particular source of humor stemmed from the story of how Kashi 'sweet-talked' the storekeeper into giving him bread. 

"Seriously. You were so excited to get free bread?" Jade asked in between laughs. 

"Oh, come on. It's not that funny. It was an important test. What did you expect him to do?"

"Sorry, my bad. It's just the way you speak in the game is so funny."

"It's not 'me.' Its Kashi," Suzuki corrected. He realized his blunder a moment later, but it was too late to take back what was already said.

“Kashi, huh?” Jade murmured. “Cool name. So, what’s with the ‘ It’s not me, it’s Kashi? ” 

"As a rule, I consider my avatars a separate entity from me. I would appreciate if you did the same." Suzuki gazed downwards at his plate, playing with his noodles.

Suzuki's tone might have been light, but Jade could sense a heavy undercurrent just below the surface. This was a really big deal to him, and she made a mental note not to refer to Kashi as him again.

"So, what about you?” Suzuki asked. “What's your avatar's story."

Jade grinned Cheshire style. "That's a se-c-ret." She poked his head and chuckled at his expression. "Pass me your phone." Stunned by the fact he had been one-upped by her, Suzuki obediently handed her the device. She placed hers next to his, pressed a button on hers, then handed his back to him. 

A message asking to confirm adding her as a contact popped up on the screen and Suzuki readily accepted. Jade was now the third person in his life aside from his parents to ever have their numbers in his phone. The first being James Shouyou, who had also given him his first cellphone since his parent's death, and the second was the Archery Princess.

Banzai* for little things huh...

Suzuki was somewhat shocked at his hasty acceptance; it almost seemed like he had been desperate for attention. No, that was not possible. After all, he had mastered the art of isolation. There was no reason for him to be relieved that he had someone to talk to. Then again, it might just have been a quality she possessed. One he could not ignore.

The pair finished their meal and spent the afternoon chatting non-stop through the entire day. Along the line, Jade taught Suzuki how to check his balance. It turned out he had approximately 40,000 yen left in his account. Jade then led him to a bicycle shop where he bought a decent one for 12,000 yen, leaving him with 28,000. He also bought a pair of high-end headphones for 10000 yen. By the end of the day, he was left with 18000 yen. Suzuki did not regret the purchase in any way.

Priorities were important in life.

Jade also taught him how to get download music free into his phone. As expected of a company leading the entertainment sector; they had already paid for all possible downloads. Hence there was nothing illegal about them downloading from the hub.

Once again, Suzuki was shocked and impressed by just how much money must have been spent on the project. There was no way a company like Genaco would sink this much resources into something pro-bono like finding a cure for Parallel. Harsh as it may seem, that would just be 'Bad Business,' as his birth father often said.

The duo toured the grounds together and shared a meal when the sun began to set. After dinner, they said their goodbyes and parted ways. As Suzuki opened the door to his building, the sunset in the horizon, bidding him good-night.

Meanwhile, in a control room filled with computer screens and multiple analysts scrunching and analyzing various numbers, Akari glanced at Yukino and asked. “How’s it going so far?” 

“Only ten people refused to start the game,” Yukino reported as she observed the programmers and analysts scurry around like worker ants on an overdose of energy drinks.

“And?”

“They were dealt with as you instructed.”

“Good,” Akari coldly replied. “And those who stayed?”

“A few have begun to show early symptoms of Parallel, though it’s too early to say for sure. It may just be an initial backlash from the game.”

“Anything else?”

“There was a report of a child spending the entire week indoors. He only came out today.”

“Name?” Akari asked, interest genuinely piqued.

“Suzuki Mato.”

“The child from the opening day huh. His level?”

“Seven. We assume he spent most of the time exploring the world.” 

Although highly illegal, Genaco could follow the players’ progress in the virtual world to a certain degree, but a user’s brain unconsciously protected itself from outside interference, which was why the company could only pull information bits at a time while the player was still in-game. However, immediately the user logged out, they could draw the data from the save file. The longer a user spent in the world, the longer it took to download the information. 

By staying in the game world for so long with very short breaks in between, Suzuki had unknowingly prevented them from gleaming too much information. And since he had already logged back into the game, the most the company could obtain was data leading up to his escape, and his current level. The rest were still nicely tucked away in the save file.

But Suzuki did not know any of this...

 

            

    
        Chapter 8: Uncovering Secrets

    
    
    
    
                Hunter Brotherhood Training Center, 

Kerta.

3  rd   Ryanem 1091.

Within the hidden archery training center, Kashi arose from a dreamless sleep. The daeben sat up on the comfortable bed and decided to examine the items Serti gifted him before he logged out. He checked the Recruit’s Set in his inventory. The starter level armor set consisted of a pair of navy blue boots and matching pants; a black short-sleeved shirt and matching fingerless gloves. A black mantle with an attached hood rounded off the assassin set.

 




	
Recruit’s Boots (Rare)





	
Weight: 14


	
Durability: (30/30)





	
Armor Type: Leather


	
DEF: 20 ~ 25





	
Awarded to those who completed the Basic Training Program. These boots boast better Agility than those found in shops.

AGI: +20

Charm: +3








 




	
Recruit’s Gloves (Rare)





	
Weight: 13


	
Durability: (30/30)





	
Armor Type: Leather


	
DEF: 18 ~ 23





	
Awarded to those who completed the Basic Training Program. These gloves grip your weapon tightly, ensuring you do not miss your target.

DEX: +20

Charm: +3








 




	
Recruit’s Shirt (Rare)





	
Weight: 17


	
Durability: (30/30)





	
Armor Type: Leather


	
DEF: 25 ~ 30





	
Awarded to those who completed the Basic Training Program. These shirts provide better protection from the enemy than its shop counterparts.

Charm: +3








 




	
Recruit’s Hood (Rare)





	
Weight: 17


	
Durability: (30/30)





	
Armor Type: Leather


	
DEF: 12 ~ 18





	
Awarded to those who completed the Basic Training Program. Provides protection from the elements, and reduces the chance of recognition.

STE: +14

Charm: +4








 




	
Recruit’s Trousers (Rare)





	
Weight: 17


	
Durability: (30/30)





	
Armor Type: Leather


	
DEF: 25 ~ 30





	
Awarded to those who completed the Basic Training Program. Provides protection and is more reliable than those found in shops.

Charm: +3








 

 

The stats were quite impressive for the weight class. The 17 weight class, for a non-pure-strength build, laid roughly somewhere between level 5 and level 10, depending on stat distribution. Despite this, the Defense stats for the armor set was more in line with those of common level 20 cloth armor. The strength of Rare loot could be seen here. Weapons and armor of higher grades could be used for increasingly longer periods of time. 

Kashi equipped the Recruit’s set then pulled out the map. He sighed after a quick scan. As expected, only a few areas surrounding Kerta, and major travel routes to nearby towns were mapped. He did not scoff at the map though. A map with this much detail could spell the difference between life and death when on various missions. After he was done inspecting the map, a notification informed him that the System Map had been updated.

The System Map was a map in the menu that contained a map of the entire continent. Only, in the beginning, 99% of the map was grayed out and foggy. Patches of the map were revealed as the player learned about, or visited more places.

The best thing about the map, however, was that Kashi could sell it off to merchants or other players now that all of its information had been added to the system map.

The last item on the list was the Recruit's Bow, but Kashi decided he would look at its stats when he went hunting in the fields. Satisfied with the inspection, Kashi exited the room, making sure he locked the door behind him, then walked to the entrance hall.

The room, as usual, held the merry sight of Serti and the two other residents sat around a table, chatting and having a cup of something that smelled delicious. Serti spotted Kashi as he came out of the secret passage. Serti’s lips curled up in a smile as he waved at the daeben. "Kashi-kun, would you mind joining us for a cup?"

Kashi glanced at the wisben, then replied with a smile as he took a seat at the table, "It would be my honor." 

The second resident, a tall, bulky, Nordic man with biceps bigger than his bald head, set a down a cup in front of the daeben. He smiled as he poured a hot cup of tea into the cup. “Please, try this.”

"Many thanks," Kashi said as he raised the cup to his lips and took a sip.  Pure bliss!  Kashi had to admit that this was the best tea he had ever tasted. The sweet caramel tea warmed his insides and spread joy to his face in the form of a warm smile.

Serti chuckled at the expected reaction. "Yugo makes the best tea this side of the continent."

"May I inquire as to the ingredients of this masterpiece?" Kashi asked.

"You could not make it even if I gave you the recipe,” Yugo retorted with a hearty laugh. “You need a high cooking skill. But I suppose you deem that beneath you?"

"Nonsense!" Kashi harshly retorted. His rash tone caught the trio off-guard as they had gotten rather used to his politeness. "To say that cooking is beneath one is utter rubbish." Kashi confidently poured out bullshit from his mouth. It did not matter whether he believed it or not. One important lesson every gamer learned was the art of pretending to care about another person’s ideals or goals. Kashi took his chameleon act to the next level as he stated, "A true adventurer should be able to cater to basics such as food and repairs. Any who says otherwise is, sorry for my tone: an utter fool!" The daeben made a deliberate show of catching his breath to calm himself down.

"Ho. I am touched by your passion. If you feel so strongly, then you can have this." Yugo handed the daeben a book, which he happily accepted.




	
You received Beginner's Cook Book








 

"If you wish to be a handyman speak to Bert. He's a quiet one, but he'll give you what you need." Serti instructed. 

Bert was the last Resident of the three. He was a kafu of the beastman race, and the only of his kind Kashi had seen so far. Bert sported bright orange fur which was in direct contrast to his quiet, reserved nature.

"I will do that," Kashi confirmed.

"So, have you decided on what class you want to be yet?" Serti asked.

"Not yet,” Kashi replied with a sigh. “I cannot seem to think up something suitable."

"Is there anything, in particular, you want from your class? I might be of some assistance."

"My primary aim is to fight with the bow,” Kashi stated without reservation. “But I do not wish to have to rely on others; I prefer to fight alone you see. I also seek the ability to strike swiftly and deadly at a distance and engage in a frontal assault should I feel so inclined. Yet I do not wish to be at a disadvantage in close combat either. A sword or dagger would probably remove this disadvantage, but I feel it would stain the honor of my bow if I resort to them."

"Ah, I see. A tough choice indeed,” Serti mused. “Not many solo adventurers would pick a bow as their primary weapon. Yet you increase the burden by restraining yourselves from using a sword. Hmm..."

"Direct him to Fladnag," Bert suddenly said, speaking up for the first time. His voice was soft and soothing, making those around him feel at ease.

"Fladnag?!" Yugo who had been cleaning up the bar dropped a bottle, and it crashed to the ground. "Do you want to get him killed?!"

"Fladnag..." Serti tapped the side of his cup in thought.

Yugo turned to Serti with panic in his eyes. "Hey Serti, surely you don't mean to..."

"If I may, who is this Fladnag person?" Kashi asked, interrupting them.

Yugo cursed, "A crazy old wizard with too much-"

"Yugo!" Serti chided. "That's enough. It is not our place to decide." His expression softening, he turned to Kashi. "Forgive my friend. We've lost some of our brethren to his antics."

"It is no trouble really. This one understands the pain of losing a loved one." Kashi lowered his eyes towards the creamy mixture in the teacup. It was slowly losing its warmth. "Alas, it is an inevitable part of one's journey as an adventurer."

"Yes, it is..."

A moment of silence passed as each person recalled their losses.

After a brief moment, Bert’s calm voice broke the silence. "Fladnag has made his home in the forests south of here. It's not far, but I would recommend leveling up some more before you attempt to pursue this path." Bert lazily looked at the daeben. "The monsters that roam his forest are wild, bloodthirsty beasts, nothing like the rabbits in our pleasant meadow. If you make it to him alive and he does not kill you, you should be able to find what you seek."

Kashi’s interest was piqued. He could not help but ask. "What is it that is so great about him?"

"He's a survivor from the old world," Serti replied.

Kashi’s brow rose in question."Old world?"

"Ah, you know not of the creation story do you?"

"I'm afraid I have never heard of it."

Serti took a moment to consider how he would explain it to the daeben. After organizing his thoughts, he began his lengthy tale, "To put it in the simplest of terms, there were two gods in the beginning: Aethir, giver of life and Ferulic, her beloved husband and creator of worlds. The two loved each other deeply and joined hands in molding several dimensions and worlds. Ferulic created worlds which Aethir populated with life. Over several millennia, the couple had several children which they placed in charge of several important functions in those worlds.

“This system worked until the creation of humes. Aethir was so enthralled by them, that she slowly distanced herself from her husband until centuries would pass before she remembered him, at which point, she just greeted him briefly. Enraged over losing his wife, Ferulic, who till then had no interest in Aethir's living puppets, cried out when he saw the flawed creatures his wife had picked over him. 

“He placed a curse on humes; that of death. Till then, they had lived immortal lives, but soon they began to fall to the passage of time. Aethir wept at the sight of her creations perishing and begged Ferulic to release his curse. When he refused, she chose to go to war. 

“Ferulic held no desire to enter combat with his wife, so he left their home in the heavens and created a new realm for himself. One we have now come to know as Merta or Hell. He promised Aethir that those worthy would join her in the afterlife for eternity, but those he deemed unworthy would suffer in the pits of hell. This proposition pleased Aethir, and she agreed.

“The world continued to function with balance until roughly a thousand years ago when a rebel called the Destroyer rose and challenged Aethir's rule. He was so terrible that for the first time in eternity, Aethir wished someone dead, and removed the blessing she had put on him. When this man finally perished, Ferulic did not throw him into hell but crowned him as a soul brother and put him in charge of his entire domain.

“For the first time in eternity, Ferulic had chosen someone else over Aethir, and it saddened her so much, she wailed and cried in pain. It is said her tears ended up destroying more than half of the world. Continents were broken apart, and the geography of the entire world suffered huge changes. Very few survived the catastrophe, and it's said that they still possess her blessing. Aethir retreated from the world after that, and no one has received her blessing since."

"Quite the story. What was the Destroyer's name?" Kashi questioned, astonished.

"It is not recorded in any books,” Serti revealed with a helpless smile. “But, Flagnad is one of those who survived, though it seems to have driven him quite mad. So, will you accept?"

 

 

 




	
New Quest      Fladnag the Mad





	
News has reached your ears of an eccentric wizard living alone in Nama woods, home to the ferocious Direwolves. You have been told he might have some clues to a worthy class.

Suggested Level: 15

Difficulty level: D

 

Quest Requirements:

A close friendship with the three residents in the hidden Archery Training Center. 

Joined the Hunters' Brotherhood

Achieved Bert's acknowledgment as a reliable adventure








 

Holy Devil!

Kashi tapped rapidly on the teacup to hide his excitement. Any gamer could smell the allure of an ultra-rare quest because the requirements were next to impossible to meet. 

To start with, very few adventurers would actually go to a training hall when they start. Not when there was a whole unexplored world of monsters to conquer. Furthermore, even less were likely to come to  this  particular training hall, tucked away in the corner of town. Then, out of the few who actually went, Kashi was certain there were only a handful of people crazy enough to keep firing arrows for three weeks straight while snacking on nothing but stale bread.

Finally, even if all the previous requirements were, only few conversation options could possibly lead to this quest. All in all, it was like picking the one straw in a pile of hay that had a tiny dot on it marking it as the ticket for a billion yen.

"I shall humbly accept," Kashi said.

 




	
You Have Accepted the Quest!








 

"Good, take these as well." Bert placed a wooden stick and a book on the table which Kashi humbly accepted. "If you show the branch to Fladnag, hopefully, he won't kill you. The book is a gift."




	
You Received Rosario's Branch








 




	
You Received Handyman's Guide to the World








 




	
Passive Skill: You learned Handicraft








 




	
You learned Item Identification








 




	
You Have Accepted the Quest!








 

Kashi glanced at the notifications then bowed humbly at Bert. "This one cannot thank you enough for your kindness. I promise to repay you all someday," 

"If you wish to repay us, become a splendid adventurer and make us proud." Serti smiled at the young elf.

"I promise."

"Finally, I noticed you have been eating stale bread. Here's two silver coins. Consider them an investment in your future."

‘Oh, yeah, I never told them about the apprenticeship.’  Kashi accepted the coins with a slightly guilty heart. "Again, I thank you for your help." After a short chat, Kashi prepared to leave.

Serti called out as Kashi walked to the door. "Ah, one more thing. A short while after you returned to your world, a Summoned wisben took over the training ground. She's been going non-stop like you, though she returns to the other world to rest instead of sleeping on the floor. Would you like to meet her?"

Kashi considered it then shook his head. "I do not wish to distract her. If she is planning on doing the same thing I did, every second counts."

"Okay, then. See you when you return," Serti said. Yugo waved wildly behind him, and Bert even managed a short wave.

"Thank you very much for your guidance." Kashi bowed then left the practice room.

"Will he be okay?" Yugo muttered, worried.

"If you do not watch it, that monster will surpass you soon," Bert answered and returned to sleep.





Meanwhile, inside the training room, a female wisben shot arrow after arrow at the target. She hated the bow, and till now, never used it in the virtual world. But as she fired another perfect shot, sweat glistening on her tired arms, she recalled the boy who had suddenly gone missing.

Somehow, she knew the bow was the only way she would find him.

Thwack!

Another perfect shot, fired from a stance so graceful, it had earned her medals.

She hated the name 'Archery Princess' more than anything...

 

            

    
        Chapter 9: Hunting for Noobs

    
    
    
    
                Kashi walked the streets of Kerta, marveling at how much the city had changed over the past three weeks. The roads were packed with numerous Residents and Summoned going about their businesses. With every, passing day, the density of Summoned increased as more gamers subscribed to the new game.

Kashi passed by several newly erected stores on designated ‘Trade Streets’ where merchants gathered to sell their wares and upgrade their class. The trade classes possessed a unique trait compared to other classes. Unlike warriors or mages, merchant classes did not need to fight to increase their levels. The act of completing transactions in any form experience points which they used to level up.

Whereas if a warrior or mage practiced smithery, tailoring or other similar crafts, they suffered penalties to the experience points they gained. Due to this penalty, most newbies tended to shy away from crafting in the early stages of gaming. The fact that the early stages of a game also had the highest turnover rate of weapons also meant that the price of weapons was quite low and not too profitable. 

Artisans could only succeed in the early stages if they were good enough to constantly produce Uncommon or Rare goods. Kashi knew from experience if he wanted to get gear similar to the Recruit’s set, he would have to pay through his nose. At the moment, professional crafters were ultra-rare, and the daeben fully intended to cash in on the opportunity. 

Especially because it was a brand new game, even users who were previously trade-crafters in their previous games would be tempted to roam for a while before picking up their respective trades.

The foundation of every good business was sufficient start-up funds. Kashi had indeed saved up quite a bit from his apprenticeship at the various shops, but because he was trying to manage his level growth, he did not maximize his profit margin. The daeben considered continuing with the apprenticeship now that he no longer needed to manage his leveling speed. However, on second thought, he changed his mind.

When it came to making money, there was a faster, more efficient method, especially considering his current strength level.

Kashi arrived at the Adventurer’s Guild and admired the grand structure for a moment before making his way in. The daeben made his way over to a female mertian clerk who introduced him to the Adventurer’s Guild and how it worked. 

The Adventurer’s Guild was a coalition formed from a group of adventurers many decades ago to consolidate the collective strength of adventurers around the continent. It provided security both to the customer and the adventurer carrying out the mission, ensuring that neither party got cheated.

Adventurers were ranked, in order of lowest to highest: F    E    D    C    B    A    S    SS    SSS. These rankings were not based on strength alone, but trust also. The more missions an adventurer completed, the greater their ranks would be. Higher ranks meant tougher missions or missions guarding important cargo.

Missions were posted on a notice board, and all had a recommended level and required Guild Ranking. Just like in most Role Playing Games (RPGs), residents paid a sum to the Adventurer’s guild in return for the completion of certain tasks. Without the required guild ranking, an adventurer could not take up a mission even if his level was ten times above the recommended level. For example, if a mission had a Recommended Level of 10, and a Guild Ranking of E, even a level 100 adventurer would not be allowed to pick up that mission.

Adventurers who completed the task were paid a percentage of the quest-givers fee. Summoned could also post requests, and just like Residents, they had to pay the reward to the Adventurers' guild first.

Kashi thanked the clerk for her assistance then walked over to the board. He scanned the board and noticed a myriad of level 10-15 quests for an F-ranked adventurer. As this was his first time at the Adventurer’s Guild, he was ranked F, and these were the only missions he could take presently. 

Kashi identified five simple gathering quests for materials obtained by killing certain animals located on the outskirts of town. It was essentially killing two birds with one stone; leveling and earning money at the same time. He ripped off these five quests from the notice board then walked out of the building.

Kashi set out for the gates at a relaxed gait, and a glint in his eyes at the prospect of finally hitting something alive. As he neared the city gates, a small gathering caught his eye. The group seemed to be cheering for someone in the middle. Curiosity won over his desire to kill, and he approached the crowd but immediately froze in his tracks when the most beautiful voice he had ever heard carried over in the air towards him.

There were people like this girl too. People who chose the music profession to be bards or performers. Their songs or instruments raised the stat points of allies and reduced the stat points of their enemies. They were excellent support but considered utterly useless in actual combat.

Kashi closed his eyes as the song washed over him like a wave of nostalgia. He could not help but feel like this song was solely meant for him. He felt like he had heard this song a million times, and it resonated deep within his soul. The world seemed to fade away leaving only him and her song in it. 

But there was something wrong. The song (or was it her voice?) tugged at his heart, unlocking something that should have been buried deep inside. The song was horribly beautiful, and just when he thought he could take no more, someone nudged past him, successfully breaking him free of the song's spell. 

Kashi ran.

For how long, the daeben did not know. He just kept running. Only when he reached the city gates did he finally pull to a halt, sweat rolling down his face in showers. He clutched his chest, and slowly pulled himself together as the dark corners around his vision cleared away.

This was the first time Kashi had ever had a panic attack inside the virtual world. Suzuki's rule to keep his personalities separate was to prevent his episodes from slipping into the virtual world; his only true solace. He calmed himself with the knowledge that it was a large continent. He would most likely never meet that woman again. 

If only he knew at the time what fate had in store for him.

Kashi regained his composure after a while and decided to go hunting since he was already outside the gates. He started with the rabbits which he killed easily by running up and kicking them. They dropped several items, one of which included rabbit meat: an ingredient for a cooking dish.

Kashi needed ten rabbit feet for some random resident who felt his luck had gone down recently and thought it would bring his family good luck. The random drop rate made task take longer than it should, but he finally got all of them. Before that though, Kashi pulled up his profile screen and added all the stat points he had saved earlier to his agility.

Kashi hunted in the plains until nighttime. The daeben’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the full moon in the sky. In this world, the moon was called Jeha, and it was considerably larger than earth’s moon. Kashi, however, was not thinking of the moon’s size, but the consequences of nighttime. Nighttime was when the bigger monsters came out of their dens to feed. This was perfect as Kashi still two quests which needed items from ferocious carnivores.

Kashi opened his inventory window and picked the recruits bow.

 




	
Recruit’s Bow (Rare)





	
Weight: 20


	
Durability: (35/35)





	
Weapon Type: Bow


	
ATK (Phy): 25 ~ 30





	
Ki Capacity: 800 Ki





	
Awarded to those who completed the Basic Training Program. This bow can store and fire ki arrows.

+10 Dexterity

+5% Critical Hit Damage








 

Kashi’s eyes gleamed as he inspected the bow’s properties. The Ki capacity stat determined how much ki a weapon could be infused with before it fell apart. Kashi was pleased with the bow, as it was a weapon he could comfortably use until Level 20.

“Hey, you. Weakling archer over there. You need a party?!" 

Kashi heard a young voice shout out nearby. A vein popped in his head, but he managed to maintain his composure. He understood that the Recruit’s set looked plain to the common eye. Its true value could only be seen through the use of  [Identify] . Unfortunately, the skill was not common, and the number of people who had it was quite low this early in the game. Evidently, the person who called out to the daeben did not have the skill.

Although Kashi had been slaughtering in the fields for so long, he was not yet familiar with the best hunting spots, so he decided to take up the caller on their offer. "It would appear so," Kashi replied as he turned to look at the speaker. 

The speaker turned out to be a young, dark-haired, Cerulian. The young boy appeared to be around fifteen-sixteen years old and sported a huge grin as he approached the daeben. Judging by the shield grasped by his left hand, and the short sword strapped to his side, the young man was clearly a shield knight. 

Shield Knights made excellent tanks. They attracted enemies to themselves and used their shields to block attacks, before counter-attacking with rapid strikes from their short swords. They were the core of most parties and possessed higher HP compared to other classes. 

 Two Cerulian girls stood beside the shield knight. The first was a pink-haired girl who wore a white robe and held a magic staff. It was impossible to tell if she was a mage or healer until she cast a spell. 

The second girl wore a brown battle top, shorts, and boots. Gloves with metal knuckles protected her fingers, leading Kashi to believe she was most likely a Pugilist. The Pugilist class focused on hand-to-hand attacks and possessed the ability to increase their physical abilities during battle. 

Pugilists excelled in close combat, and because they needed to dispatch enemies quickly, they focused most of their stats on Strength and Agility and only a spared a little on vitality. A typical Pugilist build contained 2 Strength, 2 Agility, and 1 Vitality. They followed a simple motto. "Kill the enemy before it kills you."

"We have a priest, knight, Pugilist, and a mage with us," the shield knight youth introduced his party’s properties. “We need an archer to increase our ranged DPS. Interested?”

Kashi glanced at the girl in white.  ‘Oh? So, she’s a healer then?’  "I don't see the mage.”

"Yo!" 

Someone tapped Kashi’s shoulder, and the daeben turned to see an older cerulean man who seemed to be in his early thirties. The mage, garbed in a traditional red robe stood a head taller than Kashi and had a refined air about him. 

Kashi looked at the red robe the man wore, and playfully guessed, "I assume your element is fire?" 

“Exactly right,” The man confirmed with a pleasant smile. He went on to introduce himself and the rest of the party. "You may call me Craig. I am a level 13 fire-oriented mage. The pugilist is Sara, level 12.” He gestured at the priest, and introduced, “Yuna level 12, and finally, our leader, Stryke, level 13 Shield Knight."

“That’s us,” Stryke stated with an excited smirk then looked at Kashi. "What's your name and level?" 

Kashi looked at the group and replied. "Kashi, level 8.”

Stryke’s brow rose up. Level 8 was pretty low, but he decided not to look into it. Instead, he noticed the bow slung over the daeben’s back. "You're an archer?"

“Not exactly,” Kashi stated with a shrug. "I do not have a class yet."

"Wow, you're weaker than I thought," Stryke said with surprise on his face. Playing with an undecided class was a huge burden as the player would not have the modifiers granted by specific classes to boost particular stats. Without those bonus stats, a normal Summoned would definitely be weaker than their peers. Too bad Stryke had no idea about Kashi’s secret training.

The young man confidently beat his chest and promised Kashi, "Don't worry, yours truly will protect you." Stryke boasted and patted the daeben’s shoulder as he burst out in laughter.

Kashi’s apathetic gaze took in the young man’s laughter. He wondered if this was what it felt like to work with someone else. "I'll be relying on your guidance then."

"Yosh! Follow me!" Stryke cheered, and his little troupe followed closely behind cheering aloud as they trekked northeast toward a nearby forest.

Kashi watched the merry troupes antics as he followed them from behind. ‘ What a weird bunch.’

Stryke eventually reached the favored hunting grounds and immediately began to issue the relevant instructions. "Let's start with foxes. They’re around level 13 to 15, so be careful.” He looked at Kashi and dispensed some necessary information. “Your level’s still low and you’re HP is low too since you’re undecided. Stay on the outskirts and whale on as much damage as you can. Your attack power’s on the lower side, so there’s no chance you’ll draw aggro.” 

Aggro was a popular gamer term used to describe monster aggression. It dictated who the monster tried to attack at any given time. In normal video games, monster aggro was usually determined by who dealt it the most damage, or who negated its attacks the most through heals, curses or wards. 

L.N.E used a similar system, but there was one major difference. The monsters in L.N.E did not behave like a regular pile of code. Even though they mostly focused on the highest damage dealer, it was not unheard of for a monster to suddenly attack the weakest adventurer in the group to thin out the head.

Stryke returned his focus to the rest of the gang and explained the foxes’ traits. “These are normal foxes, so their attacks are limited to bite, claw and bash attacks. Sara and I will keep them busy while the rest of you provide support.” He looked at Craig. “Be careful not to OT. Watch your damage output.” Finally, he turned to the daeben. “Your level will increase quickly while we kill the foxes. Keep track of your damage okay? We'll handle the rest. Don’t worry, even if you OT, as long as you’re far enough, Sara and I will drag pull its aggro back to ourselves by force."

Kashi nodded. "Much appreciated." He could see from the brief instructions that Stryke was used to leading a team. Managing monster aggro was the basis of any successful raid team, and Stryke seemed to have it covered.

There were four major predators around Kerta. In ascending order regarding strength, they were foxes, hyenas, wolves, and the terrifying Direwolves. Foxes usually roamed solo, so they were easy targets. 

Kashi watched as Stryke and his team ambushed a lone fox from a safe distance.

"Craig now!"

"Dodge it, Sara."

"Heal Sara, Yuna!"

Their teamwork was pretty solid. Stryke expertly performed his role as a powerful tank, making use of his loud voice to attract the foxes' attention while simultaneously directing the flow of battle. Their tactic was pretty simple but quite effective.

Stryke aggroed the foxes then blocked their attacks with his shield. While he did this, he attacked the beasts from the front, while Sara punished them from behind. Despite the shield, some fox bites and strikes did injure the knight, but Yuna made sure to replenish his vitality before it fell too low. During this controlled chaos, Craig occasionally released fireballs at opportune times to damage or distract the foxes, while also buying time for Yuna to heal Stryke.

The fluidity of their attacks was proof that they knew each other really well. 

After studying the flow of battle for a little longer, Kashi gripped his bow and muttered. "It's about time."

As if sensing the daeben’s intent, Stryke and Sara suddenly peeled away from the injured fox. Kashi immediately shot an arrow that tore through the fox’s eye and stabbed the brain. The poor animal succumbed to the grim reaper and shattered into a myriad of light petals that slowly dissipated.

"Nice." Stryke complimented the daeben’s strike with a hearty wave.

Kashi and Stryke shared a common understanding from that moment. The daeben waited till Stryke and his group had beaten down a fox to a certain amount of HP before ending its life in one fatal strike. The party repeated this until they got a message.
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Kashi smiled at the notification. He placed three stat points in strength, and the remaining three in dexterity. Following this, he accidentally shot down a fox a little earlier than planned. The fox instantly burst into light as the arrow mercilessly cut through it.




	
CRITICAL HIT!








 

Stryke and his party were shocked! Not by the critical hit, but by the fact that the fox still had half its HP left by the time the daeben K’Oed it. Unwilling to believe the absurd reality, they attributed it to luck and decided to continue.

It seemed Kashi had gotten a taste for instantly weeding out these weak enemies as the daeben dispatched any fox whose HP dropped below 70% with a single shot. This increased hunting pace, allowed the party to lure in more foxes, causing more to perish at their feet. 

Unfortunately, accidents were bound to occur in such a high-intensive environment. While battling one of the foxes, Sara slipped on a patch of wet grass. The fox she was attacking immediately lunged for her exposed throat. The pugilist blanched as she watched the snarling teeth approach. She knew that if it connected, her life was as good as over. 

The situation was critical. Stryke was occupied and could not provide assistance, and Craig’s spells were not suitable for the situation.  Thwip!  At this moment, a single arrow broke the deadly silence. Sara’s eyes bulged out of their sockets as an arrow tore through the fox’s brain and catapulted its mass to the side. The young pugilist finally fell on her bum and gazed at the daeben with shock and awe in her eyes. The fox Kashi just killed still had half of its HP left!

Stryke stood mouth agape at Kashi's skill. None of them were stupid enough to believe it was luck at this point. The only question was how the hell he did it.

Too bad no one would tell them about Kashi’s secret training. The stat points he acquired in training made him a nigh-invisible character in these starter level hunting grounds. Furthermore, the daeben was naturally accurate with the bow. As a result, all his attacks struck weak points like the heart, head, and eyes. The critical hit multipliers from the bow and Bow Mastery levels ensured none of the beasts had a prayer of survival.

"Watch out!" Stryke shouted and rushed in front of the distracted daeben. He managed to shield a fearsome strike from the hidden foe before taking a close look. 

As dangerous as it was ugly, the hyena was a foe not to be taken lightly. Past experiences with them in mind, Kashi quickly took charge. "A hyena will call for its brothers if it thinks it's in danger, so we have to wipe him out before then!" Hyenas were not as fast as foxes, but they had much more strength and could easily chew through low-level armor. With this in mind, Kashi questioned, "Stryke how much HP do you have?"

"Just over 900,” Stryke frankly answered. As expected knights really did have more health than other classes. However, even this much could not compare to Kashi whose training had resulted in him having just over 1200 HP. 

Kashi considered the situation and offered, "Let me tank from here on out.”

Stryke’s eyes widened in shock. "But archers are at a disadvantage!"

"I'm no ordinary archer,” Kashi assured. “There's no time. Trust me!"

The hyena lunged at Kashi, fangs bared, but the daeben swiftly side-stepped out of its path. The hyena bent its head as it passed by the daeben and bit at his knee. Fortunately, Kashi managed to dodge in time, and only suffered a graze. However, the sharpness of the hyena’s teeth showcased themselves as 50 points were shaved off the daeben’s HP.

Sara and Stryke seized the opportunity to attempt to flank its sides, but the hyena quickly spun around in place and unleashed a tail attack in a circle around it. Stryke and Sara were struck down by the critical attack and had 100 points of their HPs shaved off. 

Kashi gritted his teeth as he watched the duo crumble. It was Do or Die now. Death in this game meant permanent death. There were no revives. "I can't die here!" Kashi yelled in apparent frustration and dived at the beast. The hyena sensed the attack and turned away just in time. It retaliated by biting into the daeben’s shoulder.

Critical!

Kashi screamed as 200 points were taken off and quickly rolled to his feet before the beast could do any more damage. He righted himself and challenged the animal with a cold glare. It accepted his challenge and lunged at him… 

Right into a fireball, Craig had been charging for a while.

The beast cried in pain and hopped back raising its nozzle to the sky. It was about to issue the cry for help but Kashi, determined not to let it call its kind, dashed forward and pinned it to the ground then forced its mouth shut.

Kashi repeatedly punched the beast’s nose as it clawed at his back for freedom. The daeben watched as his HP rapidly fell as result of the attacks. 600, 500, 400, 300, 200, 100 "Now!" he shouted, and Stryke’s party bastardized the beast with all their attacks till it perished.

"That was close!" Kashi exclaimed as he lay on the grass. "Who would have thought we would survive!"

"*Waah* That was so reckless Kashi-san. What if you died?!" Yuna wept into Sara's chest who petted her head.

"Seriously. What were you thinking?" Sara chided. "It was kinda cool though." She blushed, hiding her face.

"Waaah! Awesome! Super awesome! Triple super -" Stryke exclaimed with excitement.

"Yeah, yeah, young master. I think Kashi-kun gets the message." Craig said with a smile of respect, ruffling Stryke's hair.

"It was fun for me too." Kashi replied as he stretched on the grass with a rare peaceful expression. There was nothing like the moments after a battle with your life on the line. 

Somehow this made Stryke happier. "It's good that you're no longer sad. When we first met, you looked like you were running from something."

Kashi sat up with a stunned look on his face. Moments later, he fondly ruffled the kid's hair. "Thank you."

"Nishishi" Stryke chuckled.

At Stryke’s behest, Kashi added the party to his friend's list. After a few uneventful fox hunts, Stryke and co bid their goodbyes and returned to the city. As fate would have it, only a few minutes after they left, an entire pack of hyenas rushed out of a nearby thicket. 

Their target was the lone archer in the meadow. Beasts in the continent of Destia could only level up through three methods. Kill and eat high-level creatures and adventurers, transplant high-level bloodlines or somehow awaken hidden bloodlines, and finally become the pet of a Summoned. These hyenas only had option one available to them.

*Growl*

"Let's go!" The hyenas charged at the daeben, but at that moment, he suddenly turned around and looked at them.

"!!!" The hyenas froze in their tracks as an indomitable pressure that could only be formed from years of accumulated bloodlust enveloped them. A terrifying grin marred the archer’s face as he regarded the beasts like a demon who had just received his next batch of torture victims. He had been waiting and could no longer hold in the desire to slaughter them all.

"R-ru!" 

The lead hyena whimpered as the archer that was supposed to be several meters in front of it suddenly grasped its throat in its hands.

Why? Why does someone who barely defeated one of our kind have so much power?

Unfortunately, no one would ever provide the answer to that question. 

"Die." Kashi snapped the hyena’s neck, instantly ending its life.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Fladnag the Mad

    
    
    
    
                Redwood Forest,

6:45 am, 4  th   Ryanem 1091.

Kashi hunted down the denizens of the forest of Redwood forest throughout the night to the early hours of the next morning. The night provided perfect cover for him as he used stealth to slither between targets, taking them out individually, and silently. 

Occasionally, he would let himself get attacked then take advantage of his 92 points in agility to quickly escape if the situation turned hairy. He would then resume the stealthy approach until his HP fully recovered, at which time he would once again allow himself to get attacked. 

Kashi willingly sustained injuries to increase his Endurance stat. The Endurance stat only increased when someone took damage. The body would then toughen up to better resist that particular damage in future. In this case, the wolves’ and hyens’ bites and claw attacks were a type of physical damage. As a result of the continuous damaging and rehealing, his skin’s toughness had increased, reflected by a rise in his Endurance Stat.

With the sun rising over the horizon, Kashi decided it was time to call it a night, He had leveled up to fourteen during the night. His skills,  [Silent Feet]  increased to Beginner Level 7 and  [Stealth Takedown]  increased to Beginner Level 4.  [Silent Feet]  increased rapidly because the daeben realized he could use the skill both in and out of combat. As a result, he ensured he was always using the skill.

Kashi pulled up his Stat Table and inspected his progress.
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As the sun rose, several monsters, including the wolves and hyenas (who at any other time would be ripping each other apart) gathered at the forest boundary and collectively let out sighs of relief as they watched the mass murderer exit the forest. There would be no attacks on each other or on the adventurers that day.  There were many... too many to mourn.

Oblivious to the bleak picture behind him, Kashi arrived at Kerta and immediately made his way to the adventurer’s guild. The clerk stared wide-eyed as he submitted sets of wolf claws, rabbit pelts and feet, and other items he’d harvested from his kills. Kashi happily received 300 Syros for his troubles then exited the guild.

Kashi initially wanted to start his crafting monopoly but eventually decided against it. He was not sure if this Fladnag lead was time-based or not. The sooner he got it over with, the better. The daeben found a weapons shop and purchased one thousand arrows for the low price of thirty Syros. Usually, he would have crafted the arrows himself, but he did not have time for that at the moment.

Kashi mentally ran through the information on Nama Woods as he walked out of Kerta. Serti had seen direwolves as the most significant threat in the forest. Direwolves were in essence, demon wolves. It was unknown who was responsible, but eons past, a high-level demon kidnapped wolves from the earth and turned them into his minions. The wolves eventually evolved as a result of hell’s infernal mana-rich environment and assisted the demon in conquering the world. Unfortunately, the demon eventually lost the battle, and the direwolves scattered across the face of the earth.

 Earlier, Kashi noticed some quests on the Adventurers Guild’s suggesting the level of the direwolves north of the town to be around level twenty. However, the daeben’s instincts suggested that the ones guarding Nama Woods were much more dangerous. This was because ever since the beginning of the game, no user had returned alive from Nama Woods. As a result, most adventurers headed north instead.

Kashi took his time walking across the plains south of Kerta. As usual, his soot-black skin drew unwanted attention, but he did not seem to care. This was because he was deep in thought on how to proceed. The biggest drawback of being one of the first players of a game with no beta test was finally beginning to show: Lack of information.

More than ninety-nine percent of the full continent was yet to be mapped. This meant players were forced to step into the unknown to obtain those maps,. This would not have been an issue if it were not for the promise of actual death. No sane person who had achieved a high level would want to lose their character after so much work put into it. This left the task of exploration the Residents, who, in turn, sold maps at exorbitant prices and a few crazy individuals like Kashi.

Nama Woods lay to the east of Kerta. And no one had mapped the forest area. Hence, Kashi would effectively be going blindly into an area with a hundred percent death rate, looking for a man he had never met, who would probably kill him on sight.

"Difficulty E my ass." Kashi chuckled softly as he walked to the 'border' of the forest, formulating different scenarios in his mind. 

Kashi's actions drew even more attention, and the adventurers close to the forest borders watched with pity as his figure was swallowed by the thicket.

"Another one bites the dust huh."

"Poor guy. No one must have told him not to go there."

"Dumb noobs. They never learn till they die."

Kashi did not pay attention to these side comments as he made his way to the heart of the forest. He could not help but notice the silence pervading the compact enclosure. No birds sang, no leaves rustled in the wind; it seemed time itself had stopped flowing. Despite the silence, every nerve in Kashi was on high alert. He felt eyes on him, but could not tell where they came from. 

As the daeben progressed, the forest grew denser, the overhanging tree branches blocking the sunlight until it reached a point where only smattering rays of light permeated the foliage. The loss of light only served to heighten Kashi’s vigilance. He ensured  [Silent Feet]  was active at every single second as he explored the forest, and prayed he did not run into any foes. 

Thwack!

Kashi stifled a shout as something heavy smashed against his back. The daeben fell forward but quickly rolled into a crouch. He grimaced as he realized he had lost over 100 HP. Kashi looked over his shoulder with caution in his eyes. "Who's there!" 

Thwack!




	
CRITICAL HIT!








 

300 Health points flew off as another strike sent Kashi careening into a tree. The daeben quickly righted himself, turned off  [Silent Feet]  then ran with all his might through the forest, in hopes his agility would allow him to outrun his opponent. Kashi looked over his shoulder as he ran, and heaved a sigh of relief when he did not see anyone chasing him. But, just as he turned his sights back to the front.

Thwack!

Kashi saw it this time. He crossed his hands over his chest and jumped backward, softening the blow’s impact. His opponent was not a person; it was a tree. No, it was the forest. 

Kashi peered at the surrounding trees and shouted. "I am aware of your presence. May I inquire as to why you strike me so?!"

Just as the daeben thought, the tree branch he had just blocked retracted behind a tree trunk. Kashi took a step back as a gigantic humanoid tree-like creature stepped out of the shadows, and glared at him

Suzuki had seen tree-folk in movies, pictures, and some video games but that did not stop the fear that crept up Kashi's back at the actual sight of one. It towered over him, standing almost thirty meters tall. 

"Greetings." Kashi got down to one knee and bowed his head. This was, strategically a dumb move, because if he were attacked, he would not even see it coming.  If I run, I'll die for sure. Let's gamble.

"You... You are of the accursed Dark race. Your kind laid waste to my brothers in their quest for power. Do not expect to leave here alive!" The tree spoke with a slow drawl that spoke of its old age. The hatred in its voice increased the tension in the air as it raised its 'hand' to strike the daeben. 

"Wait!" Kashi yelled at the top of his lungs. Head bowed, Kashi did not see the attack coming, but Suzuki was well accustomed to the pause that occurred before a strike from an angry adult. His yell gave the tree pause. 

"One minute," it said, lowering its hand.

Kashi groaned and inwardly cursed the daebens. ‘ Just how much damage did this bloody race cause?’   However, this was not the time for self-pity. The daeben pulled on the best of his acting skills to plead his case. "I wish words could convey my remorse over the past sins of my people and me, but alas our sins are as many as the leaves in a forest. I seek to repent for the sins of my clan, and my quest has led me here. I humbly request you let me pass."

"No,” the tree refused. “Your people are monsters who only destroy what they touch. We will never suffer any of you to leave. Consider this your penance, and rejoice over a righteous death." 

It raised its hands again for a final strike.

Unpleasant memories rushed into the daeben’s head as he watched that hand rise. How many times had Suzuki helplessly watched the adults in his life raise their hands in the same manner? Always, they had the same righteousness in their eyes, believing what they said was right, and his opinions did not matter. 

How many times had Suzuki sat there and taken a beating from his parents, whether it was his birth mother or his foster parents? Was Kashi going to sit there and let another stupid adult punish him for nothing? Was he once again going to allow his entire life to be controlled by their whims?

Staring death in the eye, an uncontrollable rage rushed over Kashi. "What kind of a joke is this!" Kashi screamed as he stood up straight and glared at the pair of wooden eyes. "That I would be killed over the sins of those before me?! Don't give me that crap! I served my penance in a dungeon for eleven years… eleven good years! I spent them watching my brethren perish around me!" 

Hot tears streamed down the daeben’s face as he challenged the tree. "If you truly believe you are just for punishing me, then you are both a fool and an egoist. You sit here in the comfort of your home attacking those who dare to dream of a life beyond the four walls of their cities, and you dare call me a monster?!" Kashi spat on the ground and faced his foe with a burning rage. 

Kashi spread his arms and bared his chest. He did not look away but glared right at the tree. "If you wish to strike, then strike! Just know you do not slay a demon daeben but an honest adventurer interested in the ways of the world."

"..." Silence reigned over the forest as the guardian studied the trespasser, deep in thought.

"What are you waiting for?!” Kashi roared. “I shall not disgrace myself by pleading if that's what you wish."

"Silence Dark One!" The tree suddenly rebuked. "I am deep in thought."

Tree-folk had lengthy thought processes, and Kashi learned this the hard way. Thirty minutes later, the guardian finally made his decision.

The tree lowered its hand and looked at the daeben. "Your spirit has impressed me Dark One. Tell me what it is you seek for."

Kashi released a sigh of relief. It seemed today was not his day. "The wizard Fladnag. I was told he would be able to help me."

"Hmm... yes, the Old One. You would do well to avoid him, but it appears you know that yet still seek an audience." It gave Kashi one last look-over then retreated into the darkness. "Follow the path Dark One, it will lead you to the one you seek."

"What path - aah," Kashi muttered as the trees retracted their branches, creating a small path of light ahead of him. He bowed toward the trees "You have my gratitude."

Kashi swallowed hard as he walked along the path. ‘ I can't believe that actually worked!’

Suzuki had met all kinds of bullies, both at home and at school; He learned some relevant facts from his experience. Everybody in the world (bully or otherwise) reacted to certain traits of their victims differently. Some could not stand crying, while it turned others on; some reacted violently to direct opposition while others ceased their acts and several other little factors. It was just a matter of finding out what their weak point was. 

Kashi had used this knowledge when confronting the guardian. When apologizing failed, he switched to direct opposition mixed with some crocodile tears. Despicable, yes, but Kashi did not care. He would survive by any means possible, no matter how low he had to go. Well, the rage wasn’t entirely fake. The tree had dug up some unpleasant memories which did force Kashi into the direct opposition route.

Luckily, it worked out.

The path led to a clearing with the broadest and oldest looking tree Kashi had ever laid his eyes on. Its width was easily that of a large hall, and the height close to three stories high. The tree had windows and a door carved into it, leading Kashi to believe it must be the rumored Fladnag's home. 

"Goodluck, Dark One." A voice called from the forest.

Kashi waved over his shoulder as he walked towards the tree-house. When he was a few dozen meters from the house, the ground around him suddenly glowed bright, revealing an intricate mandala (magic circle).

"Crap!" Kashi cursed as he realized he had been caught in a trap. He tried to jump out but found he could not move a muscle.

"Heads or tails!" a voice boomed from inside the house.

"Release me!" Kashi screamed in return.

"Hohoho... time's running out elf,” the voice joked. “Look up." 

Kashi did as instructed and raised his head. "You've got to be kidding me." All color drained from the daeben’s face and his eyes shrunk to dots once he saw what was above him. A giant gold coin spun in the air as it fell towards him. "I can't die like this!" Kashi suddenly cried, real tears pouring down his face. The shadow it cast over him was growing bigger by the second.

"Nokonokonoko," the voice laughed. "Choose quickly boy; Head or tails?"

"Tails! Tails!" Kashi screamed, but the coin’s descent only picked up speed. "You've got to be kidding me." Kashi fell to his knees in defeat and closed his eyes as the coin landed on him.

"..."

"Who are you praying to?" 

Kashi looked up as the voice’s mocking question pulled him back to reality. The daeben saw the coin had stopped just above him, heads down. The daeben suddenly gained a new appreciation for life as his heart found its way back to his chest. ‘ I'm alive. Felt my soul leave my body for a second there.’  Life had never felt so good, and Kashi laughed like he never had. To think death could be so scary.

The door to the tree-house opened and out stepped an old man in grey robes clenching a wooden stick. The old man was a chocolate-skinned mertian with the bushiest, longest and whitest beard Kashi had ever seen. 

The old man looked at the daeben with a mischievous glint in his eyes. "Fififififi,  you chose correctly, but I'm sorry to tell you... YOU SHALL NO-"  Whoosh!  An arrow suddenly whizzed by and scratched the old man’s cheek before shattering against the tree trunk. The mertian looked at the daeben with an incredulous gaze. "Now what was that for?"

"I... I don't know. I just felt that was a very dangerous statement right there," Kashi replied, sweat pouring down his face.

"True. You're on the verge of being serialized right? Afraid of copyrights and all that... I see."

"Huh?” Kashi muttered, utterly lost. “I'm afraid I do not understand you."

"No, no. No need to pretend. It's only your tenth chapter. You don't want to be deleted; I completely understand." Fladnag folded his arms across his chest, nodding like he had just said the smartest thing in the world.

The more Fladnag spoke, the less Kashi trusted Bert’s recommendation.  What?! What the heck is he talking about? Serialization, chapters. Is he madder than his name suggested? Can this guy really help me?

"My apologies, I really do not understand you." Kashi noticed he could move again, but did not take a single step.

Fladnag studied his visitor closely and sighed. "Wrong one. When will that fellow come for tea?" He turned to head back into his home. "Go home young daeben. Yanakal will not attack you on your way out."

"Wait please!" Kashi called. "I was told to give you this." He took out the branch he had received from Bert and presented it to Fladnag.

Fladnag’s countenance suddenly changed from indifference to pure shock. He dashed over to the daeben at a speed that left young Kashi shaken and yanked the branch out of his hand. Fladnag’s hand shook as he inspected the branch. After confirming its authenticity, he looked up at the daeben and asked. "Where did you get this?!"

"I received it from a kafu called Bert," Kashi answered, puzzled by the old wizard's reaction.  ‘Is the stick so important?’

"Come, child, I will hear your story." Fladnag led Kashi into his home.

Kashi cringed as he examined the interior of the wizard's home. There was absolutely no order to the placement of items. Papers, plates, paintings and several other objects he did not recognize littered the floor. The chairs were placed randomly around the room, and there was no table to speak off. Several pieces of paper and some articles of clothing lined a flight of stairs that led to the upper floors.

Fladnag took a seat on one of the chairs and motioned for Kashi to come closer. "Now tell me your story. And do not lie; I detest liars."

Kashi obediently narrated his story, from waking in prison to reaching Fladnag's doorstep.

"Interesting tale,” Fladnag mused. “So, you wish to find a class in which you can use your bow as a primary weapon, but still possess the option to fight close range if you wish?"

"Yes. I do not believe in relying on others for help except absolutely necessary."

"And what would you do with such power. Think carefully before you answer." The wizard's eyes seemed to bore into Kashi's soul. It unnerved him.

What to do indeed. Kashi had not really thought of it till then. Maybe he should rule the world? Finish what Razznik failed to do. But somehow, his instincts told him that would be a terrible answer.

"You are undecided I see, but I can tell you wish for destruction, not restoration." Fladnag stood up and picked up a book from the several littered across the floor. "Say, have you heard the creation story?"

"Yes, I have,” Kashi replied. “It's a tragic tale."

"You do not know the full story. The goddess Aethir did not leave the earth. No, she loved mankind too much to leave." The wizard suddenly looked very old and frail as he sat back on the chair, turning the leaflets of his book. 

"What happened to her?"

"Her sorrow over what she did to the earth caused her to go to her husband for comfort."

"... Don't tell me he killed her"

"No, for all his pride and arrogance, Ferulic loved Aethir. He accepted her back into his arms." A look of pure hatred twisted the wizard's expression, and Kashi feared for his life. "In his second of weakness, the Destroyer, who had been waiting for such an opportunity, cut him down. He stole Ferulic's powers and locked the two of them in his castle in Merta."

"Why did he do that?" Kashi who had unknowingly become interested in the tale questioned.

"He sought power. If there was anyone stronger than him, he cut them down without hesitation. He did not have a reason to search for power; except to gain more."

"What happened next?" Kashi sat on the messy floor, too engrossed in the tale to care.

"All of Aethir's children were imprisoned in special dungeons around the continent. They were in charge of several core functions in the realms, and with their imprisonment, the world fell into chaos. The war eleven years ago was just the worst of many earlier wars."

"Wow,” Kashi could not hide his amazement. “Do you happen to know the destroyer's name?"

"How could I forget. The name of the beast who brought the nine realms to its knees was..." Fladnag paused. His distressed visage made it seem like saying the name itself was poison to his tongue.

"Yes...?" Kashi encouraged.

"Razznik," Fladnag eventually spat. "The rogue's name is Razznik."

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 11: Tough Kill

    
    
    
    
                "I-I'm sorry?" Kashi stammered in disbelief. "Could you please repeat that?" The daeben’s surprise was not without cause. Razznik was a name Suzuki had formed by combining the internet slang ‘razz,’ which urban dictionary defined as an obnoxious individual trying to fit in, and the 'nik' suffix. There was no way such a random name would pop up in a game made by Genaco by accident.

This was undoubtedly the Razznik from  King's Journey . However, considering Suzuki was previously ‘Razznik,’ how could there be another in-game Razznik? Furthermore, Kashi was certain Suzuki deleted Razznik’s character. Didn’t he?

"What's wrong boy?" Fladnag questioned with a suspicious gaze, "You look like you've seen a ghost."

"N-no, nothing’s wrong," Kashi hastily retorted.  Quick, think of something! You’re dead if he finds out!

An oppressive aura burst out of Fladnag and pressed down on the daeben. The wizard glared at the young man and carefully questioned, "You would not happen to have any relations to that fiend, would you? Because if you do..." A choking killing intent encompassed the entire room.

"Surely you jest," Kashi rebutted with a plastered smile. "I have no relations with such a monster. I was simply shocked by his treachery."  I'm sorry Razz. You've lived your life. I cannot die here.

"Yes, shocking is it not?" Fladnag’s sharp gaze scrutinized the daeben’s features. Kashi must have made a convincing liar as the wizard retracted his aura and killing intent. The wizard looked away from the daeben and said, "I do not trust anyone who seeks power for the sake of power. I would sooner trust someone bent on revenge, for even his desire can one day be satiated." Disappointment colored his eyes as he looked at Kashi. "I fear you are similar to Razznik. You seek power, but you will never be satisfied. Without purpose, you will drown the continent in a sea of blood.” Fladnag sighed. “As it stands, I have witnessed more than enough pointless bloodshed. Leave. I shall not slay you, though I should."

"Wait!" Kashi pleaded. "Please give this one a chance to prove himself. I wish to atone for my country's sins." Inwardly, the daeben cursed at his bad luck. ‘ Why is everyone in this game so high-maintenance?’

Fladnag studied the daeben. The wizard could tell everything that came out Kashi’s mouth was a blatant lie. ‘ Regardless of his reasons, he found me. He possesses strong willpower if nothing else - I can use him.’  Fladnag made a show of stroking his beard then challenged the daeben. "If what you say is true, then I will give you a chance. There is a single living creature in this forest beside the trees and us. Slay the beast."

 




	
Quest Complete: Fladnag the Mad





	
You met Fladnag. Though queer and dangerous, he possesses an undeniable fountain of knowledge. Play your cards right, and you just might learn something important.





	
New Quest: Slay the Direwolf





	
Rumors of an infestation of Direwolves Nama Woods appears to have been largely exaggerated. However, a single beast has made its home west of Fladnag's home; Fladnag has requested that it be slain.

Recommended Level: ???

Difficulty: E

Requirements: Impress Fladnag.








 

Kashi’s eyes gleamed with a peculiar light as he examined the prompts.  A Serial Quest! 

Serial quests, like their name suggested, were quests that linked up to another, usually forming a story of some sort. The rewards gained from serial quests increased with each additional quest. Of course, the same could be said for the difficulty.

Kashi took a second to consider the proposal. The E difficulty was reassuring, but the question marks on the recommended level were quite disconcerting. However, the daeben thought about it and realized the only way one monster would prove to be that much trouble would be if it were level 40 or above. Considering this was a quest to obtain a new class, it should not be that difficult.

Kashi considered his options and eventually came to a decision. He looked at Fladnag with a determined gaze and said, "I accept."




	
You Accepted the Quest: Slay the Direwolf









 "Good,” Fladnag stated then waved him off. “Come back when you are finished. Yanakal will guide you there." His dismissive tone made it clear he was done talking.

"I will return soon," Kashi said, then exited the house. Upon reaching the clearing in front of Fladnag’s home, the daeben searched around for the tree-person known as Yanakal. Rather than make an appearance, a group of trees to Kashi’s left suddenly ‘shifted’ away from each other, creating a path between themselves. Rife with anticipation, Kashi followed the path.

As Kashi’s figure faded down the path, Yanaka’s deep, sonorous voice reverberated into Fladnag’s home. "Is it alright to trust the elf.”

"Trust is a luxury we cannot afford." Fladnag conjured a cup of tea into his hands and savored its rich scent. His eyes shone with a mischievous glint as he said, “However, there's nothing that says we cannot manipulate darkness to serve the light." The wizard smiled and gently sipped his tea. "It all depends on his performance during this test though."

"He will fail," Yanakal confidently stated.

"Really? I believe he will pass. There is much more to him than meets the eye."

"We shall see."

"Yes, that we shall, shan't we."





Kashi’s path led to the mouth of a cave where he paused to consider his options. A brief inspection of the surrounding area proved there was only one way in or out. He didn’t like it. He would fall into a huge disadvantage if the direwolf were to be expecting him. Kashi equipped his bow and loosely nocked an arrow. As usual, his footsteps were muffled by  [Silent Feet]  as he entered the cave.

The light streaming into the cave disappeared as the trees shuffled in front of the cave and sealed off the entrance. The cave plunged into pitch-black darkness, leaving Kashi walking completely blind. Fortunately, it was narrow, so by keeping his right hand on the wall, he did not lose his direction. However, he kept falling over rocks, into holes he failed to see and cut his hand on sharp-edged rock protrusions. Slowly, but surely, his health was being chipped away.

Shit! If only I could see! Kashi suddenly grinned as an idea sparked to life. If he could learn skills like <<Silent Feet>> then maybe, just maybe...

Kashi strained his eyes, willing his sight to pierce the darkness to shed some light into the darkness enveloping him. 




	
New Passive Skill: Dark Eyes (Level 1)





	
Natural assassins in the night, the daeben developed the ability to improve their sight in the dark.

Improves sight in darkness by 10%

Requirement: 20 Stealth








 

Yes!  Kashi rejoiced as little shapes began to form in his vision. It was nowhere near perfect, but at least he could now tell the difference between a hole and bare ground. Despite what the window said, Kashi instinctively knew this was not really that special of a skill. Any adventurer in a similar situation might get the skill - as long as they were prepared to go through the boredom of raising the stealth skill.

It did help that night vision was a passive skill for daeben, which was why the stealth requirement was so low. Kashi estimated that the stealth requirement for normal races would be at least double that. Oh, wait, minus the beast race. The beastman race had their own version of night vision depending on the particular race. Some had infrared vision, while others could see perfectly in the dark.

Kashi shook his head and returned his attention to the cave floor. He spotted a huge drop in front of him and shuffled across a tiny ledge that stuck out of the wall. Kashi let out a sigh of relief. If he had not gotten the Dark eyes skill, he would have died right there for sure.

Kashi inwardly cursed the game developers. ‘ Do these guys not understand the meaning of Difficulty E?’  Granted, if a Summoned had the prerequisite skills and information, the quests were quite simple, but this was twice now that lack of information had almost killed him.

A few minutes later, Kashi finally saw a light at the end of the tunnel and rejoiced. It appeared he would not be battling the beast in the darkness of the cave. That would have spelled certain death. 

The exit led to a small meadow, beautiful beyond comparison, within which life teemed in abundance. High, rocky cliffs formed an enclosed conclave that shielded this spot from the rest of the world. The only entrances to this slice of heaven were the cave Kashi exited and a clear stream that flowed in and out of the cliffs, forming an arch around the meadow.

A lush and beautiful apple tree stood tall at the center of the meadow, below which lay the beast Kashi had come for. A direwolf as tall as a Nordic man, with fur white as snow, curled up in its sleep, fur rustling calmly under the influence of the meadow’s gentle breeze. It was the kind of sight any artist would fall in love with. The daeben was forced to suppress an urge to draw what he saw.

Kashi hesitated, fingers quivering as he pulled the bowstring. Was he to slay such a beautiful creature? To stain this magnificent painting of nature? He wrestled with his conscience as he crossed the stream, the cool water slapping against his thighs.

'Do not hesitate. It's just an animal. Do it!'

"Aaah!" with a loud, determined shout, Kashi released the arrow. It tore through the grasslands and struck its target true in the heart.




	
CRITICAL HIT!








 

The direwolf yelp in pain as it leaped to its feet. It whirled around and glared at the daeben, golden eyes burning with rage. The beast barked then lunged at him, teeth bared.

Fast!

Kashi quickly dove out of the way and barely dodged its fangs. He retaliated with a quick shot, but the beast nimbly twisted out of the arrow’s path. Kashi quickly released three arrows in swift succession with  [Rapid Shot].  The combined speed of the arrows proved too much for the direwolf. It managed to wiggle its way past the first two arrows, but the last one struck it dead center in its head. 

Blood trickled out of the small injury left behind, but the direwolf itself did not slow down.

Kashi cursed as the direwolf bulldozed its way past several arrows. He attempted to run out of its path, but the direwolf’s speed suddenly doubled, catching him off-guard. The daeben didn’t even get a chance to curse at the direwolf’s deception before he was tackled to the ground by the beast. 

The direwolf straddle the daeben’s figure and continuously tried to maul him with its sharp teeth, but the daeben’s strength saved his life. Kashi barely managed to keep his neck intact by holding the direwolf’s mouth with his bare hands.

Although its mouth was trapped, the direwolf’s claws were free. It certainly did not hesitate to take advantage of the daeben’s predicament to tear away at his flesh. Kashi grimaced, bearing the pain as he watched his health points rapidly fall. 

The daeben realized he would be dead in a matter of seconds if this kept up. In a moment of pure desperation, Kashi kneed the beast in the abdomen, knocking the wind out of its gut. The direwolf whined in pain, and Kashi quickly used that chance to toss the beast off of him and roll out of the way.

Without wasting a moment, Kashi got back to his feet and gambled on  [Multi Shot] , hoping it cut off all avenues of escape. Four arrows simultaneously flew at the beast from different angles. Unfortunately, the direwolf’s agility proved too much as it once again slipped in between the arrows. 

Kashi stared at the direwolf in disbelief. What the hell even? She dodged that? How the hell was he supposed to win then? Kashi could feel the portent of death clasp around his neck.

But then, just as Kashi was about to give up, something peculiar happened. Instead of attacking, the Direwolf suddenly spun around, dashed towards the apple tree and allowed an arrow which had veered in that direction to strike its abdomen. 

"What?" Though confused, Kashi quickly shot another arrow at that same spot. Surprisingly, the direwolf once again received the attack, growling in pained defiance.

Kashi inspected his health. It was a measly fifty-six points. One more scratch from the wolf and he was dead. The daeben could not afford to engage the direwolf in open combat, and so he took full advantage of the opportunity that had presented itself. 

Kashi kept firing, and the wolf kept on glaring at him. The daeben was well aware the direwolf knew his life was hanging on a thin thread. Normally, it should have risked everything to deliver that final blow. Yet, here it was, delivering itself to death’s door with a staunch expression. The daeben could not help but wonder what could be so important that it was willing to throw its life away.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” Kashi cursed out loud. Who the hell was he kidding? Of course, he knew why the direwolf chose such a suicidal option. There was only one thing that could bring that desperate zeal into the eyes of an intelligent species. Suzuki knew this because he had once stared into those very eyes.

All those years ago, beneath the overpass, Suzuki had seen that same desperation in his mother’s eyes as she fought to save his life. She’d sustained that stubborn conviction in her eyes even as the flames erupted. Her powerful, reassuring gaze held steadfast as she cut the seat belt that bound her son, then punched open a side window and pushed him out. Suzuki would never forget the relief in those eyes at seeing him safe, even as the flames consumed her within.

Kashi bit down on his lip so hard, his health points began to drop. Still, despite the lump in his throat, he never stopped shooting. If he stopped, the direwolf would kill him. This was a world of kill-or-be-killed, and he had to survive. 

‘It's just an animal; furthermore, it's an A.I. You are not doing anything wrong.’  Kashi reassured himself with those thoughts, but the look in the eyes of the beast told him otherwise. 

"Please die," Kashi begged, unwilling to feel the darkness any longer. As if answering his prayers, the direwolf finally succumbed to its injuries and fell to the ground. Even in death, its body blocked the tree.




	
Quest Completed: Slay the Direwolf!





	
Rejoice, for you have slain the world's most peaceful animal. Return to Fladnag and tell him of your bravery in battle.





	
You leveled up!





	
You leveled up!





	
You leveled up!





	
Skill increased:  Rapid Shot increased to 3

Can now fire three additional arrows in one shot.





	
Skill Increased:  Multi-Shot increased to 3

Accuracy increased by 30%








 

Kashi stared at the window with a blank expression. He should have been happy he won, but he was only left with a nasty, dirty feeling in his heart. "Shit!" Kashi cursed. Gripping his bow, he turned to leave when a little yelp caught his attention.

A little black wolf, just a tiny bit larger than a puppy came out from under the tree trunk. It nudged its mother with its nose, and its little, frantic cries tore at a corner of the daeben’s heart he had long forgotten existed. To Kashi’s surprise, the mother moved and licked the cub.

The direwolf nudged her cub forward, towards Kashi, barking something at it. Whatever it was saying, the child refused to listen. It cried and begged its mother to stay, but alas her time was up. With one last glare at Kashi, the direwolf drew her last breath, and her head dropped to the earth, never to rise again.

Kashi watched, unable to move as her body glowed with a pulsing light that burst into a myriad of light particles. The particles rose into the sky, and Kashi watched in horror as the earth where she fell decayed. The magnificent apple tree aged five thousand years in five seconds and crumbled to dust. The hand of death did not stop there. It spread around the meadow, killing every plant in its path, and instantly dried up the stream.

The ground shook beneath his feet as the cliffs began to crack. Rocks and boulders crashed to the earth, playing a requiem for the queen, accompanied by the cries of her son. 

‘It's just a game. It's just a game.’  Kashi repeatedly told himself as he took a step back and prepared to run away. However, he found he could not take a single step toward the cave. His legs refused to move - not while the cub wept in the background.

Kashi cursed as he whirled around and ran to the cub. He picked up the enraged creature, ignoring the pain as it bit down on his hand. It was still so weak that it hardly scratched his health. 

"Hold on!" Kashi cried as he ran into the cave. He dodged falling rocks and jumped over the traps as he tried to make it to the other sides. Unfortunately, there were simply too many rocks. Kashi shielded the cub with his body and charged through the chaos as falling debris chipped away at his health. 43..30...21..20..13..3..1..

With a desperate yell, Kashi dived out of the cave as the cave finally collapsed on itself. 

Live no Evil  had a peculiar system. The lower a player’s health points, the weaker they became physically. This might have been to add some realism to the game, but now it was a huge burden on Kashi as he could not move a muscle. A short rest would raise his health by a bit, but as weak as he was, even the cub could kill him if it wished.

As if reading his thoughts, fur as dark as night blocked his vision, and two red eyes seeped in hatred glared down at him.

‘Ah, so this is how it ends. I guess I deserve this.’

Surprisingly, instead of taking the final blow, the cub sat down in front of Kashi, with its back to him as if protecting him from the elements. 

Kashi blinked, stunned by the cub’s behavior. ‘ What?’

The cub mourned its mother as it remembered her last instructions. "Go with the elf, little one; your future lies beyond this cove. He wept, even as he slew me. He possesses a kind heart, yet is willing to do what is necessary. Watch him, study him, protect him, judge him. Grow with him, and when you are strong enough, pass your judgment upon him. Be strong little one, for I will always be with you, watching over you. From here and beyond."

"Yes," the curb thought as it raised its head to the skies and howled one last time for its mother. "I will do as you say, but I shall not judge him. Once I am strong enough to face him in open combat, I will kill him. For that is my final judgment. Until then, I shall protect him from all else."

 

            

    
        Chapter 12: The Cub

    
    
    
    
                Nama Woods,

5:35 pm, 4  th   Ryanem 1091.

Kashi awoke to the peculiar stillness of the Naman forest. The daeben checked his status and was relieved to see his health had fully recovered during his long nap. Kashi groaned as he sat up, stretching out his tense muscles. A brief inspection of his surroundings revealed the direwolf cub asleep by his side.

The sight piqued Kashi’s curiosity. He was surprised the direwolf had not tried to kill him. However, that curiosity didn’t last long. The daeben rose to his feet, waved at the little cub and said, "Have a good life." He found his bearings then headed back in the direction of Fladnag's home.

Halfway to his destination, a series of sharp, short barks echoed behind Kashi, gradually increasing in intensity and volume. "No way," Kashi whispered in disbelief as he looked over his shoulder. Unfortunately, just as he feared, the black ball of fur came bounding down the path, barking at the top of its little lungs.

The cub slipped on a leaf and tumbled. It dangerously rolled down the slope and might have incurred severe injuries had Kashi not instinctively stick out his foot to stop its fall.

Kashi sighed as he realized what he had done. He crouched and inspected the stalker’s body, "Are you okay?" Kashi reached out a hand to examine the direwolf, but it jumped out of the hand’s path and bared its fangs at him. The daeben smiled wistfully at its reaction. "You hate me huh?" 

It replied with a low growl from the pits of its stomach.

Kashi shrugged, withdrew his hand, then stood up and resumed his trek. He noticed from the corner of his eye that the wolf relaxed and followed closely behind. He wondered how long the little cub planned on stalking him.

Despite his inner thoughts, Kashi and the cub arrived at Fladnag's home without incident. However, the tension was no less thick than their first meeting.

"I see you made it back alive," Fladnag greeted when they entered his home.

"I did." There was no joy in Kashi's voice, and the wizard picked up on it.

Fladnag eyes studied the daeben’s expression as he said, "So, tell me. How did it feel to slay a beast that could not fight back in front of its child?"

Kashi's eyes widened in shock. As he recalled the shittiness he felt back there, his gaze narrowed as he shouted in unbridled anger. "You knew!?"

"Of course I did, child," Fladnag answered with a light chuckle. The humor in his smile did not reach his serious, piercing gaze. "That beast was a level sixty by the ranking standards. From the beginning, there was only one way for one such as you to slay it."

Kashi gritted his teeth. "Why? Why force me to do something so despicable?"

"I did not force you to do anything." The wizard's gaze was cold and hard. "Your quest for power simply required you to crush an innocent life that did you no wrong. Do not forget you fired your arrow when you could have walked away."

"I had no choice. It was the task you gave to me,” Kashi countered, but the harshness had left his voice.

"Oh, but there was a choice,” Fladnag revealed with a stroke of his beard. “You could have walked away. Of course, if you did, you would have had to give up on me granting you the power you seek."

"What's the lesson I'm supposed to learn here old man?" Kashi asked, losing all pretense of politeness in his frustration.

Fladnag looked out of the window, his gaze softening as if seeing something far away. "You were forced to take a life today, one that will haunt you. In the future, in your bid for power, it is undeniable that you would be forced to take many more lives."

"Then what do you ask of me? That I quit here?” Kashi shook his head. “That is impossible I'm afraid. With or without your help or not, I will get stronger."

"Good.” Contrary to the daeben’s expectations, Fladnag actually commended that attitude. He scoffed as he gave the daeben a once-over. “You would not be worth much if this level of sacrifice froze your feet."

"What?" Kashi found it increasingly difficult to keep up with the old man’s thought process. 

"You will undoubtedly seek power and claim lives. However, I shall provide you with a purpose for that power which you seek. To accept it is your choice, but I shall speak no further until you decide." Fladnag conjured a table with a teapot and two cups on it and a chair opposite him. 

"You already know my answer." Kashi took a seat on the chair and accepted the cup of tea offered to him. 

Fladnag smiled and sipped from his cup. "Good. You mentioned wanting to atone for the sins of your people?"

"Yes, yes I did."

"I will have you do exactly that."

Kashi looked up from his tea, confused by the statement. "Sorry I do not follow you. How am I supposed to do that?"

Fladnag set his cup on the table. His aura suddenly thickened as he challenged the daeben, "You shall be charged with restoring the continent to its former glory. I trust you can handle that."

"W-wait a second!” Kashi nearly spat out the tea in his mouth. How could this man nonchalantly dump such a heavy duty on his head? “Restore the continent to its former glory you say. How exactly is someone like me supposed to do that?"

"By doing that which is in your blood. Conquer the continent and unite it under your banner." Fladnag's dark tone conveyed his seriousness. This was no joke. He meant for Kashi to do precisely what he said.

"This makes no sense,” Kashi said. He was not sure if this was some kind of elaborate test. “You said yourself you hated bloodshed. To do what you ask of me would require large amounts of it."

Fladnag's sigh was akin to one a teacher would have when repeating the same lesson to a student for the umpteenth time. "I said I detest  meaningless  bloodshed." He waved his hand, and one of the many papers on the floor rose up and hovered over to him. "In a world such as ours, it is inevitable that blood must be spilled to enforce one's ideals. The question you must ask yourself is this:  ‘Is your reason for cutting down your target one you can defend proudly in the next life.’  If it isn’t, then it is meaningless."

"Are you saying it's alright to kill as long as one has a good reason?" Kashi asked, intrigued by the wizard's bizarre reasoning.

"Does it matter one way or another?” Fladnag postulated. “Everyone has their own goals and destinies. If one has to cut down an innocent being to save their family, what makes them any more guilty than the soldier who kills for their country?"

Kashi shook his head. "They are not the sa-"

"Do not be naive!" Fladnag shouted, and for a second his aura exploded, revealing a monstrous amount of mana. Kashi nearly suffocated under the mana’s pressure, but luckily, Fladnag relented almost immediately. "Man is not so powerful that he can pick who lives and who dies. Sometimes, for there to be peace, there must first be war. For those in this world to truly 'Live no Evil,' others must sacrifice themselves and ‘Live on Evil.’"

Kashi pondered on Fladnag’s words. Using evil for the sake of good. It was a sentiment that would not fly in modern society. Luckily, this was not a modern society. This was a cutthroat world were power ruled over all. This sentiment was more than welcome in a world like this. Kashi looked at the wizard and asked, "Why are you telling me all this?"

Fladnag laid the teacup on the table and looked at Kashi. "You possess extraordinary willpower which you displayed in your three-week training. Your hunger for power is great, but you also possess a heart kinder than anyone. But, even so, you are willing to crush your own conscience if it means carrying out what must be done. There is none more suitable for the role. Your quest for power will make you the strongest, and set you on the path of conquest. While uniting the land, your kindness will unite the people under you, and though you may be forced to sacrifice many lives in your cause, you will not falter."

"You expect too much of me," Kashi whispered, staring at the tea. His cup had lost its warmth, and the murky brown liquid reflected the turmoil in his heart.

"What's this?” Fladnag muttered. “Are you afraid of the challenge?"

The little wolf who till then had kept silent and watched the exchange, barked ferociously at Kashi as if daring him to give up. 

"Heh." Kashi chuckled, then punched himself hard in the face, knocking him over. His teacup floated above him, saved from crashing to pieces. Kashi picked himself up off the floor, and revealed a confident grin as he proclaimed, "I'll take on that challenge." 

"Good." Fladnag smiled, and this time there was a twinkle in his eyes. "Then I have one final task for you."

"What is it this time?” Kashi challenged. “I will face whatever you throw at me."

"I see you've regained your confidence.” A mischievous glint flashed in Fladnag’s eyes as he praised, “Good good. But do not fret. This task is an easy one."

"Yes?"

Fladnag pointed at the little cub. "Raise the cub to adulthood, then return to me."

"Oh, that's easy." Kashi nodded. "Raise the cub... Wait, what?!" He pointed at the beast in question, disbelief, and terror in his voice. "How do you expect me to raise that?! I've never even owned a goldfish, let alone a monster that so clearly wants to kill me!"

"Hohoho, she does, doesn't she?” Fladnag heartily laughed as he looked at the direwolf. “It would do you well to be careful."

"If you know how dangerous she... Wait, she? How do you know it's a she?" Kashi glanced at the wolf.  Nope, no way of knowing . 

"It is an easy task for one such as I, as you will soon learn. So, do you wish to undertake this quest?" Kashi poured a fresh cup of tea and handed it to the daeben.




	
New Quest: A Mother's Love





	
With its last dying breath, the Direwolf entrusted her cub into your care. Now, Fladnag has requested you raise the cub to adulthood before returning to him.

Difficulty: E

Requirements:

Earn the Direwolf's trust before it is slain.

Cub must survive the destruction of the cove.








 

Kashi sighed in defeat and accepted the quest. "How long until she reaches adulthood?" he asked, sipping from the delicious tea.

"Twelve weeks."

"Wha-ugh!" Kashi nearly choked on his tea. He pounded his chest to free up airspace as he fought to swallow a gulp of fresh air. A few coughs later, he finally calmed down and regained his composure. "Did you say twelve weeks?"

"Yes, I did."

"And in this time, I am to raise her?"

"Yes."

"She will follow me everywhere?"

"Yes."

"Even into dungeons?"

"Especially those."

"You've got to be kidding me!" Kashi exclaimed as he stared at the little beast. With that tiny thing in the state it was, he could not even hunt foxes in peace, let alone anything of a higher level. And he was to be stuck like that for twelve weeks? That was basically an entire month worth of play real-time.

Kashi estimated that by the time he was done, the levels of all the Summoned who started at the same time as he did would have skyrocketed. Even those who started the game at that very moment would hold a significant advantage over him. To make matters worse, this was the prime time for guild formation. For someone who was to be tasked with conquering the continent, Kashi was doomed to a slow start.

"Are you dissatisfied? Do you wish to quit?" Fladnag asked, mocking in his voice.

"Of course not, old man,” Kashi retorted with a snort. “Just watch me. I'll be back on your doorstep with a magnificent direwolf in twelve weeks." 

"Good, I like your confidence. Here, for your troubles so far." Fladnag pulled out a gold coin and tossed it to the daeben who caught it with mixed feelings.

A gold coin was quite a lot, and on any other occasion, Kashi would have been happy. Unfortunately, the coin reminded him of their first meeting.





"Nokonokonoko," the voice laughed. "Choose quickly boy. Head or tails?"

"Tails! Tails!" The coin continued its descent picking up speed. "You've got to be kidding me." Kashi fell to his knees in defeat and closed his eyes as the coin fell on him. "..."

"Who are you praying to?" the voice asked.

Kashi opened his eyes and saw the coin had stopped just above him, heads down. I'm alive. Felt my soul leave my body for a second there. Life had never felt so good, and Kashi laughed like he never had. To think death could be so scary.

The door to the tree-house opened and out stepped an old man in grey robes and a wooden stick. He was chocolate-skinned with the bushiest, longest and whitest beard Kashi had ever seen. 

"Fififififi, you chose correctly, but I'm sorry to tell you. YOU SHALL NO-" An arrow whizzed by him, scratching his cheek. "Now what was that for?"





Kashi remembered how he had considered the old wizard to be bat-shit insane when they first met. He still did, but now he saw Fladnag as a wise, powerful, crazy old man with too much time on his hands. The daeben had learned a lot from him. Whether it be Razznik or the lessons from slaying the wolf. 

Kashi said goodbye to the wizard then made his way through the forest. Kashi glanced at the little direwolf stubbornly following by his side, and could not help but feel that this had already become much more than a simple game. 

Several hours had passed since Kashi entered the Naman forest. He had entered early in the morning and the sun had already begun to set. As a result, most of those who saw him go in had already written him off as dead. This was why the adventurers were doubly shocked when they saw the ‘dead’ daeben nonchalantly walk out of the forest unscathed.

The excited adventurers, smelling the lure of opportunity, ran up to him, clamoring to get their questions answered.

"What went on in there!?"

"How did you get out alive!"

"Was it a secret quest? How do you activate it."

For the most part, Kashi ignored them until he heard. "Yo, check out this little wolf. How much exp do you think we can get from it?"

That adventurer drew his sword and made to strike the direwolf cub.  Thud!  The swordsman screamed in shock and fright as an arrow pierced his right arm. He paled as he noticed the arrow strike had struck down all but five percent of his health. “W-wait! I’m a member of Warson Crusade! Don’t kill me!”

Kashi’s eyes narrowed, anger evident in his eyes. “Are you threatening me?”

That adventurer rapidly shook his head and waved his hand. “N-no I swear.”

A knight by the side called out to Kashi. “Warson Crusade is the strongest guild in Kerta right now. You don’t wanna mess with them. Their leader, Absalon is an absolute beast.”

“Never heard of them,” Kashi stated. He was about to notch another arrow, but then recalled the cub by his side. He was confident in surviving any trouble that came his way, but the same could not be said for the direwolf. The daeben sighed. He would have to use another method it seemed.

Kashi glared at the adventurer and ordered, "Do not lay your hands on her, or it will be the last thing you ever do." The daeben’s little stunt caused the adventurers to back off. If this crazy daeben dared to confront a member of Warson Crusade, nothing needed to be said about them.

Kashi ignored the snide comments let out by the disgruntled warriors and returned to the Training Centre.

The daeben’s return was met with a heartfelt greeting from Serti, "Welcome back, Kashi-kun.” As usual, the three residents sat around one of several tables drinking and chatting. If Kashi had not met other residents, he would have thought they were land-locked like regular NPC. 

"It is good to be back," Kashi acknowledged.

"Ha. You owe me five gold Yugo. Told you he would make it back alive." Serti chuckled, evidently pleased at Kashi's success.

"I see you brought a friend," Bert spoke up as he noticed the direwolf by Kashi’s side. He leaned over his chair and placed his hand upright on the floor. "Come, little one. Do not be afraid."

Kashi watched, shocked and impressed as the little direwolf walked over to Bert. She sniffed his outstretched hand, then jumped onto it. Bert raised the cub and placed her on his lap. The cub was clearly comfortable as she curled into a ball and fell into a much-needed sleep soon after.

Bert looked up from the cub and let out a lazy smile as he looked at Kashi. "Now that the little one's asleep, tell us of your adventure."

"It would be my honor," Kashi said. "This is what happened after I left..."





Restricted Sector

Building 5

Sub-level 7

Dangerous Personnel Prison.

Akari walked through a narrow corridor, ignoring the screams and yells from inmates locked in force-field generated cages. His only purpose for coming down to this degenerate area was one person. The only real success in the Rebirth Project: The inmate of cell 47.

Unlike the other prison cells, cell 47 was not contained with just a forcefield. No, the man within was far too dangerous for that. Heaped on top of the field were several layers of airtight reinforced steel. The five gate cell was reserved for this prisoner alone.

Akari stood before the cell gates and ordered, "Open it." 

Akari watched as the gears turned, and locks were released. The layers of steel slowly peeled away, leaving only the field, which finally dissipated to reveal Cell 47 which was kept in perpetual darkness. 

The lights came on as Akari walked into the room, revealing a man wrapped in a straightjacket, tied to an iron support, which, in turn, was pinned to the wall. The man’s mouth was covered with a muzzle, and his eyes were hidden with a face mask. The nutrients keeping the man alive came from a series of needles that led into the wall.

Akari walked over to the prisoner and removed both the muzzle and the eye mask. He gazed into the bony young man’s eyes and offered, "Hello, Taiga. Want to play a game?"

Underneath a crop of dirty, wavy hair, a pair of yellow eyes glared at Akari. His fang-like teeth curled up into a toothy grin as he let out a roar of laughter. "Who do I have to kill?!"

"Whomever you please..."

 

            

    
        Chapter 13: Moonlight Encounter

    
    
    
    
                Restricted Sector

Building 5

Level 2

Holding Cells

9:45 pm, Monday, 13th   April 2043.

"Here you go," Akari said as he dropped the last set of books onto an already mountainous pile, forming a great wall. A crop of silver, silky hair barely stuck out behind the wall, the rest of the body buried under an avalanche of books. 

A shirtless Taiga arose from the pile, pushing the books aside. The young man was a lean, nineteen-year-old, but his heavily scarred body made him look much older than his age. "Morning Aki-chi,” Taiga greeted in a light, almost sing-song voice. “When will you take these off me?" The young man questioned as he pointed at a silver bracelet tightly bound to his right wrist.

"You know when," Akari flatly replied. Despite his harsh tone, there were traces of guilt in his eyes as he looked at the young man whose life he had personally twisted. "You have a week. Finish reading, then report to me."

"Che. Boring," Taiga joked as he fished out a pair of glasses from under a host of books and put them on. He actually did not need glasses, but he liked to use them when reading. "A week is too long. I'll finish these in three days." He adopted a reading pose and zipped through the books at inhuman speed.

Akari watched the rapidly turning pages with mixed feelings. "Behave this time, and I promise to let you out within the compound." Akari left the room, and the door slid shut behind him.

Outside the room, Yukino had her arms folded across her chest as she regarded Akari with curiosity in her eyes. "Who is he?" 

"That's right. You were not here during the first phase,” Akari muttered as he loosened his necktie. He motioned for her to walk with him as he made his way down the hallway. "He is the first success of the Rebirth Project."

"Impossible,” Yukino instantly rejected with a stunned expression. “The reports said they were all failures. Isn’t that the reason we started this project?"

A shadow crossed Akari’s face. "That was the official report,” he said. “However, there was one success—no, one survivor. The process had a severe side effect on his personality, and he was deemed a failure."

Yukino noticed the troubled look on his face. This on a man who did not flinch when faced with the deaths of several people. "I thought HQ's policy on failures was disposal."

"It was,” Akari agreed. “But I convinced them to let him live for research purposes."

Yukino bit her lip, a troubled expression on her face. "Why did you lock him up so far down? I didn’t even know he existed until now."

"The largest side effect is extreme aggression,” Akari revealed. “In only a month, he killed four orderlies and one scientist."

Yukino’s brow rose as she recalled the young man in the room. “That boy? Murder?

Akari glanced at Yukino with mirth in his eyes. “Don’t underestimate him. That boy has killed more people than some soldiers on active duty.”

Yukino’s eyelids trembled, and her mouth opened wide in shock. “And you want to release him now? What changed?"

"The virtual games,” Akari replied. “I'm hoping he can vent his rage in there and maybe find a friend or two."

Yukino turned to him in shock. "Did you just say, friends? You?"

Akari ignored the rude remark and replied, "I am not a monster Asagi-san. I have friends too." He stopped at the elevator doors and turned to her. "By the way, I've been meaning to ask you something."

"Yes?"

Akari gave the woman a once-over. "What's with that get-up?"

Yukino was cosplaying as a nurse with a short miniskirt and high heels no self-respecting medical practitioner would wear in a hospital. "Hehe, you like it? I'm going to check in on some of our gamers in the ward."

Akari shook his head in disbelief.  ‘I guess it's true that geniuses are idiots.’ "Take it off."

"Oh my! Seki, you pervert,” Yukino coyly teased as she backed away and wrapped her arms around herself.

A vein popped in Akari’s head, but he managed to hold back his rage. Instead, he adjusted his glasses and said as he entered the elevator, "That's not even funny." As the doors slid shut, he added, "Besides, I like my women mature."

Yukino glared at the shut elevator doors and shouted, "Seki, you idiot."





Residential Sector

Building 3

Floor 4

Hunched over a computer, a girl pounded away at her keyboard, while occasionally sipping from a steaming coffee mug placed beside the keyboard. A cable ran from her laptop to a hidden plug on the full body Virtual Drive. Jade downed the contents of the mug, wincing at the disgusting, sharp taste. She manipulated the lines of incomprehensible code to achieve something, frantically awaiting a certain prompt.




	
ACCESS GRANTED








 

"Yes!" Jade rejoiced. The prompt meant she had finally broken past the final firewall. Genaco’s main systems were nigh unhackable, but by using the connection through the Virtual Drive, she had created a backdoor into their systems.

"Now, show me your secrets." Jade began to download the relevant data into her virtual drive. Judging by the sheer size, and the excruciatingly slow download speed, it would take weeks before she got anything she could analyze, and probably months before she found what she was looking for.

'That done, I guess it's about time I got serious about the game before they begin to suspect.’  Due to a rather slow start, she was still level 17 in a world where some people had already begun to encroach on level 40 and beyond. 

Jade checked her system one last time to make sure the download was undetectable, and more importantly, untraceable. Satisfied by the results, she climbed into the virtual drive.





Kerta,

9:23 am, 5  th   Ryanem 1091.

Kashi walked out of a shop, feeling satisfied with himself. He had just spent almost all of his savings to acquire the items he estimated he would need for the next three months. Thanks to the little wolf doggedly stalking his every move, Kashi knew he could not venture into the higher leveled areas to quickly level up. His plan, therefore, was to raise the direwolf until it could stand side by side with him. Then together, they would start leveling quickly.

Bert taught Kashi the different ways a monster could level in the wild. After failing to add her as his pet, Kashi realized his only option was to let the little direwolf hunt and kill by herself. The proud direwolf absolutely refused to be his pet, even if it helped her level fast. After understanding the situation, Kashi set out to buy some necessary materials.

First on the daeben’s list were several raw materials for crafting. This included wood for sculpting; paint for painting; materials for sewing, metal for crafting weapons and several ingredients for cooking. 

The second set of items Kashi bought were the various tools for the trades. A basic sculpting knife; a single needle; a scrapbook and a paint set, and finally an iron pot for cooking. These were the basic toolset available to outsiders to the various professions, but for his purpose, they were more than plenty.

Kashi dropped the raw materials and tools at the shops he had worked at. The daeben’s extraordinary ability had earned him a great deal of respect in these shops, and as a result, there wasn’t too much fuss when he asked for these items to be kept for him. The only items he left with himself were the cooking, painting and sculpting materials.

When he was satisfied with the placement of the items, Kashi beckoned the little direwolf, "Come on, it's time to earn your meal." He really didn’t need to, as the cub followed him wherever he went. Kashi made his way over to the adventurer’s guild and picked up a few low-level quests asking for rabbit meat.

Kashi exited the city with the cub but made sure not to stray too far. After surveying the landscape, he muttered, "Let's start with some rabbits." He pointed at a small group of rabbits that were playing nearby and ordered the cub, "Go kill one of those, and bring another back."

The beast’s fur rustled in wild excitement as she looked at her prey. She rushed to attack a little fluffy bunny but failed miserably. The rabbits sensed her approach and scampered off before she could make it. After several consecutive failures, she returned to Kashi who was drawing something on his sketch pad with a rumbling stomach. She had not eaten in over twenty-four hours, and the hunt had drained the last of her energy. The cub nudged Kashi’s leg and expectantly looked up at him.

"What's this. Are you hungry?" Kashi questioned as he looked down at her. "Here, eat this." He placed a brown substance on the ground. 

The cub sniffed the strange food, but she could not make out any distinct smell. The cub sent a warning glare at the daeben then took a bite of the weird food. Less than a second later, she gagged and immediately spat it out!

What was this?! She had never tasted anything so bland and disgusting in her life. It was worse than eating the earth! At least the soil had flavors. 

"Hehe," Kashi chuckled as he looked at her horrified expression. "That's called stale bread. You want to eat something good, then catch some rabbits." Kashi snorted and returned to his sketch. "Until then. You will eat only stale bread."

'Demon. This elf is a demon. ' The cub sobbed as she wolfed down the sandy bread, trying as much as possible not to taste it.  'I will definitely kill you.'  She swore and ran back to the fields with grim determination. It would never eat anything that nasty in its life again.

While his little companion was off training, Kashi completed his first drawing. It was a sketch of a random landscape he imagined. 




	
New Stat: Art





	
Art: A gift in the understanding and practice of beautification. Art increases the aesthetic and practical beauty of meals and products.

Improves when you see, hear, smell, taste or touch beautiful things, or create artworks.








 




	
New Art Skill: Artist (Beginner Level 1)





	
An artist can capture moments in a single moment. Emotions impossible to express through words can be conveyed to millions in the form of a painting. Be careful of the power you wield. 

Go out there and make the world a beautiful place.

Improves when you draw or admire artworks.

Art Rankings: Ordinary      Fine      Masterpiece      Grand      Magnus Opus








 

Kashi smiled when he saw the pop-up. This confirmed one of his speculations. Art, just like Crafts were specific stats that improved the efficiency and properties of products related to them. Just as an artist like him got the art stat, a merchant would go for something similar to speechcraft.

Invigorated by the stat message, Kashi decided to experiment a bit. "Draw this," he instructed while picturing a fox in his mind. A bright light encompassed his hand and guided it across the page. Kashi let out a wry smile when he inspected the finished diagram. The drawing looked less like a fox, and more like a mutated cat. Next, he pictured a circle, and as expected, the light guided his hand to draw a perfect circle. Finally, he chose to draw the fox manually.

When he completed it, a message popped up.




	
Your expertise has increased in Artist Skill.





	
Your expertise has increased in Handicraft skill.








 

‘Good.’ Kashi thought as he sketched out a terrible drawing of a dog. He checked his skill window and was not surprised to see the skills had not increased. Finally, Kashi drew a picture of a beautiful portrait of a cat playing with a ball of yarn. This time, his stat points did increase. 

From the little experiment, Kashi confirmed that similar to weapon skills, craft skills had an auto assist function that helped Summoned to create products. However, it was also possible to manually create them, and depending on their beauty, it might increase the stats quicker. It was a peculiarity of all Genaco Gaming products that all their games rewarded those who manually performed tasks higher than those who relied on the system.

Kashi took a short break to examine his stat table. Due to his time as an apprentice, his Crafts stat was at a respectable 39, whereas the newly gained Art skill was still at 4. Stat points could not be allocated to these stats, so if he wanted to increase them, he could only rely on his skills.

 




	
Name


	
Kashi


	
Alignment


	
Neutral





	
Level


	
14


	
Profession


	
None





	
Title


	
Wolf Slayer





	
Fame


	
0


	
Infamy


	
33





	
Health


	
1990


	
Mana


	
313


	
Ki


	
2176





	
Vitality


	
60


	
Stamina


	
64





	
Wisdom


	
17


	
Intellect


	
10





	
Strength


	
66


	
Agility


	
82





	
Dexterity


	
53


	
Endurance


	
Phys END


	
14





	
Mag END


	
8





	
Charisma


	
10


	
Charm


	
10





	
Stealth


	
23


	
Instinct


	
12





	
Fighting Spirit


	
24


	
Leadership


	
11





	
Crafts


	
39


	
Art


	
4





	
Luck


	
29


	
 


	
 





	
Attack


	
Phys AT K


	
307


	
Defense


	
Phy s  DEF


	
150





	
Mag ATK


	
164


	
Mag DEF


	
144





	
Resistances


	
Poison Resistance


	
0%


	
Ice Resistance 


	
0%





	
Electricity Resistance


	
0%


	
Light Resistance 


	
0%





	
Fire Resistance


	
0 %


	
Dark Resistance


	
0%








 

With this at the back of his mind, Kashi started drawing several cute pictures of cats and dogs. Some were colored, while others were black and white. Two hours later, the daeben received two notifications. A few hours later, he received a notification.

 




	
Skill Level Up! Handicraft Skill (Lv. 5      6)





	
Increases chance to auto-complete common works by 50%

Increases attack power with melee and long-range weapons. (+5% ATK)

Increases attack power with fists. (+5% ATK)








 




	
Skill Level Up! Artist (Beginner Lv. 1      2)





	
Increases chance to auto-complete Ordinary works by +20%

Enables you to auto-create more complicated patterns.

Reduces the rate of failure.








 

Yes!

Just as Kashi rejoiced over the skill increase prompt, the little wolf came over with a dead rabbit caught in her mouth. She dropped her catch at his feet, and the daeben was intrigued by the fact that the full rabbit corpse remained. When Summoned killed monsters, the bodies usually ‘shattered’ into light petals and left behind random drops. 

Kashi decided to carry out some experiments in the future. At the moment, he complimented the cub, "Good job." 

Kashi took out his cooking pot and a set of ingredients he had bought from his inventory, then set about making a simple rabbit stew. Rabbit stew was a low-level dish, and the daeben doubted the game system would heavily penalize him if he made a slight mistake.




	
New Art Skill: Chef (Beginner Level 1)





	
No battle can be fought on an empty stomach. A chef’s job is to ensure the populace is not only well fed but pumped and ready to face the day’s challenges. 

Go out there and fill the bellies of the world

Improves when you eat, smell or cook meals.

Art Rankings: Ordinary      Fine      Masterpiece      Grand      Magnus Opus








 

Thirty minutes later, Kashi finished cooking the stew and inspected the new prompt. Intriguingly, the game system considered the chef skill as an Art skill. Kashi stored this information in his head as he served himself and placed the wolf's meal in a little bowl. 

A ghost of a smile played on Kashi’s lips as he watched the cub greedily devour her meal and smacked her chops in delight. Evidently, she was quite hungry as the plate was soon empty. She looked up at Kashi who relented and her another round. The daeben wondered if this was how Suzuki would have felt if he had a pet - minus the cub’s desire to kill him of course.

Oblivious to Kashi’s thoughts, the direwolf rolled over and belched after eating her fill. 

Kashi chuckled and regarded the cub. "Hmm... I can't keep referring to you as it. How about a name?"

The cub sat upright and looked at the daeben, curiosity overriding its usual glare. Wolves did not name themselves as there was no need. They instinctively knew who was speaking to whom, so the use of names never took root.

Kashi tapped his chin and muttered, "How about Kuro? Black, like your fur."

A sharp, angry growl told him what it thought of the name. The direwolf refused to accept such a lazy, generic name.

"Apologize to all the Kuros out there in the world," Kashi joked, but the direwolf turned her nose to the sky, leading the daeben to think of how they met, and its unhidden bloodlust. "How about Ga Kira? It means 'My Executioner.'"

The cub silently stared at him as the bloodlust returned to its eyes.

"I'll take that as a yes,” Kashi said with a wry smile. “From now on, your name is Kira. Now come on, I need to return to my world for a bit." Kashi packed up his things then made his way back to the city.

Kira followed closely behind him, deep in thought about her new name.





Suzuki’s Room,

Undisclosed Location.

10:45 pm, Monday, 13th   April 2043.

Suzuki opened his eyes and removed the helmet from his head. He got out of the machine and set about his routine to energize the muscles that lay dormant during his dive. 

An hour later, Suzuki concluded his training and took a much-needed shower. He got dressed in a pair of black denim jeans and a white T-shirt on which was drawn a hawk holding several arsenals. Hoping against hope, he checked the desk drawers for the first time and smiled when he saw his sketchbook was in there. 

Suzuki noticed some other books he did not recognize, but he ignored them. He grabbed his pencil set and communicator, tucked the sketchbook under his shoulder, then left the building.

The spring night breeze was cool and soothing, and the moon was smiled down upon the world. It was a perfect night to sketch.

Suzuki could not pinpoint the moment in his childhood he began to love drawing. But the simple act had a strange therapeutic effect nothing else could bring. If fighting in the game was a way to vent his anger on the world, then drawing was his way of calming the tempest in his heart.

Suzuki unlocked his new bicycle then went for a spin around the large compound. After searching for a while, he stopped at a park close to the restricted area. The park was built around a pretty fountain located at its center. Several benches were placed neatly around for people to sit and cool off.

Suzuki sat on a bench and started out on his sketches, starting with the fountain in front of him. He did not keep track of how much time passed. While drawing, he tended to completely block the world out. This was why he did not see the teenager who walked up to him.

"Nice drawing." An unfamiliar voice interrupted Suzuki’s sketch of Jade on her bike.

Suzuki looked up and saw a young man man with dirty silver hair, and a pair of unnerving yellow eyes admiring his drawing. "Thanks." He chose not to show his initial unease. He knew how much people hated being ostracised just for their looks. 

"Heeh? You're not scared. Or are you just pretending?" Taiga asked with a smirk, bending down till his face was only inches away from Suzuki's.

"I see nothing to be afraid of." Taiga's provocation triggered Suzuki’s stubborn streak. Right now, Suzuki could be faced with the terminator and still refuse to back down.

A loud siren blared from the restricted sector, and Suzuki's brow rose in question. "Is that-?"

"Damn. They found out." Taiga cursed as the sounds of approaching footsteps drew near. He dove behind the bench, where he was shielded by the small hedge.

Three of the suit-wearing guards Suzuki had encountered on his first day ran up to him, tasers at the ready. "Did you see anyone suspicious run by here?"

Suzuki’s brow rose. "You mean the guy with the silver hair?" 

Behind him, Taiga’s brow also rose. "...."

"Yes!” The guards impatiently demanded. “If you know where he is, spit it out!"

"Of course. He went in that direction." Suzuki pointed right in front of him. "Last I saw, he ran past the fountain."

"Good. Spread out!" The leader ordered, and his men dashed forward, chasing the false lead. The man looked over his shoulder and glared at Suzuki. "You should go to your room. This man is highly dangerous."

"Why, thank you for your concern," Suzuki said with a smile that degenerated to a smirk once the guard left.

Taiga exited his hiding spot when his pursuers left. He looked at the silent teen and remarked. "You didn't sell me out." 

"Don't get me wrong,” Suzuki cautioned. “I just don't like them."

"Fair enough. I'm called Taiga. What's your name."

"Mato Suzuki."

"I'll remember it. See you later Sukki-chan," Taiga cooed as he ran off.

Suzuki watched him leave, confused by his familiarity. "Ah, the mood is ruined. Might as well go sleep." He left the field as a cloud blocked the moon's smile from the world.

This was the first meeting between two people whose fates were entwined in a spiral of bloodshed.

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 14: Syel Rifatora
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7:45 am Tuesday, 13th   April 2043.

 

The door to Taiga's room slid open, and Akari walked in, anger evident in his furrowed brows. He looked at the chest-high wall of books and demanded of the young man who was somewhere in the chaos, "Where were you last night?".

The person in question raised his head from behind a wall of books. Taiga yawned, and wiped his droopy eyes as he replied, "I went for a walk." He scratched an annoying itch on his scalp and scowled. He really needed a shower. "You said I could leave if I finished reading in a week right?"

"You're done?" Akari's eyes went wide, disbelief wiping away his anger. "That... This takes average humans months, if not years to finish."

Taiga sneered at Akari’s stunned expression. "We both know I'm not average. Or would you like to test me?” He nonchalantly waved at the book piles. “Pick up any book."

Akari picked a random book and flipped to a page. He looked at Taiga and asked, "What does the third paragraph on page 185 of 'Prehistoric Darwin' say?"

Taiga wagged his finger with a sly grin. "Trick question. The entirety of page 185 and 186 depict a diagram of an Argentinosaurus, the largest sauropod to be found to date with convincing evidence to back it up. It is named after arg-."

Akari raised his hand stopping Taiga's tirade. "Yes, yes, You can stop now. Knowing you, you could probably go on forever." ' I knew he was advanced, but he has improved even further in the last years.'  Rubbing his temple, Akari sighed. "Follow the orderly outside. He will lead you to a bath and give you a fresh set of clothes."

"Ho? Ma-"

"No more games," Akari interjected with a serious glare. "I'm risking my job by releasing you. Do not make me regret it."

"I didn't kill anyone did I?” Taiga jokingly protested with an innocent expression. “That's all the proof you need I'm going to be a good boy."

Akari shook his head and made his way out of the room. He called over his shoulder as the door slid shut, "When you are done, you will be taken to start the game," 

Taiga’s eyes shone with sparked intrigue. "Heeh. Interesting." 

Moments after Akari left, a guard walked into the room and beckoned Taiga to follow. The young man followed him, a sly grin creeping up the corners of his mouth.





While Taiga was getting prepared, across the compound, someone else was faced with a terrible dilemma. It was a problem faced by many, with a straightforward solution, yet proved immensely challenging to the untrained.

Suzuki stared at his phone with a lost expression. "Do I call or text?" The words on the screen felt like a death sentence. While he had been asleep, Suzuki had missed a call from Jade, and now that the young man was awake, he did not know what to do.

'I should call, right? After all, she did call. But what if calling is uncool? Everyone in school texts on their phones. Yes, I should text her... but what if I come across as crass because of it? More like what do you even say in a text or call. Hey? Too familiar, she might freak out. How about Hello. No, no one says that anymore...'

Smoke spurted from Suzuki’s ears as he burned out his brain trying to come up with a solution. 

Eventually, Suzuki faced his fears and strengthened his resolve. "Let's do this." He grimly pressed the ‘call back’ button and waited, each dial tone feeling a countdown to his death. However, he was partly relieved and partly scared when the call went unanswered.  ‘ Probably in the game.’

It never crossed Suzuki’s mind to call a second time. He was used to James picking up on the first ring, and he never called Ayumi. He pushed the call to the back of his mind and placed the phone on the bedside table, then climbed into the Virtual Drive.

A few seconds later, Kashi opened his eyes.





After a long bath, Taiga, dressed in a black graphic T-shirt and a pair of brown slacks, walked into a white room with nothing but a single Full-Body Virtual Drive in it. Several wires ran from the machine into the ceiling above, giving it an eerie look. On the wall was a large one-way window. He could not see through it, but he knew there were people on the other side watching his every move.

"This the game?" Taiga ignored the window and walked over to the machine. He patted it, relishing in its familiar coolness. Once upon a time, he spent most of his days strapped to a similar looking device.

"Yes. This will be your first time in the virtual world, but it should be easy for you." Akari's voice rung out around the room from several hidden speakers.

"I assume it you won't be taking this off?" Taiga called as he raised his right arm, pointing at the silver bracelet around his wrist. 

"Sorry, but I cannot do that,” Akari replied. “Not yet."

"It was worth a shot." Taiga shrugged as he examined the virtual drive. "It looks similar to the  Bifrost ."

"It is modeled after it,” Akari acknowledged. “It utilizes a similar technology."

A shadow crossed Taiga’s eyes, but it was immediately replaced with a serene smile. "Alright then. You know how I like to work right?" Taiga said as he got into the machine.

"Yes, there are no restrictions,” Akari confirmed. “You can stay there for as long as you wish."

"Good,” Taiga said as an opaque lid slid over the virtual drive.
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"Yes."

Taiga's consciousness was pulled through space, right into a white room with a lady sitting on a conical object.

"Welcome to Live no Evil, Taiga Onisha. It is an ho-" Rika greeted.

"Skip the tutorial," Taiga rudely interrupted.

"Then, please pick a class." If Rika was offended by his interruption, she chose not to show it. "Be advised that different classes have their bonuses."

Taiga browsed through the list and settled on halbens. "I'll take the halben.”

Taiga’s body morphed into that of a leaner, taller elf, with long flowing white hair that was braided at the sides. He retained his fair complexion, and his skin seemed to shine brighter, but that might just have been his yellow eyes playing tricks on him. Dressed in a purple robe, he looked like a majestic mage of high repute.

Although Taiga had changed to a halben, his face still bore a semblance of his real one. Rika tried to remind him he could change that, "You can choose to alter your appearance."

"Stay as it is,” Taiga stated.

Rika looked at Taiga and asked, "Are you satisfied with your body?"

"It's perfect,” Taiga replied and sent an impatient glance her way. “Can I start now?"

"One last thing,” Rika patiently prompted. “Please choose a name for your avatar."

Taiga paused to think then smiled as a crazy idea formed. He chose the Haitian word, ‘ Syèl,’  meaning ‘Sky,’ and combined it with the Icelandic word, ‘Rifa,’ meaning ‘Tear,’ and finally, the Japanese ‘Tora,’ meaning ‘Taiga,’ to form, “ Syèl   Rífa tora,” which roughly translated to ‘Sky-Tearing Tiger.’

Rika raised a brow in surprise. She was not so much stunned by the arrogance in the name, as she was by the combination of languages. Despite her shock, she nimbly carried out her duties. She logged the name then looked at the newly-named Syèl. "Name accepted. Good luck, Syèl."

A circle appeared on the floor beneath Syèl, out of which two light bulbs spiraled upwards and enveloped him within. The light momentarily blinded him, and by the time the intensity faded, he realized he stood in a large hall. 

The hall’s walls were made of stone, with several torches hanging from pillars to provide light. A magic circle similar to the one that had appeared in the room he had just come from lay beneath him. It dulled its glow and returned to mere scribbles.

"Greetings Summoned." A voice greeted behind him.

Syèl turned around and saw a white-robed halben regarding him with a bored expression. Just like him, the halben had fair skin and long white hair. 

"Hello?" Syèl walked down a flight of stairs to the halben who kept his gaze on him. 

"Welcome to  Markoth,” The halben flatly introduced. He had met so many Summoned over the past month that he was completely disillusioned to their supposed loftiness. “Pray tell, what is thine name?

Syèl curtly replied. "Syèl  Rífa tora."

"Have a pleasant stay, Master Rifatora." The steward’s fake smile forced Syèl to resist an urge to bash his teeth in.

"I'll do just that," Syèl said as he exited the hall through the only exit, a large bronze door that was much easier to open than he had thought. He stopped outside the door and marveled at the incredulous sight before him.

The halben were a pompous race that believed themselves superior to all the other races. As a result of their arrogance, they chose to live in the mountains regions at the heart of the continent. 

Their homes were carved into the mountains, in a stunning masterpiece of architecture. Pathways ran alongside the mountainside, with transparent windows on the higher floors that shielded them from the wind. Syèl leaned over a railing to admire the sheer drop below him. He inwardly wondered how many people fell on a daily basis.

Invigorated by the sight, Syèl began a series of stretches to test out his new body. He found it was quite easy for him to adapt to the new body as it didn’t differ too much from his original form. However, his little exercise did draw unwanted attention from other Summoned passing by.

"Must be his first time in virtual reality."

"Haha, look at him go. Wow, what a noob."

"I bet you he dies in three days."

Syèl paid no heed to the onlookers, and when he was done stretching, he went exploring. According to the lore, the halben were sticklers for order. As such, their buildings were separated into several sectors. The lower floors housed the lower class citizens and stores. The middle stories were for the middle class, which was where a lot of their significant shops were located. The upper caste lived close to the summit which was where the grand library, parliament and several other government functions were held. At the summit sat the Grand Castle, home to the King and Queen and restricted to only those with permission.

After garnering as much information as possible from the locals, Syèl went to the Grand Library where he was directed to a massive, stuffy hall with shelves of books. Hundreds of Summoned and Resident milled about in the room, reading, taking notes, or discussing topics in hushed tones.

"These books contain the basics of magic, along with a few instructions should you choose to read them." The clerk who directed Syèl to the Beginner-level mage library bowed and left the room.

Syèl browsed the contents of the mage section of the library and was shocked to find that despite there being thousands of books, there were really only fifty-three unique books on the shelves. The rest were all clones to cater to a large number of people. The books averaged anywhere between three to seven hundred pages and varied in size of the text. An average human would take a month to finish them all without eating or sleeping.

Most mages chose a particular field of magic and read the few books related to their profession. For those who did not want to manually read the books, there was a  [Quick Read]  option which let them learn whatever was inside of a skill book without actually reading them. However, there were a few books had to be read manually to gain their skills.

Syèl picked all fifty-three books and placed them in front of him. He opened the first one, flipping the pages at a speed that suggested he was looking for a particular page. A minute later, he was done reading the entire book. The game rewarded him for manually reading the book with an increase in his stats.

 




	
INT Increased by 1
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"Interesting,” Syèl muttered as he examined the prompts. He then proceeded to finish all fifty-three books over the next two hours, by the end of which his Intelligence and Wisdom had both increased to 50. 

 




	
New P assive Trait : Scholar’s Brain !





	
Congratulations!  Through tedious hard work, you have managed to increase Intelligence and Wisdom to 50 before hitting Level 10! 

 

You have therefore obtained the trait: Scholar’s Brain! 

 

Scholar’s Brain:  An extra stat point is randomly assigned to one of Wisdom of Intelligence attributes after every level up.








 

Syèl’s feat was only possible because of Taiga’s peculiar condition. Due to an event in his past, Taiga’s brain recorded and processed everything he saw at inhuman speeds. When the young man looked at a page, he did not see individual words, but an entire block of text that was processed and understood in a fraction of a second. As a result, he possessed a hundred percent comprehension of everything he read as opposed to a regular human's seventy percent (without speed reading).

While reading the books, Syèl noticed a trend: Most of the books were dodgy about certain subjects, going so far as to call them blasphemous. These subjects were classified solely under 'Dark Arts,' and they piqued his interest. The halben had learned all the foundational spells in the short period, and as a result, yearned for something more exciting. Done with all the books, Syèl returned them to their shelves.

Curious eyes tracked the halben as he left the room. The young man’s method of reading had drawn a lot of attention, and many could not help but wonder if he was for real or just showboating. It was too bad it was impossible to see the prompts of another Summoned unless they purposely made them visible.

Syèl made his way over to the library’s reception and rang a bell placed on the counter. Seconds later, and a female wisben walked out with a business smile. The tag on her robe revealed her name as  Nualise. 

Nualise smiled as she looked at the handsome halben. "How may I be of assistance?"

"I would like to read more on the Dark Arts," Syèl said abruptly. The art of subtlety was utterly lost on him.

In response to his question, Nualise’s features darkened, and her smile fell to a flat line. "Where did you hear of that?"

Syèl nonchalantly replied, "I finished all the books in the library. You know anything or not?"

"Impossible, you only arrived today,” Nualise scoffed. She glared at the presumptuous halben and demanded. “Show me your status window."

With a sigh, Syèl followed the motions in the manual he had read before entering the machine. 
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“How is this possible?” Nualise exclaimed as she gaped at Syèl’s stats. "To possess such mana despite only being a level one.” Her eyes turned to stars as she immediately grasped Syèl’s hand. “If you so wish, I shall introduce you to several masters in a school of your choice."

Syèl knew about the schools of magic. One of the introductory books explained them in detail. There were six primary schools of magic: Restoration, Conjuration, Destruction, Alteration, Illusion, and Enchantment. Each school was broken into smaller elements one could learn. Although cross-school learning was possible, it was a difficult task to complete. Most mages stuck to one subsection, and only switched when they had mastered their field. For example, a fire mage would only study ice magic after he had encountered a bottleneck in his understanding of fire magic.

"No. I am not looking for any of those classes,” Syèl drummed on the counter, irritated by her attempt to divert his attention. “I want to learn the dark arts." 

Nualise’s brows furrowed as she rejected in a harsh tone, "Those are forbidden. I am afraid you will find no one willing to teach you those blasphemous arts." Her angry scowl revealed she was seconds away from calling the authorities.

"Useless,” Syèl cursed. “Guess I’ll have to search on my own."

Nualise’s gaze hardened. The audacity of this halben to openly say such words in front of her. Was he treating her like air? "With all due respect, if you are caught practicing the dark arts, you will be banned from Markoth and all its sister cities for life." 

"I just have to make sure I don't get caught then." Syèl left the counter and headed for the exit, irritated by the conversation. Unbeknownst to the rebellious halben, his name was entered into a blacklist. Thus, he was the first Summoned to have his name registered in a blacklist in the entire continent.

Outside the library, a halben in hooded black robes waved Syèl over. "I hear you are interested in learning the Dark Arts?" 

Syèl’s eyes shone with delight. "You going to teach me?"

The hooded man turned around and walked down the pathways, "Follow me..."

            

    
        Chapter 15: Cigars, Books & Paintings
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Level 5

Observation Room A

 

The observation room’s door slid open, and a bearded, muscular man in his early forties walked in. He was dressed in a fitted brown suede suit and had an air of authority about him. Once he entered, all the scientists exited without a word, leaving only Akari and him.

Running his hand through his slick black hair, the man walked up to Akari, who looked less than happy to see him.

"Nagato." Akari greeted, keeping his gaze on the machine in the next room.

"Nice to meet you too, Akari." Nagato pulled out a rather large cigar from his inner coat pocket and snuggled it between his lips. "Got a match?" He had a rather light voice with did not match his intimidating stature.

Akari frowned as he rebuked, "This is a no smoking area."

"Give me a break,” Nagato wailed in response. “I've had to sit with the most tight-assed figureheads around the world for the past month. I deserve a smoke."

Akari sighed then relented. He pulled out a lighter from his pocket and handed it to Nagato, who gleefully accepted it and lit his cigar. 

Nagato took a long drag on the cigar, then slowly breathed out a delicate plume of white smoke. He leaked out a smile as he looked at the cigar and praised, "Ooh, the good stuff."

Akari snorted at the older man’s exaggerated behavior. "That stuff will kill you."

"Then I die a happy man," Nagato chuckled and turned to the observation screen. "You finally let him out. The uppers are really uppity about this."

"Still with the lame puns," Akari condemned as he playfully shook his head in disbelief.

Nagato chuckled as he took another drag of the cigar. "That's why the ladies love me."

“If you say so,” Akari off-handedly commented. Eager to change the topic, he asked, "How did it go at the Expo?"

"Bad and good,” Nagato replied. “Depends on who's looking."

"Explain."

"For our purposes, everything's going according to schedule, but the government is less than satisfied."

Akari did not seem surprised by the news. He took it in his stride and asked for clarification, "The Americans?"

"Not just them,” Nagato revealed with an exaggerated shrug. “The Russians and the Chinese stepped up this time. Japan has once again been left behind. Won't be long before we start receiving more pressure."

Akari’s brow rose in interest. "What did they bring to the plate this time?"

"The Americans and the British finally finished their battle suit prototype,” Nagato explained, then added with a snide smirk, “They’ve succeeded in turning their soldiers into every sci-fi nerds' wet dream."

Akari’s eyes shone as he looked at Nagato, genuinely intrigued by this. "How'd they get it to work?"

"Most soldiers have chips implanted into their brains which they use to control their suits,” Nagato explained. “The downside is that they need to undergo augmentation to use the more advanced suits. That's not all. They’ve made several improvements to their mechs too. They now have improved mobility and response times, though they chose to scrap the humanoid robots. Ineffective, they were dubbed."

"Wonder what that says about humans." Akari sighed. Humanity had a shallow opinion of itself. " And the Russians?" 

"The Russians had the same idea and came up with a new mech they call Neith,” Nagato answered. “It’s a manned spider-like mech that can jump three times its height and possesses a lot of firepower. Its legs can change properties, giving it the ability to scale walls and traverse various terrains. Oh, and guess the best part."

"It has a bloody web?" Akari said through gritted teeth.

"Ditto! The damned thing has a web! Well, not exactly; It's an elastic polymer that hardens when electricity runs through it. Nifty in disabling and capturing other mechs. Oh, and lest we forget. They have their very own battle suits! It's much larger than the Americans' though. Loses in speed, but its firepower and armor are unrivaled." The smile on his face did nothing to mask the terror in his eyes.

Akari sensed the older man’s unease and placated his fears, "We will finish in time. Do not worry so much. It does not suit you."

"This project has been going on for over ten years,” Nagato complained. “In which time we've spent billions and only gotten one flawed success. Yet, you believe we will have multiple successes in a year?"

"Shouyou does. That's enough for the boss." Akari's eyes narrowed. He did not care for the half-breed much, but the CEO of the company trusted him. 

Nagato snorted. "The little upstart huh."

Both men fell silent, each engrossed in their own thoughts. An alarm rang out from Nagato's pocket, and he pulled out his phone. "Time to leave. I've got a lot of asshats that need talking to."

"Tell your wife I said hi."

"Nope. Don't want her falling for your ass, 'Lady Killer.'" Nagato laughed and walked to the door. "You've got this right?"

"Worry does not suit you."

"You didn't answer my question." The door slid shut behind the older man. 

"I know." Akari sighed as he was left to his thoughts.





Mònòch,  

10:26 am, 6  th   Ryanem 1091.

 

Syèl, oblivious to the events unfolding in the real world, followed the strange halben he met outside the library to the lower levels of Mònòch. They stopped in front of a wall, and the halben placed a hand on it. With a soft grating sound, a piece of the wall slid upwards, revealing a tunnel.

"Follow." The halben guided Syèl through the dingy tunnel, remaining silent throughout the trip. 

The tunnel eventually opened up to a vast underground cave. Syèl spotted several robed figures hunched over tables or bowls practicing arcane spells. None of the mages spared the new entry any attention as he walked past them.

"You going to tell me where we are?" Syèl asked as the halben guided him past the main cavern through one of the numerous tunnels connecting the cavern to different places. He did not receive a reply. Surprisingly, rather than get annoyed, Syèl only shrugged and muttered, "Okay then."

Eventually, they arrived in a poorly lit room. Syèl’s attention was drawn to the center of the room where a fantastically large book occupied a pedestal. Even more intriguing was the presence of several hooded mages sat around the book, bowing to it.

"This is the book of the Fallen,” the hooded guide introduced as he pointed a bony finger at the pedestal. “If you wish to gain power, you must read all of it."

Syèl’s eyes widened as he stared at the book. It looked like it was at the very least thirty centimeters thick and was as long as his arm. Syèl took a rough estimate and exclaimed. "That's over thirty thousand pages!"

"Six hundred and sixty-nine thousand, six hundred and sixty-nine pages to be exact," the guide corrected

"Are you kidding me?" Syèl challenged as he took another look at the book. “There’s no way that book has that many pages.”

The guide glanced at Syèl, and the young man could feel the disdain pour over him. The guide managed to keep his disgust in check, but his explanation gave a taste of his contempt. He merely said, “It’s magic.”

Syèl’s brow rose, but in the end, he chose not to challenge the guide. After all, if the man said it was magic, who was he to argue?

The guide looked at Syèl, and as if sensing his hesitation, challenged, "If it is too much of a task, I can teach you necromancy instead. But I assure you, with the power that lies inside that book, the elements will be yours to command."




	
New Class Quest: Book of the Damned





	
Book of the Damned

Underneath the mountains of Mònòch live a group of mages who devote their lives to the dark arts. Their entire doctrine lies around an ancient relic, whose power they have offered unto you. Should you choose to accept this quest, you will be unable to learn any other form of magic until the book is finished.

 

Difficulty level: S

Requirement: Finish all 53 books in the Grand Library within three weeks.








Syèl groaned, but the promise of power was too great to ignore. "Accept."

"You accepted,” The guide remarked with a pleased grin. “Good. Now, here, drink this." He handed Syèl a glass vial that had a black liquid sloshing about within.

"What's this do?" Syèl asked as he curiously eyed the concoction.

"It will improve your reading and comprehension ability,” the guide explained. “Unfortunately, it only works with summoned."

Syèl downed the bad tasting drink and opened the book to its first page. As he flipped the pages, he noticed he did not gain any increase in his reading speed.  ‘Those sly bastards.’

Syèl understood the purpose of the drink right then. The vial was handed out to Summoned to temporarily enhance their brain power, thereby giving them the ability to process information at speeds close to his. This was just another of Genaco's experiments. Syèl wondered how many more there were, hidden in plain sight.

However, Genaco’s experiment was ‘ that,’  these weird mages were ‘ this.’  Syèl looked at the guide and questioned, "What's the catch? I don't believe you're helping me from the bottom of your heart."

"No. You will join our cause and spread our teachings and wrath to the fools above who deem themselves better than us and call us heretics. We shall bestow our judgment upon the damned fools and bring glory to our Lord Ferulic " The guide’s usually calm voice rose in a fevered pitch, fueled by his visions of grandeur.

"Uh-huh. Sure, I'll do just that." Syèl withheld a sadistic laugh that bubbled up his throat as he walked up to the pedestal. He cast a cursory glance at the ‘winged bat’ motif on the book cover then flipped through the pages like a man possessed. While he read, blood mists poured out from the book and seeped into his skin.





Kerta,  

2:57 pm, 6  th   Ryanem 1091.

 

Across the continent, a daeben basked in the afternoon sun while painting the landscape near Kerta’s northern gate. He listened to the chatter of incoming and outgoing adventurers, through which he learned of the events happening outside the city. His companion, a black wolf cub, hunted raccoons a fair distance from where he was, but well within reach of his arrows.

For the first few hours after his arrival, Kashi had drawn several cats, dogs, and balls, but his skills and stats suddenly came to a grinding halt. So, he decided to draw and paint the landscape to see if that increased his stats. He finished the painting and was quite pleased with the outcome.

 




	
Level up: Handicraft Skill   [6    7]





	
Increases attack power with melee and long-range weapons. (+14% ATK)

Increases attack power with fists. (+14% ATK)

Improves Dexterity (+14% DEX)

Improves the Quality of food, crafts or art products.








 




	
Level up: Artist [Beginner 4    5]





	
Increases chance to auto-complete Ordinary works by +50%

Enables you to auto-create more complicated patterns.

Reduces the rate of failure.








 

 

Kashi simultaneously recorded the lesson learned as he rejoiced at the message. He was now confident that repetitive drawings would not increase his stats, and he would have to be original if he wanted to boost his skills. Kashi decided to take a short break and picked up a raccoon Kira had dropped by his side earlier.

The daeben prepared a raccoon stew recipe from the cookbook Yugo had given him. It turned out pretty nice, and the scent carried on the evening breeze to Kira, who instantly stopped her hunt and ran over to his side.

Kashi’s partner was not the only one attracted by the scent. Some adventurers walking back from their quests paused on their way into town, mouths watering from the inviting aroma. 

"Could I have some of that?" a warrior asked, realizing that barely tasty rye bread or costly restaurant meals were what awaited him back in the city. There weren’t that many player-chefs milling about yet, and as a result, apart from provision-like food like jerky or bread, it was quite expensive to purchase full meals from the city’s restaurants. Besides, even if the costs were a little lower, Kashi’s stew smelled so much better than some of the cheaper stores. 

"Certainly. It would be my pleasure," Kashi replied as a sly grin crept up the side of his lips. He had not camped this close to the city by accident. His real purpose was about to pay off. The daeben first served Kira, then poured a bowl of soup and handed it to the warrior.

The warrior scooped up a spoonful of both the meat and broth then took a tentative soup. The man’s eyes widened in shock as he immediately scarfed the food down his face. "Oh, this is so good!" Even more shocking were the prompts that came up, informing him that his ATK had been temporarily increased by 20, and his max HP by 150. His eyes glowed, and he had to force himself to resist the urge to kidnap the daeben. "How much is this?!"

"Oh, 8 Syros is fine if you bring your own ingredients next time,” Kashi replied with a wave of his hand. “Consider this one on the house. I can also fix your armor for free if you wish."

"Seriously!?” The warrior exclaimed in shock. He always spent a significant chunk of his earnings on armor repair, yet this daeben was offering to repair the armor for free? “Please wait here!” The warrior pleaded. “I gotta go tell my friends about this. Boy, will they be surprised.” Just before he ran off, he paused and asked, “What's your name by the way?."

"Kashi," the daeben replied with a smile.

"Cashy, huh? Cool name,” praised the warrior. “You really know what you want, don't you?"

"Wait! I think you have the wrong idea—and he’s gone." Kashi’s protest fell on deaf ears because the warrior had already run off to tell his friends the good news about the cheap meal and free repair outside the city. 

Kashi didn’t mind though. Project  'Snowball'  had begun, and it had picked up its first little lump. Now, all he needed was time and a few more customers, and it would become an unstoppable force of nature.

Just as Kashi planned, a few hours later he was ambushed by several users who wanted a nice cheap meal. Specifically, however, they wanted the temporary bonuses from the meals. Kashi did not complain. The only thing that changed was he cooked in bulk rather than single meals to meet with demand.

The daeben charged those who did not come with meat of their own 12 Syros, but no one complained. Kashi also did not lose out in the deal as unlike most other Summoned chefs who had to rely on random drops to get meat, Kira always brought back full bodies for him to work with. 

Kashi was immensely pleased with the business, as not only did he earn a nice amount of pocket change, but he also increased his chef and repair skills. Kashi, however, only really considered himself to have hit the jackpot when a female, human archer spotted the painting he 'accidentally' left beside him. 

"Wow, that’s so beautiful,” the woman exclaimed as she looked at the cute little cat pictures. “I’ll buy this, this and that one,” she said, pointing to three pictures. “Also, could you do one of me? How much would that cost?"

Kashi leaked a smile. Whether it this world or the next, cat pictures would always reign supreme. Considering the climate of the game, Kashi guessed the woman intended to use the photos to decorate her room. As to whether it was a temporary room or a home of her own, the daeben was sure it was the former.

"The pictures are 10 Syros each, while the portraits are 30 Syros. Self-portraits, drawn or painted are 20 and 50 Syros respectively" Kashi replied, hoping he was not overreaching. Even to low-level adventurers, a couple silvers should not be much of a problem, but humes could get stingy. 

"I’ll take a painted portrait please,” the woman replied without hesitation.

"Large, medium or small?" Kashi asked as he held up three sheets of paper. The first was the size of a small handbook, the second, the size of a sketchbook and the largest was the size of an average easel.

"Medium."

With a smile, Kashi stood up and asked her to take a sit on the grass. The setting sun cast a lovely glow on her fiery red dress. Kashi blocked out the world as he slid his brush across the sketchbook, a faraway look in his eyes.




	
Fine Piece Created! (Unnamed)





	
This Beautiful artwork depicts a strong woman finding a rare moment of peace in the midst of the fires of war and destruction.

 

Artistic Value: 70

Effect: When the woman depicted in this portrait gazes upon it, she is filled with strength and valor.

Fighting Spirit + 10

STR + 2

 

Duration: 30 minutes

 

The effect does not stack with another painting.

Number of Fine Pieces Created: 1

Art + 5








 

 




	
Level up: Handicraft Skill   [7    8]





	
Increases attack power with melee and long-range weapons. (+14% ATK)

Increases attack power with fists. (+14% ATK)

Improves Dexterity (+14% DEX)

Improves the Quality of food, crafts or art products.








 




	
Level up: Artist [Beginner 5    6]





	
Increases chance to auto-complete Ordinary works by +60%

Enables you to auto-create more complicated patterns.

Reduces the rate of failure.








 

Kashi handed the finished work to the woman, who squealed in delight when she saw the finished work. This was an excellent way to quickly raise his stats, with the only downside being the fact each painting took forever to finish, and he could not afford to fail anyone.

"Me too! Me too!" Several cries from female adventurers informed the daeben of his imaginary snowball’s rapid increase. Kashi proceeded to draw some more portraits till it got too dark to see, at which point the female crowd reluctantly dispersed, promising to return the next day. 

Kashi reluctantly informed the adventurers waiting for food and armor repairs he was closing shop for the night. True to his word, he packed up his things and walked deeper into the plains. Kashi’s decision to relocate was one borne of necessity. If he were to really tough out this month without fighting, then he would become the best craftsman he could be in that time. But at the same time, he had to ensure Kira grew up healthy and strong.

The only way to accomplish both was to multi-task effectively. 

Kashi took Kira to a section of the plains known for badgers, foxes, and many other predators. Some of these predators were real, while others were indigenous to this world. The daeben directed Kira to battle with these monsters while he watched from a distance.

Kashi pulled out an engraving knife and pieces of wood he had prepared beforehand and begun practicing sculpting while occasionally handing out pointers to the disgruntled direwolf. 

Kashi did not have much experience with sculpting and as a result, mostly relied on auto-sculpt, which did not always give him what he wanted. Luckily, his high handicraft skills assisted him, and soon, he was dolling out small figures like rabbits, ferrets, and foxes. After a few hours, his sculpting skill increased to three, but because he had been relying on auto-sculpt, his handicraft skill barely budged.

However, Kashi was satisfied with his progress. He was not trying to become the next Michaelangelo after all. The daeben patiently painted the figurines, giving them a life-like texture that would otherwise have been missing from plain wood. When he was done, he took out a few sheets of paper and drew several portraits of flora and all the cute animals that could come to mind.

Eventually, the sun began to rise in the horizon, announcing the start of a new day. Kira returned from her hunt and followed Kashi back to his spot by the gate. The little cub curled up on the grass next to him, then fell into a peaceful sleep.

"Now then," Kashi looked to the rising sun which promised many adventurers returning from their night raids. "Let's see how much I can squeeze out of these guys today…”

 

            

    
        Chapter 16: Evil Pays
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Syèl heaved a massive sigh of relief as he turned the final page of the ridiculously large book. The contents of the book were much more complicated than the halben had initially thought. It explored in excruciating detail the anatomy of the body, and how mana was generated and manipulated in the body to achieve the various magic spells mages were known for. Finally, it presented a damn near heretical method of using the lifeforce contained in blood to enhance or create magic spells. 

The halben loved every word of the book. Which was why, when a prompt appeared, asking if Syèl wanted to switch class to Blood Mage, he happily accepted.




	
Quest Complete! 

Book of the Damned





	
Book of the Damned:

You completed the hidden cult’s book and unlocked the secrets of Ferulic's second son, Sycutoc. The book teaches the art of Blood Magic: a forbidden magic practice that draws on the life force of living things.








 




	
New Class Skill: Blood Magic [Lv.1]





	
This forbidden Dark Art cancels all limitations and allows its wielder to draw on his life force to empower his attacks. Increases with each enemy kill. Increases exponentially if the enemy is a hume.

Increases Magic Attacks by 10%

 

Class Bonus: 

+30 to WIS, VIT & INT

+20 to all Stats








 

 




	
Name


	
Syèl  Rífa tora


	
Alignment


	
Neutral





	
Level


	
3


	
Profession


	
Blood Mage





	
Title


	
Scholar





	
Fame


	
0


	
Infamy


	
0





	
Health


	
3630


	
Mana


	
3630


	
Ki


	
345





	
Vitality


	
50 +30


	
Stamina


	
7 +20





	
Wisdom


	
50 +30


	
Intellect


	
50 +30





	
Strength


	
7 +20


	
Agility


	
8 +20





	
Dexterity


	
8 +20


	
Endurance


	
Phys END


	
1





	
Mag END


	
1





	
Charisma


	
10  +20


	
Charm


	
14 +20





	
Stealth


	
5 +20


	
Instinct


	
5 +20





	
Fighting Spirit


	
0 +20


	
Leadership


	
10 +20





	
Luck


	
34 +20


	
 


	
 





	
Attack


	
Phys AT K


	
62


	
Defense


	
Phy s  DEF


	
30





	
Mag ATK


	
390


	
Mag DEF


	
30





	
Resistances


	
Poison Resistance


	
0%


	
Ice Resistance


	
0%





	
Electricity   Resistance


	
0%


	
Light Resistance


	
0%





	
Fire Resistance


	
0 %


	
Dark Resistance


	
0%








 

 

Syèl was intrigued by the increase to his vitality. It seemed the blood from the book had forcefully increased his body’s Vitality to its current limit. While it looked ridiculous at first sight, it had to be considered that this book would take the average person a month at the very least to complete. When looked at that way, it was quite understandable that it would increase the vitality of someone who had that much patience to the limit. Who could have guessed that it would be a freak like Syèl who would lay his hands on the book?

It could be said that the mage profession was perfect for a freak of nature like Syèl.

Syèl meanwhile did not take any of those advantages to mind. Instead, he was grateful for the skill’s reliance on blood to grow stronger. A world where he could not only kill but was rewarded for killing; he owed Akari one heck of a thank you.

The only downside to the blood magic, except for the fact that it drew directly from Syèl’s health, was that the higher tier moves exclusive to the class required health points he was nowhere close to possessing. Syèl decided he had to go level up some.

"You’re done!?” The halben who guided Syèl exclaimed in shock, eyes wide. He could not believe his eyes. He had estimated a week or two, but a single day! What kind of mad speed was this!? Not only that but judging from the bloody aura oozing from Syèl’s body, he had successfully learned the Blood Mage class. The guide stared at Syèl with a bit of trepidation. In the initial plan, they would slowly indoctrinate the halben over time. However, Syèl had completed the book too quickly. What should they do now?

Despite his misgivings, the guide smiled at Syèl and announced, "Now, you can control all spells in the Destructive and Illusion schools freely. Naturally, you will have to begin from the novice spells though."

Syèl raised a brow. "And the remaining schools?"

"You should be able to learn them later on,” The guide replied. “But the Restoration school will prove especially difficult even when you have mastered Blood magic. It's a direct opposite of your class after all."

“Good to know,” Syèl said. A mischievous grin spread on his lips as he asked, "Just wondering, are there any others like me?"

The guide shook his head. "No. Ferulic and his children did not trust us with their powers, so they chose to seal their powers, to be obtainable only by Summoned like you."

A dangerous light sparked in Syèl’s eyes, but the guide failed to spot it. "So right now, I am the only one alive that possesses blood magic?"

“To my knowledge, yes,” the guide confirmed. "And that is why you shall help us co-!"

Syèl's hand stabbed through the elf's throat, shutting him up permanently. "I liked you better when you were silent." The cultists in the room screamed bloody murder and immediately launched fireballs and ice at him.

Syèl flung the guide’s corpse to the closest fireball.  Boom!  The resultant explosion swallowed up the incoming projectiles and shielded the blood mage from view.  Whoosh!  Syèl dashed out of the flames with a thin, beginner level mana-shield covering him. Electricity sparked around the halben’s body as he appeared next to the closest mage.  [Supercharge]  was a beginner-level mage skill that increased the speed and agility of whoever it was cast on. 

The mage was shocked at Syèl’s appearance. He, like most mages, focused all his training on magic and thus had little health and poor armor which made him terrible at close range combat. 

Easy prey.

Syèl slid under a projectile and kicked the legs out from under the mage, who fell forward over him., Syèl launched himself upwards with an uppercut and punched the mage square on the jaw on the mage’s way down, then finished him off with a fireball to the chest.

Syèl’s expression turned serious as several projectiles flew towards him from all directions. He ran to the wall, and kicked against it, launching himself back over the missiles. Twisting in the air, the blood mage fired two lightning spears into the hearts of two mages. He landed behind the stunned mages and wrung their necks. The remaining three mages glared at him, bloodlust evident in their eyes. 

The vengeful mages cast a wall of fire and sent it towards him. As far as they were concerned a low-level mage should not be able to block their combined attack. However, they made a fatal mistake in their calculations. Syèl's high Intelligence made his magic attacks rival that of an average level forty mage.

Syèl snorted as massive ice spears formed in his palms. With an evil grin, he flung them at the firewall. The bolts easily tore through the firewall, then stabbed through the mages. The ice spread from the point of contact until it encased them all in ice.

Syèl then countered the approaching firewall by raising a wall of ice in front of him. As expected, the incoming firewall violently clashed against the ice wall for one second before extinguishing into vast plumes of white smoke. 

Syèl grinned. So far, he had only used mana, and he was this powerful. How much stronger would he be once he started to use Blood Magic?. Syèl chuckled as he lowered the ice wall, then walked over to the ice statues. He winked at the helpless mages, then smashed the statues.

 




	
You have leveled up!





	
You have leveled up!





	
You have leveled up!





	
You have leveled up!





	
You have leveled up!





	
You have leveled up!








 

Syèl’ put all the stat points he gained from leveling to his vitality and practiced one of the exclusive blood magic spells: "[Dawn Pelmut] ."  The mages’ bodies suddenly bloated, as if pumped with a massive amount of air, then exploded into a red mist of blood and shredded bone. Syèl’s disturbing grin shone through the red mist as it was sucked into his pores.

 




	
Skill Level Up: Blood Magic (Beginner) [Lv.1    Lv.2]





	
This forbidden Dark Art cancels all limitations and allows its wielder to draw on his life force to empower his attacks. Increases with each enemy kill. Increases exponentially if the enemy is a hume.

Increases Magic Attacks by 20%

Increases attack power with blood. (+30% ATK)

Decreases amount of health lost while using blood attacks








 




	
Skill Level Up: Destruction School (Beginner) [Lv.1    Lv.2]





	
This forbidden Dark Art cancels all limitations and allows its wielder to draw on his life force to empower his attacks. Increases with each enemy kill. Increases exponentially if the enemy is a hume.

Increases Attack Power of Destruction Spells by 20%

Increases attack power with blood. (+30% ATK)

Reduces mana cost.








 

Syèl looked around the room and discovered only one entrance: the tunnel he had come in through with the dead guide. He could hear footsteps rushing down, drawn by the mages’ death throes. 

Syèl looked at his health, then attempted a different blood mage skill  [Blades of Blood].  The halben’s health cut to half as blood pooled out of his right arm and solidified into the form of a hilt-less sword.

According to the Book of the Damned, higher Blood Magic mastery would grant him the ability to morph his blood into any form he pleased. Syèl smirked as he once again spotted Genaco's experiments at play. A Summoned with enough skill to manipulate his blood into any shape of his pleasing could only do so after unlocking certain aspects of his mind. 

Smiling, Syèl walked into the tunnel and met the mages halfway through. He counted over twenty mages, but as it was a narrow tunnel, only two or three could stand side by side. Not that this mattered much to mages. They could always cast their spells in a parabola to bypass those in front of them.

The mage at the front paused when he saw the blood on Syèl’s clothes. His gaze hardened as he glared at the halben and warned, "You're trapped! Give up now, and we may spare you."

Syèl chuckled. In his ears, such a threat was sounded like the cooing of a child. "I’m not trapped here with you..." Syèl manipulated a gust of wind that blew through the tunnel and snuffed out the lanterns. Within the dense darkness, an eerie laugh traveled into the mages’ ears. "... You are trapped in here with me."

Before the person in front could scream, Syèl dashed forward and stabbed him in the neck. As his first victim crumpled before him, Syèl withdrew his sword and cut an arc in front of him. Blood splattered out from several throats and drenched the blood mage, but he remained unfazed. He was accustomed to the dark, having lived most of his life in such conditions, but the mages did not have that luxury.

The mages panicked and tried to retreat, but they bumped into each other in confusion. In the process, they committed the fatal mistake of showing their backs to a predator.

Syèl did not hesitate to slaughter the lot of them, dancing to the melodic tunes of their bloody cries for mercy. When the last mage fell before him, the halben used  [Dawn Pelmut]  to regain his health. His Blood Mage mastery only increased to level four which meant the game wanted a new type of blood. However, his base level increased by five. He put all the points gained in agility. An odd choice for a mage, but his fighting style was different from most.

Syèl left the tunnel and reached the large hall he had seen earlier. A single mage stood at the exit, encased in a translucent mana-shield with a skeleton next to him. Ah, no, Syèl shook his head as he revised his thoughts. To call it a mere skeleton would be equivalent to calling a Sabertooth tiger a cat. Standing at over nine feet tall, the underworld monster was fully adorned in black full-metal plate armor and wielded a massive two-handed greatsword.

Syèl recognized the skeleton from a console game he played a couple of years ago. It was a Skeleton Knight – one of the early-level monsters right above their useless predecessors, the skeletons.

Syèl checked his agility. With an Agility of 64, he estimated he should be able to engage in close combat. However, his strength was a paltry 27. He definitely lacked the Strength to land any meaningful melee damage. Then again, he was not using a regular sword, but his own blood. Syèl wondered if the boost from his Blood Mage ability would make up for the lack of strength.

With those thoughts in mind, Syèl looked at the mage. The halben was disappointed to find that the mage looked like any generic mage who focused all his attention on magic and failed to increase his defense. He was also dressed in robes that provided little to no physical protection.  ‘How retarded. It's like they are begging to be sliced open.’

Syèl had two options: Face the Skeleton Knight first and risk the mage regaining enough mana to summon another one, or attack the mage head on. The problem with attacking the mage was his mana shield. There was no real way of knowing how much damage the shield could withhold, plus there was no guarantee the knight would disappear if he used blood magic to destroy the shield. 

This meant that if things went awry, Syèl would be forced to face the knight, with very little health. It was not worth it. Instead, he chose to first take on the skeleton knight.

This whole thought process was carried out in less than a second. In the viewpoint of the mage, Syèl came out of the tunnel, looked at him, then suddenly charged at the Skeleton Knight with a red saber in his hand.

The Skeleton Knight roared as it accepted the mage’s challenge. It brought down its sword with surprising speed, but Syèl received the strike with his saber placed at an angle over his head. The Skeleton Knight’s sword slid down the saber and struck the earth!

Syèl took advantage of that brief opening. He spun around in the air and tried to kick the knight's head. Unfortunately, the Skeleton Knight read his intention. It quickly let go of its sword and grabbed the halben’s leg. 

Rooar!

Boom!

The Skeleton roared at Syèl in an attempt to break his spirit, but the halben responded by unleashing a fireball at its face. The Skeleton Knight cried out and flung the mage across the room in irritation.

Syèl righted himself mid-flight and landed on a table. He sighed as he brushed the dust off his face.  ‘Still too weak for physical combat.’

“All right then, let’s do this old school,” Syèl said as two massive fireballs imbued with deep red blood streaks formed in his hands. “Cut this!” Syèl said as he launched the fireballs at the Skeleton Knight.

Enraged by its earlier humiliation, the Skeleton Knight swung its sword at the fireballs as it charged at the halben. By its calculation, the Syèl’s flames should be easy to cut down. Unfortunately, it had made a fatal error. 

Syèl held back the first time he blasted the Skeleton Knight. That attack was nothing compared to the fireballs imbued with blood magic.

The Skeleton Knight did not get the chance to remedy its error as the halben’s flame consumed it within. Syèl, for his part, did not rest on his laurels. He continuously fired off several fireballs until the Skeleton Knight crumpled to the ground in a pile of dust.

Syèl turned to look at the mage whose shield was still up. The mage’s eyes paled, and he turned in an attempt to run, but Syèl dashed to the mage and hacked at the shield until it shattered. 

"Mercy, mercy!” the mage begged, snot pouring out of his nose. “Please, I beg of you!"

"Sure, why not, I've leveled up enough today already," Syèl said as he dissolved the  [Blade of Blood]  to a blood pool that dropped to the floor.

"Oh, thank you." The mage bowed gratefully as Syèl walked past him.  'Fool,'  the mage inwardly mocked as he quickly drew a hidden dagger attacked Syèl’s exposed back.

Syèl suddenly turned around at met the assailant’s gaze. "You're the fool." 

The mage's blade stopped short of Syèl 's neck, his eyes wide in shock. The blood that had fallen to the ground earlier had turned to spikes and tore right through his body. 

"I never disabled my ability,” Syèl revealed. “When I do, my blood disintegrates." Just as Syèl explained, his blood did evaporate as the mage crumpled to the ground.

Syèl went around the empty cavern, picking up all the loot left behind by the dead mages. These included several badges they used to identify members of their cult. He found several spell tomes in chests and drawers, and studied them all, learning new skills in the process. 

To prevent anyone other than him gaining this power, he took the Book of the Damned for himself, and satisfied with his stash, he left the cave. The morning sun glared harshly at him, as if judging his actions, but even the harsh heat of the sun could not deter his happy mood. He returned to the library and walked to the clerk at the reception. 

"You again." The clerk, Nualise, regarded him with unrestrained hostility.

"Woah, take it easy. I was wrong last time okay.,” Syèl apologized. “I went to reflect on my actions, and I have good news for you. I disbanded a cult of those heinous 'Dark Art' worshippers."

"Hmph, such an easy claim to make. Do you have proof to back up such an outrageous claim?"

"Will these do?" Syèl laid out all the badges he had obtained from the mages.

"Wh-where did you get these!" Nualise exclaimed in shock when she saw the badges. They belonged to one of the most wanted cults in the city. 

"Their base is in Lower Mònòch,” Syèl revealed. “I can show it to you."

"T-that would be most helpful,” Nualise said. “To think a Summoned of all people would be their downfall. You will be heavily rewarded for your part in this, I assure you."

"Sure, I could not refuse such an offer, could I?" Syèl bowed, hiding the view of his lips which rose in a creepy smile.

The next couple of hours of Syèl’s life flew by in a flurry of meeting several high officials who congratulated him on the feat and rewarded him with several pieces of gold. He was even granted a small home of his own for ending a threat that had been casting terror over the city.

Who knew being evil had its rewards.

Syèl’s local fame increased to two hundred points, and both Summoned and residents alike spoke of 'Syèl the Savior' for several days on end.





Tokyo, Japan.

Genaco Entertainment.

Top Floor: CEO's Office.

3:45 pm, Monday, 13  th   April 2043.

 

The CEO's office could be likened to a dream arcade. Past the doors were several arcade and console games hooked up to individual video screens for visitors to play if they got bored. At a corner was a little mini-golf station with three different holes, and if all those were not enough, there was a small pond close to the main desk, complete with turtles. There had once been ducks, but they turned out to be a disaster, so the CEO stuck with turtles.

All of these were placed on artificial carpet grass and surrounded by a rocket-proof glass that boasted the best view of the city. Some called this CEO eccentric, and a little crazy. He, however, felt it was nice to have all of one's playthings at their workplace.

James Shouyou, CEO of Genaco Entertainment, read the report of the last expo with a wry smile. It was only a matter of time before the world moved into its next phase. America and Britain were months away from merging, and he guessed it was not too long before the previous U.S.S.R joined up again.

China had already absorbed several Asian countries into its wing, Japan being one of the few odds one out.

The reason for all the movement was quite simple: The world wanted Genaco dead. Being the sole company with the knowledge on how to produce the coils, they currently possessed too much political power.

To make matters worse, the world's oil reserves were declining at a faster rate than anticipated. This meant in a decade or two, Genaco would truly be the rulers of the world. Now was the time to strike, and they were all going to hit hard.

"Wish they would relax a bit." James sighed as he wrinkled the report and tossed in an arc into a basketball hoop above a trash can. "Score!"

James thought of the young boy he had ‘recommended’ to the Rebirth Project and jumped to his feet. He ran a hand through his golden blond hair and let out a mischievous smile. "Let's pay the kid a visit..."

 

            

    
        Chapter 17: Cashy or Kashi

    
    
    
    
                Two Months Later.

Kerta,

9:52 am, 13  th   Peniel 1091.

 

Over the past month, news of Cashy, the painter with a great love of money spread around Kerta like wildfire. Summoned and Residents alike flocked to the strange daeben who spent a couple of hours every day at Kerta’s Northern Gate with his pet direwolf to get a portrait of themselves or purchase one of his figurines or paintings. Warriors got their weapons repaired and paid for the insane boosts from his delicious meals.

The daeben’s flora paintings were the most sought-after of all his goods, and by the end of each day, when he finally closed up shop, he was raking in profits of several dozens of Syros.

Over the past month, Kashi kept a strict schedule. At first light, he would purchase the necessary materials and ingredients for his crafts from the shops. After which, he spent three hours in the morning repairing and cooking morning meals for adventurers heading out to the fields or dungeons. Following this, he would go hunting with Kira. Well, by hunting, it was more like Kira would go hunting while Kashi painted and sculpted the products to be sold that night.

Kashi also gave Kira pointers while she hunted, helping her to become an even more effective hunter. In return, he made sure to take full advantage of the corpses she left behind. The ability to gain the entire carcass of beasts was one advantage Kashi had over other Summoned. This phenomenon existed because Kira was not Kashi’s pet, but a native monster of the world who just happened to be tagging alongside the daeben. 

Of course, the downside to this was the fact that Kashi and Kira did not share experience points. However, Kashi did not care about this as the lack of experience points paled in comparison to the boon of obtaining a full carcass as animal drops others found rare were easily obtained by the daeben.

There was one other disadvantage to this, and one that actually hurt the daeben a little. Monsters killed by Kira did not drop any random loot. So, he could not get things like skill books, money and weapons this way. Also, if he assisted the battle in any way, even if was a single distraction shot, the game would count that against him, and the beast would ‘burst’ into petal light and leave random loot.

Well, tit-for-tat. The daeben swallowed this loss. After all, from the standpoint of a craftsman, the current situation could not have been any more advantageous. His endless supply of increasingly higher-leveled meat meant he effectively had a monopoly on the chef business. At the very least, some Summoned who tried to copy his business were mortified to find they could not match his productivity. 

Just as the gods of capitalism intended, it was not long before copycats began to pile around the Northern Gates to leech off the daeben’s success. Several artists, chefs, and blacksmiths sent by various Guilds suddenly popped up around the daeben and began to undercut his business by selling similar products and services at lower prices. The situation did not immediately take a nosedive as the daeben’s name and consumer-friendly business practices enticed some consumers to remain.

Unfortunately, the Guilds could afford to take certain losses in the short term. They severely undercut the daeben’s prices to the extent even some of Kashi’s most loyal customers could not resist the temptation and switched to the other salesmen.

Kashi found he was not as annoyed by the guild’s interference as he had thought he would. This was because, even though he had been making an enormous profit, most of his skills had stopped improving because most customers asked for similar products.

If there was one thing the daeben had learned during his time as a craftsman, it was the fact that uninspired products significantly slowed down the progress of skills. As proof, despite all the works he had done, his Handicraft, Painting, and Sculpting skill was stuck at Beginner Level 9, refusing to enter the intermediate level. 

The only skills with real progress were his Chef skill which had entered Intermediate level 2, and the newly acquired First-Aid skill which had reached Beginner Level 6, learned and improved by bandaging and treating Kira's injuries after her hunts.

With all these in mind, Kashi resolutely closed down his shop and returned to the city. The guilds’ craftsmen and merchants celebrated when he left. After all, even though they had succeeded in undercutting him, the daeben’s skills meant he was always a dangerous threat to their profits.

Oblivious to the thoughts and worries of the worries of the guilds, Kashi spent the next month on a new schedule. This time, he spent most of his days either in the blacksmith, tailor or the leatherworking shops. By this time, Kira was as tall as a regular dog and about as strong as a regular level 10-12 Summoned, so he took her hunting at night to fight against the stronger predators. 

During this period, Kashi spent 95% of his time in-game, only exiting for three hours every three days for a shower and brief workout in the real world. This crazy schedule paid off as one month after he closed the stall, the adventurers were quite pleased to see Kashi open shop once more.

The various guilds’ merchants and craftsmen watched the daeben’s opening with narrowed gazes and trepidation in their hearts.

Oblivious to the merchants’ emotions, Kashi greeted his customers with a bright smile, "My apologies for closing so suddenly. I needed the time to create even better goods that are deserving of your continuous patronage.” Kashi took out some items from a large sack he was carrying and neatly arranged them on the table. “ I am pleased to announce a new line of products, for the beautiful ladies and strapping gentlemen of Kerta." 

Kashi had spent the last month taking advantage of his solid foundation in smithery, leatherworking, and tailoring to devise a strategy to quickly upgrade his crafting skills. 

The first thing Kashi did was buy a new set of advanced tools for all the professions ranging from a blacksmith's hammer to a tailor's spinning wheel. These purchases cost him a lot of money, 500 Syros to be exact, because he did not belong to any of these classes, and hence did not get their discount.

Following this, Kashi purchased 200 Syros worth of iron ore, which translated to about six thousand iron ore. In regular games, it would have only taken him a few seconds to change these to iron ingots item. Live no Evil was nowhere as forgiving.

Kashi could have chosen to directly buy iron ingots, but he decided to purchase ores because of their smelting process. To effectively smelt the ore, he was forced to expose himself to the blast furnace’s incredible heat. This, in turn, increased his fire resistance. It took a whole day, but he successfully converted all six-thousand ores to iron ingots.

Following this, the daeben had two options to hammer the ingots into the desired shape: cold smithing and hot smithing. Cold smithing involved beating the nugget into the desired shape with brute force. With over 70 points in Strength, Kashi more than met the requirements of this method for low-level metal. However, he opted to go with the hot method to save time and expose himself to the heat of the furnace.

Kashi heated each ingot in the forge, then hammered them into the shape of helmets. Luckily, he already had a strong foundation and high handicraft skills. As a result, it took a short period for each helmet to be completed. His handicraft skill did not rise at all, but the Blacksmith and Armory skill rose to level seven. 

Kashi sold the finished products to the blacksmith shop and gained his gold back, along with a small profit of a few large silver Syros. Kashi immediately bought a new set of iron ingots and repeated the painstaking process over and over until he hit level 9 in both blacksmithing and armory, at which his stats ceased to improve any further.

The entire process took Kashi close to a week. This was annoying and tedious work. It was no wonder craftsmen were so few among players. The daeben would have quit if he were not so innately stubborn.

Kashi saw that his blacksmith skills had hit a dead end, and switched targets to the tailor shops. He purchased several yards of hempen cloth, along with some leather strips, then spent the entirety of the day crafting different hempen products, ranging from hempen hats to hempen pants and slippers.

Just like with the helmets, Kashi made a small profit on the goods by selling the products back to the shop, then bought a new set of materials to repeat the process. This continued for a few days until the Tailoring skill also halted at level nine.

Kashi once again switched to another skill: Leatherworking. Of all his crafts, this was the one where he needed to spend the least. This was because he obtained most of the required materials while hunting with Kira at night. By this point, Kira could easily hunt down foxes, wolfs and Bisons, providing Kashi with a vast amount of materials. 

After each hunt, Kashi provided the location of the slain beast to the Adventurers’ Guild then tanned the skinned pelt at the leatherworker shop. Kashi crafted leather hats, leather jackets, and trousers with the tanned leather, then sold the products to the shop. Even though he paid to use the shop’s utilities, he still earned a very tidy profit. His stats finally hit Beginner Level 9 by the end of the week. 

When he was done, Kashi took a look at his skill window.

 




	
Skills





	
Category
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Level


	
Proficiency
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Ki


	
Mana





	
Crafts


	
Identify


	
[6/20]


	
37%


	
-


	
-





	
Sculptor


	
Beginner [9]


	
74%


	
-


	
-





	
Chef


	
Intermediate [2]


	
34%


	
-


	
-





	
Artist


	
Beginner [9]


	
99%


	
-


	
-





	
Blacksmith


	
Beginner [9]


	
90%


	
-


	
-





	
Armorer


	
Beginner [9]
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-


	
-





	
Tailor


	
Beginner [9]


	
56%


	
-


	
-





	
Leatherworker


	
Beginner [9]


	
23%


	
-


	
-





	
Handicraft


	
[9/40]


	
99%


	
-


	
-





	
Combat (Passive)


	
Archery


	
Beginner [8]


	
24%


	
-


	
-





	
Combat (Active)


	
Silent Feet


	
[15/20]


	
28%


	
30


	
-





	
Rapid-Shot


	
 [2/20]


	
14%


	
30


	
-





	
Multi-Shot


	
[2/20]


	
16%


	
40


	
-





	
Homing Arrow


	
[1/20]


	
86%


	
50


	
-





	
Keen Eyes


	
[6/20]


	
96%


	
30


	
-





	
Keen Sense


	
[7/20]


	
83%


	
70


	
-








 

 

With all his crafting skills at nine, Kashi prepared for the final phase of his plan. For this stage, he spent every Syros he had on raw materials from each respective craft. Kashi already had the recipes for generic weapons and armor, but he was not one to do things the easy way.

The daeben separated the materials into two. One half was to be used for clothing or armor, while the other half was to be used to craft weapons. 

Kashi’s high Strength and boosts from the Handicraft skill meant the daeben could craft weapons for adventurers as high as level 70 and below. However, the daeben chose to start small, and craft high-quality works for adventurers ranging from level 30 – 50.

Kashi’s unique crafting method began to shine from this point on. First, he crafted several sword, spear and ax blades, then utilized his leatherworking skills to craft comfortable hilts and gorgeous sheaths. The handles improved the wielder's grip, which in game terms, boosted their Dexterity. The daeben took the process one step further by utilizing his sculpting skills to engrave stylish designs onto the hilts and blades of the swords, which made his weapons immensely stand out from the bland stuff they sold at the weapon store. 

After the completion of his first sword, all the crafts Kashi utilized simultaneously jumped into the intermediate level, and though they did not increase as fast, subsequent creations helped increase his stats.

Kashi, through similar crafting processes, created several high-level armors. However, rather than taking the game’s shortcut of pounding out an entire armor, the daeben chose to individually craft each piece of the armor. This allowed him to carve designs onto certain parts before joining them together. Kashi then utilized his leatherworking skills to pad the interior of the armors to make them more comfortable, and thereby increase the user’s Agility.

Many classes did not utilize full armor. For these classes, Kashi took a page from the costumes used in Chinese folklore. He employed mixtures of tailoring and leatherworking skills to craft eye-pleasing cloth, and leather armor then reinforced their protection through greaves, armguards and thin layers of breastplate armor.

Kashi especially kept mages in mind who lacked Strength to don heavy armor, and could not wear too much metal as it interfered with their magic casting. For these mages, he crafted cloth robes, then used hardened leather to provide protection to critical areas.

Kashi ensured the final products were functionally and aesthetically superior to every other product on the market. The daeben was definitely successful in his endeavors, and he spent the remaining two weeks crafting several products. Although he could not make every single product unique, he ensured there were only at most ten copies of the same kind of creation. Finally, he marked all his products with the emblem of a howling wolf in honor of Kira’s mother.

After all that hard work, it was time to see if it would pay off. After crafting himself a small stall at his usual spot outside the gate, Kashi put the items on display and waited for the adventurers to give their verdict.

Their reaction was much better than the daeben could have ever anticipated.

Summoned and Adventurers rushed to his stall, clamoring to buy the gear he had crafted. Who could blame them? All of Kashi’s works were at the very least Uncommon. A couple reached Rare, and even a handful managed to reach the Epic rank. As a result, Kashi’s products could be used for five to ten levels above their initial recommended level.

Furthermore, Kashi’s new line of paintings featured men and women donning his products, striking down monsters, or stuck in one badass pose or another. It was such an advertising success that those who could not get their hands on the products made sure to at the very least, buy the portraits.

Before the sun dropped, the daeben’s shop was wiped clean, and he made a profit of two-hundred gold (20,000 Syros) for his troubles. This was far more than he knew what to do with, as he had already increased his crafting skills to satisfactory levels. To be honest, he was tired of anvils and needles. Having made a tidy profit that left the other guilds’ merchants blue in the face, Kashi decided to slow down and find a nice distraction.

Only one in-game month remained before Kashi and Kira’s appointment with Fladnag. Looking at everything he had accomplished, the daeben decided the only thing left to increase was his ridiculously low mana. There were two methods for Summoned to improve their wisdom and intelligence outside of stat points. Those methods were through Meditation and Reading.

Unfortunately, Meditation skills could only be acquired through ultra-rare skill books, leaving the most common method to be studying and reading books. Kashi knew it was going to be difficult for him to gain wisdom by reading because of his level, but it would be even more challenging to increase his Wisdom through bonus stat points due to his race. 

Kashi's new path took him to the Cat's Glass, the largest tower in all of Kerta. Now that he thought about it, it was quite odd he had never gone there before. It served as a government office, library, and housed various apartment offices for several guilds.

Kashi had no business with any guilds, so he made his way to the library. It was quite large, housing several books neatly arranged into sections. Out of curiosity, he checked the magic section and was appalled to find only books on fire, ice and healing spells on the shelves. It seemed that if one wanted to learn sophisticated magic, this was definitely not the city to be spawned into.

Kashi took out a few foundational books explaining the origin and manipulation of mana from the magic section row, then took several books from different crafting sections, encyclopedias and guides. He checked the calendar to confirm how many months there were in a year in this world.





	
Month


	
Days


	
Seasons





	
Jundalph


	
34


	
Winter





	
Muriel


	
34


	
Winter





	
Banem


	
34


	
Winter/Spring





	
Zelyr


	
33


	
Spring





	
Ryanem


	
34


	
Spring





	
Sachem


	
33


	
Summer





	
Peniel


	
34


	
Summer





	
Maha


	
34


	
Autumn





	
Mazem


	
34


	
Autumn





	
Ryzul


	
34


	
Autumn/Winter





	
Derpol


	
35


	
Winter








 

Furthermore, he was finally able to confirm the days of the month: Suchiel, Mochiel; Tuchiel; Wenchiel; Thruchiel; Frochiel; and finally, Stachiel.

The library charged him five gold to rent the books - he would get four gold coins back if the books were returned in excellent condition.

Kashi placed the books into his inventory and exited the library. On his way out of Cat’s Glass, three humans blocked his path.m. Two of the humans were male, Cerulian warriors, sporting huge, intimidating weapons, while the third was a Masonian female rogue. 

"Are you Kashi?" Warrior#1 asked. He was rather tall, with spiky blue air and wore a full set of heavy armor.

"Who's asking?" Kashi questioned as he glared at Warrior #1. He did not appreciate having his path blocked. Especially when the person doing the blocking had such a smug, self-important expression.

Kira, who in the past month, had nearly doubled in size, issued a low warning growl as she glared at the warriors.

"The name's Nyte,” Warrior #1 introduced himself, evidently not scared by Kira’s bloodthirsty visage. This was a man who had a strong opinion of his own strength. “My partner is Blade. The rouge's Sasha."

Kashi snorted and replied, "Nice to make your acquaintance."

"Wow, he really does talk like that." Blade chuckled. He was skinnier and wore lighter armor compared to his friend. Judging the spear strapped to his back, he was a Lancer.

"We would like you to join our guild,  Silver Hand ," Nyte said.

"Why would I do that?" Kashi did not mean to be overly rude, but something about the way they ambushed him raised alarms in his head.

"There are currently over 500 members in our guild. We are the strongest in Kerta, and have cleared several high-level dungeons." Blade boasted proudly.

"I am not looking to join any guilds." Kashi’s irritation began to cause his formal speech to slip.

"You would benefit from your cooperation,” Nyte patiently explained. “We can offer protection and high level items." 

"Like I said. Not interested." Kashi brushed past them, choosing to leave, but Nyte grabbed his arm and held him in place. Kashi’s gaze hardened, and a sliver of bloodlust clouded his eyes as he warned, "Let go.”

"You misunderstand. This is not a request. You will join  Silver Hand ." Nyte abandoned all pretense of diplomacy, opting instead to threaten the weak merchant.

"If I refuse?" Kashi's glare intensified as he shrugged off Nyte's hand.

"If you refuse to join, then you must cease all crafting or turn in a percentage of your profit to our guild," Sasha answered. She had one of those deep, wise lady voices commonly used in movies.

"I rather enjoy crafting. It earns me a lot of money, and I have no desire to give you a single coin,” Kashi replied with a mocking shrug. “What do we do?"

"This city cannot have craftsmen that do not work under Silver Hand,” Nyte warned. “It will upset the balance we have constructed."

Kashi finally grasped the reason for their ambush. Their guild most likely held the monopoly on crafted products before he came along. Since there were little to no painters or sculptors, they had not bothered with him before. But the massive success on only his first-day selling armor and weapons, coupled with the uniqueness of his designs, had become a considerable threat to their income.

"Then tell your craftsmen to step up their game and chase me out the right way.” The icy hatred in Kashi’s eyes chilled the assailants down to their blood marrow. “I will never concede to those who bully others to get what they want." 

"The plains can be very dangerous." Nyte looked at Kira and warned. "To both you and your pet."

Kira’s eyes turned blood-red, and she almost attacked, but Kashi placed a hand on her head and scratched her ears. "I'll take my chances," Kashi said and confidently walked away, knowing they could not openly attack him inside the city. The act of murder within a city was punishable by several years in prison or execution. 

However, Player-Killing (PK) outside settlements resulted in infamy and a temporary ban from cities. If there were no witnesses, it was even better as they would receive no penalty except increased Infamy.

"I told you it would be a waste of time to talk to such a weak player." Sasha laughed at Kashi's retreating figure. "Just look at his gear. I bet he chose to upgrade his crafting skills because he was afraid of dying."

"It does not matter,” Nyte replied. “Since he chose to defy Absalon-sama, we will have to teach him a lesson the next time he leaves the city."

Ignoring the glares from his ambushers, Kashi walked to the Archery Practice hall to devise a plan on how he would spend his remaining month.

 

            

    
        Chapter 18: The Suit Makes The Man

    
    
    
    
                Suzuki’s Room,

Undisclosed Location.

1:32 pm, Tuesday, 28  th   April 2043.

 

Suzuki took a towel to his wet hair as he read an email from Genaco that ordered him to be present for some function on Sunday at 8pm. Stranger still, he was required to arrive in formal clothing. 

This would have been all well and good if it was not for one slight problem. Suzuki examined the clothes in his closet, and sure enough, he did not have any formal clothing to his name. He had never bought any non-school related collar shirts, and he sure as hell never considered buying formal pants. Who needed all those when they could wear a simple T-shirt and jeans? If they were feeling fancy, they could add a jacket or hoody. It just worked. 

Sighing, Suzuki closed his closet, realizing he would have to go buy something to wear. Suzuki was not averse to this change of pace. He had not left the room in over two weeks because of Kashi’s mad rush to train his crafting skills. While that was all well and good for the daeben, it had cost Suzuki a lot of time.

Suzuki hung the towel in the bathroom then exited the room. The young man paused on the hallway, shocked by the number of people walking to and fro. Ever since the first day, he had not seen anyone else except Jade and the weird guy with silver hair. He guessed he was not the only one who had gotten the strange message.

Suzuki pulled the hood of his jacket over his head, made himself as small as possible, then weaved through the boisterous crowd, careful not to bump into anybody. Once he was safely through, he rushed to the elevator and exited the building.

The midday sun shone down warmly on the facility as a gentle breeze caressed its inhabitants, the sweet smell of spring in the air. At least, that was how the couples in the streets, walking hand in hand, chatting amicably and losing themselves in passionate kisses felt.

Suzuki, on the other hand, saw something entirely different.  'I guess if you're going to be trapped in a place you don't know, you might as well suck face with the other prisoners.' 

The young man cycled along the streets, ignoring the irritatingly many couples around. What the heck had happened to everybody in the last two weeks? His quest to find a shop took him to the Entertainment Sector which was even far worse than the Residential Sector. There seemed to be far more people here than he had seen in the entire auditorium. Then again, no one said the hall he crashed into was the only place the orientation was held. 

There was also the possibility that more volunteers joined after Suzuki went into the game world. From the joyful expressions on the volunteers’ faces, Suzuki was now confident he was most likely the only one who had been kidnapped.  ‘That damn Shouyou!’

Suzuki’s trip took him past an amusement park, where he paused in shock. The rides were not only fully functioning, but they were also fully staffed, complete with a freaking clown! Wait, this was the same facility, right? They had not transferred him in his sleep to some alternate location, right? 

Suzuki shivered at the sight and continued his ride to search for somewhere he could buy some formal clothes. He stopped at a promising store with shining English letters, 'Suave.' 

‘Subtle.’

Suzuki secured his bike, then walked into the store. It was quite large, serving as a shop for both guys and girls. He had never been to a clothing store this large, having bought all his clothes from local department stores. The young man questioned an attendant who directed him to the male section.

‘What in the five hells?!’  Suzuki’s eyebrows jumped in shock as he looked at the ridiculous price tags. He took a few shirts to the changing room and tried them on. Suzuki cursed as he repeatedly adjusted his collar. 

These clothes were alien, suffocating and horribly expensive. He could not figure out why anyone would want to wear these, much less spend the exorbitant prices for them. But that was all secondary. First, he had to figure out what to even get. This proved to be quite a daunting task. It was impossible for a T-shirter like him to know what was stylish and what was not.

Thirty minutes later, Suzuki gave up browsing and grabbed the cheapest suit he saw: a slightly oversized, brown, double-breasted coat, and bootcut formal pants. He went to the cashier to pay for the suit, hoping he had enough money left over.

Suzuki placed the suit on the counter, but a small petite hand yanked it off before the cashier could rin. Stunned, Suzuki turned to his left to see whose hand that was. 

As it turned out, the hand belonged to a tall, beautiful, blue-eyed girl, who was most likely a foreigner. Her long blonde hair was well groomed into two curling ponytails. She was dressed in a green one-piece gown that showed off her ample bosom. 

"Can I have that back?" Suzuki asked, holding out his hand.

"Sorry, but I absolutely cannot give this back," The girl replied as he tossed the suit onto a rack with a disgusted expression.

"Huh?” Suzuki uttered in confusion.  ‘Is this normal? Can someone really butt into another person’s business?? ’ “What do you mean you can't?"

"That suit is positively hideous," the girl exclaimed with a wave of her hand. She seemed to recall something, as she turned to the cashier and said. "No offense."

The cashier shook his head in reply.

"And why do you care?" Suzuki attempted to grab the suit, but she quickly snatched it away.

"Usually I could not care less what an obvious NEET wears. But, you looked so helpless, I could not help myself." The girl turned around and marched toward the male section. She called over her shoulder, "Come!"

'I'm going to regret this.'  Suzuki tucked his hands in his hoody and followed the strange girl.

The blonde girl picked up a slim-fitted shirt from a rack and held it up against Suzuki. Her brows furrowed slightly as she couldn’t get a good read of him. She pointed at his hoody and ordered, "Take that off.” 

Suzuki obeyed and took off his hoody. He hung it on a rack then turned to the girl. “Is that it?”

The girl held up the shirt next to Suzuki’s body. She fell into deep thought, as she picked up different shirts and placed them next to his chest. A hidden light shone in her eyes as she ordered, "Take off the shirt."

Suzuki’s brow shot up in question. “Is that really necessary?”

“I’m the one picking your clothes,” the girl replied. “Don’t question me.”

Suzuki sighed and relented. He took off the shirt and tossed it onto the nearby rack.

The strange girl whistled as she admired Suzuki’s finely sculpted muscles and abs. "You have quite the exquisite body. Why would you hide this under that dreadful hood?" She ran a finger down his chest, a strange look in her eyes. "My eyes never deceive me."

"Uh, is there a point to this?" Suzuki’s deadpan voice destroyed the mood.

"Hmm..." The girl looked into the empty eyes and shook her head, her enthusiasm destroyed. "Okay. Here, try this on." She said as she handed him a fitted white shirt and a black suit jacket.

Suzuki readily accepted the clothes if only so he could get away from her. A few moments later, he stepped out of the changing room. 

The girl smiled brightly, hands on her hips as if proud of her creation. "You look absolutely splendid. Now, if only we need to do something about that hair of yours." She reached up to touch his rather long bangs.

“Who’s a good boy?” She said as she reached for his head. However, the young boy shivered in fear, as he couldn’t tell when that outstretched palm would ball into a fist.

A repressed memory surfaced as the girl’s hands reached for Suzuki’s head, causing the young man to sharply retreat in panic. Suzuki’s hasty retreat sent him into a rack of clothes. He tumbled over, but he was lucky that the clothes broke his fall. "Fuck," Suzuki cursed, rubbing his sore elbows as he sat up. He looked at the fallen heap in dread, hoping he did not damage any of the clothing.

The girl stood over him and reached out her hand. "You are rather clumsy," she said remarked with a chuckle. 

Those mocking eyes were the last straw. 

"Will you cut it out!" Suzuki yelled in rage as he slapped her hand away and rose to his feet on his own.

"You do have some spirit in you," The girl remarked, unfazed by his burst of anger. 

Suzuki’s rage was like an explosion: quick, fierce, and brief. By the time he got to his feet, his tone had regained its neutrality. He looked at the girl and questioned, "Why are you doing this... um?"

"Ah, forgive my terrible manners. My name is Saeko Minako,” the girl introduced herself. “Pleased to make your acquaintance. In response to your question. I am doing this because you are irresistibly cute."

"Sure,” Suzuki snorted, showing what he thought of her compliment. “I’m Mato Suzuki. Thanks for the help Minako-san. I can take care of it from here.” He turned to leave, but Saeko blocked his path.

"Now, now, you do not need to be so guarded,” Saeko cooed in a sing-song voice as she inched toward Suzuki who reflexively retreated until he hit the wall.

With nowhere left to go, Saeko placed her hands on the wall on either side of Suzuki. "That jacket really does look good on you." Her voice was hoarse with unrestrained desire. She licked her lips and met his gaze.

*cough* *cough*

Two, loud, unapologetic coughs destroyed the atmosphere.

Suzuki turned to see Jade looking at him with an amused smile and folded arms. Suzuki realized he had heard of this. Was this the legendary angry smile?

"Two weeks you don't answer my calls,” Jade said with a bright smile that did not reach her eyes. “So this is what you were up to?" 

"Nope.” Suzuki denied. He noticed Saeko's attention was on Jade and used the chance to wriggle away. Finally free, he patted the jacket and explained, “I came to buy some formal clothes, and she somehow decided to help me out.”

“Oh? What part of that involves kissing in public?” Jade teased, and thoroughly enjoyed Suzuki’s distressed silence. It was evident he was not used to arguing against others. 

"Ah, the mood is completely gone,” Saeko lamented with a fake, pained expression, making it obvious she had been teasing the young man. “Mato-kun, would you kindly introduce me to your friend?"

"Yeah, sure.” Suzuki’s biting tone revealed he was not at all pleased with being used as a punchline for these two women’s jokes. “Minako-san, this is Jade Yuhi. Jade, Saeko Minako-san." He introduced them, then quietly grabbed his clothes while they gauged each other and walked to the changing room.

"Yuhi-chan was it? You two seem to be rather close. Calling each other by your first names." Saeko remarked. “When’d you guys meet?”

"Two weeks back,” Jade replied. “Haven’t seen him since.” The young woman’s locked brows betrayed the raging fire that burned within her.

"Haha, he does seem to be the inconsiderate type, doesn’t he?”

Jade shook her head and issued a light shrug. “Tragic, isn’t it?”

The young women chuckled as they joked about Suzuki’s ‘fake badassery.’ The young man happened to exit the changing room at that moment, dressed in his comfortable hoody while carrying the clothes Saeko had handed him. He noticed the chatting ladies and decided to take a long way around, across some other aisles. 

Give him a bully or a giant monster, and Suzuki would face them head-on. Women, on the other hand, were creatures he could not understand.

As Suzuki walked to the counter, fate played one more trick on him. He ran into the strange, silver-haired man he had met in the park. 

"Yo, Sukki-chan!" Taiga cheerfully greeted when he saw Suzuki who was in the middle of turning away. "What brings you here?"

His cover blown, Suzuki turned around. "I could ask you the same. You did not peg me as the corporate wear type."

"I'm not,” Taiga lamented. “Some hotshot came a week ago and turned this place upside down. Said I have to go for some weird event on Sunday."

"You too huh," Suzuki muttered with a sigh. "See ya around. I need to check these out before they remember me,” he said as he held up the clothes in his hands.

A strange look flashed in Syèl’s eyes. "By any chance, are the people you're talking about a blondie and a goth chick?" 

"Yeah. How did—oh." Suzuki turned around and saw the very people he had been trying to give the slip. "Hi?"

Jade stormed up to Suzuki and drove a devastating punch to his gut. "That's for not calling."

"Woah." Taiga blinked as Suzuki clutched his stomach and crumpled to the floor. He beamed at the feisty lady and introduced himself. "Name's Taiga and you guys are?" 

"Leaving,” Jade replied with an angry snort.

Saeko bent over Suzuki and put her number into his phone. "See you later, Mato-kun." The female duo left the young man sprawled on the floor and exited the shop. 

"I like your friends," Taiga praised as he held out his hand to help Suzuki up.

"Yeah, well, I could do with less drama," Suzuki remarked as he effortlessly rose to his feet. There was no way that little girl’s punch did any damage. However, he had learned long ago that showing pain was an excellent way to get trouble off your back.

"You are the type of guy girls end up hating," Taiga remarked as he handed Suzuki the suit he had dropped.

"Well, they can get in line then," Suzuki replied as he went to pay for the suit, finishing the rest of his allowance on the expensive clothing.

'This had better be worth it.'





Inside the amusement park, Akari stood uncomfortably in a polo shirt and jeans. The reason for his odd attire was the result of the happy-go-lucky blond strolling towards him with two ice cream cones in his hand.

"Here you go. Double-decker vanilla and chocolate, with sprinkles and coating." James handed him one of the cones.

"Who would eat that?" Akari regarded the sweet poison with disdain but took it nonetheless.

"You need to loosen up Seki. You're always so uptight. I hear it's not good for the heart," James said as they walked towards one of the rides.

"This is not good for my health either. But that did not stop you from handing it to me." Akari countered, irritated by the overall mood of the compound. 

Ever since James arrived roughly two weeks ago, he had proceeded to completely transform the atmosphere in the compound, claiming it would produce better results for their NS ratios. His first order of business was to fully staff all the entertainment spots, starting with the amusement park, then all the way to the cinemas. 

James then hired some people to play sports like basketball and soccer, until the residents themselves started playing. It did not take long for more and more people to stop spending the entire day cooped up in their drives and start coming out more.

"I don't get your reasoning." Akari scolded. "I would have thought you would want them spending more time in the virtual world to increase their NS."

James revealed a smile. He looked at a nearby ride and asked, "Say, why do people play games?"

Akari drew a blank. He had never been the type to divulge in gaming, having spent his time buried either in books or on the baseball field. "If I had to guess, I would say to escape reality?"

James chuckled. "That's one way of looking at it. What sets a good game apart from another is how immersed a player can get in it while playing."

"What does that have to do with encouraging less playing?"

"As you said, gamers love games because it's the best way for us to escape the dregs of reality. Movies and books are good an' all, but nothing can beat questing for the perfect sword to slay that unbeatable beast and emerging victorious, the hero of the land." James' eyes looked past his surroundings to an unknown scenery, a dreamy smile on his face.

Akari frowned. "Still does not exp-"

"What do you think happens when that very game turns into a prison?” James interrupted. “What happens if someone is  forced  to play a game he once loved just so he can live?"

Realization dawned on Akari. "They begin to hate the game."

"Yes. No matter how long gamers stay in the game, if they do not truly enjoy it, then it is pointless,” James explained. “They will never strive to become any better, and as a result, never unlock their true potentials." 

"So, you are effectively removing the last bit of hesitation from them."

James chuckled. "You make it sound bad."

"You are a truly dangerous man,” Akari remarked with a shake of his head.

"Someone has to be." James patted Akari on the shoulder. "Now, let's ride that one,” James suggested as he pointed at the largest rollercoaster ride in the park.

The signboard wrote clearly in shining neon lights:  Cheating Death!

"..."

 

            

    
        Chapter 19: Leila the Hunter

    
    
    
    
                Hunter Brotherhood Training Centre,

Kerta,

7:53 am, 15  th   Peniel 1091.

 

Kashi sat in the Training Center’s common room, which doubled as the reception, and lounge immersed in his books. Kira, lay next to him, eyes shut as she enjoyed a rare rest. Serti sat opposite the daeben, sharpening a set of arrows with a whetstone, while Bert, as usual, rested on the table, deep in sleep. Over by the bar, Yugo prepared a beverage for the group in the bar. An atmosphere of pure bliss and tranquility suffused the room, embarrassing curious souls who wandered into the building. 

Yugo walked over and placed the prepared drinks on the table, then looked up as a beautiful, female wisben walked into the building with a longbow slung over her shoulder. The wisben was dressed in a body-fitted, light-green, leather shirt, pants, and boots. Her chest and arms received further protection from hardened leather half-chest armor and arm guards. The wisben’s sleek, black hair was tied into a long ponytail that reached all the way to the back of her knee. 

Serti also caught her approach. His lips parted to a welcome grin as he greeted, "Ah, good morning Leila-chan.” 

"Morning Serti," The young woman returned the greeting as she joined Serti and company at the table. Yugo returned from the bar and placed a mug in front of her. "Thanks, Yugo," Leila said with gratitude as she took a sip from the refreshing juice. Leila’s brows jumped when she noticed the daeben engrossed in his book. She called out his name with doubt, "Cashy?" 

Kashi did not reply, wholly enraptured by the theories discussed in the book. He had not even realized someone had entered the room. 

"Don't take it to heart,” Serti soothed. “He gets like that once he has a book in his hands." 

"I'm fine. I had a friend who did that a lot,” Leila revealed as she took a sip from the juice. She closed her eyes as she relished in its exceptional taste. 

"What brings you back here Leila-chan?" Yugo asked as he took a seat of his own around the table. "Last we saw you, you said you were headed to Grissa Crags."

"Yes. I did go there, but the monsters were too strong for only me," Leila lamented, brows drawn together in pain. 

"So you need a party then?" Serti asked.

Leila shook her head. "One competent partner I can trust my back to is enough. I managed to clear the cave, but my health was too low by the time I reached the boss." She clenched her fists, upset by her own incompetence.

"You did well enough to clear the cave by yourself. Grissa Crags usually requires well-balanced parties,” Serti soothed. “As for someone competent to accompany you..." He turned to Kashi with a hot gaze that seemed to burn through the book. Yugo and Leila also directed their gazes at the daeben.

It started with a little twitching, but then sweat broke out on his face as Kashi began to feel more and more uncomfortable. Eventually, the daeben gave up. He placed the book on the table and questioned, "May I inquire as to why you all regard me so?"

"We would like you to accompany the lady to Grissa Crags," Serti said.

Kashi looked from him to the wisben with the coldest pair of green eyes he had ever seen. He had never thought green could be such a chilling color. However, his unease did not show on his face as he greeted, "My name is Kashi. Pleased to meet you."

"Likewise. I'm Leila Lightwood. You can call me Leila," Leila introduced extended her hand, which he took in a firm grip. "I'm a level, 35 Hunter. You?"

“Level 20. Undecided," Kashi replied.

"I'm sorry. Undecided? What does that mean?" Leila questioned with shock in her eyes.

"I do not have a class yet,” Kashi explained. “My apologies if you are disappointed."

Leila's discomfort at the fact he had no class was understandable. Summoned got insane bonuses to both stats and weapon perks upon choosing a Class. Some of the skills and perks were even near impossible for classless people to learn! However, she was the one asking for help here. She could not tell another person how to build their character. "No, that was my bad. It should be fine if you just provide support."

"He will do fine, Leila-chan,” Serti assessed and made a face at Kashi. This damned daeben refused to sell himself. Was he hoping Leila would think he was too weak and leave him alone? Too bad Serti was present to wreck that plan. “He finished the training before you did."

"Oh? So he's the one you were talking about,” Leila softly exclaimed as she regarded the daeben in a new light. She knew about the Golden Body bonus as she had challenged it herself. Even if Kashi did not obtain the bonus, she knew how high his strength must have grown if he really trained non-stop for three in-game weeks without leveling. He should have enough extra stats to offset the missing class bonuses. “Very well, he can accompany me."

Kashi looked at the two wisbens deciding his fate without bothering to consult him, and considered refusing the request because he wanted to raise his mana as much as possible. At that moment, he felt Kira's warm chest press against his leg, and he decided to go on with it. The experience would be proper training for both of them.

"I shall accompany you," Kashi spoke up, cutting into their conversation. "It should prove to be educational." 

"I'm glad to hear that,” Leila remarked with a smile. “If it’s alright with you, we’ll leave at sundown."

"Fine by me," Kashi stated then returned to his books, determined to raise his mana.

Time passed with each person engrossed in their own business. The sun dipped, darkening the horizon, and Kashi, Kira, and Leila bid the training center’s trio goodbye.

Kashi changed his gear when they were outside the gates to a black, skintight sleeveless shirt with a similarly black scarf around his neck that doubled as a mask which he raised to cover both his mouth and nose. On his feet, he wore black pants and leather boots.

The daeben also equipped a powerful short bow and a quiver containing steel arrows. Finally, Kashi strapped on a pair of armguards for extra protection and fingerless gloves to increase his dexterity. His outfitting complete, he followed Leila's lead.

"Where did you learn how to craft like that?" Leila asked, breaking the silence as they entered the Silverwoood forest.

"I've had prior training," Kashi nonchalantly stated. In truth, this was the understatement of the century. As part of his early training, Razznik had spent three in-game years learning all the crafts to fund his martial arts training. During that period, Suzuki had to rely on the funds generated by Razznik’s crafts to pay for his monthly subscription. Of course, this was all before Razznik made himself known to the world.

"Heeh. You're pretty good,” Leila praised. “Are you going to keep on crafting?"

"Probably, but nothing large-scale anytime soon,” Kashi replied. “I have other things I need to focus on."

"Sounds in—“ Leila’s words were cut short as wolf dove at her from behind a thicket.

Thwip!

An arrow scattered the wolf’s brain before it reached her and the poor beast shattered into light petals. Leila turned to Kashi who had slung his bow over his shoulder. ‘ When did he pull that out?’ "Thanks for the help."

Kashi nodded. "No problem." 

The rest of the trip was uneventful, save for the stray wolf or wild snake that wandered onto their path. 

"We're here," Leila said, causing Kashi looked around in confusion. They were in the thick of the forest, and there was nothing but trees in all directions. “This way,” Leila beckoned as she went down on all fours and parted a rather odd-looking thicket. She crawled into the thicket and disappeared soon after.

Kashi raised a brow in interest, then mimicked her movements. He was shocked to find a small opening in the earth beyond the thicket. It was inclined downwards, and once he crawled into the hole, he slid down the tunnel, followed closely by Kira. The ride down was quite smooth, and when he finally skidded to a stop, he found himself in a cave with a door with strange writings and paintings on it. 

Leila stood in front to the door, waiting for him.

"How did you even find this place?" Kashi asked, as he got up and dusted himself. He got out of the way as Kira slid down next to him.

Leila shook her head and revealed with an exasperated sigh, "Believe it or not, I fell over while running from a King Snake."

Kashi suppressed an urge to burst out laughing. True to their name, King Snakes were large man-sized snakes with deadly attacks and even more lethal poisons. They were ranked in the early hundreds from Summoned’s estimations. Kashi examined the little cove. "So, is this Grissa Crags?"

"Not exactly. It is above us,” Leila clarified. “This is a secret area under Grissa Crags," She said as she opened the door. But she quickly shut it, and worry was etched on her face.

Kashi frowned. "What’s the problem?” 

"The spriggans I defeated earlier have been revived,” Leila replied with a scowl. “We’ll have to fight our way through them again."

"Why’s that a problem?” Kashi questioned. “If you did it once, surely the two of us can get it done faster."

Leila clenched her fists, annoyed by her oversight. "I was lucky. I barely survived last time. My magic resistance is very low, and that is their main method of attack."

"What about their physical resistance?” Kashi asked. “How many arrows did it take you to kill one of them?"

"They are very weak. Three arrows should be enough to kill them,” Leila revealed. “If you can get close enough before they buff themselves that is."

Kashi pondered on the situation. "Say, as a Hunter, you get an increase to Stealth right?"

Leila’s brow rose. "Yes?"

"Do you have the  [Dark Eyes]  skill by any chance?"

"If you mean night vision, then yes,” Leila replied. “Mine’s called  [Owl Eyes]  though."

"Okay, here's what we are going to do..."





Gulack, Renauss Kingdom,

8:23 pm, 15  th   Peniel 1091.

 

An ominous shooting star flashed across the starless sky as chilling winds picked up the heavy stench of blood surrounding a halben, and carried it across the wilderness, warning all intelligent life to stay away from the mass murderer.

Syèl used  [Dawn Pelmut]  to drain to drain the life from the Summoned pleading for mercy beneath his feet. He had long since left the capital city, the glamour, and fame much too dull for the bloodthirsty halben. He leveled up quickly in the wilderness, spending most of his time hunting bandits and player killers wanted by the law.

Syèl couldn’t have been more pleased by this arrangement. He was rewarded for killing people, and the fact that his blood mastery increased much faster when he hunted humanoids, only served as the cherry on the cake. Unfortunately, recently the easy kills had begun to bore the halben. 

Syèl sought a challenge. There was no gratification in killing someone with no fight in them. Just like the weakling beneath his feet. Blood spike shot out of the halben’s foot and stabbed through the warrior’s head. Syèl snorted as he equipped a new pair of boots then wandered through the wilderness to the last known location of one of the offenders on the most wanted list. 

Syèl’s expression lifted as he spotted a group of lights on the horizon. The approaching lights got closer, and Syèl could see they came from lanterns hoisted up on sticks by a company of soldiers returning from an expedition. The company looked worse for the wear. Missing arms gouged eyes and missing legs made up most of the army’s personnel. Some were so injured, they had to be carried on the backs of their comrades.

Syèl openly approached the company with outstretched arms. "What happened?" He asked, feigning concern to the nearest soldier.

The soldiers’ gaze narrowed, and his companions glared at the halben with deep mistrust. "Who are you?"

"Ah, sorry,” Syèl apologized then introduced himself. “My name is Syèl Rifatora."

"You mean Syèl the savior!?" The soldiers perked up at the name, and a lot of his comrades who heard his exclamation turned to him with happy surprise. Their shock was understandable. News of Syèl had already passed through Mònòch to neighboring towns and cities. There was not a soul in the state who had not heard of Syèl.

"The very same,” Syèl revealed and showed the soldier his status window.

"Captain!" the soldier called to his superior upon verifying the halben’s status. "It's Syèl-dono! He should be able to help us."

The captain was a ridiculously large, heavily bearded Nordic man in his forties. A large scar ran across his face from a battle fought sometime in his past. He glared at the lanky halben and gauged him. "What level are you?"

"Forty-three," Syèl answered.

"Never mind then,” the captain rebuked with a shake of his head. “You would only be going to your death."

"That should be for me to decide." Syèl was having none of it. Something that could cause so much damage to these soldiers was worth chasing down!

Raul Nigfer, captain of the hundred man company of the Renauss Kingdom, stared at the unmistakable fire burning in the mages' eyes. "Very well. But I recommend you take a party with you. Going alone would be nothing short of suicide."

Syèl nodded. "I will keep that in mind."

Raul pointed south. "Several miles south of here, lies a village called Neverun. It has been overrun by a flock of cockatrice. We were sent to chase or destroy the beasts, but they proved to be more powerful than expected."

"Sorry about that,” Syèl said, then questioned. “Are there any special traits I should watch out for?"

"Yes. The cockatrice can turn whatever they look at to stone, while others have lethal poison stored in their throats that they can spit over long distances." Raul scratched his chin in thought as he tried to see if he missed out on anything.

"Thanks for the info. I will see to it they are destroyed,” Syèl promised.

"No, thank you Syèl-dono. I pray for your success.” Raul clapped his hands and blessed the halben, “May Aethir's light guide you."

"Sure." Syèl turned to leave, but Raul suddenly remembered something important.

"Ah, yes. A girl was heading in that direction earlier,” Raul said. “She seemed intent on facing them all herself. I would appreciate it if you lent her a helping hand."

"Sure, I will try my best," Syèl nonchalantly promised then made his way to the cockatrice infested town, pleased at the prospect of an actual challenge.





Grissa Crags.

"This plan of yours is quite effective," Leila praised as she and Kashi systematically took down their third Spriggan in a row. The buggers looked like skinny, disheveled, four-foot rabbits with foamy mouths and super sharp teeth.

The cave's sources of light were hanging lanterns. Kashi had proposed they shut those off first by firing arrows at them. Once they were down, the spriggans would raise flames to guide their way. Shrouded in darkness, Kashi and Lelila would then have a clear line of fire to the relatively blind Spriggans. 

However, their kill streak did not last long, as the monsters of Live No Evil could adapt to their enemies. On the third basement floor, the Spriggans wizened and placed a magic barrier around the torches, shielding them from arrows. Thus preventing the duo from continuing their sneak attacks.

Kashi sighed as he stood up and notched several arrows onto his bow. He used  [Multi Shot]  to hit several spriggans, drawing their attention to him. The deranged rabbits prepared magic spells to fire at him, but Kira dove into their midst, biting and clawing at the beasts. 

Leila circled around the distracted spriggans and shot them from behind, scoring several critical hits.

Kashi increased three levels from the bout, but it was no time to celebrate because more spriggans crawled out of the walls and attacked them, teeth bared to chew their heads off. The daeben raised his left arm and one bit down on his arm guard, while another took a large bite on his leg. The daeben’s health dropped, but he was unfazed. He used the bow in his right hand to stab the spriggan on his feet, then slammed his left arm against the wall with all of his strength, killing the other in the process.

Meanwhile, Kira and Leila cleared the rest of the spriggans, leveling up quite a bit in the process. 

Combining teamwork and willpower, the trio finally cleared the cavern until they were left with only one large door left in front of them. After a brief respite, Leila and Kashi pushed the door open, choosing not to linger too long for fear of the spriggan’s respawn. 

The room they entered looked to be a former throne room. Innumerable piles of gold filled the room and sat at the opposite end of the room, with an oversized crown on its head was a five-feet tall spriggan.

"It has been a long, long time since I have had visitors." The spriggan declared as it hopped down from its throne, and took a step towards them, sparks crackling around his body. 

It grew as it approached, becoming more massive and muscular until it was almost nine feet tall. A flaming sword materialized in its left hand, while electricity pulsed on its right. Flames burning within a pair of hollow eye-sockets glared at the intruders.

Spriggan Lord: Lvl 76

The furs on Kira's back stood on end as the trio prepared for a fierce battle.

 

            

    
        Chapter 20: Kill That Spriggan

    
    
    
    
                Tense sweat poured down Kashi and Leila’s necks as they stared down at the giant spriggan. The beast’s hands crackled and pulsed with electricity as its eyes narrowed in on its prey.

"Careful," Kashi warned as he nocked an arrow onto his bow. He slowly sidestepped to his left while keeping his eyes trained on the beast for the slightest sign of movement. Once the daeben had formed a straight line between the Lord Spriggan, him and Leila, he let an arrow fly.

Whoosh!  The whistling arrow broke the deadlock.

Lord Spriggan, in a display of frightening agility, swiftly ducked to the side, dodging the arrow then lunged at the daeben. It brought down its flaming sword to cut Kashi, but he quickly dove out of the way. The daeben’s gaze hardened as he watched the sword melt the gold it hit.

‘I'm done for if he lands a direct hit with that thing!’

Chi! Chi!

Two arrows stabbed into the beast's back, breaking its concentration. However, there didn’t seem to be much damage as Lord Spriggan only snarled as he whirled around and launched a ball of electricity at the culprit, Leila. 

Leila ducked behind a pillar which the electric ball struck to no avail, then hopped out of cover and shot off another hail of arrows.

Lord Spriggan ignored the onslaught and returned his attention to the daeben. He relentlessly pursued Kashi and relentlessly hacked at him with its sword. Kashi’s excellent instincts and superior agility served him well. He repeatedly peppered the enraged beasts with steel arrows while sidestepping the beast’s blows, and waiting for the perfect opportunity. Most importantly, he remained within melee range of Lord Spriggan, so it never had a chance to charge up any magic attacks.

This also freed up Leila to continue taking potshots from a safe distance without fear of retaliation. 

Kashi’s opportunity finally arrived when Lord Spriggan in his rage, used too much force and stabbed the sword into the ground. Kashi utilized the brief moment of confusion to jump onto its arm. 

Enraged by the daeben’s audacity, Lord Spriggan released the sword and flung its arm upwards, launching Kashi towards the ceiling. In retaliation, the daeben twisted mid-air and used  [Rapid Shot]  to fire six shots in quick succession right into the beasts head. 




	
CRITICAL HIT!








 

Lord Spriggan cried out in pain as a chunk of its head was split open by the attack. Eyes burning with fury, it jumped into the air to finish off the annoying daeben who remained airborne. However, just as it raised its sword hand, Kira dashed towards it, jumped, and savagely bit down on its arm, delaying his attack by a few seconds.

Those seconds proved precious. With the added time, Kashi righted himself in mid-air, spun in place, and delivered a crunching kick to the beast’s face. Lord Spriggan crashed to the ground and kicked up a cloud of dust. 

Kashi and Kira softly landed a few meters away from the dust cloud. "Thanks for the help,” Kashi said as he patted Kira, who still had her sights trained on the dusty smoke. Kashi considered his options as he observed the smoke clouds. 

Judging by the power of Lord Spriggan’s magic, if both Kashi and Leila were to fight it from long-range, then eventually one of its lightning bolts would get them. Even if it didn’t one-shot kill them, it would certainly put them at death’s door. The only solution he could think of was to do what he had been doing. Keep the beast occupied at close range.  ‘Here I go again.’

"I'm going to need your help," Kashi whispered to Kira as he slung his bow over his shoulders and put on a pair of gauntlets. He pulled out a set of arrows from his quiver and held them in his hands like daggers.

Leila saw his weird stance and immediately understood his intent. "There really are crazy people all around the world."

Boom!

An angry gust of wind scattered the dust cloud, and Lord Spriggan emerged, angry and vindictive, flaming eyes burning even fiercer. It issued a loud roar and irritatedly shot several arcs of electricity at the trio. Kashi and Kira split up and dodged the attacks while Leila once again took cover behind a pillar.

Kashi bid his time while Leila teased the monster with arrows from behind cover. One shot finally pierced through its defenses and penetrated deep into its chest. 

Lord Spriggan roared with rage and immediately dashed toward Leila’s position. The beast punched the pillar, but Leila rolled away just as the pillar crumbled to dust behind her. Lord Spriggan snarled as it hacked down at the exposed archer.

“Hey, Idiot!” Kashi shouted as he dashed to the beast’s exposed back. 

Lord Spriggan noticed his charge and diverted its blade at the last moment to cleave the daeben in half. Unfortunately for it, it seemed the daeben had anticipated that move. 

Kashi slid on his knees and bent backward, wincing as the heat from the sword singed his hair, and drained his health points. Kashi stabbed his arrows into its calves as he slid beneath its feet. Lord Spriggan roared in pain, and Leila used that opportunity to retaliate with several shots to its exposed back. 

Kashi held onto the arrows embedded in the beast’s calves and them as a lever to propel him upwards. While upside down in the air, he pulled two arrows from his quiver and stabbed the beast in its back.

Roaring in rage, Lord Spriggan spun around and punched at the daeben, but Kira, with her impeccable timing, appeared at that moment and bit down at its legs, forcing it to miss its timing. 

Kashi grinned as Lord Spriggan’s blow brushed by his body, missing by only a few inches. In a battle of life and death, an inch could mean the difference between life and death. The daeben pushed against the arrows on its back and increased his elevation above the blow. 

Now face to face with the ugly beast, Kashi revealed an arrogant grin as he stabbed two more arrows into its gaping eyes sockets. He then pulled down his body weight, so he swung down and two-footed the monster right in its abdomen.

The kick’s force launched Lord Spriggan clean off the floor, and he crashed into his throne.

Kashi kicked off immediately his feet hit the floor, determined not to give the beast a chance to recuperate. The slightest opportunity given to an enemy could prove fatal. Just as he reached the monster, instinct honed from several years of fighting experience caused him to pause. His instinctual reaction proved to be the right one as Lord Spriggan suddenly let out a bloodcurdling roar as its immediate surrounding was engulfed in flames and electricity.

Kashi’s gaze narrowed as he watched all the arrows on Lord Spriggan’s body grow hot and melt, dripping to the floor in a molten mess. From its spot, it dashed to Kashi at blinding speed, and though the daeben could see the attack coming, his body which had just stopped, could not react quick enough to get out of the way.  'Shit! Is this the end?!"

Though certain death approached him in the form of a flaming sword, the daeben chose not to look away and resolutely placed his gauntlets in front of him to parry the strike. Just before the sword hit him, a translucent wall appeared in front of him. This only softened the blow as the sword smashed the wall to bits and shattered the daeben’s gauntlets, then launched the daeben with the force of a mad rhino into the wall.

Kashi coughed up blood as he crashed against the wall and his health points dropped to three. He would have surely perished from the impact if it were not for Kira who dove between him and the wall and bore the brunt of the force.

Weakened beyond measure, both Kashi and Kira collapsed to the earth. Kashi fought to maintain his consciousness as he felt his body grow increasingly weaker with each passing moment. Just when he was on the verge of passing out, a green mist enveloped Kashi and Kira and began to slowly restore their Health Points.

Kashi glanced at Leila, who had baited Lord Spriggan into attacking her, with a questioning gaze. It was rare to find a Hunter class who could not only heal but also provide protection using magic. The effectiveness of her healing spell was only slightly worse than an actual healer class, causing Kashi to wonder how she could both be effective with the bow and double as a healer.

Leila’s subsequent attacks made even less sense to the daeben.

Like any true archer, Leila darted around the room, keeping a distance from Lord Spriggan while turning him into a pin cushion with her arrows. However, Kashi could see the damage from each individual shot wasn’t high. However, she made up for that with several, accurate  Critical Shots  that multiplied the overall damage. These also caused debilitating statuses like Bloodletting, which caused the afflicted to lose blood (and therefore HP) over a specified period.

What was most shocking though, was her speed. Bright petal-shaped lights swirled around Leila as she managed to keep even with the monster's attacks, dodging them before they could hit her. And in the brief moments when Lord Spriggan burst forward in speeds higher than she could evade, Leila erected several shields made from light petals in front of her, breaking the momentum of his attack. She would then swiftly retreat several steps back and resume her onslaught.

As someone who had fallen to the beast's attacks, Kashi knew there was no way she should have been able to so flawlessly evade its attacks. And this was all under the assumption she also prioritized agility like he did. If she had put more into Dexterity or Wisdom, then her speed made even less sense.

'Come on. Heal!'  Kashi urged his slowly growing health points. One thing he was sure of was that her rapid increase in speed and defense had something to do with those light petals surrounding her, which were no doubt fuelled by mana. Kashi shuddered to think of the consequences should she run out of mana.

Once Kashi’s HP passed 30, he was able to move his hands. The daeben immediately took out two red potions from his inventory. These low-level potions restored 200HP and cost 1 gold each. The daeben had spent 20 gold to buy 20 HP potions. He downed the first one and issued a sigh of relief as his HP sharply rose, then helped Kira drink the second. The direwolf stumbled as she stood up, eyes burning with rage.

"You and me both," Kashi whispered through bated breath as he drank several more potions to return to full health and gave the same to Kira. Then he removed a few blue potions from his inventory and placed them in a pouch which he gave to Kira with a set of instructions.

Finally, Kashi brandished his bow and replaced the damaged gauntlets with a set of spares. Notching an arrow into his bow, he used  [Keen Sense]  to focus on Lord Spriggan. Black ki pulsed around the arrowhead as the daeben pulled the bowstring taut. 

Boom!

A portion of Lord Spri’s head exploded as the ki-enhanced arrow stabbed through its skill.




	
CRITICAL HIT!








 

Lord Spriggan let out a pained roar and hatefully turned toward the daeben, allowing Leila whose mana was at dangerous lows to swiftly retreat and recover. 

Kashi glared at Lord Spriggan as he took a step forward toward it, then another. He broke into a light jog, then issued a battle cry as he tore into a full sprint. Lord Spriggan mimicked the daeben’s movements, and he swung its sword down as they met at the room’s center.

‘I've already seen that once.’  Kashi knew he did not possess the speed required to dodge the attack, so he parried the strike with his bow, forming a slope that guided the sword right into the ground. Before Lord Spri could raise it, the daeben stomped down on the sword with all of his might and dug it even deeper into the earth.

Kashi nocked several arrows onto his bow while the Spriggan lord struggled to lift its weapon, and fired them into its arm at point blank range. There was no need for the  [Multi-Shot]  skill since his target was only inches away. This allowed him to string another attack as the monster let go of its weapon in pain. 

This time, Kashi fired an arrow into Lord’s Spriggan’s chin, and as it whirled back in pain, he shot another three into its stomach. Kashi sensed danger and swiftly retreated as Lord Spriggan roared with frustration. Once again, Kashi’s instinct proved correct as the beast suddenly released a dome of fire from its body that spread across the room.

Just before the flames hit Kashi, a shield made of light-petals shielded him from the fire. Kashi turned around and sent a grateful nod to Leila who had regained her mana by drinking the mana potions he had given to Kira. The direwolf trotted over to his side, eager to fight as they watched Lord Spriggan picked up its sword. 

Both the sword and its master had lost its fire cloak, having used all its mana in the final attack. Lord Spriggan let out a deep, enraged cry, and secret walls around the dungeon suddenly slid open. Dozens of spriggans of different sizes stepped out from these walls. Some of the biggest were as tall as an average human while others were quite tiny. They all wore dirty brass armor and carried enchanted swords with various elements on them.

"How typical. Calling for help when you are about to fall." Kashi's eyes burned with anger as he readied his bow. "Kira, Leila! Keep the small fry busy. I'll finish this coward soon enough."

"Why is someone who was about to die acting like a big-shot now?" Leila teased as she shook her head.

Kashi glared at her with playful resentment. "Oh, come on! I was having a moment here."

"Yes, yes. I just need to keep them off of you right?" Leila nocked her bow and launched an arrow right through the closest one. It crumpled to the floor in an instant kill. "Lend me a hand, Kira."

Kira’s head hung in disappointment as she wanted to defeat the Spriggan Lord, but in the end, she could only direct her frustrations at the Spriggans. With a sinister growl, she dove at the closest spriggan, who sidestepped her and tried to stab her with its sword. 

Kira’s days hunting in the plains had honed her instincts and agility to heights unheard of for her kind. This showed as she quickly switched directions and lunged at the spriggan and clamped her teeth around its throat. She ripped its throat off and fed off of it, drinking in its life energy. With bloodied teeth, she turned to the other spriggans, her powerful fighting spirit causing them to waver.

Meanwhile, at the center of the room, Kashi squared off against Lord Spriggan who was less than pleased at the rapid demise of its underlings. With a knowing smirk, he teased, "It's just you and me now. Let's end this." 

Lord Spriggan was only too happy to comply.

Kashi and the Spriggan Lord clashed at the center, sword against bow as they parried each other attacks with sharp reflexes. Both fighters, by this point, had acquainted themselves with the other’s fighting style. There were no sliding or fire buffs; just the sparks as the two weapons collided in an unconventional battle.

Kashi used his bow as both a shield and a weapon. He parried Lord Spriggan’s then launched arrows which were blocked by its sword. The beast then swiftly retaliated with a sword strike which the daeben parried, and the cycle continued.

Every now and then, Kashi would fail to parry an attack, and it would result in a loss of a chunk of his health. But the same went for Lord Spriggan, though, when compared to Kashi, the amount of health it lost was significantly lower. They seemed to be locked in a battle in which the winner seemed clear.

Determined to break free of the losing battle, Kashi took a huge gamble. He faked an attack with his bow, and in that split second when Lord Spri stopped his attack to block, the daeben charged forward. The daeben slung his bow over his shoulder and punched  Lord Spriggan’s stomach.

Stunned by the sudden attack, Lord Spriggan kept its sword in place to block the attack. However, that punch turned out to be a double feint by Kashi, who taking advantage of the sword’s position, jumped, spun around, then delivered a punishing kick to the beast’s undefended chin. The force lifted the Spriggan Lord a few inches off the ground. 

The unexpected blow caused Lord Spriggan to instinctively raise its guard to cover its face, and Kashi did not miss that opportunity. Once he righted himself, the daeben punched the Spriggan Lord’s belly, revealing a sardonic grin as he felt ribs crack under his fists. 

Kashi followed up with a relentless barrage of punches, not allowing Lord Spriggan any time to regain its senses. Finally, Kashi finished with a roundhouse kick to its belly, launching it clean off the floor and into the wall above its throne.

Lord Spriggan fell forward, but Kashi was not through with it. The daeben ran to its throne and launched himself off it, poised in the air with two arrows nocked into his bow. The Spriggan Lord saw him coming and raised its hand to block the attack, but Kashi kicked its arms apart, then loosed  [Multi Shot]  into both its hands. 

Kashi used the skill despite being so close because of the extra force gained. The arrows forcefully dragged the beast down and pinned its arms to its throne. It struggled to free itself, but Kashi loosed  [Rapid Shot]  next, nailing its feet to the ground and reinforcing the arrows already pinning its hand to the throne. 

Roaring in pain and anger, Lord Spriggan surprised the daeben and spat out three fireballs from its mouth at him. The first fireball struck the daeben dead center, but ki-infused arrows pierced through the second and third and dispersed them.

Kashi landed on the Spriggans body and kicked its jaws shut before it could spit out another fireball. He held its jaw in place as he nocked an arrow into his bow and trained it at his forehead. From point-blank range, he repeatedly launched several bolts into its skull, grinning at the endless Critical Hit prompts. Once Lord Spriggan became too weak to continue resisting, he relaxed his bowstring and jumped off the throne.

"Kira!" Kashi called to the direwolf who was ripping the smaller spriggans to shreds. "He's all yours."

Kira turned to look at Kashi with a nasty look in her eyes. She snorted, then ran past him. She jumped onto the weakened Spriggan Lord and gazed into its empty eye sockets.  'Become my strength.' 

Lord Spriggan let out one last helpless cry filled with pain, rage, and anguish, until Kira ripped out his throat, shutting it up for eternity.
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Kashi grinned at the prompts. Seven levels gained for beating one monster was definitely a win. He turned to Kira and paused with his mouth agape. What in holy hells did she eat!?

Kira had nearly doubled in size, so much so, she was only a few inches shorter than the daeben. She seemed to notice his gaze as she turned to him and matched his gaze with a glare of her own. Matching thoughts ran through their minds.

‘I wonder if I can take him on.’

‘I wonder if I can still take her on.’

Luckily, their attention was pulled elsewhere as the gold that had surrounded the room suddenly turned to smoke and dissipated. It appeared to have been an illusion created by the Spriggan Lord to lure in prey, leaving only three chests in front of the throne. Seeing their lord dead, the remaining spriggans retreated into the holes. 

Kashi and Leila weren’t here on an extermination mission, so they ignored the monsters.

Leila and Kashi split the loot obtained from the remaining chests. She specifically wanted a cultivation manual and two spell tomes. Cultivation manuals were the method by which Residents leveled up. The books contained a set of meditation and combat skills, which when practiced, allowed Residents to level up similarly to Summoned. Cultivation manuals were especially important, as just like classes, rarer cultivation manuals had more potential to increase its practitioner's strength. 

Spell tomes, on the other hand, were basically Skill-Books for mages. Summoned and Residents could either choose to study these books to understand the intricacies of the spells held within, or they could instantly ‘absorb’ the skill book and immediately gain a rough understanding of the skill.

Kashi handed both books to Leila as she required them to complete her quest, while he took a book on weapon enchantments for himself. The rest were generic loot comprised of coins, armor, and weapons - most of which he could not use.

The trio exited the cave via a secret door at the entrance. Once they were finally outside, underneath the starless skies, the sound of clapping hands caught their attention.

"Nice one." Blade, the warrior who had confronted Kashi earlier stood with several of his teammates. "Now, drop everything you have..." His eyes narrowed as he brandished his weapon. "...Or die."

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 21: Swindlers, Teachers & Blondies

    
    
    
    
                Toulette, Renauss Kingdom.

10:57 pm, 15  th   Peniel 1091.

Syèl bit down on tasty beef jerky as he examined a roadside mile-marker. A smile spread on his lips as he realized there were only a few miles left until he reached his destination. As the halben resumed his walk, he realized he should have seriously considered purchasing a mount. The funds from bounty hunting were burning holes through his pocket as, because he did not require staffs to cast his spells, he really did not have much to spend on.

Syèl sighed. There was no use regretting the decision now. And on the bright side, walking did have some perks. It boosted his Endurance and helped raise his overall Stamina, though not by much. Plus, bandits were more likely to attack a lone target, giving the halben plenty of test subjects for his various spells.

While Syèl fantasized about possible future victims, an odd sight on the road gave him pause. An old man in dirty robes was collapsed in the middle of the path, with a walking stick in front of him. 

Syèl observed the old man. When he noticed there was no movement, he clasped his hand together and offered a quick prayer to the deceased then moved on. It was none of his concern who bit the dust.

Grab!

“What the Fuck!” Syèl yelled in shock the corpse’s bony right hand suddenly shot out and grasped his ankle. The corpse’s cold touch ignited a deep trauma within the young man and sent his heart racing. “Stay dead!” the halben screamed, fear apparent in the midst of false bravado as a giant fireball forming on his right hand.

The old man, sensing the heat, suddenly raised his head and shouted, "I'm not dead!"

"The fuck you aren’t!” Syèl violently rebutted and almost instantly shot the fireball as he looked at the old man’s terrible visage. 

The old man was extraordinarily bony and sported terrifyingly wrinkled skin. A pair of exaggeratedly large eyes with half-opened eyelids gave the face a comical, yet scary disposition. It just appeared unnatural.

Zombie grandpa grabbed the ankle with his other hand as he scolded the halben, "What are you, a baby?!"

"No! I know what a zombie looks like” Syèl yelled, but proceeded to stomp on the old man with his free leg. "Let me go!"

"S-stop hi-hitting me!” the old man protested. “I'm not a zombie!”

"That's exactly what a zombie would say!" Syèl countered, and proceeded to increase the intensity of his kicks.

Zombie grampa seemed to have had enough, as he suddenly screamed with more strength than a dying man should have."Fool! Zombies can't talk!"

Syèl stopped and looked at the gramps with a doubtful gaze. "You sure you're not a zombie?" 

"I am not!" Zombie grandpa sat up, crossed legged and laid his walking stick across his laps. "Youth these days are so rude."

Syèl coughed and put on his most serious face. "What happened to you, old man?" To be honest, he knew all along, but he had to kick the old man for causing him to remember something unpleasant. Not that he would ever admit that.

"Don't you go pretending like nothing happened!" the old man scolded then broke into a fit of coughs.

Syèl’s brows furrowed. "You alright, old man?" 

"This is nothing. The burden I carry as mayor of Neverun is much heavier." The old man looked up at the halben and meekly added in a vulnerable tone, "...A meal would be nice."

Syèl pulled out a beef steak he had been saving for later from his inventory and handed it to the old man. The mayor accepted the tender meat and bit down on it, pleasure apparent in his creepy grin.

The mayor let out a sigh of bliss then looked at the halben from the corner of his eyes. "How about a drink to wash it down?"

Syèl sighed, took out a bottle of juice from his inventory, then handed it over. 

The mayor downed the drink in one gulp and belched like a Milgeki Walrus. "Ah, that's the stuff. I also need some coins to get to the next town and beyond."

A vein popped in Syèl's forehead. "How much do you need?"

The mayor smiled, rubbing his hands together. "You seem like a rich lad. Could you spare me five gold coins?"

"F-five?!" Syèl currently had ten gold coins from bounty hunting after spending the rest of his earnings on rare armor for mages. This man wanted to fleece half his savings?

"Don't be stingy now." The old man urged, with the creepiest smile Syèl had ever seen.

"Goodbye." Syèl turned to leave, but chills ran up his body as those bony hands grabbed his ankle again. "Will you cut that out!"

The old man ignored his protest and raised four fingers. "Four gold."

Syèl decided to play his game. "Five Large Silvers."

"Three gold."

"One"

"Two gold."

"One."

"Two gold."

"One."

"One gold-fifty, and that's as low as I am going,” the old man declared with a harrumph.

"Deal. One gold-fifty it is." Syèl handed him a single gold coin and fifty small copper coins.

Grumbling, the mayor pocketed the coins. "Hmph, youth these days. No respect."

"Yes, yes,” Syèl replied with a frustrated sigh. “I'll be leaving now."

"Wait! I have one more request to ask of you," the mayor begged.

Syèl rubbed his face, exasperated by the old man. "What do you want?"

"You look like an adventurer that can hold his own in battle,” the mayor stated. “My village has been overrun by Cockatrice. Could you help me chase them away?"

Syèl decided not to let it slip he was already heading there. "What's in it for me?"

"You would be doing a good deed for helpless citizens of the same country," the old man righteously stated.

Syèl yawned, feigning boredom. "Not interested."

"Okay okay! There is a trapdoor in the temple behind Alure's statue,” the mayor revealed. “Legend has it, a great source of power is hidden inside. Accept my request, and I will give you the key if you succeed."
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Slay the Cockatrice

Fodam, mayor of Neverun has pleaded with you to rid his town of the vile beasts known as cockatrices. You can choose to either slay or chase them away.

Remaining monsters: 28

Rewards: +200 Fame, Key to Alure's Crypt.








 

"I’ll accept," Syèl said.

"Thank you,” the mayor said then pointed down the path. “Neverun’s just a little way down the road."

"See you later, old man." Syèl waved as he left. He paused and turned around to see if the geezer had resumed his journey. "You've got to be kidding me." Syèl face-palmed when he saw Fodam once again sprawled out on the floor.

‘Damn scammer!’





Silverwood Forest.

10:57 pm, 15  th   Peniel 1091.

Kashi and Leila notched arrows onto their bows as they glared at Blade and his guildmates. Kashi counted twenty-three combatants, ten of which were mages. Since this was virtual reality and not a computer game, the daeben’s fighting experience and might be enough for him to take on the warriors. However, all the skills and experience could not protect him from a collective mage bombardment – not yet at least.

While Kashi considered which way they should run, Kira walked out from the cave. Her presence caused an instant reaction among the assailants who balked at her size. 

"Kira! The mages!" Kashi took advantage of the momentary pause shoot down three of warriors. It did not kill them, but as they staggered from the impact, Kira dashed through their middle and lunged at the mages behind them.

The mages launched ice spikes and fireballs at Kira, but the majority of the spells harmlessly bounced off her fur. It appeared she had obtained great resistance to fire and ice from absorbing the essence of the Spriggan Lord. Growling, Kira plowed through a mage with brute force and gouged on another helpless mage.

A warrior attempted to strike Kira from behind, but an arrow tore through his arm, causing him to scream in agony. 

Blade glared at Kashi. "I may still forgive you if you stop now."

"Come!" Kashi challenged as both he and Leila dashed forward. 

Blade swung his spear in a horizontal arc to hit both archers.

"That's not how you use a spear," Kashi scolded as he somersaulted over Blade. 

Leila saw the incoming attack and stopped her charge, then shot an arrow that stabbed through Blade’s feet to the ground.  [Paralyzing Shot]  pinned the target to the ground and prevented movement. The time taken to remove the arrow depended on the strength of the archer and the victim. 

Leila dashed past the paralyzed Blade, sharing a similar plan as the daeben: take out the small fry before facing the stronger one. 

Kashi landed behind Blade and was immediately forced into blocking an incoming strike with his bow. The daeben frowned and kicked his attacker in the stomach. The force sent the assailant sliding backward, which allowed the daeben to complete his retaliation by turning the man into a pincushion. 

Bow in hand, Kashi charged into the guild’s center, ducking low when swords almost sliced him. He got into a handstand and kicked a few warriors in the face, then dropped low and swept their legs off the floor.

Puchi!

An arrow stabbed Kashi’s hand and broke his balance. The daeben glared at a group of archers a few meters away that were already releasing another volley. He back-flipped away from their onslaught, right into the path of warriors who had been waiting for him.

Having learned from their previous failures, they swung low and high in an attempt to cut off his avenues of retreat. However, Kashi jumped, spread himself flat, and rolled in the air, effectively passing through the gap between their swords. He landed behind the warriors, feet spread out with one hand behind his back, and the other supporting his body.

"Stay still!" the warriors cried as their partners surrounded and swung down at him. Several cries of pain rang out as arrows pierced through their hands. The source of the missiles was unknown as Leila had quickly hidden in the forest while the warriors had their focus on Kashi. 

‘A true archer,’  Kashi inwardly praised.

Impressed by Leila, and not willing to be outdone, Kashi delivered a helicopter kick to the warriors’ chins around him and sent them flying.

Once the warriors fell, Kashi dashed at full speed towards the archers who had no time to react because of his extraordinary Agility. Kashi delivered an upper-cut to the closest archer, buried his fists in her guts, then kicked her into her fellow archers. 

A frustrated war cry rang out behind Kashi, and he turned around to see Blade swinging his spear down at him. "I said that's not how you use a spear!" Kashi roared as he took a step into Blade's open guard. He grabbed the spear with his left hand and palmed the spearman in the chest, sending him crashing into a tree.

Kashi brandished the spear he had wrestled from Blade, and made a show of twirling it around him, then held it diagonally behind him. The edge of his lips curled up in a snarky smirk and motioned for the warriors still standing to come at him.

Enraged by the daeben’s smugness, the warriors charged at Kashi with their weapons held high, and he treated them to some of his spear-play.

"When holding a spear, you hold it with both hands, making sure the pointy bit is closer to your left hand, assuming you're right-handed." Memories of a similar scenario, except with Razznik on the receiving end of the lesson floated through Kashi’s mind as effortlessly dodged the guild members' swings. With a small smile, he continued the lesson. "For a basic attack,  step back on your right foot while pulling the spear to your right side, level with the ground, then rotate your shoulders counterclockwise, allowing your hands to follow the swing, then..." 

Kashi did as he instructed, then thrust the spear forward and down, stabbing a surprised and frustrated adventure, then repeated the motion on several other, rotating his hips counterclockwise to add more force. Surprisingly, despite dropping the warriors one after another, very few actually died.

"That concludes today's lesson,” Kashi said after the last warrior collapsed then tossed the spear back at Blade. "You cannot rely on the system to carry out your attacks if you do not even know the basics."

Blade caught the weapon, surprise, fear and newfound respect in his eyes.

"Do you still want to go?" Kashi asked.

"No. I know when I'm beaten," Blade clasped the spear to a holder on his back then raised his hands in defeat.

"Good. Kira, you can stop now," Kashi called, and Kira reluctantly jumped off the mage she was about to snack on. Unfortunately for the mages, Kira was not as kind as the daeben. They had lost seven of their ten, compared to 4 warriors and 2 archers who had perished among the thirteen warriors and archers.

Blade looked at Kashi with a complicated expression. "I'll give you a fair warning for not killing me. Nyte, Asha, and our boss are nothing like me. As strong as you are, you cannot possibly beat them."

"We'll find out eventually, won't we?" Kashi left the defeated guildmembers, accompanied by Kira and Leila who came out of cover. "Thanks for the help."

"No problem,” Leila remarked. Her gaze was filled with curiosity and interest as she gave the daeben a once-over with her eyes. “More importantly, where did you learn to fight like that?"

Kashi pondered on the question. He could not exactly say he had learned it from Razznik seeing as they were separate entities. "I inherited them."

Leila’s gaze dimmed a little. "You're from a family of athletes, huh?"

Kashi thought of Suzuki and Razznik. They were a sort of family, in their own messed up way. The daeben looked at Leila and replied with a shrug, "Sure... let's go with that."





Neverun, Renauss Kingdom.

10:57 pm, 15  th   Peniel 1091.

Syèl walked under a wooden arch that announced he had reached Neverrun. The village looked as terrible as one would expect of a town overrun by monsters. Doors had collapsed off of dilapidated buildings, destroyed by either looters or monsters. The air, which at some point might have been filled with the sounds of the community had grown eerily quiet, the silence only broken by the occasional gusts of wind. 

The town’s atmosphere was overcome by stark loneliness. Life seemed to have come to a halt in this part of the world. A fact only strengthened by several stone statues dotting the streets, which upon closer inspection, were revealed to be petrified humans and elves. The terrified expressions on the faces of the statues were unnerving. Judging from the direction of most statues, it appeared they were running away from or toward the same place at the time of their petrification. 

Syèl meandered through the statues, careful not to touch them. Debris around some broken statues revealed they were not as strong as one would think. Facing something capable of this, it was no surprise the Renauss Kingdom’s warriors had been overwhelmed. 

Syèl followed the road until he heard the unmistakable sounds of clashing metal and increased his pace. He jumped onto a building, then ran along rooftops, cutting the distance he needed to travel in half. A field came into view, and Syèl saw a flock of the strangest animals he had ever seen attacking a single target.

Cockatrices resembled 8-foot chickens that had spent their lives inside a fast food joint, snacking on the people that usually ate them. They were extremely fat, with large wings that allowed them to jump and hover in the air for a few seconds. Despite their size, Cockatrices were quick with their feet and could pierce through steel with their large beaks.

Syèl jumped onto a nearby silo for a better view. 

The feathered beasts were focused on a Cerulian female wielding a 2-meter long katana. She was dressed like an English male royalty in blue trousers with a design Syèl could not make from so far away, and a long blue jacket on a white dress shirt. Her shoulder-length golden blond hair fluttered freely in the wind as she danced around the Cockatrices.

Syèl watched, impressed as the female swordswoman blocked a stab from a cockatrice’s beak, pushed it back, then beheaded it in a clean slice. As it fell, its brothers crowed loudly in anger, and green aura emanated from their eyes.

The girl darted around to dodge the beams. A cockatrice curled into a feathery ball and raced towards her. The young woman did not seem fazed by the attack as she simply ducked low and formed a ramp with her sword. The cockatrice rolled onto her blade, and she pushed upwards, launching it into the air.

Several others surrounded her and pecked at incredible speeds, but she parried all their strikes - even those from her blind spots.

"She's good." Syèl sat down, deciding to see how this played out.

"You're not going to lend a hand?" a strangely familiar voice asked.

"No, why should-!?" Syèl cut his words short and instantly whirled around, shocked by the fact that someone had managed to sneak up on him. His surprise only doubled when he saw who it was. His perfect memory did not allow him to forget a face. He recognized the lady in front of him as the blond girl with Suzuki he had met briefly at the mall in the real world.

What was even more surprising was the fact that this lady was the same person fighting down on the field. Syel confirmed this by glancing at the field, where, sure enough, the exact same woman was still fighting.

Syèl looked at the young woman and questioned. "How?"

The young woman sneered and swung her sword with chilling accuracy. Syèl barely had enough time to jump off the silo, and his eyelids twitched as he watched a significant portion of the silo slide off, cleanly sliced open by her blade.

The swordswoman jumped down and landed with beautiful grace. She raised her sword and charged at Syèl, who summoned  [Blades of Blood]  and parried her strike.

Syèl was forced to kneel as a result of her incredible strength. "Shit!" He cursed.  ‘I may be in trouble.’

 

            

    
        Chapter 22: Blood Vs Sword

    
    
    
    
                Syèl jumped back to increase the space between him and his assailant. He glared at the swordswoman and jokingly complained, "If you're going to attack me, least you could do is introduce yourself."

"I have no obligation to give my name to scum." Blondie got into a basic kendo stance, sword held in front of her. 

Syèl’s gaze turned serious. That was a perfect sword stance. He could not see any openings to attack her.

As if annoyed they had been ignored, two cockatrices ceased their attack on the other Blondie and bore down on Syèl and the duplicate.

Syèl noticed the approaching creatures from the corner of his eyes, but he did not dare take his eyes of the swordswoman in front of him. A lapse in concentration might spell death for him.  'Wait a minute! I'm a mage.'  Syèl chuckled as he recalled this mundane fact. The woman’s strong aura had caused him to forget he was in a game.

The halben cynically grinned as he shot two fireballs in quick succession at the swordswoman, then dashed toward her, using the fireballs as cover. He intended to use the chance when she dodged the projectiles to launch a swift follow-up attack.

Unfortunately, the swordswoman had no intention of following the halben’s script.

Blondie swung her sword and cut through the fireballs with chilling precision. She proceeded to swiftly slash down at the stunned halben that had unwittingly entered her strike range.

Unfortunately, the cockatrices did not dance to either’s fiddles. The cockatrices stabbed at Blondie and Syèl with their beaks just as her sword sliced down to cut the halben in half. 

Syèl, besieged by the cockatrices at one end, and Blondie at the other, manipulated his blood to form a shield in his left hand, which he raised above his head.

Blondie was left unguarded from the beasts’ attack and would have suffered a critical hit, were it not for her magnificent swordsmanship. The swordswoman grit her teeth and pooled her strength to guide her sword upwards in a smooth arc. The maneuver successfully blocked the cockatrice’s beak and pushed the birds back to the other Shokō, while she was sent sliding backward, sword arm high in the air.

Syèl was not the kind of person to let this opportunity slip away. Mana exploded beneath his feet, and he burst toward the swordswoman with blinding speed. Syèl grinned as he closed the distance and stabbed at her with his sword. However, the vision he had failed to come to reality. 

The swordswoman kicked against the earth, taking advantage of the inertia from the initial blow to propel herself off the ground and several meters away from the range of Syèl’s sword.

Syèl snarled, and a cold, white stream shot out from his hand and iced the ground where the swordswoman’s trajectory would take her to throw her off balance. 

Unfortunately, Blondie, once again, saw through his play. She somersaulted and stabbed her sword through the ice, then landed on the hilt of the weapon. The smug grin on her face as she balanced with one foot on the tiny pommel evoked thoughts of a majestic prince.

Syèl snorted. Regrettably, he could tell he would not be able to defeat the swordswoman in a swordfight. She was obviously different than most Summoned in this game. She’d undergone meticulous training. Far more than he had - not that he ever had any formal swords training.

Syèl grinned, and two fireballs formed on his palms as he teased the princely figure, "You going to tell me your name now?"

"I suppose I could,” the swordswoman accented as she hopped down from her sword and drew her sword from the frozen ground. “You have proved yourself to be slightly above scum. You can call me  Shokō, worm." 

"Shokō?” Syèl questioned with piqued interest. Shokō, in Japanese, was a gender-neutral term that could either mean Prince of Princess. The halben chuckled as he gave the swordswoman a once-over. “That name. That outfit. Could it be? Are you having a gender-identity crisis?" 

Boom!

Shokō suddenly appeared next to Syèl with her sword placed squarely next to his neck. "Do you wish to lose your head, elf?"

Sweat poured down Syèl’s forehead as he realized he had encroached on a sensitive topic. "Hey, hey relax! I was just joking okay!? Of course, there’s nothing wrong if you swing this way and that.” Syèl laughed and pumped his fists in the air as he cheered, "Free sex! Whoo Whoo!”

The sword slightly pierced Syèl’s throat and drew blood. 

Down the moonlit blade, a pair of blue eyes burned fiercely. "It would do you good to watch your tongue, trash,” Shokō spat, then withdrew her blade and sheathed it in a single, swift motion. "I like men, thank you very much. I simply find male clothing to be more comfortable and befitting my tastes."

A loud cry rang out, interrupting the duo’s conversation.

Shokō and Syèl looked in the direction of the shout and saw the cockatrices that had been attacking the other Shokō disperse, revealing the petrified victim.

"Damn. I was distracted for too long," Shokō cursed then turned to Syèl. "You. Assist me. I'll fight with you once these beasts are dealt with." 

"Sure, why not,” Syèl agreed with a light shrug. “I've got some new spells I want to test out anyway." The halben lips parted to reveal a dangerous grin as he shot massive fireballs at the oversized meal entrees. 

The cockatrices charged through the flames, seemingly unfazed by the attack. "Ho… Then, how about this!" Syèl challenged and shot out a stream of electricity from his hands. The electric arc shocked the closest beast, then using it as a conduit, chained to four other cockatrices around it.

Other cockatrices rushed around their electrified kin and spat green venom at the halben. 

In response, Syel raised an ice shield from the ground, which the poisons struck with the force of a 100mph baseball. Syèl’s brows locked as he called out, "Anytime now, Prince."

Shokō crouched low, with her right hand hovering over the hilt of her sheathed sword. "Shokō Style: Second Form…" Her sword's scabbard glowed with a blue light as she instantly drew then sheathed her sword in a blink of an eye. “ [Splitting Sky] ." 

Boom!

A massive shockwave burst out from Shokō’s draw and struck the approaching cockatrices with the force of a pissed-off hurricane. The beasts suffered the impact and were sent tumbling back the way they came. "Your move," She said to Syèl.

"Nice," Syèl praised then dashed to the center of the disgruntled cockatrices. Blood seeped out of his body and gathered above him to form a meter-wide sphere. Spikes of blood slowly formed on the surface of the sphere. “ [Blood Shower]" On the halben’s signal, spikes shot out of the sphere and stabbed through the cockatrices who cried out in pain.

The enraged birds rolled into balls, spun in place to gather momentum then launched themselves at Syèl with frightening speed. 

Syèl cursed as he struggled to dodge the irritatingly quick monsters. He barely avoided their charges but then realized too late it was a trap. While in the middle of evading three simultaneous attacks, a fourth came up from his blind spot.

Syèl coughed up blood as the cockatrice struck him with the momentum of a speeding truck. The impact sent the halben hurtling across the field. He crashed to the ground a dozen meters from the impact point then rolled to a painful stop. 

The cockatrices turned out to be vengeful creatures, as they didn’t even give Syèl a chance to recover before resuming their attack. While Syèl struggled to get to his feet, a mass of blue and gold blurred to the front of his vision. 

Shokō dashed in front of Syèl and adopted a new stance with the scabbard held vertically, hilt facing down. "Shokō Style, Third form:  Scythe !" Shokō rapidly drew the sword and carved a rising arc with her blade. The ki this time was thinner and refined, forming the edge of a scythe. 

The blade ki split a cockatrice into two clean pieces.

Remaining beasts: 20

Normally, Shokō would have to return the sword to its sheath after using an Iai skill, but she smartly chained the end of  [Scythe]  to the beginning of another skill to create a combo. She curved the sword’s path when it reached the apex of its track and redirected it to strike the ground. 

Boom!

Shokō’s concentrated ki seeped into the earth as her sword struck the earth, causing cracks to run along the land to the injured cockatrices, where the ground erupted, causing the cockatrices to lose their footing.

"Shokō Style, First Form:  [Hammer] ." Shokō heavily panted as sweat ran down her face. 

"Thanks for the help. Let me return the favor," Syèl called as he dashed past her. "[Dawn Pelmut]" Without waiting for his health to fully regenerate, he resummoned  [Blades of Blood].  This time, however, in addition to the sword in his hand, two curved scythes grew out of his arms.

Far from done, Syèl summoned  [Bullet].  Blood rose from the downed cockatrice and formed several spheres the size of table-tennis balls around him. Syèl pointed, and the blood bullets slammed into the cockatrices with the force of a magnum bullet. The halben snarled as he sliced his way through the birds, using the scythes on his arms to block and counter their blows.

Remaining Enemies: 18

The enraged cockatrices formed a circle around Syèl, to block all paths of retreat, then shot him with their petrifying beams. 

Syèl leaped to the sky immediately he saw the tell-tale green tint in their eyes but the cockatrices were prepared for this tactic, and their gazes followed him. Syèl cursed as he squeezed out all but the last drop of his Health Points to form a bloody sphere around him. The blood sphere turned to stone and crashed to the earth, kicking up a dense dust cloud which the beasts could not see through.

Moments later, the dust cleared to reveal seven strange-looking ice spears floating around the grinning halben. Flames burned at the back of the spears, which were cloaked in electric sparks. All of which was then surrounded by a swirling wind that was concentrated at the spears’ tips. 

"[Elemental Judgment] ” Syèl raised his arm and the spears shot forward, receiving extra propulsion from the flames. The drill-like wind bore holes through the cockatrices, giving the rest of the weapon an entrance to the beasts’ bodies. The spear pierced through the cockatrices, then wreaked havoc within their bodies.

The elements simultaneously shocked and froze the cockatrices’ inner organs, then exploded. Seven cockatrices instantly collapsed as giant holes were blasted open around their bodies.

Remaining Beasts: 14

[Elemental Judment]  drained every drop of Syèl’s mana and froze him in place, making it so he could only watch as the surviving cockatrices shrieked in rage and charged at him. 

Whoosh!

Syèl smiled as Shokō jumped down in front of him. From her usual crouching position, she drew her weapon and cut an arc around her as she rose from the ground. "Shokō Style, Fifth Form:  [Tornado] ." A column of wind infused with her ki shot up around them and spread out, then blasted the onrushing cockatrices into the air.

The chaos bought Syèl the precious second he needed to regain mobility. As expected, he immediately cast  [Dawn Pelmut]  on the dead cockatrices to restore his mana and health. The corpses’ blood chased after him as he leaped into the air. He landed on a skyborne cockatrice, then used it to jump even higher, above the entire flock. 

Syèl peaked above the cockatrices, and the chasing blood congealed into a massive, two-meter-wide blood sphere. "[Blood Shower!] ” Syèl shouted and spikes the size of javelins shot out of the sphere. The projectiles shot out of the blood sphere and stabbed the cockatrices toward the ground with the force of a piledriver.

On the ground, Shokō entered her crouching stance as she observed the falling cockatrices. She swung her sword above her and to the ground forming creating a ki-infused shockwave that zoomed to the air. Instead of stopping, she followed the momentum and spun around, firing off another shockwave, then another and another. The speed increased with each revolution and soon the sky was filled with a net of ki shockwaves that did not allow any cockatrice to fall through.

BOOM!

Shokō dropped to her knee and sheathed her sword, golden hair wildly fluttering from the explosion above. Opening her eyes slowly, she whispered, "Shokō Style, Tenth Form:  [Spider's Net] ."

Remaining Enemies: 0

Syèl landed softly amidst the falling body parts, having protected himself from the attack with an ice shield. "You could have hit me!"

"Oh? You're still alive, maggot.” Shokō regarded Syèl with mirth in her eyes. “Impressive; I suppose you might not be as useless as you look." Shokō stood up, holding her sword in her right hand. She cast a rather handsome picture. The lone Prince stood in a field of his enemies' bodies, while the wind played with his hair.

Syèl revealed a cheeky grin as he teased, "You know, if it wasn't for your humongous rack, you might actually make the girls go googly-eyed over their newest bishounen hero." Syèl raised his hands in surrender when her hand hovered over the hilt of her sword.

“Not worth it,” Shokō remarked as she relaxed her stance and flicked her hair over her shoulder. "I will not respond to your mindless taunts. I ha-" Shokō suddenly paused. Her brows furrowed and she gripped her sword’s hilt, eyes darting left and right in search of something.

"O-oi, I thought you said I wasn’t worth the effort?" Syèl teased as he slowly backed away.

"Silence!" Shokō admonished as she descended into a low stance. 

Syèl’s brows shot up. He looked at the swordswoman with wonder as he looked around. "Seriously. What's -"

"Speak again, and I will cut you where you stand,” Shokō warned and closed her eyes. She let out a breath through her mouth to calm herself, then went perfectly still. "It's coming… Duck!"

Only at this point did Syèl feel the close tinge of death. His body ran into overdrive as he did exactly as she said. His yellow eyes went wide in shock as he watched Shokō’s sword clash against an ax at the spot his head had been a moment ago.

Syèl quickly rolled out of the way then turned around to see his attacker. “What the fuck?” 

A nine-feet tall beast with two goat legs, the torso, and arms of a human, and the head of a bull glared at Shokō, with gleaming red eyes. The minotaur flexed its right arm, which increased the power of its swing. 

Shokō lost the battle of strength and was sent flying into a nearby building. The wooden wall crumbled under the force.

Gruger the Fallen: Lv:86

"Shokō!" Syel shouted and turned to the beast, eyes burning with rage. "Bastard!" He dashed toward the minotaur, but the beast suddenly disappeared from view. Syèl swiveled in place and frowned as he sought out its presence. "Where did it go?!" 

"Behind you, maggot!" Shokō screamed as she emerged from the rubble.

"What?!" Syèl whirled around, and instinctively placing several layers of ice shields between him and… There was nothing there! However, his shock was answered less than a second later when something shattered the ice shields to pieces and cut his chest. The halben grunted and jumped backward as he watched his Health Points instantly fall below half. 

Syèl looked up and searched his surroundings, but the minotaur had once again disappeared from view.

Whoosh!

Clang!

Shokō suddenly appeared in front of him and raised her sword and grunted as an invisible force forced her to her knees. The minotaur reappeared and glared at the annoying swordswoman who kept blocking his attack.

Shokō looked over her shoulder and shouted at Syèl, "Maggot! Do you not have the Instinct stat?"

"What?!" Syèl manipulated his blood to form claws that went around Shokō and penetrated the beast's body. 

The minotaur ignored the attack and blew smoke out of its nose as it increased the force in its hand, digging Shokō even further into the ground. It suddenly opened its mouth and unleashed a stream of fire at the persistent swordswoman.

"No, you don't!" Syèl shouted as he tossed compressed mana the size of a toothpick it into the beast's mouth. The toothpick burst open in the beast’s mouth to form a block of ice that froze its mouth shut.

The minotaur cried out in pain and reared its head in pain.

Shokō took advantage of the weak force in the monster’s ax-arm to push away the ax and jump into the air, sword drawn. The swordswoman repeatedly sliced the beast’s chest but found the cuts were shallow and barely chipped its health. 

Shokō dropped to the ground as Syèl dashed past and cast  [Elemental Judgment] . 

The spell cleared out the halben’s mana and the spears successfully cut into the monster through the injuries caused by Shokō. However, despite the spell’s devastation, the minotaur’s health only dropped by half, and it smartly disappeared.

"Good work, peasant," Shokō praised as she walked to Syèl’s side. “It seems to have retreated for the time being."

‘I'm promoted?’  Syèl looked at Shokō with confusion in his eyes. "How can you tell?"

"You have never utilized the Instinct Stat have you?” Shokō remarked. “It's a wonder you have survived this long."

Syèl snorted. "Just spit it out already cross-dresser."

Shokō’s brows furrowed, and she looked like she wanted to say something, but she stopped herself at the last moment. "Hmph. Such simple provocation will not work on me. Fine, I shall teach you how to learn it. If only to pass the time until it returns."

"Thank you, Prince-Sensei." Sarcasm was heavy in every single syllable.

Shokō shook her head. "It's different for every class, but the basics are the same. Start with closing your eyes… Good, Now, control your breathing… feel the air enter and leave your lungs… Register each and every smell… Now, listen closely to the flowing of the wind, the song of the crickets, the rustling of leaves… Once you can process all of these, you should get a rough picture of the field… and any discrepancies."




	
New Passive Skill: Mana Sense





	
Mana Sense

Every living thing possesses mana. This allows you to sense mana flowing around you. 

Effectiveness is dependent on Mana and Instinct Stat.








 

"Learned it," Syèl announced.

“Really!?” Shokō exclaimed, "That should take an average person days before he can sort out the noise from the relevant sounds." Her eyes sparkled as a smile curled up the edge of her lips. 

Syèl shrugged. "I'm not average." 

Shokō smiled. "Apparently not… Syèl."

"Ah, I can sense him,” Syèl suddenly stated as a blood javelin formed in his left hand. “He's back," Syèl said as he seemingly flung the javelin at a random direction.

Boom!

Gruger the Fallen was forced to appear as he blocked the javelin strike with his ax.

Syèl grinned as he and Shokō walked toward the beast with unconcealed bloodlust. "Time for round two…"





 

A few miles away, a man stood on a dragon watching the entire fight. On his left arm was a tattoo of seven broken swords tied together by a sash of blood. His deep voice echoed through the silent clouds "It begins…"

 

            

    
        Chapter 23: Mission Impossible

    
    
    
    
                Vrwhooo

Gruger the minotaur roared as it shot out a column of fire from its mouth. Syèl and Shokō nimbly dodged to either side of the pillar and continued their charge. Gruger, enraged by their audacity, dashed toward them and swung its ax in a horizontal arc, aiming to cleave both fighters in half.

‘Shit!’  Syèl cursed, as he realized the minotaur was much faster than it had previously shown. The halben didn’t even have enough time to cast a spell and was forced to block the strike with his sword.

Boom! 

Syèl grimaced as he was sent hurtling across the field. The mage righted himself and stabbed the blood sword into the ground. The friction of sword against earth slowed his flight until he finally fell to the ground. The halben winced and clutched his stomach. It felt like he just took a bulldozer to his abdomen.

Syèl struggled to his feet, and Gruger's eyes gleamed as it identified the straggler. Its ax glowed as it leaped into the air, then brought down its ax on the weak mage, aided by gravity. 

Syèl sensed the danger before he saw it. He tried to book a swift retreat, but his legs buckled under him and he fell. The halben looked up to see the metal sheen gr0w increasingly larger till it took up most of his vision.

Clang!

The ax of death halted inches away from Syèl’s face, blocked by Shokō's blade. The swordswoman issued a sigh of relief when she saw the clash. She barely made it in time. She looked at the stunned mage and angrily ordered, "Move!" 

Shokō had been forced to stretch to make it on time. As a result, that she had not been able to position her sword correctly. At the moment, she did not have much leverage to push back the ax as its force was applied mostly near the tip of her sword. This, in turn, forced her to exert far more energy than she would typically need to block the ax, depleting her stamina in the process.

"Sorry," Syèl apologized then forced himself to at least roll away, features contorted in a mask of fury and pain.

"Damn it," Shokō's cursed as her blade snapped in half, crumbling under pressure from the ax. Despite the setback, she did not lose her concentration. In  Live no Evil , there were a few seconds before a weapon or armor damaged beyond repair disintegrated, and she used them well.

Boom!

A shockwave erupted as Gruger's ax slammed into the ground, blasting Syèl even further back. However, the second Gruger’s weapon hit the earth, Shokō dashed forward. She braved the danger and jumped onto its ax. 

Gruger’s eyes widened in shock as it stared at the swordswoman, wondering what her intent was. 

Schhk!

Its question was quickly answered as Shokō shoved the entirety of her broken sword through its right eye. 

Roaar!

Gruger clutched its right eye as it reared its head in pain and instinctively slapped Shokō off the ax. 

Shokō flew across the field for several dozen meters, but then she twisted in the air and landing in a crouch. The swordswoman clutched her broken ribs with her left hand and wiped away the blood leaking out from her mouth with her right.

While the beast was still distracted by its pain, Shokō checked her inventory. She only had a single elixir left which would fully restore her mana and health. The potion was one of the most expensive items on the current market as only expert alchemists could craft them. It had set her back 2000 Syros.

Shokō pulled out the elixir, then walked over to Syèl who was still struggling to get on his feet. "Here, drink this." She helped him drink the potion, smiling as color returned to his cheeks. 

Syèl’s eyes went wide as he watched all his injuries heal, and both his HP and MP fully restored. "Why?" he asked, confused by her actions.

"As much as I hate to admit, I cannot defeat him on my own," Shokō grudgingly admitted as she sat down beside him, cross-legged. "I need you to buy me five minutes. Then I will end this," she said, then took in a deep breath, and slowly let it out. 

"Five minutes?" Syèl joked as he sprung to his feet with burning rage in his eyes. "This won't take a second."

"I admire your confidence,” Shokō praised. “But be careful nonetheless."

"I got you. You've saved me twice in one night. Taking down one mutated cow as payback is nothing." Electricity sparked around Syèl’s hand as he stepped forward, eyes on the beast.

Gruger glared at the approaching mage through its good eye with stark hatred.  “Roaar!”  It suddenly let out a rage-fueled roar, and its skin turned red. Its muscle mass almost doubled, boosting its strength and speed as it fell into a Frenzied state.

Gruger spotted Shokō seated behind the halben, and its rage took over its reasoning. It ignored Syèl who was right in front of him and charged at the defenseless Shokō, intent on ending her life in the most painful way possible. 

"[Spike Dome!] ."

A two-meter-wide blue mandala appeared beneath Shokō, out of which an ice dome shot out and encased the swordswoman within. Cold, meter long spikes grew out of the dome, threatening any being that dared to approach. 

"Your opponent is me!" Syèl shouted at Gruger as he shot three fireballs around the minotaur, which it ignored as it edged closer to Shokō. "Got you!" 

Boom!

The fireballs suddenly exploded, blasting the minotaur from all sides. Although it managed to stop the beast for a brief moment, Gruger soon burst out of the flames, its good eye still transfixed on Shoko. 

"Was that too weak?” Syèl pondered out loud as he caught up to the beast. “Eat this!" Ice spikes jutted out of the ground and stabbed through the beast's legs. The impediment, coupled with its forward momentum caused Gruger to stumble, then fall forward, where Syèl patiently waited. 

"I warned you didn't I?" Syèl mocked as he stabbed the beast’s left eye with his blade. Syèl did not relent. He sliced its exposed stomach then unleashed a barrage of fireballs at the injury.

Syèl had a lot of joy as he punished the heavily injured minotaur, but that fun did not last long. The moment its health dropped below seventy percent, ki exploded from its body as it roared with so much force, the generated wind blasted Syèl away.

Gruger got dropped to all fours and cried out in pain, anguish, and rage as its body morphed into that of a wild bull with the ax at the end of its tail. Its horns grew even longer and sharper as it bent its head and charged at Syèl, having lost all reason. 

"You've already lost," Syèl taunted but heeded Shokō's warning to be careful. He erected his strongest ice shield five meters ahead of himself to test the bull’s strength. 

Shatter!

Syèl’s eyes twitched as the bull broke through the ice like a rock through glass. He quickly rolled out of its path and stabbed the beast’s side. Unfortunately, his sword shattered on impact and his heart jumped to his throat as the beast’s charging trajectory barely missed Shokō's dome. 

"Over here!" Syèl shot a fireball at the bull to pull its attention then, ran as far away from Shokō as possible. 

Gruger, having lost all semblance of reason, spun around and chased after the voice. So began a game of cat and mouse. Syèl would taunt the raging bull, causing it to attack the source of the sound. He would then dodge the predictable attack, and the beast would smash into a building. Rinse and repeat.

Syèl made sure not to lead Gruger too far into the village to prevent it from crushing the petrified villagers. He wasn’t sure, but there might still be a way to save them. After a few minutes of the cat and mouse game, a light suddenly shot to the sky from the field. 

Syèl smiled and led the blind beast back to the field where he saw Shokō standing with a weird aura around her. She grasped a red-bladed sword in her right hand which had a pattern made of zig-zags engraved on it. The guard resembled a claw which clutched her hand protectively.

Shokō spotted the incoming Syèl and crouched low. She leaned forward with her left leg stretched out behind her and held the sword horizontally over her head, sharp edge pointed to the sky. She whispered as Syèl ran past her with the bull close behind, "Shokō True Style…" A second Shokō materialized beside her, sword raised in the same fashion. “ [Endless Mirage]. ”

Roiling blue ki burst around the sword as she charged at the beast and swung skywards in an underhand arc.  Clang!  The sword clashed against the beast's horns, and the impact knocked them away from each other. This was where the real power of the Endless Mirage skill lay. 

Once the duo were both rendered defenseless, Shokō’s doppelganger rushed forward and unleashed a skill of her own which heavily damaged the beast. While she regained her stance, the original Shokō recovered and launched her own series of attacks. The two Shokōs seamlessly blended and alternated their attacks, carving up the minotaur until it eventually dropped to the ground in a pool of blood. 

The fallen monster reverted to its original form, and whispered as the last bit of life escaped its body. "T-thank you.” It burst into shards of light, that ascended to the heavens.
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Slay the Cockatrice

You defeated the cockatrice, but the townspeople are still stuck under the petrifaction spell. Also, the strange beast that attacked you, like the cockatrice is not native to these lands. 

Return to Fodam. There appears to be more to this town than meets the eye.
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You Received Azure’s Stone








 

Syèl looked at the system prompt with furrowed brows. This was beginning to look like it would be troublesome. He obtained the beast's ax, which he decided to sell at the next town. The stone, on the other hand, was apparently a quest item so he could not tamper with it. 

Syèl walked over to Shokō and admired her doppelganger which had begun to fade away. "That's a unique skill. What's it called?"

"Why should I tell you?” Shokō replied with a snort. “I don't even know your name yet." She looked at him with question in her eyes as she sheathed her sword.

"It's Syèl,” the mage happily introduced himself. “Does this mean you're going to start calling me by my name?" 

They realized they were following the same questline, so they backtracked and headed to meet Fodam.

"No way,” Shokō refused with a smirk. “I would not sully my tongue with such."

Syèl let out a defeated chuckle.  ‘I figured as much.’

"…but you're not so bad, elf,” Shokō admitted. “I almost needed your assistance."

"Wait, what?!" Syèl angrily protested and blocked her path. He had not noticed it before, but she was quite tall for a girl. She was only an inch or two shorter than he was. "Who was it that was all "Please buy me five minutes or I'll perish in a conflagration of my own stupidity.” Syèl mocked in the improvised voice of an egotistic prince.

"Pfft..." Shokō clamped her hand over her mouth, but her shaking shoulders betrayed her laugh. "How rude. I do not sound like that. To be honest, if you had not distracted me, I would have taken out those cockatrices and the minotaur. Granted it would have taken me longer than it did with you, but I would have done it nonetheless."

"Heeh? Big claims. What's your level?" Syèl asked, with a mocking tone as he walked backward.

"I'm afraid I'm stuck at level 84. I thought the cockatrice would give me a level at least, but no dice. I did gain a level from Gruger though, so I guess it was not a total bust. You?"

"My level, eh?" Syèl turned red with embarrassment. Her level was so much higher than his that it wasn’t even funny. It did explain how she had enough ki to dole out such massive moves over and over. 

"Yes, your level,” Shokō teased with a knowing grin. “Don't tell me you’re ashamed?"

"Wha- Who? Ashamed? Me? What? Of course not," Syèl spluttered.

"Ho-ho? Did you just realize your weakness? I bet you were having many easy fights before you met me." A smirk curled up the side of Shokō’s mouth.

"Hey! To be fair, I did start much later than the rest of you, and I'm already at level sixty-three. You're the one who's abnormal for already reaching nineties. Do you have a life at all?"

Shokō’s brows locked together as rage flitted in her eyes. "I'm going to take that as a poor joke."

"Some-"

"We're here," Shoko interjected, and Syèl turned around, his brow instantly furrowing. The annoying geezer was still sprawled across the road. Shokō frowned. "I can't get over how irksome that is."

"I know right?” Syèl agreed. “I thought he was dead—"

"Why don't you tell the lady how you screamed like a little girl," Fodam interrupted as he sat up and observed the duo.

"You did what?" Shokō chuckled.

"There was no screaming!” Syèl strongly protested and sent a death glare at the mayor. “I just reacted to an unsettling situation like any other person would."

Shokō’s lips parted to form a teasing grin. "Uh-huh."

It seemed Fodam still held a grudge over Syèl’s rudeness the last time around as he said much to Syèl’s chagrin, "His shrill was akin to a banshee's. Never heard anything like it."

"Enough! Old man, we've cleared out your town as promised. Fork over the key." Syèl’s temper had run thin. He held out a hand to the tiny old man.

Fodam shook his head. "I'm afraid I cannot do that yet."

A dangerous light flashed in Syèl’s eyes as he questioned, "What?!"

"My townspeople still need your help," Fodam replied. 

"Hey, old man. I almost died back there. Either you hand the key over or I gut you he- Ouch!" Syèl yelled in pain as Shokō punched the back of his head.

"Let me do the talking. Barbarians should do as they are told and simply fight,” Shokō admonished the mage, then walked past him and stood between Fodam and him.

"Huh?!" Syèl protested.

"Shh." Shoko placed a finger on his lips and winked.  ‘Trust me.’

Despite being clearly dissatisfied, Syèl backed off and watched the conversation. 

"Hoho. If it isn't Shokō-chan,” Fodam greeted with a hearty laugh. “I did not think you would make it back after choosing to go alone."

"I had help,” Shokō admitted with a warm smile as she took out the strange object she had obtained from the minotaur. "Your village's predicament is no accident; we believe someone may be responsible for it. What can you tell me about this stone?"

Fodam's face went white with shock and fear as he took the stone with shaking hands. "No… no, it can't be. That's impossible! They’re supposed to be legends."

"What's wrong? Tell us what you can, and we will assist in any way we can." A secret smile played across Shokō’s face, but she managed to keep hidden behind a mask of concern.

"This is a class S forbidden item,” Fodam stated. “It is extremely rare and can only be used by the mages of a destroyed guild. To think it would show up here again." Fodam’s expression fell to the pits, eyes glazed over like he had abandoned all hope of living.

"Get on with it old man." Syèl cajoled, but a glare from Shokō caused him to retreat.

"We have already defeated one of their minions. Do you have an idea of why they would attack this town?" Shokō asked, placing a hand on Fodam's shoulder to reassure him.

"The only thing that would bring them here is the destruction of Alure's Crypt," Fodam revealed. 

"If we know what they are after, we can stop them. What else can you tell us about this guild?" Shokō’s tone was light and carried a sense of warmth in it. Fodam found himself hoping again just by listening to her.

"They were called 'Nigh Mortem.' They were a group of elves and humans obsessed with life after death. Their forbidden research took them far beyond the treacherous reaches of necromancy to the point they began to insert soul gems such as this one into living things and twisting them to their will. Once they achieved this, it is said Alure, goddess of all death ordered their destruction for the sake of peace. No one has heard from them since."

"Alure? Isn't that the name of the Crypt you said you have the key to?” Shokō questioned. “Why is a crypt named after her?"

"Because she, like many of her brothers and sisters perished under the hands of the Destroyer. After The Calamity, crypts were built in their name around the continent and in several hidden locations around the world. It is said a great deal of power is left to those lucky enough to find them."

Shokō turned to Syèl, who had been listening patiently. "I've been to one of those crypts. It was where I obtained the doppelganger ability.” This revelation piqued the halben’s interest, but this was neither the place nor the time to look further into it.

Shoko returned her attention to Fodam. "The only way to undo the curse on your village is to find the one who laid the curse and force them to undo it. However, I will need the key to Alure's Crypt. Since we know where they are headed, it would be best to have access should the need arise."

Fodam scratched his chin in thought then sighed. "I suppose I could do as much, considering how much you are risking yourselves. To be clear, your mission, should you choose to accept, is to identify an neutralize the threat to the town."




	
New Quest!





	
Liberate Neverun!

You learned from Fodam that the Azure's stone is a ritual stone used in the control of living beings. It appears to belong to a group long thought dead. Return to Neverun and search Alure's Crypt for further clues.

Suggested Level: 70

Difficulty: C+








 

Shokō and Syèl did not hesitate. "Accept."

 

            

    
        Chapter 24: Exile

    
    
    
    
                Kerta.

6:57 am, 16  th   Peniel 1091.

The sun rose in the horizon, ushering in a new day as two elves and human-sized direwolf exited the Silverwood Forest. Kira’s massive stature drew lots of attention from adventurers hunting in the fields as they walked past. However, the trio paid no heed to the stares as they were engaged in a rather heated discussion.

"What's your class?” Kashi demanded for the nth time. He was determined to find out her secret no matter how many times she rebuffed him.

"You're persistent." Leila sighed, massaging her temple with her hand. "Fine. I'll tell you. My class is Light Hunter."

"Light Hunter?” Kashi frowned. He had never heard of a class like that. “What's that?"

"It’s a Unique Class,” Leila explained, which caused Kashi’s eyes to widen in shock. Unique Classes were special classes which could only be obtained by one person during the game’s lifetime. These classes usually had much higher bonuses and stat points compared to other classes. Naturally, they were equally as hard to find and acquire. “To put it in simple terms, imagine a druid and a hunter class mixed together. Though my healing and support abilities are nowhere near as strong as a druid's."

"That's impressive,” Kashi praised. “Where did you get that class?"

"Say, Kashi, how come you don't use that weird speech when you're talking with me?" Shokō suddenly asked.

"Huh? Why would I?" Kashi rebutted with an incredulous gaze like she’d asked the most absurd question.

"Why, you ask?" Leila paused, unable to think of a solid reason. "You speak that way to everyone else."

"That's mostly to Residents and people I don’t know,” Kashi explained. “It’s unfair to treat someone I've fought beside in the same manner."

"Ah, I see."

Silence descended for a brief moment, but then Kashi’s eyes went wide in shock. "You tried to change the subject. Where did you learn that class?"

“Fine, you win,” Leila acquiesced with a chuckle. “Do you know the old man, Fladnag? He told me how to get the class?"

Kashi suddenly felt a sense of dread. “What do you mean Fladnag told you how to get that class?"

Leila sighed and shook her head. "Like I said, when I finished the training, Serti invited me to the Brotherhood. He then told me to go meet Fladnag. He said since you survived I should too."

"What?” Kashi let out an incredulous laugh. “I was a test subject?"

"Maybe. Who knows.” Leila nonchalantly shrugged like it had nothing to do with her. “Anyway, Fladnag asked me a few questions then pointed me to a dungeon where I obtained this class after defeating one of the toughest bosses I’ve ever fought."

Kashi’s expression fell as he listened to her experience. A dark aura of despair could be seen emanating from his body. "You've got to be kidding me."

Leila looked at him with concern. "What are you so upset about, anyway?"

"I was told to raise her for three months," Kashi complained and pointed at Kira who growled and attempted to bite off his finger. "See? I've had to put up with that for the past two months."

"She doesn't seem bad at all," Leila said as she petted Kira’s head. The direwolf closed her eyes as a silly grin spread across her face. "In fact, she's quite cute."

"Cute huh? How about you keep her?" Kashi joked, but Kira barked fiercely at him, causing him to immediately raise his hands in surrender. "Joking, I was joking."

"Hmm, I couldn't even if I wanted to,” Leila remarked as she looked at the duo. “You two go too well together after all."

Kashi and Kira both raised their brows at the ludicrous statement. They looked at Leila, then at each other.  Blegh . They imitated gagging sounds in sync, repulsed by the very idea.

Leila sighed. "Need I say more?"

"Just a second!” Kashi protested as they neared Kerta’s gates. “What do you me – hm?” The daeben paused as he spotted some familiar faces blocking the city’s entrance. He recognized two of them as the swordsman, Nyte, and the rogue, Asha. They were accompanied by a bunch of players, who judging from their gear ranged from Level 50-70. 

Kashi’s eyes narrowed. ‘ This is going to be troublesome. ’

Kashi chose to ignore them and pass, but just as his foot was about to cross the gate, Nyte swung his blade at the daeben’s neck, forcing Kashi to quickly jump back and evade the strike. He glared at the swordsman with heated eyes, "What is the meaning of this?"

"How to put this…" Nyte balanced his sword on his shoulder and scratched his chin in mock thought. “I got it! You've been banished from this city."

"Surely you jest? You have no such authority,” Kashi rebutted. “That can only be done by-"

"By the mayor?" Nyte interrupted as a cocky grin rose up the side of his face. "You haven't heard, have you? Absalon-sama was voted mayor yesterday."

"I-Impossible!" Kashi stammered.

It was possible for players to take up positions of government or public service in the world, but it could only be obtained through three major ways. The first and most popular method was through fame points and elections. Summoned with high fame points stood higher chances of being voted into offices by the populace. 

The second method was through recommendation. If a Summoned had a high enough friendship with an official or performed outstanding tasks, they had a chance of being recommended for a position. 

The final and most hated method was through force. If a Summoned wanted to lead a city, he could murder everyone in office with his guild or army and take over. Despite what people may think, the first method was the hardest as it required lots of public services to gain the amount of fame necessary to be considered as a candidate, let alone voted into office.

Someone like this Absalon who sent his henchmen to chase away potential threats to his business could not possibly have gathered enough fame points… Except!

"I see," Leila remarked as she distractedly petted Kira to prevent her from going berserk.

“Oh? We got a smart one here,” Nyte mockingly praised Leila. “Seems like you understand.”

"What is he talking about?" Kashi asked, unable to follow the conversation. He had never really bothered with the political side of games.

"The guild leader has been forcing his guild members to carry out public tasks and taking all the credit for himself,” Leila explained.

Kashi’s eyes went wide. "Is that even possible?"

"It is," Nyte admitted with a cocky grin. "Most players know that when a guild member performs a task, a percentage of the fame goes to the guild. What they do not know is that the Guildmaster can set it so that all the fame goes to the guild. And as the Guildmaster, all the fame is indirectly his and can be used in elections."

"And I'm guessing they can't leave the guild once they've joined?" Leila asked calmly.

"Of course not,” Nyte laughed. "You think we would let go of our precious source of money and fame?"

"Money? You're also taking money from them?" Leila questioned as her arm fell from Kira’s neck.

"You got it. How do you think we've become the top guild in such a short amount of time?” Nyte challenged. “We provide our members with food and easy leveling, and in return, they work and work for us! Impressive, wouldn't you say?"

"Ah… Impressive indeed,” Leila replied. “It's quite the business you've got there."

"What are you saying Le…ila… san?" The words died in Kashi's throat when he turned to her. Her glare was so cold, it seemed to freeze the atmosphere around her. It carried an intense pressure that caused several of the hangers-on around Nyte and Asha to fall to their knees.

Whoosh!

Leila suddenly dashed forward with a dagger in her hand. Her target was Nyte, but just before her blade could pierce the surprised warrior, Asha appeared in her path. She barely dodged the rogue's swing by ducking below the weapon. 

Asha raised her knee and struck Leila’s chin, but the wisben softened the blow by backflipping just before the impact. Leila countered mid-flip by returning the kick with one of her own to the rogue's chin. Asha weakened the strike in a similar fashion, and in a brief instant, they had separated from each other.

Leila quickly unslung her bow and shot three arrows at Asha. Her hands moved so fast that Kashi lost sight of them. She had spent time upgrading the  [Rapid Shot]  skill which increased the speed at which she shot her arrows, making it possible for her to fire an arrow and have another in place before the first reached its target.

Asha's hands moved with shocking speed and knocked the arrows out of their path. Leila fired off another volley while Asha charged forward, daggers at the ready.

Whoosh!

Kashi suddenly dashed in between the women. He caught Leila’s arrows, notched them on his bow, then pointed the drawn bow at Asha at point-blank range, forcing her to stop in her tracks. "That's enough Leila," Kashi said as he kept an eye on the rogue.

Leila frowned. "What are you tal-"

"You cannot fight all of them," Kashi interjected, then looked at Nyte. "The ban only applies to me right?"

"That's right." Nyte, who had been looking on with amusement replied. "The boss knows nothing about her."

"Fine. I won't sell anything anymore, and I won't return to this town,” Kashi acceded. “In return, let her pass."

"Why should I agree to—” 

BOOM!

The words died in his throat as a tremendous pressure dropped on the shoulders of everybody present. The adventurers nearby fell to the ground unable to move, and even Nyte and Asha had trouble standing.




	
Bloodlust Activated!





	
Scorn of the Fallen Activated!








 

Dark, sinister aura poured out of Kashi and filled the onlookers with dread. "Do not annoy me any more than I already am!" 

‘Was he always this big?!’  Nyte’s eyes twitched as he sensed the daeben’s power. He had an inkling that if the daeben truly went all out, he might not survive the encounter.   Nyte raised his hands in a show of surrender. "I understand, I'll let her pass. Just stop it already."

Kashi relaxed his glare, and the thick aura returned to his body. He then let out a loud sigh and turned to Kira and Leila. His raging bloodlust had also affected both of them, and he apologized, "Sorry about that. I lost myself."

"It's fine," Leila replied with a short wave. "I would have gotten myself killed if you had not intervened. More importantly, will you be alright?"

"I’ll be fine. Kira’s much stronger now so I can spend my time training. Tell Serti and Yugo I'll see them later." Kashi smiled sheepishly then turned to Nyte and warned with a severe tone, "Break your word in any way, and you will see just how dangerous these forests can truly be." His voice was low but carried a maddening amount of bloodlust in them.

"I understand," Nyte said through ground teeth. 

Kashi added Leila to his friend's list then walked away, several pairs of eyes locked on his retreating figure.





Neverun.

7:30 pm, 16  th   Peniel 1091.

Syèl and Shokō reached Neverun under the bright morning sun and found that while the city had been scary at night, it was more so eerie seeing the statues in broad daylight.

"You're telling me each of these guys are still alive?" Syèl asked, knocking on one of the statues.

Thwack!

"What do you think you're doing cross-dresser?!" Syèl yelled as he massaged the back of his head.

"Nothing much. Just thought I would teach a certain barbarian some manners." Shokō nonchalantly replied, massaging her knuckles.

"You b-"

"We're here," Shokō interrupted as she pointed at a dilapidated building.

Alure's temple looked like a run-down church, its doors barely hanging on their hinges. The building’s wooden walls had begun to rot, and a sinister aura hung over the building.

"You sure this is the right place?" Syèl asked.

"Of course. Come." Shoko opened the door and walked in. The inside of the church was just as desolate as its exterior. It was a complete mess. The wooden benches used during mass were shattered in pieces, and the supporting pillars were cracked in several places. Cobwebs spanned the ceilings and corners, with all manner of rodents scurrying around. The smell of rust and death hung in the air. "How terrible."

"Really?" Syèl asked in a carefree voice. "This doesn't look all that bad to me."

Shokō replied, "I think I saw a ghost."

"Ghost?!" Syèl instantly paled. "Where?!"

Shokō bent over in laughter, clutching her stomach. "I can't believe you're terrified of ghosts. You struck me as the stone-cold killer type."

"Shut up! Ghosts are different!” Syèl defended himself. He hated ghosts more than anything. He saw enough of those monsters in his dreams. He didn’t need them in reality too. “They can't be touched. They move through walls. You can’t shoot or strangle them! They should not exist!"

Shokō failed to pick up the desperation in his voice towards the end. She laughed and nonchalantly apologized, "Yes, yes. My bad. Come on, we've got to find out what's really going on in this town."

Shokō approached the pulpit and found it was actually a statue of some goddess, placed on an elevated ground. Unfortunately, something or someone had smashed it to pieces. However, just like Fodam said, there was a trapdoor behind the altar hidden underneath some tapestry which Shokō tore away.

Shokō slid the key she was given into the keyhole, and after a few tries, she heard a clank and the sound of shifting gears. The trapdoor opened of its own accord, releasing a thick stench of rotten flesh that wafted mercilessly into their noses. 

"Oof, That's terrible!" Syèl coughed hysterically, and they both dashed outside the church for some fresh air. "What do you think they kept in there?!" He asked once he had finally calmed down.

"Beats me. We’ll have to find out," Shokō said and pulled a scented scarf from her inventory. She tied it around her nose to reduce the stench then handed an extra one to the elf.

"Thanks,” Syèl said and put it on as they returned to the trapdoor. 

Inside was a ladder which they climbed down, Shokō first.

Once they landed, they had to squint to see as it was very dark. Syèl took a dormant touch hanging on the wall and lit it with a simple fire spell. He used the light to search around the area they landed. His hands felt strange moisture inside a dugout in the wall. He put the mixture to his nose and winced, recognizing it.

Syèl tossed the torch into the mixture and watched as the oil caught fire and burned across the wall, lighting the passageway with its flame. The sight that awaited them caused his eyes to widen in disbelief. "You've got to be kidding me…"

 

            

    
        Chapter 25: Of Ghosts & Beasts

    
    
    
    
                Alure’s Crypt.

7:40 pm, 16  th   Peniel 1091.

Syèl’s and Shokō walked down a path lit up by the flames within the trenches on the wall until they reached the top of an inclined slope. The flames traveled either side of the cliff, along intricately designed networks, until they lit up a complicated maze below. The duo only had a brief moment to look at the maze’s structure before a gust of wind blasted them off the cliff, and sent them sliding down the inclined path.

However, that brief second was enough for them to realize that the maze spanned over three thousand cubic meters in size. It would take hours to reach the end assuming they knew the correct path. Otherwise, it could take days, or even months to get out. Syèl doubted they would be allowed to explore the maze at leisure. Something somewhere would surely intervene to make their job harder.

Syèl and Shokō rolled to a halt at the bottom of the slope. They rose to their feet, then dusted moss off their bodies as the examined the maze’s entrance. The entrance, if it could be called that was a simple, doorless arch. In appearance alone, it seemed to invite anyone into its embrace.

However, a stone plaque placed at the top of the arch belied its true, wicked intentions.

“Beware, All Who Dare Enter

Here Lies Alure, Goddess of the Dead

He Who Wakes Her Shall Suffer Her Curse.”

"Well, nothing says come on in like a giant sign warning you of your death," Syèl joked and made his way into the maze, followed closely by Shoko.

Alure’s Crypt was cold and dark, barely lit by the overhead flame network. An evil aura lingered in the air, threatening to suffocate any adventurers who made it there. The walls outlining the maze were jagged with several symbols etched onto them. Bits and pieces crumbled off walls, but they still stood firm, defiant to the decline of age. Soft wailing sounds, like the cries of a child long forgotten occasionally echoed within its walls, sometimes far, sometimes near. This was undoubtedly a place of death, and the stench only served to emphasize that point. 

*Crunch*

"The hell?" Syèl softly cursed and raised his foot. He frowned when he realized what he had stepped on. The bones of a previous explorer lay on the ground, its ribs crushed by his foot. Now that he looked closer, there were several of the crumbled bones lying around. These were all that remained of those who lost to the maze.

Shokō examined the skeletons with an apprehensive gaze. She looked at Syèl, who until now had been leading the way, "Do you know where you're going?" 

"Don't worry,” Syèl assured her with an arrogant smirk. “I’ve got the layout of the entire maze in my head." 

Shokō’s brow shot up. They’d only had a second or two to look at the maze from above before getting shoved off. Someone capable of memorizing something of that complexity deserved praise. "That's impressive. You're really not an average guy are you?"

Syèl chuckled and looked at her. "I could say the same about you."

"How so?" Shokō paused, intrigued by his statement.

"Your doppelganger ability. The other one is also controlled by you isn't it?" Syèl said.

Shoko suddenly went rigid, and her eyes turned cold. "What makes you say that?"

Syèl smiled and folded his arms across his chest. "You did a pretty good job of hiding it. I thought it was automated when it fought the cockatrice."

Shokō’s eyes narrowed. "Was it Gruger?"

"Bingo!” Syèl clapped with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Maybe it’s ‘cause you were so desperate. You slipped up. Your  [Endless Mirage]  skill was far too fluid between the both of you for it to have been automated."

What Syèl was pointing out was the absurdity of the doppelganger skill. Normally, the clone would be controlled by the system to react to commands issued by the player. However, for it to be controlled by the players themselves required a degree of mental strain which most are not capable of. 

To put it in the simplest of terms, imagine suddenly having two extra arms, two extra legs, all the while processing different visual and auditory information without losing sight of which body the information received belongs to. The fact that Shokō could do all of that flawlessly could only mean one thing...

Syèl took a step towards her, and a dangerous light shone in his eyes as he said, "You... you're like me aren't you?" The fire in her eyes confirming his suspicions.

"What do you mean like you?” Shokō replied with a shake of her head. “I don't even know who you are." Though she said that, she had already begun to reach for her sword.

"Does the name 'Project Rebirth' mean anything to you?"

Boom!

Shokō exploded. She grabbed the halben by the throat, slammed him against the wall, and demanded in an unfamiliar ice-cold voice, "Who are you?!" 

"The chokehold is really not nece-" Syèl joked, but Shokō’s enraged grip tightened causing him to wince in pain. "Ouch! Okay, okay. Release me, and I'll talk." She did as he asked, and Syèl, coughing, and spluttering, looked up at her and said, "Well, thank you."

Shokō ignored the malice in his eyes and questioned him, "You were saying?"

"Ah, yes. About that..." Syèl suddenly sped off, leaving a trail of dust for her to eat.

A vein popped in Shokō’s forehead as she gripped her sword’s hilt. “When I find you..." She chased after him, and if the maze were to be observed from the top, one would notice that the path the chasee and chaser took was the correct path out of the labyrinth of over a hundred combinations that could have directed them the wrong way, especially at this speed.

Shokō rounded a corner and saw a pale-face Syèl running back toward her. “What the?” She muttered in disbelief as the halben ran behind her.

Syèl’s face was unnaturally pale, his eyes trembling from true horror and fear. The proud halben had never looked so vulnerable as he did at that moment. Syèl raised a trembling hand and pointed down the path. "I'll tell you whatever you want. Just, please get rid of them.”

"Huh?" Shokō, stunned by the halben’s sudden change in demeanor, looked down the path and soon saw the reason for his odd behavior. Her lips curled up in a teasing smile, as she looked at Syèl. "Surely you can beat them. Those are just low-level poltergeists."

Poltergeists were spirits of the dead who could not find peace. Their unsatisfied emotions bound them to the living realm and forced them to haunt the area where they perished. The ones Syèl ran from were low-level poltergeists that most likely rose from the adventurers who died in the maze. They were black and murky, like liquid mist, but one could still make out the shifting form of a human within all that mess.

"P-please. I can't handle things like that,” Syèl whispered. 

The terror and sheer helplessness in Syèl’s eyes made Shokō uncomfortable. She could tell this was an emotional response brought on by trauma. However, she could not begin to imagine what kind of trauma would cause a grown teenager to fear ghosts. However, even considering all that, this man knew something no one should. She had to get to the bottom of it first, even if it meant taking advantage of this moment of weakness. 

Shokō pointed her sword at the approaching poltergeist, then looked at Syèl. "So, are you going to tell me who you really are, or do I let ghost-kun here take care of you."

Syèl’s eyes shook, but his resistance crumbled as the poltergeist drew closer. "Okay, okay! I'll tell you,” Syèl relented. “I'm in the same facility as you. We met earlier, though you ignored me."

Shokō’s brows furrowed as she studied the halben. "I do not recall meeting someone like you."

"Well, I didn’t have pointy ears and long white hair,” Syèl argued. “But I’m sure you remember our mutual acquaintance, Suzuki."

Light sparkled in Shokō’s eyes as recognition dawned. "Ah, I see. You were the other guy."

‘The other guy.’  Syèl snorted. Something about that line just about pissed him off. "Yes. The other guy. Now, will you get ghost-slaying?"

"Of course." Shokō pulled out a small magic sword from her inventory. The sword’s blade was especially intriguing as flames danced around its edge. "Poltergeists are weak to fire." 

Shokō leisurely walked toward the poltergeists and casually slashed the murky balls. The poltergeists let out ear-splitting screams as the flames consumed them and reduced them to ash. 

"Seriously?" Syèl’s eyes widened in disbelief as he watched Shokō easily wipe out the horde of monsters. “It can’t be that easy,” Syèl muttered as he charged a small fireball on his palm. He launched the fireball at a poltergeist and watched as the helpless ghost wailed as it was reduced to ash. 

Syèl shook his head and let out a wry smile.  ‘These aren't ghosts. Ghosts can’t be killed.’  The halben’s attitude suddenly took a 180. His eyes which initially bore fear hardened with rage, and anger at the humiliation he had just endured. “Die, you impostors,” Syèl ordered as he launched an endless barrage of fireballs at the poltergeists. 

Poltergeists were relatively weak creatures. They could not deal physical damage and could be quickly dispatched with spells. However, they possessed a frightening power of their own, which was most effective when they were used in combination with other monsters.

The poltergeists retaliated against Shokō and Syèl by engulfing them in their murky mist. Shokō and Syèl’s visions went dark as the curse produced a dark light-screen over their eyes. 




	
You have been cursed with  Blind .








"Shit!" Syèl cursed.

Poltergeists had no smell, nor did they make any sounds, so it was nigh impossible to track them once cursed. To make matters worse, there was no way of knowing how long the curse would last. Also, if Shokō and Syèl chose to wait until the curse passed, the poltergeists would simple renew the curse.




	
You have been cursed with  Slow .








 




	
You have been cursed with  Blind .








 

"Shut it!" Enraged, Syèl unleashed a new spell. "[Fire Dome]" Flames burst out out the halben’s body and took the form of a dome as they rapidly extended outwards, burning everything caught inside to a crisp.

AoE (Area of effect) spells or attacks targeted a given space and affected everything within it. The detriments to such attacks were that they usually caused more mana or ki and also attacked allies caught in their range.

"You could have warned me!" Shoko screamed as the flames died down. She was also blinded and as a result, did not know he was just a few feet behind her. Luckily, her Instinct warned her of incoming danger, giving her the time needed to slice away most of the flames.

"Don't shout so loud. I'm right behind you,” Syèl protested as he sat on the ground and rested his back against the wall. “Besides, they might have run off if I alerted you,” he reasoned while waiting for the effects of the Blinded curse effects to wear off. 

A priest, priestess or someone well versed in the Restoration school would have been able to get rid of the curse instantly. Unfortunately, the Restoration School of Magic was one which the blood mage would forever find difficult to learn.

Shokō sat beside Syèl and hugged her knees to her chest. Her arms shook, and her head tilted this way and that, reacting to any sound she heard. Her actions and the panic on her face showed she was not used to the darkness. It greatly unsettled her. She ‘looked’ at Syèl and muttered, "C-can I...?"

Syèl instinctively understood what she wanted. He was all too familiar with how scary the darkness could be. "Sure."

"Thank you," Shoko mumbled and scooted closer to him. She laced her hand around his arm and rested her head on his shoulder. "Warm..." Syèl's body still retained some of the heat from his last attack, and she snuggled in deeper against the warmth.

The two sat in silence as they waited for the curse to pass.





East of Kerta,

7:53 pm, 16  th   Peniel 1091.

 

Across the continent, Kashi and Kira had just crossed the eastern Kerta borders. After studying the map he obtained from the Brotherhood, and juxtaposing the information with word of mouth from players, the daeben had been able to plot the average direction of most Summoned after leaving Kerta.

Kerta was located at the middle-eastern corner of Rosendun, one of Destia’s ten significant territories. Rosendun itself was situated at the southeast of the continent with the forever ocean surrounding its eastern and southern borders. A massive river flowing out toward the forever ocean separated its western border from Serisis, while it shared its northern borders with both Imperium and Merriheim.

Rosendun’s agriculture was unique in the sense that it was the only true marshland in all of Destia. Several deltas ran along its southern territories, and the primary food source for the families living in those territories were fish products.

Very few Summoned were interested in exploring the murky swamplands and instead chose to either base themselves in Kerta or prepare to head northwest in hopes of reaching Imperium.

Kashi could relate to their feelings. The southern regions were terrible to adventurers because of the high chances of diseases and the terrible terrain conditions. To make things worse, some areas had devolved to swamps and housed several terrible beasts that camouflaged themselves in the murky waters to ambush unsuspecting adventurers. 

This was one place that definitely suffered from the realistic nature of VR games. 

Some people ignored all these detriments and still chose to head down there. They were soon disappointed to find that most villages were poor and hence could not offer any meaningful reward for quests they gave out. Taking into consideration the cost of healing potions, scrolls and mana potions amongst other things, the situation soon devolved into one where the expenditure remained higher than the reward. 

And if one chose to ignore the villages and went further south, they would soon be met with the Forever Ocean, which was impossible to cross without a sturdy ship or lots of money.

To put it in clear terms, no one in their right mind would go to such a place that seemingly had no rewards, and punished the adventurers for their trouble.

Despite these clear disadvantages, Kashi still chose to head toward these areas after being exiled from the city. A natural assumption would have been that he considered his level too low for an expedition to the north. But that assumption would be wrong.

"Oh..." Kashi's eyes brightened as he and Kira walked out of a forest south of Kerta. Laid out across the horizon was one of the most beautiful sights he had ever seen. An expanse of lush green fields went as far as the eyes could see, with sparkling clear streams and lakes, scattered around.

A black panther chased a herd of deer past a stream, upsetting a school of ducks, which in turn took off into the air, qwacking their disapproval at the running figures. 

Kashi instinctively took out his easel, paint, and brush from his inventory, and without a word, began to paint the scene before him, pouring his heart and soul into every stroke of his brush.

Several hours later, he finished.




	
Art increased by 5





	
Painting Mastery increased to 9





	
Do You Wish To Name This Piece?








 

Kashi stared at the prompt, shocked by the last line. Named pieces were usually reserved for items of artistic value over a hundred. The quality of the materials he used made his work quite good but less than great. Its artistic value should be sixty at the most- and that was him being proud.

Staring at his brush, Kashi understood why it was so. By pouring his heart into his work, he had produced something slightly above average. This meant it would not be possible to keep pouring out named pieces. He would need to draw from his heart if he wanted to create masterpieces.

‘Good information.’

Kashi decided to name the piece "Of Beasts and Nature." Sure he did not have the best naming ability, but it was not like anyone was going to buy it. He placed the finished painting into his inventory, along with everything else.

Kashi signaled Kira, who till then had been lying beside him, and the duo descended the hillside, their target a column of smoke rising to the sky off in the distance. Since ancient times, smoke had always been a tell-tale sign of some form of civilization.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Darkness

    
    
    
    
                Alure’s Crypt.

8:20 pm, 16  th   Peniel 1091.

Since time immemorial, darkness has been associated with evil and misfortune. As such, it has many forms. There is its base nature, an area devoid of light. Then there are other forms like despair, fear, torture, sorrow, pain, and many others.

Humans hate all the forms of darkness by nature. When cast into sudden darkness, they crawl their way to the light, no matter how painful it might be. In times when they realize there is no light to run to, they go crazy with terror and descend into utter despair. It is quite common for them to take their own lives even if they have food with them.

However, there are exceptions to this. There exist humans who are born in darkness, or are subjected to so much darkness, they evolve and adapt to it rather than give up. 

Syèl was an amalgamation of both types. Not only had he been born into darkness, but he had been subjected to so much of it in his short lifetime that he could not be any friendlier with the silent beast. The halben released a sigh as he placed a hand on the head resting on his legs. Fear had a way of tiring people out, and Shoko had given in to that fatigue. She had fallen asleep on his shoulder, then fell onto his lap a few minutes later.

Immersed in the darkness, Syel accidentally slipped into thoughts of his past. Of his very first memory…





???

Covered in darkness, a dense mass pressed down on him cutting off his supply of air and paralyzing his body. His sole companions were voices drifting in from beyond whatever pressed down on him. He tried to call for help, but the mass on him stifled all his cries, and a thick metallic tasting liquid seeped into his open mouth, blocking both his windpipe and esophagus. He could not push the mass away because his hands were trapped by his side. 

Oblivious to his struggle, a couple of people were having a hearty discussion somewhere close enough for him to hear.

"Hahaha, the fool should have just paid up."

"Did you hear him beg for his son's life?"

"Fat blobs like him are a waste of time. Where's the kid?"

"Dunno. He must have run away and left his old man."

"Che. This is why I hate these pricks. How does someone even get this fat living in a place like this?"

"Who knows? Come on Wes, the cops will be here soon."

The sound of something being crushed was followed by one of the men sighing. "Sure, sure. Let's beat it. Find the kid!"

"Sure thing boss."

The trapped child was losing his battle, his lungs hurting more and more as they begged for air. Typically, he should have lost consciousness by then, but the young boy possessed had extraordinary willpower that kept his body just a bit longer in the fight. Whenever he drifted off, he would will himself awake, pushing himself to live.

Unfortunately, even willpower had its limits. Just as the boy was about to fall unconscious for the last time, the heavy mass was lifted off of him. 

Light burned the child’s eyes as he involuntarily sucked in a vast amount of air, and coughed hysterically as a result. Strong, rough hands grabbed the boy and dragged him to his feet, his legs scraping the rough ground. The boy’s eyes slowly got used to the light, and he looked at the mass that had almost killed him.

It was an overly obese man covered in a red liquid he would later learn was blood. The man's eyes stared into nothingness, carrying in them evident regret and pain over something. His back, legs, and chest were riddled with holes out of which the liquid oozed.

The little kid stared at the man in terror, as an ungodly wail formed in his throat. "DAAAD!"




 


"Syèl?!" 

Shoko's sharp voice snapped Syèl awake, and he realized he had fallen asleep sometime during the flashback. The fact that he could see the worry on her face proved the curse had finally worn off. He followed her line of sight to his hand which held her wrists in a death grip.

Syèl’s eyes went wide with shock, and he quickly released her hand before backing away.

"Are you alright?" Shokō questioned with concern in her eyes.

Syèl gritted his teeth. He hated those eyes. "I'm fine," he said, forcing a smile. "Come on, we've lost a lot of time." He stood up and walked down the labyrinth path. His hurried gait showed he had no desire to discuss the subject any further.

Somewhat understanding the need for privacy, Shoko followed closely behind.

After wandering through the maze for a few hours, Syèl came to the important conclusion that the creator of this maze was a Grade A sadist. If it was not hard enough finding the way out, adventurers had to deal with getting blind and momentarily losing their search of direction. The fact that the walls of the maze all looked exactly the same made things worse on them. It was no wonder several had perished inside the labyrinth. 

None of these factors were of any consequence to Syèl though.

Now that he knew the poltergeists could be burned with fire, he took care of any that popped up on their path, only switching with Shokō in the moments he needed to wait for his mana to recover. Furthermore, because his attacks consisted of low-grade fireball spells, he could attack from a distance and avoid the chance of getting cursed.

Despite the excellent run of form, Syèl began to realize that the enemies grew more complicated and trickier the deeper they traveled into the labyrinth. For one, poltergeists were no longer solitary mobs. The ghosts were now accompanied by skeleton warriors of the dead called Draugr. These skeleton warriors were also low-level, but they were quite fast, and the numbers they encountered in each group increased the deeper they traveled.

The final group before the exit comprised of five poltergeists and seven skeletons. Syèl and Shokō guessed there would be a boss at the end of the crypt. As a result, they agreed Shokō should keep her ki full since she was the stronger of both of them while he took care of the enemies with his spells.

Rage simmered in the depths of Syèl’s eyes as he examined the enemy, still ticked off by the memory that surfaced earlier. The maze path was only about two meters wide, so the skeletons were forced into a small cluster. He pointed his open palm at the enemies, and a mandala suddenly appeared under the group.

"[Flame Spiral]"  Syèl said, and a column of fire burst out from the circle and consumed all the monsters inside its fiery blaze. The skeletons and poltergeists could not resist the heat and instantly crumbled to dust, leaving bones and coins as loot. Syèl ignored the drops and stepped past their smoking ashes.

Shoko followed his lead, eyes downcast. She bit her lip and grasped the hilt of her sword, wondering what she could do to ease the atmosphere. She instinctively knew he would not take well to fooling around.

"RaaAAAH!" 

Shokō paled as Syèl suddenly let out a loud shout and banged his head against the wall. 

"W-what are you doing?!" Shokō cried as she grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. However, her brows shot up in confusion when she was met with Syèl’s sheepish grin.

“Sorry," Syèl apologized with the weirdest smile she had ever seen in her life.

Shokō blinked, unable to process what the hell was going on. "Eh?" 

"I remembered something unpleasant and took it out on you. I'm really sorry," Syèl clarified, then clasped his hands together and bowed his head.

"C-come on now! Don't go apologizing so suddenly. It's embarrassing!" Shokō protested, waving her hands frantically in front of her.

"Good, then. Let's get going... Prince." Syèl winked, dragging out the prince. He turned and ran down the last stretch.

"Don't call me Prince!" Shokō cried as she chased after him, smiling in spite of herself. It was nice to have him back.

The maze ended in a small hallway similar to the one under the temple. The burning ridges in the walls lighted the path, revealing a four-meter-tall stone door at the end. Syèl and Shokō stopped in front of the door, which was really a slab of rock with concentric semicircular patterns on it. 

Rather than push their luck, Syèl and Shokō wisely chose to wait for Syèl’s mana to fully recover. The halben also took the opportunity to take stock of his current stats.




	
Name


	
Syèl  Rífa tora


	
Alignment


	
Neutral





	
Level


	
64


	
Profession


	
Blood Mage





	
Title


	
Scholar





	
Fame


	
230


	
Infamy


	
0





	
Health


	
17293/17293


	
Mana


	
5000/17293


	
Ki


	
454





	
Vitality


	
142 +30


	
Stamina


	
17 +20





	
Wisdom


	
142 +30


	
Intellect


	
142 +30





	
Strength


	
41 +20


	
Agility


	
73 +20





	
Dexterity


	
18 +20


	
Endurance


	
Phys END


	
10





	
Mag END


	
3





	
Charisma


	
10  +20


	
Charm


	
14 +20





	
Stealth


	
5 +20


	
Instinct


	
25 +20





	
Fighting Spirit


	
52 +20


	
Leadership


	
10 +20





	
Luck


	
34 +20


	
 


	
 





	
Attack


	
Phys AT K


	
92


	
Defense


	
Phy s  DEF


	
68





	
Mag ATK


	
1388


	
Mag DEF


	
64





	
Resistances


	
Poison Resistance


	
0%


	
Ice Resistance


	
0%





	
Electricity   Resistance


	
0%


	
Light Resistance


	
0%





	
Fire Resistance


	
0 %


	
Dark Resistance


	
0%








 

 

Syèl examined his stat table with a satisfied nod. One of the benefits of having high stats at lower-levels was that a person could rapidly level up through fighting higher leveled enemies. However, the downside was the fact that his massive mana pool meant it could take over thirty minutes to refill. Luckily, the halben had acquired a meditation skill during one of his bounty missions, allowing him to speed up the process.

Ten minutes later, Syèl rose to his feet and nodded at Shokō, following which, they placed their hands on the door.

A system prompt came up.




	
Alure's Crypt

 





	
Here lies Alure, goddess of death, and Ferulic's favorite child. Slain after trying to rescue her father from captivity, her spirit returned to the earth to regain her power once more for another battle. Unfortunately, she was captured and entrapped inside this tomb. Her spirit is guarded fiercely by a minion of The Destroyer. Only those of sound mind and strong heart may proceed. 

Suggested Level: Lv 50+





	
Do You Wish To Enter?

YES NO








 

"Well?" Syèl asked, looking at his partner, mocking in his eyes. "You up for it?"

"Hmph. Do not compare me to you. I am always prepared for combat,” Shokō challenged. “You sure you're not going to bawl out crying over your past?" It was a rude remark that should have annoyed anyone on the receiving end.

Syèl however, was not like anyone else. He covered his eyes with his right hand, bending back as he laughed heartily. He made a 'V' with his middle and ring finger, opening just enough space for her to see his left eye which gleamed brightly. "Oh.. I was born ready."

Syèl and Shokō shared a look then chorused, "Yes." Flames burned around Syèl’s palms while Shokō clutched her sword’s hilt as the door slowly but surely creaked open.




 


The smoke Kashi had seen came from a small village which the marker on the road had revealed to be Ranad. From first impressions, it was a really run-down place. The houses looked like they were going to fall to the ground at any moment, and the villagers which strangely consisted of only men, themselves were dressed in dirty rags denoting their impoverished state.

'I can understand why no one wants to come here. These people are dirt poor.'  Kashi thought to himself as he walked through the town looking at the impoverished villagers. Most of the villagers were bare skin on bones, and their lifeless eyes gave the impression they had not eaten for days.

This gave the daeben an idea.

Kashi walked to the town square - well, what he assumed was the town square. It was literally a small slab of stone that formed a square with dead flowers in the middle. He took a seat on the slab and took out his pot. His cooking skills had entered the Intermediate Level which meant he could cook up some snazzy recipes. 

On his way to the village, Kashi had assisted Kira in hunting for animals, and though it had proved a lot more challenging than hunting in the forest, they had been able to snag themselves a deer and a couple of dusk rabbits.

Kashi still had the condiments and spices he had bought in Kerta, so after he had prepared the rest of the ingredients, he started cooking. Minutes later, an amorous aroma rose from the pot and branched out through the village, wafting into the noses of the villagers. It tickled and teased them, then like a snake charmer, lured them towards its maestro.

‘That's right. Gather, gather.’  Kashi’s narrow gaze observed the incoming hungry men.

One of the villagers stepped forward, hesitation in his eyes. "E-excuse me, good sir, could you spare me a bowl."

‘Jackpot!’  Kashi hid his excitement behind a thoughtful frown. "Ah, I would love to but I am afraid hunting in this land is very taxing..." 

The villager panicked and immediately offered, "T-Then perhaps I could give you some information on good hunting grounds?"

Kashi gave the man a bowl of soup then helped him to take a seat on the ground. "Ah, your kindness warms my heart. Here, sit and eat. A strapping man such as yourself should not lack a warm meal." 

The man took a small sip of the soup and cried out in delight. "Oh... Oh, sweet Aethir. How... how could something taste this good?!" Tears streamed down his cheeks, and his face lit up with a bright smile as he downed the rest of the meal in seconds.

The hesitant villagers who had been watching immediately clamored for a bowl for themselves.

"Me, me too!"

"I can tell you the history of this place!"

"I know places to avoid!"

"I can..."

The villagers cried one after another, eager to have a taste of the meal that had made one of their own shed tears of joy.

"There is no need to rush, my friends. There is plenty enough for everyone," Kashi said. He kept on cooking for hours until he had exhausted all of his ingredients, but the information gained was worth it.

Kashi learned from the villagers that their major fishing ports had been hijacked by gangs of pirates and Froggers. Apparently, Froggers were a savage species of beast-kin that was a cross between Frogs and Man. The scoundrels had also placed hefty taxes on them which left them with nothing but scraps. To add insult to injuries, the villagers were not allowed to hunt for food without explicit permission from the pirates. Apparently, it was not just them. The same conditions applied to several villages situated along the Atled delta.

Oh, and their women had also been kidnapped. The men were especially sore about this above anything else.

One of the village’s old men stood out amongst the rest. He sported a long white goatee and mustache that was almost as long as the goatee. He flicked it to the side, reminding the daeben of characters out of kung fu movies. "You have my utmost gratitude, Kashi-dono," the old man greeted with a bow.

"No. It was my honor to help my fellow countrymen. It is the least I can do to make up for my people's past sins. And please, call me Kashi," Kashi said, standing up and bowing respectfully.

"My name is Elecurb,” the old man introduced himself. “It is good to see such chivalry in the youth of this generation. Most just want to become the greatest adventurer and forget both their homes and manners."

"Ah, yes. It is such a tragedy, Elecurb-san."

Elecurb eyed the daeben with suspicion. Years of accumulated wisdom and experience had taught him things were rarely as they seemed. If something seemed too good to be true, it most likely wasn’t. "What brings you to Ranad, Kashi?"

Kashi chose his words carefully. Lying was not wise as he believed old people could sniff it, but he could not be entirely honest either. "I heard the borders were in peril and noticed none of my kind was coming down to help. Though I may be weak, I chose to come and help in any way I can."

"Your words ring true,” Elecurb stated with an appreciative nod. “Come, walk with me, Dark One." 

‘Really? Dark One?’  Kashi ignored the characterization and asked as he followed the elder,  "Why have you not received any aid from the capital? I would assume the loss of so many shipping ports would damage your economy.

"Do you not know?" Elecurb questioned with disbelief in his eyes. Upon noticing the blank look in the daeben’s eyes, he sighed and stroked his beard. "The capital has long since been overrun by drakul. However, there is news of a force rising to reclaim it in Kerta. Its commander was called Absalon I believe..."

Kashi managed to keep the smile on his face despite a burning inferno of anger just beneath the surface. "Oh, I pray they will be successful. In the meantime, I cannot bear to see your people in such dire straits. Is there anything I can do to help?"

"As a matter of fact, there is,” Elecurb said. “But be warned: It is both dangerous and time-consuming."

Kashi thumped his chest and replied with a determined look, "Time is not an issue when important lives are at stake."

Elecurb chuckled as he scrutinized the daeben’s expression. "Hohoho. You either possess Retskirt's gift, or you are a messenger from Aerith."

Kashi’s brow shot up. "Retskirt?"

"The god of trickery and deception,” Elecurb explained.

"Ah, I am afraid I am neither,” Kashi replied with a light shrug. “Only a concerned citizen."

"It gladdens my heart to see such people still exist,” Elecurb said. “There may be hope for us yet. Here's what I want you to do..."

 




	
Liberate the Atled Delta





	
A gang of pirates and Froggers have occupied the major fishing ports, cutting off all income. Elecurb, mayor of Ranad had requested your assistance to rid them of this terror.

Recommended Level: Lv. 40+








 

"Accept."

 

            

    
        Chapter 27: Elemental Justice

    
    
    
    
                Alure’s Crypt.

9:23 pm, 16  th   Peniel 1091.

Syèl and Shoko held their breath as the door to Alure's tomb slid open. The heavy door groaned loudly as its gears crushed the rust upon them, turning for the first time in a very long time. A gust of air blew out from the tomb, filled with the stench of decay. Despite the scarves they used to cover their noses, the duo were forced to shield their nostrils with their hands from the strong smell.

Shoko lightly coughed as she stepped beyond the door, followed closely by Syèl. The door opened to a small, rectangular hall. However, she could not make out what lay at the opposite end of the room as it seemed the outside light could not reach it. Ah, no. On second thought, it felt more like thick darkness swallowed up all light after a certain point,. 

Shokō took careful steps toward the border between light and dark while ensuring her hand was securely tight on her sword’s hilt. The dark’s eerie silence unnerved her. She could feel a pair of eyes on her, but could not determine where its source lay. Frowning slightly, Shokō looked over her shoulder at the accompanying mage. “Syèl..."

"I understand,” Syèl prompted, and invoked a low-level spell. “ [Magelight]"  The halben launched a football-sized ball of light into the darkness. The light-ball split into several smaller pieces, and spread out, illuminating the room. 

The view illuminated by the balls of light caused Syèl and Shokō to unconsciously take a step back in shock. Several draugr wielding pikes, swords, and shields glared at them with red, glowing eye sockets. However, despite the draugr’s vast numbers, it wasn’t the draugr that caused the duo to briefly consider retreat.

That honor belonged to the 9-foot draugr cloaked in black flames who sat on a throne behind the small army. Either side of the monster were two giant scythes with shortened handles.




	
Krogh the Druhler: Lv. 84








Shokō and Syèl’s eyes twitched when they saw the name on its life bar.

A named monster.

Boss characters usually needed well-balanced parties of at least four or five members close to its level to stand a chance. Among these bosses stood even rarer and more challenging monsters. These were the named monsters. If a monster had a name of its own, then that was proof of its strength.

"To meet two named monsters in one day." Shoko gritted her teeth as she weighed her options. They had fallen down a height that was impossible to jump to which meant retreat was not an option. She spotted a door behind Krugh and guessed the key required to open it would drop as loot from the guardian. Shokō sighed as she drew her sword. "No choice then. We fight."

"That so?" Syèl decided to save his HP, opting to use only mana until he reached Krogh. Luckily,  [Magelight]   was a continuous skill which meant it would continue to stay in effect as long as he did not turn it off. However, it did absolutely no damage to the enemy and could only stay aloft for thirty minutes before it had to be cast again.

"How many can you make out?" Shoko asked as she calmed her beating heart. The room grew rife with tension as both parties stared each other down as if awaiting a bell.

"Twenty-five,” Syèl reported. He looked at Krogh who remained seated like this had nothing to do with him. “Krogh doesn't look like he's going to interfere."

"In that case…"  Boom!  Shokō suddenly drew her sword and cut a horizontal arc in front of her. Ki-infused wind blasted forward and knocked the skeleton’s vanguards backward. "Do not let them surround us!" Shokō warned, then dashed forward, intent on attacking before her targets regained their balance.

Syèl did not have any close-combat spells aside from his Blood Magic spells. However, since he had chosen to conserve his HP, he decided to play the role of a good support mage and fight from a distance. He used only the most basic of his spells because of their close to non-existent casting and cooldown time.

Syèl had over 17,000 MP, and because the basic spells cost between 5 - 20 MP, he could spam his favorite spell,  [Fireball]  without fear of running out of mana any time soon. 

While Syèl rained all sorts of hell down on the skeleton army, Shokō ducked under a draugr’s swing and struck another behind her with the butt of her sheathed sword. She followed up the initial strike and sharply drew her sword, instantly shattering the bones of the first draugr. Without pause, she spun around and destroyed the one behind her.

Three draugr attempted to ambush the swordswoman. They brought their swords crashing down at Shokō, but she blocked their strikes with her scabbard and sword. Two draugr took advantage of her impediment to try running through her with their swords. 

Shokō’s gaze sharpened as she sensed the approaching threat. A surge of ki began to form around her, but before the ki could explode outwards, the weight on her sword grew heavier, and a massive explosion ensued as fireballs slammed into the charging skeletons, knocking them back.

"I was never one for ranged combat," Syèl said, grinning down at her. He was balanced on top of her sword and scabbard holding three fireballs floating around him. 

Shoko's face turned red with embarrassed anger. "Get off!"

"As you wish,” Syèl cooed, then jumped off as his fireballs slammed into the skeletons around her.

Once the pressure slackened, Shokō pushed upward and spun around in place, slicing the draugr around her., Syèl landed beside her once she completed her swing, and fired barrages of fireballs at the draugr till they turned to ash.

They stood back to back as the remaining skeletons formed a circle around them, weapons at the ready. Behind the immediate circle, a few draugr wielded bows which they notched with bone arrows.

"One thing I ask of you. One!" Shoko complained as she sheathed her sword, and prepared for another round.

"...Sorry?" Syèl weakly apologized, but the broad grin on his face did not help that much.

"You assho-" Shokō’s retort was cut short by arrows flying towards her. She blasted them back with her sword and took a step back, sheathing the weapon again. "Watch my back this time."

"I got it... Prince." Syèl dashed forward, grabbed a skeleton's head and yelled, “ [Fireball] ”   The flame which should have come from his hand had nowhere to go and instead exploded in the face of the skeleton.  ‘It works! ’

The blood mage mentally rejoiced, gladdened that what was considered a medium-long range magic spell could actually be used in direct combat. This discovery, while seemingly trivial could significantly tip a desperate fight in a mage's favor if he had the right set of skills. The only downside to the spell was the fact that his hand also suffered some backlash from the explosion.

However, this was a problem that was easily fixed by instantly surrounding his hand with a mana shield in a split second between when the fireballs shot out, and they exploded on the target. That little timing required a massive amount of precise calculation which was impossible for a normal human.

Luckily, Syèl was anything but ordinary.

Syèl exploded several fireballs against the draugr’s head, then used  [Ice Spikes]  (an intermediate skill which formed spikes of ice that jutted out of the earth) to impede the movement of the skeletons that charged him.

As the draugr stumbled, Syèl used  [Flame Bomb]  which a high-level spell that shot out many fireballs that stuck to the bodies of enemies and exploded after ten seconds. It was an expensive skill, costing around 100 MP per shot. However, its effect was very much worth the price. 

BOOM!

Syèl watched with a satisfied smirk as the bombs exploded, sending draugr bones flying in every direction. The surviving draugr were injured by shrapnel from their dead kin and stray flames. The draugr, despite their numbers, were too weak to possess any considerable threat. Syèl combined ice and fire spells to quickly dispatch what remained of the draugr company.

Syèl looked around when the final draugr on his end succumbed to the embrace of true death, intending to assist Shokō. Unfortunately, he was forced to reveal a defeated wry mile when he noticed the swordswoman had long since finished wiping out her section of draugr and had been waiting for him. 

"Took you long enough," Shokō teased, a snarky grin curling up the side of her mouth.

Syèl shook his head. "You sure hold a g-"

BANG!

A loud crash caused Syèl and Shokō to look towards the throne. They were shocked to find the throne had been sliced down the middle, with the separated halves kicking up dust on the ground. In front of the rubble stood Krogh, poised with his scythes, purple smoke billowing out from his eye sockets, nose and mouth. 

"You children have done well to make it this far, and I have borne witness to your strength." Krogh's voice was deep and distorted like he spoke through a very terrible microphone. "Sadly, I must insist you leave this place. I will allow you free passage for you are-"

"Oi!" Syèl interrupted as a blood sword formed on his hand. The blood mage invoked [Blades of Blood] on perhaps the largest scale yet, as the curved blades grew under his arms and behind his legs. "You talk too much. Let's do this."

"Human arrogance and impatience,” Krogh snorted. “Despite how many centuries have passed, it never ceases to change. Tell me, child, what is it you seek in this crypt?"

"No clue. But I’ll bet we’ll find out what it is after we kill you." Syèl said with such confidence, both Krogh and Shoko stared at him mouth agape.

"KukukukuHAHAHAHA!..." Krogh clutching his skull with his right hand as he burst out in hysterical laughter. "The last person to speak to me with such impudence was my master." Krogh swung his scythes with vigor and slammed them into the earth. “Let me see if you are worthy.”

The ground shook beneath them as a crack appeared on the door which was supposed to have been their exit. The cracks rapidly expanded in the blink of an eye, then with a loud crash, the door, and sections of the wall around, and above it, crumbled on themselves, sealing that route off forever.

"As you wish, we will fight,” Krogh stated. “The true way out of this crypt and the answer to your search will be revealed if you defeat me."

"As it should be," Syèl said as he dashed forward. He jumped into the air and swung the blade down at Krogh. However, the draugr already anticipated the attack and swung upwards with its scythe. 

Syèl knew from past experience that he lacked the strength required to take a direct blow, so he chose to divert the path of Kroger’s scythe using the flat of his blade. Unfortunately, he miscalculated the strength of Krogh's strike. Although he managed to guide Kroger’s blade away from himself, the recoil caused him to spin in place, too fast to fall or ascend.

Syèl gritted his teeth and stuck out his leg with the intention of using the blade protruding from his feet to stab through the beast's eye. Krogh was having none of that. The draugr grabbed Syèl’s calf mid-air and tossed him across the room.

Syèl righted himself midflight and slid to a stop next to Shokō. He wiped the sweat off his face, breathing heavily as he stood up. "He's strong."

"Still want to go it alone?" Shoko asked as she kept an eye on the monster.

"No,” Syèl relented with a nervous chuckle. “Hate to admit it, but I’ll most likely die even if I manage to kill him. Looks like we’ll be working together on this one."

Shokō snorted and remarked as she walked in front of him, "It's clear you don't usually fight alongside others." She crouched low and dropped into a stance as she glared at the approaching draugr lord. "It can't be helped. I'll use this to teach you the basics of team combat."

Whoosh!

Shokō suddenly accelerated and split through the air like a sharp sword. The swordswoman ducked under Krogh's left swing and blocked the second scythe by slightly raising her sword out of its scabbard. She proceeded to push on the scythe, knocking the arm back and leaving the draugr momentarily defenseless. "Now!"

Syèl noticed the opening and ran to the draugr’s side, slashing away rapidly. What he lacked in strength and attack power, he made up for in the numerous slashes from the blades around his body.

Shokō meanwhile, detected a slight change in Krogh’s movements and hurriedly warned, "Back!"

Syèl sharply retreated, and as it turned out, not a moment sooner as Krogh recovered from the violent attacks and slashed at his position with terrifying speed. Luckily, Shokō showed up in front of Syèl and parried the blow before it struck him. Unfortunately, the pressure from the swing was quite heavy, and Shokō had to stifle a groan as several muscles along her arm tore open. 

Krogh was not done with her though. He took advantage of her stationary position to launch a savage kick at her midriff. This she also blocked with her sword, but the force sent her careening into a wall behind Syèl.

Syèl’s eyes went wide as he watched her get buried inside the wall. "Shoko!"

"I'm alright," Shokō called as she jumped down from the hole in the wall. Apart from a small bruise on her face, she seemed to be generally unscathed. Syèl realized once again just how strong she really was.

Krogh deduced Syèl was the weaker of both warriors after judging their reactions. Thus he chose to attack the mage, and sliced away with his scythes, sending dangerous ki blades flying with each swing.

Syèl agilely dodged the critical blows and deflected those he could not evade. The curved blades on his arms and legs allowed him to parry strikes with literally every part of his body no matter which way he faced. Unfortunately, despite his best efforts, Krogh’s strength was far superior, and thus slowly but steadily chipped away at his health.

"Jump!" 

In the midst of his distress, Syel heard Shokō shout out from behind him and immediately did as ordered without sparing a thought to how defenseless the act rendered him. 

Syèl’s faith bore fruit as a familiar wind-blade flew beneath him and slammed into Krogh. However, though the blow managed to force Krogh to a stop, he stood his ground and wasn’t pushed back. Syèl, not one to miss an opportunity, cast  [Ice Spikes] , which caused ice in the shape of spikes to shoot out from the ground beneath Krogh. The spikes tore through the draugr’s feet and momentarily held it in place.

Shokō did not miss the blatant opportunity as she dashed below the airborne halben and mercilessly slashed Krogh numerous times without giving it a chance to retaliate. Shokō’s strength was on par with—if not greater than—Krogh and her Sword Mastery had entered the intermediate level, which gave her a slight advantage in overpowering him.

After unleashing a punishing combo, Shokō jumped back, allowing Syèl to fire  [Elemental Judment]   to finish off Krogh. 

In response to this, Krogh suddenly turned to dense smoke. The spears, with no target to hit, exploded after hitting the surrounding walls. 

"Shit!" Syèl cursed as he searched for the draugr lord. His anger stemmed from the fact that  [Elemental Judgement],  while strong, had drained what left of his MP and had a cooldown time of fifteen minutes. 

As if things could not get any worse, Syèl’s  [Magelight]  suddenly gave out, plunging the room into darkness. He needed to wait for his mana to regenerate before he could recast the spell.

"Don't panic," Shoko said, in an attempt to calm him. "Use your instinct."

"Don't worry about me. I'm used to the dark." Syèl assured as he slowly breathed out, waiting to pick up on any traces of Krogh's presence.

‘Shit!’

 Syèl finally felt its presence, but it was too late. The monster was only a few feet away and had already swung his scythe down at him.

Clang!

A spark of light borne from metal clashing against metal briefly illuminated the area next to Syèl and he balked. One of the scythes was pierced through Shoko's body while the other was blocked by her sword.

Something shook in the depths of Syèl’s eyes. "Sho-"

"I'm fine!” Shokō interrupted as she pushed Krogh back and engaged him in a series of close combat clashes, their forms only momentarily illuminated by bright sparks. “I'll hold him off, prepare your strongest spell!"

"Don't you dare die!" Syèl shouted as the sparks revealed two Shokōs battling against the beast, then began to ponder on her instructions. Strongest spell... Till that moment,  [Elemental Judgement]  had been his strongest spell, but to kill this beast, he would need something stronger, something that could not be dodged. An image formed in his mind and mana began to take form in his outstretched hand.

Meanwhile, some moments later, Shokō realized her health had dropped below 100, and knew she could not afford to take any more hits.  'You better be ready!'  She thought as she and her doppelganger knocked Krogh's hands skywards, then pinned their swords through its legs to the ground. "Now!"

Two tiny glowing balls the size of marbles appeared in the distance, illuminating Syèl who had an unreadable expression. He dashed forward and slammed his hands into Krogh, and the glow disappeared once again.

A second passed with nothing happening. "You failed!?" Shoko shouted, disbelief in her voice.

"Wait for it..." Syèl said, confident.

Krogh grabbed his chest writhing in pain as it began to glow, red flames bursting through his coat. With a loud bang, he exploded into pieces as a mixture of fire, ice, blood, water, wind, and electricity burst out from him.

"I call it  [Elemental Bomb] . It's still incomplete though," Syèl said, clenching his fists.

Shoko stared at the burning chunks and swallowed hard.

 

            

    
        Chapter 28: Murder 101

    
    
    
    
                Shokō and Syèl surveyed the loot left behind by the draugr and Krogh. The basic skeletons had nothing valuable. They left behind rusted swords and shields. Since neither of them was a blacksmith, they could not fix these up and such, would not sell for much. Krogh, on the other hand, left a treasure trove of items. These included two katanas, a coat, a ring, and an oddly shaped stone. 

Neither Shokō nor Syèl had the identification skill so they could not tell what the ring did. Luckily, the coats and scythes were already identified.

 




	
Damned Katana (Rare Mythos)





	
Weight: 170


	
Durability: (50/50)





	
ATK (Mag): 40 ~45 


	
ATK (Phy): 80 ~ 85





	
Mana Capacity: 2000 MP


	
Ki Capacity: 5000 Ki





	
The Druhler's favorite weapon. It is quick and deadly, ending most fights before they begin. However, it is a cursed blade which draws from its user.

+15% Chance to ignore Defense

+10% Chance to inflict  Slow  on Enemy.

Inflicts Weilder With Curse:  Damned

Damned:  Those cursed with damned have an evil aura around them at all times. They lose HP when restoration spells are used on them.








 




	
Krogh's Coat (Rare Mythos)





	
Weight: 60


	
Durability: (40/40)





	
DEF (Mag): 80 ~ 85


	
DEF (Phy): 40 ~ 45





	
Mana Capacity: 5000 MP


	
Ki Capacity: 2000 Ki





	
Made from solidified flames of Vehena, this jacket grants its wearer with increased resistance to both physical and magical attacks.

Allows wearer to transform to Smoke for 20 seconds once an hour.








 

Syèl took the jacket and immediately equipped it, pleased at its warmth. It was a long red jacket with a matching cowl. Its ends were tattered by design to give the illusion of burning flames when they flapped in the wind.

Shoko picked up one of the damned katanas and marveled at its black scabbards  and grip that was of a silver metal set with black pearls .  The sword's guard was styled to resemble a hand with a gray-colored material inlaid in the fingernails, which curled protectively over the wielder's own, adorned by a pommel shaped like a pyramid.  She drew out the sword and sliced the air with its keen blade.

"Heavy... this is a magnificent blade," Shokō remarked as she sheathed it and strapped the other to her belt. 

Syèl and Shokō had a short game of rock-paper-scissors to determine the owner of the unidentified ring, which the swordswoman won, much to Syèl's chagrin. She placed the ring into her inventory, making a mental note to see an appraiser as soon as possible.

Syèl bent to pick up the stone, but it suddenly glowed bright and shot into the air, causing him to reel back and enter a combat stance.

"Hahaha!" Krogh's voice rang out from the stone. "To think I was beaten. I applaud your strength, travelers."

"You're not dead?" Syèl asked, trepidation in his voice.

"I was never alive, to begin with,” Krogh corrected. “I perished several years ago. My soul was merely trapped in this soul stone."

"You said you would show us the way out?" Shoko implored. If she felt odd talking to a glowing stone, it did not show on her face.

"Ah, yes. I do not have much time. Place the stone on my throne," Krogh said.

Shokō looked at the throne which had, at some point during the battle, shattered to pieces. "It's broken."

"Doesn't matter,” Krogh replied as the stone fell onto Shokō’s outstretched palm. "Now, gently place it in the middle, then step back." 

Shokō did as she was told. 

The stone's glow brightened and increased in intensity until Shokō and Syèl were forced to shield their eyes. Eventually, the light slowly dimmed, accompanied by a loud grating sound and low rumblings of the earth.

Syèl and Shokō looked on as spiral steps ascended from where the throne had been leading to a higher floor. Puzzled and slightly excited, the duo climbed the stairs. The stairs led up into a pure white room filled with several statues of a beautiful woman which were lined up toward an altar. 

Syèl and Shokō walked up to the altar and paused, shocked by what they saw. The 'altar' was actually a transparent coffin within which lay one of the most beautiful women they had ever set his eyes on. The lady in the coffin had soft, fair, white skin and long, white hair running down to her ankles. She looked to be in her mid-3os and had an ethereal, otherworldly vibe about her.

Beset by curiosity, Syèl placed his hand on the coffin. In response, a system prompt popped up.




	
You defeated Krogh the Druhler, releasing the Destroyer's hold on Alure. However, she still requires your help to fully awaken. Will you release her?

YES NO








 

Syèl looked at Shoko who had also received the same message. She nodded her approval, and he said, "Yes."

Boom!

The coffin's lid burst off with so much force it knocked Syèl back. The lid crashed into one of the statues as black demonic aura gushed out of the coffin and slammed against the ceiling. 

"What the hell?!" Syèl cursed as the force from the dark aura threatened to throw him off his feet.

Shokō’s gaze narrowed as she examined the miasma. She clucked her tongue and cursed, "Not again.”

The body in the coffin levitated horizontally, then righted itself slowly, white hair billowing in the wind. 

"Shit!" Syèl shouted and dove onto Shoko, effectively pinning her to the ground as Alure's eyes abruptly snapped open.  BOOM!  Several pillars suddenly exploded into dust and rained debris around the room.

Alure hunched over then let out a shrill cry that threatened to burst their eardrums. 

"One last thing," Krogh's soul stone suddenly said. "Alure has gone mad from centuries of imprisonment. It will take some time before she regains her senses."

"Now you tell us?" Syèl chided as he rolled away from over Shoko.

Syel stood up, Shoko by his side as they stared at the goddess of death.




	
Alure, Goddess of Death: Lv. ???








 

The question marks told Syèl and Shoko all they needed to know. They did not have a snowball's chance of winning this fight. This would be a battle of survival.

"The hunters have become the hunted," Syèl remarked with a wry smile. "These kinds of battles can also be fun."




 


Warheh Plains,

10:20 pm, 16  th   Peniel 1091.

Kashi sat underneath one of the few trees in the open fields southwest of Rosendun, reviewing the information he had gleaned from the villagers while several beasts ran past him, instinct instructing them not to attack, lest they lose their lives. Meanwhile, Kira hunted the local wildlife for their dinner and practice a few miles away.

Kashi’s little stunt at the village had proved useful. He’d learned that in the south-west region, there were several tiny villages like Ranad with mini harbors and five major towns with large ports for trade and fishing excluding the captured capital.

Kashi had never been one to embark on a quest without sufficient information, so he specifically asked about the security around the neighboring harbors. He learned that the smaller towns like Ranad had little to no security around their ports. 

There were usually no more than ten men stationed. These guards generally consisted of three archers; three rogues; three warriors, and a leader whose class varied. The only major port close to him was called Nohra, and it boasted close to fifty guards.

To make things worse, the Froggers and bandits seemed to have teamed up to protect the harbors. The bandits and Froggers also boasted several mages in their ranks which was bad news for someone like him who had absolutely little to no considerable Magic Resistance.

‘How do I do this?’

Kashi sighed as he pored over a map he had obtained from a villager. While well-detailed, it was made from an awful material that threatened to crumble to dust any second. It was miserable to be poor.

"I can go here... then here... I get this... maybe... let's try this out," Kashi mumbled, finally decided on a course of action. He folded the map carefully - he would not get any as detailed as this anytime soon - then whistled.

Kira abandoned her hunt, her etched brows revealing her displeasure in the hunt’s results. She could only manage to capture the stragglers of the groups. The rest were usually long gone before she reached them.

Kashi noticed her sour expression and remarked, "Still no luck huh?"

'Way to state the obvious,'  Kira thought, but, as expected Kashi did not understand her.

Luckily, Kashi did not have to read her mind to interpret the disdain in her eyes. "Don't know why I'm helping someone who's trying to kill me.” Kashi sighed as he crouched in front of Kira. “Look, you're too impatient. I have no doubt that one day you’ll beat them all with speed alone, but for now, you need patience if you're going to succeed."

Kira cocked her head to the right to indicate she was listening. Although she hated the daeben to no end, she could not deny the fact that the lessons he had taught her over the past months had made her a more efficient and powerful direwolf.

Kashi, oblivious to Kira’s thoughts, continued, "Next time, don't just charge at them. It might work on rabbits ‘cause you're faster, and on other carnivores ‘cause they attack you, reducing it to a contest of strength, but when you’re hunting ‘cowards,’ you have to treat them as targets for assassination, not killing." Kashi’s voice lowered to a whisper as he said, "Take your time... stay hidden... approach carefully... then wait. When your target is least prepared........ BAM!" He suddenly shouted and clapped right next to Kira’s ear.

Kira yelped and jumped back in fright, but then growled in anger when she realized Kashi was playing with her.

"Oh my. You should have seen the look on your face," Kashi chuckled with a glint in his eyes. "Come on, we've got to, pfft, get going." 

Kira snorted and marched off in the direction of Ranad, followed closely by a still laughing Kashi.

Several minutes later, Kira and Kashi reached the village, but this time, they walked past the village to its harbor located at the back. Long, thick grass populated the area, but there were clearings at the shore for people disembarking from their boats and on the path leading to the village.

Just as the intel suggested, Kashi spotted nine bandits at the harbor. One tended to a tiny rowboat while three chatted near a large stone building he guessed to be their HQ, and the remaining were scattered around to spot any intruders.

The fact that the pirate crew did not have any more security told Kashi none of the villagers were traitors. This in and of itself was crucial information.

‘Game time.’

Kashi whispered some instructions to Kira then made his way towards the shore, using the large shrubs as cover. When he was in position he deemed suitable, he signaled Kira, who into the harbor and barked at the bandits.

The pirates at the harbor spotted Kira as she ran out of cover and shouted with excitement.

"What's that!?"

"A black Direwolf!"

"Quick, catch it! Its fur'll sell fer a pretty Syros."

Several of the men chased after Kira, who turned on her heels and ran away, careful not to lose them.

"Good. That leaves only three,” Kashi muttered. “One tending the boat, and two guarding the entrance." He waited until none of the guards’ eyes faced his direction then dashed toward the river and dove in.

"Hmm.. did you see something?"

"No. You gotta lay off the drinks man."

"Says you."

Kashi held his breath as he swam underwater, stopping just below the pier where the good boat was being tended to. He bid his time, thankful for his high stamina which allowed him to hold his breath for more extended periods.

Kashi bided his time until the guard tending to the boat turned around, then slowly climbed onto the boat. He paused after climbing onto the boat to ensure the other two guarding the entrance to the building were not near them. After confirming the two guards by the door would not notice the commotion, he grabbed the guard from behind and slammed him onto the boat. Kashi shut the guard’s mouth with his left hand and repeatedly punched him with his right till he passed out.

Kashi punched the guard till he fell unconscious then crossed the pier and entered the building through an open window. Although he personally preferred to kill the pirate, he was afraid the guard’s body might burst into light petals and alert the others.

Kashi dropped from the windowsill into a room that housed several dead fish, most of which were rotten. 

'This better not stick.'  Kashi used  [Silent Feet]  as he walked through the room, then slowly opened the door. It led to the main hall, within which lay broken bottles and tables. 

Kashi had two choices. Take the flight of stairs leading to the higher floor or a door located at the right wall. He could also take the exit right across of him which lead outside, but the remaining two guards were chatting amicably there.

"Tell me Pedo, what you think about the women in the basement?"

"Dunno Bare, the capn' says we mustn't touch."

"Bah! Cap's asleep in his room upstairs. He'll never know."

"I dunno..."

'Thank you for the well-timed convenient info.'  Kashi left his place by the door and climbed the stairs with deft, silent footsteps. He reached the landing at the top and paused in front of the door.  ‘Shit! What if it's locked!’  Kashi offered his prayers to the god of assassins, then twisted the doorknob. His pounding heart settled when he heard the familiar  click.

The daeben’s eyes gleamed with delight when he opened the door to see his target dressed in a leather tunic, snoring like a drunk pig on a bed. The captain's heavy armor which he would have found bothersome was neatly placed by the side of the bed.

'Yes! They don't unreasonably sleep in full armor!'  Kashi rejoiced mentally. Judging by how buff his target was, it might have proved difficult to hold him down like he had the bandit.

Kashi equipped his weapons and notched an arrow onto his bow then drew it to full length. He released it, and it struck neatly through the guard's throat. 

Much to Kashi’s dismay, the captain did not die instantly. Instead, he shot up from the bed and crashed into his armor. He proceeded to around the room like a mad goose, slamming into everything before he finally succumbed to the fatal injury and collapsed.

"Acha~..." Kashi whistled at the sight. It reminded him of a beheaded chicken for some reason. 

"What's going on?!"

"I heard something! Cap'n!"

Kashi heard footsteps running up the staircase and calmly waited behind the door. The first guard opened the door and was greeted with three arrows through his chest. The force behind the shot launched him off the stairs and over the railing. He fell onto a broken table and cried out in pain as splinters stabbed through his abdomen and leg.

"Pedo!" the second cried, as he looked down at his dying friend. He looked up and saw the sole of a boot. 

Kashi kicked the second guard, then rode him down the staircase. At the base, he kicked against the bandit's skull, launching himself into the air, then whirled around and fired several arrows through the bandit, ending his suffering.

Kashi walked over to the first guard who pleaded for his life, tears streaming down his face. "Sorry. You've seen me. Can't let you live." He shot an arrow through the guard's skull, ending his suffering. "Aethir guide you," Kashi said and walked to the second door which led to the basement.

Kashi found out the door was locked and returned to search the captain’s room. Sure enough, he found a bunch of keys on a dresser by the bed. He returned to the door, and after several tries, a key finally worked, opening it up.

The door opened up to a narrow staircase. There was no lighting inside so Kashi picked a lantern hanging on the wall and proceeded down the stairs. The basement was quite wide, if not dark and musty. He heard muttering voices and walked over to a series of cages.

Kashi’s face twisted as he looked at the tied-up missing women and children, most of which sported plenty of bruises. 

"Please leave us alone!" the women cried and huddled with the children at a corner of the cell, frightened by the scary daeben. Everyone there had heard of or witnessed the Daebens’ atrocities. The scary one had probably come to use them for vile experiments.

Kashi realized he was scaring them and relaxed into a peaceful smile. "Don't worry. I'm here to help you." He opened the cages, then freed the women from their bondage. "Foll-!" 

Thwack!

Kashi dropped to the floor, slowly losing consciousness and realized he had been whacked from behind with one of the handcuffs by the distrusting women.  Seriously... I don't get women...

 

            

    
        Chapter 29: The Circle

    
    
    
    
                Alure’s Crypt.

9:23 pm, 16  th   Peniel 1091.

 

Boom!

"Uaak!" Syèl cried out in pain as he crashed into one of Alure's many statues. He grimaced as he clutched his ribs and stumbled to his feet, blood seeping from gaping wounds on his arms and face. A quick scan of his Health Bar left him pale as he realized HP had dropped to less than 1000 points. One strike from that woman had wiped out over 90% of his entire HP! 

Syèl cursed and looked around, searching for his partner. Luckily, he found Shokō slumped against a wall, unconscious. Judging from the rapid rise and fall of her chest, She was still among the living, but with the rate at which she lost blood, she would soon join the dead. 

Syèl frowned and roared at the woman floating over her coffin. "Wake up already!" Attracted by his shout, the woman’s eyes snapped to the halben. Syèl quickly dove out of the way, and his eyes narrowed as he watched the statue behind him explode to dust. The halben cursed as he could neither see nor comprehend the attack. It was not a blast of air or something with physical mass.

It seemed more like a devastating force instantaneously materialized around whatever Alure looked at and acted on it 

Syèl panicked as he watched debris from the explosion land dangerously close to Shokō, with a few particles grazing her arm. He realized she was utterly helpless in her state, and would most certainly perish if she took an attack from Alure. 

 Syèl left his hiding spot with grim determination in his eyes and stood at the center of the room. Alure turned to him, blackened eyes filled with malice. 

"I don't particularly take pride in this, but..." Syèl dashed forward and fixed his gaze on Alure’s eyes.

In response, Alure let out a shrill cry and blinked. 

‘I was waiting for that!’  Syèl dropped to his knees and bent backward, so the back of his head was only an inch away from the ground. The force of his initial sprint carried him along the ground like he was participating in an advanced game of limbo. 

Whoosh!

Syèl winced as wind escaping a mini-explosion above him slammed down against him. However, because of his momentum, the bulk of the wind force first struck the ground, then pushed him from behind, which resulted in the halben spinning forward like a table top. 

Alure, shocked by the unconventional method of escape, paused for a moment, unable to process how she should respond to that. 

That momentary pause was all Syèl needed.

"Too late... Now wake up!" Syèl cried as he shot off the ground, stretched out his leg and kicked her right under the chin, using the momentum from her own attack to power his strike.

The force caused Alure to bite her tongue as she was launched into the air, but the halben was not through with her. Once he landed, Syèl jumped again, spun around and kicked her in the chest, which sent her crashing to the earth.

Alure fell to her knees and looked up to see Syèl looming over here. He grabbed her by her robe before she could blink and lifted her till their faces were only inches apart. "Sorry about this."

SLAP!

Alure eyes widened in shock from the blow, but she had no time to process it as he soon repeated it.  SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP! SLAP!

Syèl unleashed an ultra-super slap combo born from the frustration of being weak and borderline insanity. Helpless against the hits, Alure's face was sent flying in all directions. Amidst the blows, life slowly returned to her eyes.

"St.. pl.. sto.. plea... I SAID STOP DAMNIT!" Alure suddenly yelled, and an invisible force knocked Syèl into the air and held him in place. Several veins popped on her forehead as she glared at the halben and tried to keep her rising anger in check.

“Finally!” Syèl exclaimed with a sigh of relief. “Thought you'd never wa-!" The words froze in the halben’s mouth, and he suddenly clutched his throat as he felt something constrict his breath.

Alure's eyes sparked with rage as she examined the struggling Syèl. "Nufufufu... To think that I would be treated so rudely by a mere halben."

"H-hey. Y-you were crazy! What was I supposed to do? Roll over and die?" Syèl angrily argued his case.

Alure sighed. She knew the halben had a point. She reluctantly released her grip on him, and Syèl fell to the ground, coughing. She regarded the spluttering halben with mirth in her eyes and said, "I suppose I owe you my gratitude for rescuing me.”

‘Great. I drew the proud goddess card.’  Syèl took his time standing up as the pain from whatever had grabbed his throat still lingered. He warily looked at Alure and questioned, "So what now?"

Alure raised a brow. "Pardon?" 

Syèl noticed the blank look in her eyes and sighed. "You don't know where you are, do you?"

Alure looked at the halben, then at her surroundings. A few moments later, her gaze returned to Syèl filled with confusion and questions. "Do you know of me elf? It would seem my memories are foggy at best."

Syèl sighed and asked, "Does the name: Alure, goddess of Death ring a bell?"

The goddess, Alure went silent as she looked beyond the elf. "Alure... yes... that is the name father gave me." She walked past Syèl towards Shokō who was on the last of her health. "I was tasked with sending souls back to the Circle." She reached out to touch Shoko, but Syèl grabbed her arm.

Syèl’s defiant glare met hers as he challenged, "She's not dead."

Alure regarded the halben with a blank expression. "Do not fear. It is not yet her time." She easily pulled free from his grasp and placed her hand on Shokō’s head. A bright glow radiated off Shokō as her injuries closed up, reflected in the rapid rise of her HP.

Moments later, Shokō jerked awake, nearly bumping into her savior. She looked from Syèl to Alure, then to her uninjured body and full health and accurately drew a picture of what was going on. "Haaa... I really thought I bought it there," she said with a sigh as she stretched her limbs.

Syèl chuckled. "You almost did. You need to thank the Great Me for saving you."

Shokō narrowed her eyes at him and sneered, "Hmph! I bet you were just lucky."

"Hey! See here—" Syèl started to protest, but sudden laughter drew his attention. "Hmm?" He turned and noticed Alure had her hand over her mouth, trying to gracefully hide her amusement. 

Syèl’s brow rose. "What's this? Gods can laugh too?"

"N-no.. forgive me... fufu.. it is just you remind me so much of my brethren. They bickered a lot too while sharing a bond most unbreakable," Alure revealed with a wistful smile.

Shokō and Syèl shared a look, then turned to Alure. A few seconds of silence passed, then the trio fell into cheery laughter, amused by the weirdness of their dialogue. One second they had been fighting for their lives, and now they were reminiscing?! That was just uncanny.

"You have my undying gratitude, young adventurers," Alure said when she had regained her composure.

"It's fine," Shoko said. "We aren't exactly saints ourselves."

"Brave and truthful. A rare quality. Would any of you like to learn my secrets?"




	
New Hidden Class:

Convert?

YES NO








 

Syèl considered it. Choosing whatever class she offered would force him out of being a Blood Mage, but he had already developed a fondness for the Class. Plus, he would have to start afresh. Shoko shared a similar train of thought. 

Shokō and Syèl politely declined the offer, but Alure was not upset. "Still, I must reward you for releasing me. How about this?" She grasped their hands in hers, smiling as a warm glow enveloped the duo.




	
Mana Regeneration Rate increased by 20%

Health Regeneration Rate increased by 20%

Health lost from Bleeding reduced by 10%








 

"I am sorry I cannot do more for you,” Alure apologized. “It will be a while before I regain my full strength."

"No way! This is perfect!" Shokō yelled as her eyes beamed at the notifications. 

A blood mage like Syèl might not get the gravity of the blessing they had just received, but this was pure gold! Warrior related classes like hers received a penalty to their mana regeneration, which resulted in long waits for mana to build back up. In many cases, it could mean the difference between life and death in a boss fight.

Add that to the fact that at their current level, an item that granted +6% Mana regeneration rate would sell for thousands of Syros on the market, and one could begin to get a picture of just how lucky the duo truly was.

This was worth more than any number of random loot.

"You have our thanks," Shoko said and politely bowed. 

Syèl noticed she bowed, not curtsied but decided not to pursue the subject... yet.

Alure shook her head. "I am only repaying a debt. "Do you have any requests you would ask of me?"

Syèl recalled the reason they had entered the dungeon in the first place. "There's a town above us whose residents have been petrified. Can you do something about that?"

"Petrifaction? Yes, I can assist with that. Hold on to me." Alure beckoned as she held out her palms. Shokō and Syèl grabbed one each as a mandala formed below their feet. Light from the mandala enveloped them, and a second later, they disappeared from view.



Neverun

A mandala suddenly appeared at the outskirts of Neverun and revealed three people after its blinding glow died down.

"Ah! Sweet fresh air!" Syèl exclaimed with his arms spread wide as he sucked in a deep breath.

"Geez, you can be so unrefined." A light wind tugged at Shoko's hair, raising a slight smile from the swordswoman’s lips. "Though, I have to admit... this isn't too bad." 

Alure watched the humes, and a stray tear rolled down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away and put on a pained smile. "Once again, I thank you for saving me, but I must return to the Circle."

"...and the villagers?" Syèl asked.

Alure pointed to the village. "See for yourself."

Syèl did not have to. Cries of joy rang out from the village as men, women, and children embraced each other, overjoyed by their freedom. The young halben sniffed and let out a proud grin, "Heh. Not too shabby."

Shoko punched the back of his head. "Do not mind him. You have our thanks."

Alure smiled, and her body broke away into little petals that were carried by a gentle breeze towards the heavens. Shokō and Syèl watched the petals fly away then made their way to the nearest city when a great tremor like none they had ever felt before shook the entire world.



Kerta

Adventurers and residents alike ran out of their homes, terrified by the sudden earthquake that threatened to bring down the world around them.

Inside the training center, Bert opened his eyes, a sharp look in his gaze. He stood up and walked towards the door, somehow perfectly maintaining his balance on the trembling earth. Once outside, he removed his gloves and raised his right hand as if to grab the moon. A tattoo of seven broken swords tied by a sash of blood burned in excitement on the back of his hands.



Nama Woods

Fladnag raised his staff to the sky as his robe was set ablaze by a tattoo on his back. "Finally..." he muttered, his voice cracking. "Finally, time moves again."



Jatakem (The Holy City)

At the center of the continent lay a city called Jatakem, where Aethir was rumored to have regularly visited before the Calamity. The city still possessed her blessings long after her disappearance and was supposedly impossible to impregnate by any forces of evil: physical or otherwise. 

The High Church was located at the city’s center and at its center was a room in which a young girl with long, dark-violet hair, dressed in a white ceremonial kimono, sat with several priests, offering their prayers for the realm's and their gods’ safety. The girl looked to be in her late teenage years, and had a plain face like you would see amongst any commoner on the road.

However, that seemingly ordinary lady also exuded a holy aura so potent, the very concept of sin itself seemed to bend its knees at her feet. The lady looked up as the earth began to tremble, causing candles and lanterns to fall to the ground.

"What sorcery is this?!" A priest cried as he shielded himself from falling embers from candlesticks. "Where is this attack coming from?!"

"Calm yourself," The girl with raven hair said. "It is not our time yet."

"Sayen-sama!"

The girl called Sayen looked to the heavens as the silhouette of a tattoo glowed beneath her gown. "It has begun..."



Planide

Several female wisbens gathered around an old wisben woman whose right arm burned with a strange tattoo they had never seen before. 

 The aged sorceress looked up to the skies and murmured as the edge of her lips cracked with a weak smile. "Ah... Dear Alure. Finally..."



???

Several depths below the earth, a dwarf crushed an Aemole, (a creature which looked like a giant mole, but possessed larger, sharp teeth for hunting prey) with his bare hands, laughing heartily as a tattoo burned on his forehead. "It's here! It's here! It's here! It's here! It's here! It's here! It's here! It's here!”



???

Somewhere, at an undisclosed location, a kafu with snow white skin shut the book he was reading and directed his gaze to the night sky. A hidden glint shone in his eyes as he pulled a glove off his left hand to reveal the glowing tattoo at the back. “Finally, we can begin.”



5 Miles East of Neverun.

A few miles from where Syèl and Shoko were, a dragon nudged its master with its nose concern in its eyes.

"It's nothing," its master said, clutching his arm. "This only means..."



As if by some force of nature, all seven wielders of the tattoo chorused at precisely the same time. "The Circle is Reborn."



???

In a forest somewhere, a level 49 Summoned lost his footing due to the earthquake and cried in anguish and anger as the boss goblin he had been fighting crushed him with its club. The poor man sighed and resigned himself to his fate. He had already died once before and knew what to expect. Darkness, followed by the words "Game Over!"

However, to the man’s surprise, something different happened this time. A warm, green light appeared around him as a beautiful lady with white hair appeared before him. She wrapped her hands around him and a new message popped up.




	
You Died!

Do You Wish to Return to the Circle and Await Reincarnation?

Save your Avatar?

Yes No








 

The young man blinked with surprise, but then quickly chose yes.

 




	
Your soul has been entrusted to Alure, Goddess of Death. When the Circle is fully restored, you may once again return to the earth with this soul.








 

"For real?” The young man exclaimed as he stared at the prompt, slack-jawed. Even when the game-over message came up shortly after, and he returned to the real world, he was still dumbfounded. He stumbled over to his laptop and quickly checked L.N.E’s online forums. As expected, he was not the only one to have experienced the strange message. The internet had already gone bat-shit crazy about it. The man searched out one of his favorite forums and joined the discussion.

@Wastertime98: Dude, my character was totally saved!

@pwnnebs4523: I knw! Lol.. hw u think we get dem bk?

@Draculgun: She said something bout a circle? What the heck is that?

@Wastertime98: Newb!

@pwnnebs4523: Noob!

@Wastertime98: GTFO!

@TheInstructor: Guys chill. @Draculgun The Circle is from the last game. It was basically their excuse for why we could come back to life.

@Wastertime98: *applause* We've got an MLK here gents!

@pwnnewbs247365: I'm a girl -_-"

@Wastertime98:...

@pwnnewbs247365: So... hw we go abt fixing dis here circle.

@TheInstructor: Dunno.

@Wastertime98: Fuck if I know!

@Draculgun: Um.. I'm new here and all, but why don't you just ask whoever released Alure?

@Wastertime98: ...Fuck off Noob!

@TheInstructor: You shut up! He makes a good point! @Draculgun Problem will be if whoever released her agrees to share the info...

@pwnnewbs247365: yh well, as in the immortal words of Klein. "Net Gamers are a selfish bunch..."

@Wastertime98: lmaoooo! Soooo true!

@TheInstructor: Hate to admit, but that is quite accurate.

@Draculgun: ...Who's Klein?

@Wastertime98: Seriously?

 

            

    
        Chapter 30: Bonds

    
    
    
    
                Ranad,

12:03 am, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

Bang!

"Ow!” Kashi cried out in pain as he regained consciousness. He massaged his sore temple and pushed off the rusted cell gate that had broken loose and crashed on him as a result of the earthquake. As the daeben got to his feet, only one thought ran through his head.  ‘If I had been a little late, I might have lost the opportunity to rescue those vixens. Lady Luck has not completely abandoned me yet.’

Kashi used the dim moonlight streaming into the cells to search for something on the floor.  Clink!  The daeben grinned when his fingers clamped around a set of keys. The captain's room had been all but empty except his armor, and there was nothing worth of value in the smelly fish room. Thus, the daeben surmised there could only be one more place bandits like those would stash their loot.

Kashi inspected each cell closely, searching for trap doors or false walls, but was mortified to find that they were all empty.  ‘What kind of bandit has no loot?!’

Frustrated, Kashi turned to leave, but fortunately, halfway to the stairs, he stumbled over a catch on the floor. The daeben swore as he stood up, and checked to see what had tripped him up. The lighting was poor, so the daeben resigned to feel the ground with his hands. Kashi’s initial search turned up nothing, and he would have left if he did not recall something seemingly redundant.

[Dark Eyes].  This was a skill which, for a little MP cost, would significantly improve his sight in the dark when activated. Kashi smacked his forehead for his forgetfulness and enabled the skill, pleased when his surroundings became just a tad bit brighter. He successfully made out a latch on the floor buried beneath some fish bones and grabbed it in excitement. He yanked the trapdoor open with the vigor of a ten-year-old, and his eyes glowed as he spotted a set of stairs leading to an even lower floor.

A small part of Kashi’s mind wondered why fishermen would need a secret base such as this, but the majority rejoiced over the potential loot stashed away. An iron door blocked the way at the landing, but after a few tries with the captain's keys, the door opened before him to reveal a room lit up by several torches hanging from the walls.

Kashi’s lips curled upward, revealing a toothy grin as he gazed upon the chests of gold, armor, weapons and precious stones neatly piled away, alongside several parchments and other precious materials. Though every cell in his body wanted to claim it all for himself, he had two things going against him. A little part of his brain was shouting a different course of action, and even if he chose to ignore it, he could not possibly fit everything into his inventory.

Live No Evil  used the 'physical loot' system. This meant that monster drop and items did not appear on screen like other games. Their full forms were actually right in front of you. The Summoned could shrink these items and place them in their inventory, but their individual strength and inventory size determined what, and how much they could carry. 

Luckily, the game also had the  Carry  system. As its name implied, if a Summoned’s inventory was full, he/she could still carry the rest of the items in their hands, a bag, on a cart, or through any other feasible method. Yet, even with all these, he would not never have been able to carry all these, so, to start with, he went to the piles of gold. Money had no weight, and a Summoned could hold as much as they wanted.

Kashi put his hand over the pile, and the system promptly informed him that the total sum of coin present was 50000 Syros. "Holy Barracuda's Balls,” Kashi exclaimed as he looked at the vast wealth that lay before him. He could have chosen to take it all for himself, but his conscience kept banging on about the bigger picture. "Okay, okay! I'll listen this one time."

Kashi pocketed 5,000 Syros as his commission and left the rest. He then walked around the room, inspecting the goods to see if he could find anything of use to him. The daeben’s search yielded good results, some of which included Improved sets of crafting and cooking tools and equipment, a pair of books on Gathering and Botany, and finally, a couple of rings he decided to identify later.

Kashi was disappointed in the weapons and armor as they were inferior to his current equipment. Though that shouldn’t come as a surprise. His current gear’s stats looked like it belonged to someone around level 50. It would be a while before he felt the need to switch up his equipment. 

The last thing Kashi picked up was a detailed map of the Atled Delta with several lines drawn across it. He could not decipher it, but he guessed the villagers might be able to shed some light on it. Kashi folded the map and placed it in a storage tube which he in turn placed in his inventory.

Satisfied with the haul, Kashi exited the room and locked the door behind him. He ascended the stairs, closed the trapdoor, then made his way out of the building.

"Huaa. Nice breeze,” Kashi exclaimed happily once he stepped outside. He surveyed the area and was not surprised to find no traces of the women. The daeben let out a wry smile as he realized the women must not have told their husbands who rescued them.

Kashi shook his head and called out for Kira. When there was no answer, he called out a few more times, each without reply. Kashi paled, and the joy drained away as fear began to set in. "Kira!" Kashi called as he ran along the coast. However, when he was sure she wasn’t around, he sprinted towards the town, pissed off at his own stupidity.

As was to be expected, Ranad was alight with festivities, the villagers rejoicing over the return of the women and children. The villagers danced a happy tune, drinks flowed, and jokes cracked as every man, woman, and child shed all responsibilities for one night of endless fun.

Kashi tore through the town, upsetting the festivities, and came to a hard stop in front of the mayor.

"Kashi-dono!" Elecurb, chief of Ranad greeted with a bright smile upon Kashi's return. "I have splendid-" His speech was cut short when Kashi gripped his shoulders, panic, and fear in his eyes.

"My partner… The wolf," Kashi said between huffs of exhaustion. All pretense of polite speech was drowned out by urgency. "Have you seen her?!"

"C-calm down Kashi-dono,” Elecurb urged. “One of the boys said they saw her running north just over an hour or so ago. What's the matter?"

"I... I can't find her. I... bandits... asked her... lure away. She isn't dead right? She can't be!" Kashi implored as his grip tightened on Elecurb's shoulders.

"Stand straight Kashi-dono. You helped my people. We will join in the search. It's the least we could do to repay your kindness," Elecurb said and turned to the townspeople who had gathered around, curious over what was going on. "That's enough celebration for tonight. Kashi-dono requires our help. What kind of people would we be if we did not assist."

The women looked away in shame as they realized they had wrongly attacked the daeben. "As penance for our transgression, we shall search until we find her," a woman offered in apology, and the others nodded enthusiastically. The villagers dispersed, each grabbing a torch on their way out of the village, calling for the missing wolf.

Kashi searched on his own, feeling a slight pang of guilt for deceiving the villagers. His acting had been a little over the top, but he needed their help if he was to find Kira.  ‘You better be alright.’

Several minutes later, shouts of "Found her!" reached Kashi’s ears and he took off in the direction of the voices. The screams led him to a meadow where several villagers were gathered around something, mumbling to each other.

Kashi squeezed through and stopped in disbelief. 

Mish-mashed body parts were scattered around a small area, the field dyed in red from dried blood splattered all around. It was like someone had gathered several buckets of blood and tossed them all over. At the very center of the grotesque scene lay Kira, her fur also dyed red.

Kashi ran to Kira’s side and placed his ear against her chest, smiling when he heard a heartbeat, faint as it was. He pulled out his First Aid Kit and began to treat her injuries, only releasing a sigh of relief when he heard her breathing stabilize.

"Here, let her drink this. It will speed up her recovery." Elecurb handed him a potion that temporarily increased the Rate of Health Regeneration. 

"Thank you." Kashi accepted the potion and assisted the unconscious wolf in drinking it. Once her breathing settled into even intervals, he turned to Elecurb and bowed in a humble dogeza. "You have my gratitude, but I do not wish to damper your celebrations. If it pleases you, I shall stay by her side while you return to your festivities."

Elecurb waved his hands. "We could not pos-"

Kashi clasped his hands around the elder's. "I cannot possibly fathom the horrors the fair ladies and innocent children must have endured in that cage. But this has made me understand the haunting fear and pain that plagues those who lose their dear ones and blame themselves for their helplessness. Please, I implore you! Celebrate and cherish your reunion. It would shame me if I were to be the cause of a somber mood on a night as beautiful as this."

Elecurb paused, taken aback by the elf’s pleas. He had seen the cruelty of the daeben during the Great War and still harbored a hatred for their kind in his heart. He had initially only planned on using the daeben, hoping he and the bandits killed themselves. But not anymore; Kashi’s sincerity had erased all of his hatred.

"I understand, Kashi-dono." Elecurb smiled and turned to the onlookers. "Our hero wishes that we celebrate tonight while he sits alone. What do the people of Ranad have to say to that?"

"Nay!"

"We celebrate together or not at all!"

Elecurb turned and smiled at the gobsmacked daeben. "And there you have it. If you wish for our happiness, then please grant us the permission to tend to her in our village while you join us."

Kashi looked from the chief to the villagers and sighed. "If you insist so, it would be rude of me to resist."

The villagers cheered as two men lifted Kashi onto their shoulders, chanting his name. He saw three more men place Kira on a stretcher, and the jubilating procession marched back to the town to continue the celebrations.





The festivities continued well into the early hours of the day, and a minutes before sunrise, an exhausted Kashi stumbled into the house where Kira lay asleep. He sat down beside her, a sad smile on his face as he patted her head.

"Idiot,” Kashi playfully condemned. “Don't you go doing anything that dangerous ever again." When he thought of the bodies, weapons and blood scattered around the field, he was able to draw a rough estimate of what had transpired.





Several hours Earlier

‘Humans are too slow.’  Kira thought to herself as she controlled her pace to match those of the bandits chasing her. She ensured she remained just an inch away from their arrows, and on occasion, she would 'stumble,' allowing the swordsmen to try and get a strike in, but they would always miss by a close margin.

Kira did this to give the bandits false hope that she would run out of stamina soon and be at their mercy while simultaneously whittling away at their stamina. Once they were a fair distance from the village, she noticed the bandits had slowed down even more and realized they had run out of stamina.  Weak.  If only the daeben were as weak as they were, she would have killed him long ago. 

Kira swiftly lost them and doubled back to the harbor. She got there in time to see the two-legged females and little ones run off towards the village and waited for Kashi’s signals. However, time passed, and the expected signal did not come. 

Kira began to consider entering the building when familiar smells caught her attention, and she realized the bandits were returning. Luckily, there was a strong wind blowing towards the harbor, so their strong scent had traveled towards her.

Kira did not know what was keeping the daeben, but she knew that if the bandits saw the females, they would rush to the harbor to investigate. After a brief wait for the daeben, she left her hiding spot in the shrubs and ran back, cutting through the town to shave off time.

The smell grew stronger, and Kira knew she was getting close to them. Judging by the rate at which the smell drew nearer, the bandits were leisurely strolling back to base.  "You need patience if you're going to succeed."  The annoying daeben’s advice played in her head, and she reluctantly did as instructed. "Stay hidden..."   

Kira searched for a place to hide, annoyed by the lack of trees in the surrounding region, but there were tall grass and shrubs a little ways off the roadside. She ran into one of these and crouched low. “ Take   your time...”

Kashi watched with bated breath as the bandits walked by her, one of them lagging a few steps behind from apparent exhaustion. She waited until the straggler passed, then exited her hiding spot.  "Approach carefully..."

Kira’s paws made not the slightest sound against the earth as she trailed her target. "Then wait. When your target is least prepared...."  She struck!

Kira dashed forward and used her incredible body size to knock the straggler to the ground. She proceeded to bite down on his throat and rip out his jugular before he could make a sound.

The remaining five bandits whirled around, but Kira was able to dispatch the nearest in a similar fashion before the rest entered formation around her. Growling she circled around the body of the rogue she just dispatched, eyes trained on the men around her. 

Four to go: Three archers and a swordsman.  ‘Should have killed the archers first.’  She   had seen the humans around Kerta adopt a similar formation. This was called a 'party' if she recalled correctly.

‘Good. You'll all serve as practice.’ 

Kira lunged at the swordsman but was forced to retreat because of his swing which would have slice her no matter how she tried to dodge. An arrow pierced through her left leg, but the strength of her muscles stopped the arrow from dealing any significant damage. 

In retaliation, Kira alternated her attacks between the bandits to disperse them. Unfortunately for her, these bandits had fought by each other's sides for a long time and quickly covered for each other when one messed up. 

So far, Kira had only managed to graze them, but in turn, none of their arrows had done any fatal damage. The stalemate continued until her claws struck against the bandits’ sword, sending sparks flying. As Kira watched the sparks dance through the air, an image of the blasted daeben throwing himself at flames entered her mind, and she halted, teeth gnashing in rage.

Kira realized she was running. So far, she had not really put her all in attacking because she had been too afraid of getting cut by the humans. How could she think of killing the daeben when she was too scared to face her own enemies in a fight to the death.

Back then too. If she had left that tree trunk instead of cowering in fear, her mother would not have had to perish. 

Kira’s eyes burned with anger as her countenance completely changed, dark misty aura radiating off of her. Never again! She would never back down ever again! As if in agreement with her newfound burning resolve, the earth began to shake vigorously beneath her feet. 

"St-stay back!" The swordsman cried, waving his sword back and forth in front of him, terrified by the change in countenance. He really thought she was the one causing the earthquake.

‘Pathetic. I was scared of that?!’  Kira snarled and lunged at the bandit, ignoring the arrows that dug into her flesh and his sword that cleaved away her life.  ‘If I am stabbed twice…’  Her fangs tore through the protective helmet and ripped away at his face.  ‘I will kill you once.’

Kira turned to the remaining archers and growled, revealing a set of bloodied teeth. Her red eyes glowed with the color of blood, and as she stood amidst the quaking earth, with the dense aura escaping her body, she evoked the image of a hellhound sent from the Underworld to capture their souls. 

The archers dropped their weapons in terror and attempted to flee. Unfortunately, the shaking earth greatly hindered their escape. Kira, on the other hand, easily maintained her balance and hunted each one down, granting them no mercy. Kira stumbled to the center of the massacre after slaughtering the last bandit, and howled at the moon, swearing to never run away again.

"Kira... such a wonderful name." A familiar voice said, and Kira whirled around, tears in her eyes at the sight of her mother walking towards her. Her body seemed to fluctuate in and out of view, proving to Kira that this was just a spirit. "It would seem the Circle has been restored. Now, I and many others can return to the flow. Say, can you see them?"

Kira looked to the sky and noticed several petals floating towards a greenish stream of stars. She turned back to her mother and watched helplessly as she too slowly broke down into petals.

"I am proud of you my child, and you have grown splendidly, both brave, strong and kind. But never forget: There is a time to fight and a time to run. Watch over the daeben, for he needs you just as much as you need him."

Kira raised her head to the stars, howling a requiem for the thousands of souls returning to the circle. As the greenish stream disappeared from view, she succumbed to her injuries and collapsed.



Present time

Sunlight streamed into a house in Ranad, showering a sleeping wolf in its warm rays. Kira yawned as she woke up from her slumber. She felt a weight on her abdomen and looked down to see the daeben she was supposed to watch over. Sometime in the night he had fallen asleep and was using her stomach as a pillow.

She noticed the bandages on her body and smiled in spite of herself.  ‘What kind of doctor uses his patients as a pillow?’  She settled in, deciding to sleep for just a little longer... at least until he woke up.



Restricted Sector

Building 4, Level 4

Administrative Offices.

9:24 am, Wednesday, 29  th   April 2043.

The office had been renovated to suit its new owner's tastes. Games crowded the room, and the walls were filled with either hoops or dartboards. The single table in the room was placed close to the main window overlooking the park outside. Akari stood, while Shouyou Shouyou sat on opposite sides of the table engaged in a heated conversation. 

"What are you planning?" Akira asked. His calm voice held an undercurrent of suspicion and anger.

"Whatever do you mean?" Shouyou asked, feigning ignorance.

"I mean this farce" Akira slid an envelope across the table. It contained an invitation to a ball on Sunday.

"Do you not like the invitation Seki-sempai?” Shouyou teased with a knowing smile. “I personally wanted to go with teal b-"

Veins popped on Akira's forehead. "Hey, just what do you think we are trying to do here? This is not your playground!"

Shouyou let out a smile as he rose to his feet. "I believe it is you who does not get what we're trying to do here." The younger man relaxed and patted his senior on the shoulder as he walked past him. "Well, just watch. I promise the results will be satisfactory."

Just as Shouyou reached the door, a shadow crossed Akira's face. "What is your true objective?" 

Shouyou paused. "You already know that don't you?"

Akira’s eyes twitched. "No. I do not believe for a second what you told the boss."

Shouyou shrugged. "Why the suspicion? You already know who I am."

"But I do not know what you are, half-breed," Akari protested with an angry glare.

A shadow played across Shouyou’s face, but it was gone as soon as it came. "Well, why don't you just watch and see?" He opened the door and smiled at the person at the other end. "Yuki-chan!"

"Shouyou," Yukino coldly replied without any of her usual buoyancy.

"Che. Why are you only so cold to me?" Shouyou protested with a sigh and shrugged as he walked past her.

Yukino watched him leave, eyes glaring menacingly at his back like it would spontaneously implode if she stared hard enough. Only after Shouyou rouned a corner and left her line of sight did she turn to Akari who had stepped out of the room.

Yukino regarded Akari with concern in her eyes. "Are you alright, Seki?"

Akari sighed, then smiled as he patted Yukino on the head. "It's nothing. Just an argument between friends."

Yukino blinked, stunned by his words. "You're friends?"

Akari blankly stared at her like she had just asked the most ridiculous question. "Of course. There's no one I value higher than him. Why? We don't seem that way?"

‘No... no matter who you ask, you're sworn enemies!’  Yukino wanted to scream, but kept it to herself, instead opting to shake her head.

"Hmm... I guess that is my fault,” Akari mused. “Anyway, what brings you here?"

Yukino’s eyes brightened as she remembered her purpose for searching him out. "Did you hear about the ball on Sunday?"

"Yes. Shouyou and I were just discussing it earlier,” Akari revealed. “I bet he's planning something underhanded again. What of it?"

Yukino hesitated, playing with her hair as she mumbled, "Um..that is.. well... if you don't have anyone to go with... I.. you.. could.. go together?"

"Sure, why not," Akari agreed, and she beamed with joy. "It'll allow me to keep a close eye on him."

Yukino froze, turning to stone as it felt like someone had someone had tossed her right into the Atlantic ocean. "Idiot.” Yukino cursed under her breath and marched down the hallway before Akari could recover.

 

            

    
        Chapter 31: Leaving Ranad

    
    
    
    
                Ranad,

8:14 am, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

"W-w-w-what is this?!" Elecurb screamed, eyes bulging out of their sockets as he stared at the pile of loot that sat on the town square. He was not the only one dumbfounded by the prize. Over half of the village’s population gathered around, pointing and whispering to each other.

Kashi smiled, pleased by their reactions. Once he had woken from his slumber, he had led some of the men to the hideout to claim the treasure in the underground chamber. "It is yours to do with as you see fit."

Elecurb blinked in shock as he stared at the loot. "But this is too much. Why didn’t you take these for yourself?"

‘Inventory Space.’  Kashi put on a show of remorse as he explained, "How could I possibly carry out such a selfish act when people as good and kind of you need them much more than I do."

"Oh, such kindness!" Elecurb cried as he fell to his knees, tears streaming down his cheeks. "To think I ever harbored such unfair hatred towards you. I am ashamed."

Kashi got down on one knee and placed his hand on the elder's shoulder. "Remember what you said to me: Stand proud. This prosperity was borne from your desire to save your village without letting pride or fear get in your way."

Moved by his words, Elecurb stood straight and smiled brightly. "We will forever be in your debt, Kashi-dono."

"Consider us even. You saved my partner last night." Kashi rose to his feet and looked towards the east, his features creased in apprehension and worry.

Elecurb sensed the daeben’s unease and asked, "Where is it you're headed?"

Kashi explained, "My journeys will take me to Lew Creek where I hope to get a sturdy boat."

"Why Lew Creek?"

"It is the closest town,” Kashi said. “I wish to wipe out the remaining pirates around the Atled Delta else they might bring reinforcements to retake your town."

"Sweet Mera,” Elecurb exclaimed in admiration. “You would go that far to aid us?"

‘Of course not. I want the pirates’ loot.’  Once again, Kashi spoke the opposite of his thoughts, "My conscience would not rest easy if I left you to their mercy. I will wipe them out as swiftly as possible."

"There are hundreds of them,” Elecurb exclaimed. “You wish to go alone?"

The daeben struck an impressive figure as he professed with firm determination and courage, "If that is what it takes."

"No! I will not allow that!” Elecurb adamantly refused. “You will be accompanied by twenty of our finest."

Kashi shook his head. "I cannot possibly separate that many from their families after they just reunited."

"Then how about ten men?"

"It is -"

"Five then, and that's as low as I'll agree to go."

Kashi sighed, then lit up with a bright smile. "If you insist so much, it would be callous of me to refute anymore." The real truth was he did not want to lead too many people because of the decrease in EXP points during hunts, the issues of loot and most importantly, secretly obtaining anything of actual value among the pirates' treasure.

"I am glad to hear that. I will summon those who will accompany you,” Elecurb said, then suggested, “In the meantime, I suggest you speak with Cera."

Kashi struggled to remember the name, but nothing came to mind. "My apologies. I am not familiar with that name."

"Ah, yes. Cera is one of the women you rescued yesterday,” Elecurb revealed. “She says she has something important to tell you."

Kashi nodded. "I will be sure to see her."

"Good.  Hektor  here will lead you to her," Elecurb said, and a teen not much older than Kashi stepped out from the crowd. 

Hektor  was a heavily tanned young man with red, wild, spiky hair and eyes. He was dressed only in hide shorts, bone wristbands, and a bone necklace. He boasted well-disciplined muscles that glistened with sweat. Hektor glared at Elecurb and protested, "Oi geezer, I'm part of dem five right?"

"Not now  Hektor ,” Elecurb refuted. “You are still too young."

Hektor  rudely pointed at Kashi. "He ain't older dan me. Yet you let 'im go on dem missions."

Elecurb glanced apologetically at Kashi who shook his head to indicate he was not offended. Elecurb tried to explain to Hektor. "Kashi-dono has proven himself in battle. When you're old enough, you will have the chance to do the same."

Rather than soothe his anger, Elecurb’s explanation only served to enrage Hektor even further. "How’m I s'pposed ta prove myself if ya don't give me a chance."

Elecurb’s patience wore thin, and he berated the young man. "Your time will come. Just be patient!"

"Che!” Hektor spat then turned to look at Kashi. “You, follow me."  Hektor  led the daeben to a small greenhouse. He entered the building, closely followed by Kashi who doubled over in shock as strong scents nearly knocked him out.

"Wh-what is this?" Kashi asked between coughs.

"I'm very sorry!" a tiny female voice called, accompanied by crashing sounds. 

Kashi looked up to see a female wisben face-flat on the floor, her hands in the air to prevent a test tube containing a weird looking liquid from falling. "Are you okay?"

"Y-yes," the strange wisben assured as she jumped to her feet. "I'm a bit of a klutz." Green eyes sparkled with curiosity behind a pair of oversized glasses.

Kashi looked at the uncharacteristically short wisben and questioned, "Cera, I presume?"

"Yes, that’s me,” Cera confirmed as she adjusted her glasses. “Sorry about the smell.  Hektor  should have warned you."

'I don't think he likes me much.’ "It must have skipped his mind due to the festivities."

"I didn' ferget. Seems da brat ain' as tough as 'e thinks," Hektor said with a smirk.

'Who're you calling a brat, brat!'  Kashi managed to control his irritation, and instead offered an olive branch of reconciliation.  "I do not know what it is I did to offend you, but I apologize earnestly."

"Che! And 'ere I thought ya'd break. Just ya wait. Imma rip off dat fake facade ya fooling alla dem with,"  Hektor  spat and exited the greenhouse, leaving the elves to themselves.

"Sorry about that,” Cera apologized. “Hektor lost his father to the war and his mother to the pirates. He's looking for revenge, but is truly a good kid underneath.”

‘So it was that kind of story.’  Kashi sighed. "Your concern is appreciated, but I am not offended. I cannot begin to imagine what he must be going through."

"Thanks," Cera said as she adjusted her glasses.

Kashi proceeded to the main topic. "I heard from Elecurb-san you wanted to talk with me?"

"Ah, right! Completely forgot,” Cera murmured. “I noticed you couldn't help your partner last night."

"Yes. Unfortunately, I am unversed in the art of Restoration Magic so I could not heal her," Kashi explained.

"Hmph. Magic,” Cera sneered. “Who needs that when you have all that Mera has to offer."

Kashi’s brows furrowed. "I'm afraid I do not follow."

Cera did not seem surprised and questioned, "Do you know of Alchemy?"

A spark shone in Kashi's eyes as he said, "I have some knowledge of it, but sadly am no practitioner myself."

"Ah, is that so. Well, it's much easier to show than explain. Drink this,” Cera said and held out the test tube.

Kashi accepted the concoction from her and downed its contents, smacking his lips at its terrible taste. 
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'Holy!'  Kashi’s eyes widened in shock as he stared at the prompt. "T-this is really high level! Y-you're a Grandmaster, aren’t you?" 

Cera issued a wry smile. "No. Unfortunately, I am yet to be recognized as a Grandmaster. My current project should help give me that status."

Kashi shook his head. "Still, as a Master-level alchemist, you should be quite rich. What are you doing in a place like this? No offense."

Cera chuckled. "None taken. The last ingredient I need can only be found here." She turned around, motioning for him to follow. "Have you head of the Geruk frogs?"

Kashi raised a brow. "Um. If I were to hazard a guess, they're huge frogs?"

Cera laughed heartily as she opened a door on the opposite end of the greenhouse that led to an adjoining room. Kashi entered and would have thrown up had he not already seen something very similar. 

The room had shelves with rows of animal and plant body parts stored in jars filled with preservative acids and labels for easy identification. They ranged from fish eyes to troll gut to many other disgusting items. This was one of the disadvantages of the physical loot system. It was disgusting for craftsmen.

"Hmm…” Cera murmured as she observed Kashi’s neutral expression. “That's quite the understated reaction."

Kashi chuckled. "This is nothing I have not seen before." Seriously, Razznik had dealt with much more disgusting things. If Summoned knew what went into most of the potions they drank, they would all throw up on the spot. "You were saying something about giant frogs?"

"Ah, right, right. I get sidetracked easily,” Cera muttered. “Geruk Frogs are rare and can only be found around the delta. They come in from the Forever Sea this time of year to lay their eggs, but even then, it is difficult to actually meet one in person."

Kashi could see where this was going. "You want me to keep a lookout and get one for you?"

"Oh, gods no. You couldn't possibly carry it all the way here,” Cera refuted. “No, no. Just the tongue is fine. Oh, and if you can get its gall that'll be good too."
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Kashi directed a blank stare Mera’s way. It did not matter how used he was to the body parts; hearing someone order them like they were ordering sweets from the local shop was just disturbing. "S-sure, but I'm afraid I'll need to learn alchemy if I am to be able to get the parts you need."

This was only half-true. As a rule, those body parts could drop as random drops. But with an alchemy skill, he would have a higher chance of obtaining specific body parts after each kill. The same could be said for Leatherworking and other crafts.

"Ah, I see. In that case, come let me teach you the basics,” Cera offered. She directed Kashi to her cauldron where she thought him the importance of balance and the science behind alchemy amongst several other things until he got a notification.
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A smirk curled up the side of Kashi’s face. He had never been so glad to be classless. Even though the daeben race had an innate ability to learn crafts faster and more efficiently than other races, that ability would have been hindered or improved somewhat if he already had a class. 

Since Kashi was searching for a warrior class, it would definitely have hampered his ability to learn crafts. And while he currently did not have the boosts gained from obtaining a Class, a Summoned could not unlearn any skills they had picked up. As a result, the skills would stay with him even after he chose a Class.

Kashi humbly bowed to Cera and offered his gratitude. "You have my deepest gratitude. I will make it my mission to return with the items you seek."

"Thank you. I will let you be the first to test my creation upon your return," Cera offered with a sweet smile.

Beads of sweat trickled down Kashi's forehead. "S-sure, why not."

Bam!

The door slammed open, shocking both Cera and Kashi and they turned to see  Hektor  standing there with a nasty look in his eyes. "Oi, blackie, dem waiting fer ya."

"Hektor ! You almost knocked over the Ker Bear's innards! Be more careful next time," Cera reprimanded with a stern glare.

The teen shrugged. "Don' know why ya keep dis creepy things."

Unwilling to stand through another banter, Kashi cut in, "Thank you Cera-san. I will be heading out now. I plan to back in nine days at the most."

"Oh, good then. I will see you then," Cera said and turned back to her experiments, the daeben already erased from her mind.

Kashi followed Hektor to the town square where Elecurb stood with five strong looking adults. They were dressed in gear looted from the bandits and held their weapons with practiced ease.

"Your men know battle," Kashi said to Elecurb, surprised by how formidable they actually looked.

"Yes, some of them fought in the Great War," Elecurb said. "It is difficult to forget the techniques one used to survive such dark times. From the right, their names are  Iason, Paris, Alex, Narkis, and Jero. They served well in the war and will serve you as well."

"It is an honor to be working alongside brave men such as yourselves," Kashi said with a bow.

"Likewise," they chorused.

The chemistry was not there yet, but Kashi was not concerned. By the time they were done, he was sure he would win them over. "We'll be heading to Lew Creek first. Are there any objections or questions?"

Silence.

"In that case…" Kashi turned to Elecurb and bowed one more time. "I pray that your town is well on its way to restoration upon my return."

"As we will hold prayers to Mera to guide your path."

Puzzled, Kashi said, "It is the second time I have heard that name today. Who is she?"

"Mera is the patron goddess of our village and several others,” Elecurb explained. “She watches over the lives on the earth, the trees, and the animals."

"Ah, I see. Then, I will rely on her guidance,” Kashi said with a smile. “Once again, thank you for all of your assistance."

"No, Kashi-dono. On behalf of all my people…" Elecurb got down to his knees and touched his face to the ground. All the villagers around the square copied his posture as he said, "Thank you very much!"
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‘Hmm? Lunette?’  Kashi finally understood why he had not gotten any extra experience points for being the first Summoned to discover the town. Someone had already beat him to it. 

Kashi put that at the back of his mind for the time being, and said to the kneeling villagers, "No, please, stand. I have not done anything worthy of such praise. But I do promise on my honor that I will liberate this Delta from the grips of evil."

Kashi said goodbye to the villagers, then exited the village, stopping at the outskirts of the town. He called for Kira, and a few minutes later, he saw her bounding down along the road towards him.

"You enjoy the hunt?" Kashi asked when she reached him. He still could not get over how big she had gotten. Just a little higher and she would be taller than he was. Just a short while ago, she was a helpless puppy he could troll.  I wonder if this is how parents feel?

She grinned, revealing bloodied teeth and he guessed the answer to be yes. "We're heading to Lew Creek," Kashi said to the five men he would lead for the next nine days. "But, before that, I would like to get to know you more."

The first to speak was Jero, who was a half-elf. His head was shaved at the sides leaving a long, dark brown mohawk at the center. He was quite lean and had chosen daggers as his weapon. "I am Jero, born of an elf and a human. I have lived thirty-three winters, and fought as an infantryman in the last war."

The next to speak was Iason, a tall, muscular Mertian man with dark brown skin, and hazel eyes. His most outstanding feature was a black spiral tattoo on his bald head. Unlike the others, he sported a friendly smile. His weapon was a lance. "Name's Iason, but you can call me Ian. I'm twenty-eight, and fought for a year in the war." His voice was not as deep as Kashi had thought it would be.

Alex and Narkis were twin Masonian men with lightly tanned skin and dark hair. They used swords as their weapons of choice.

"I am called Paris," the last of the group, a handsome Cerulian introduced himself. For a man who had just come out of captivity, he was far too dazzling. Glossy blond hair accentuated by eyes blue as the ocean inhabited a smooth face that bore no signs of hardships. Even his voice itself was light and dreamy. "My age is of no importance, but I will assist you as aesthetically pleasing as possible."

"It is nice to meet you all. Though we may only be together for a short time, you are already irreplaceable parts of my journey,” Kashi said as he looked into the eyes of each man. “As such I shall not allow any harm to come to any of you, and when this is over, your names shall forever be etched into my memory."

The men nodded, but Kashi knew they still had reservations about him. He sighed as he turned around and walked down towards the east where Lew Creek lay.  ‘Can't force the issue.’

Along the road, Kashi stopped as he spotted a familiar figure along the path, holding an irregular stone ax.

Hektor glared at Kashi and his party, defiance, and determination in his eyes. "I'm coming wit ya."

"Now, now. Why don't you go back? Elecurb'll have a heart attack," Iason said.

"Oi old man, stay ou' of dis. Tis be'ween dis 'ere brat 'n' I!" Hektor challenged

At his insult, Kashi began to chuckle softly.

"Wat's so funny?" Hektor demanded, hands tightening around his ax's grip.

"You want to join us?" Kashi asked.

"Kashi-dono!" Iason beckoned.

"It is fine," Kashi said.  ‘Time to kill three birds with one annoying kid.’ "Kira, Do not interfere," Kashi said, and Kira took a step back as the daeben suddenly dashed forward, fists drawn back for a full blow. 

Hektor blocked the blow with his weapon, gritting his teeth at the incredible force behind it.

"Heeh? Not bad," Kashi praised, then applied more pressure onto the ax. Hektor, unable to withstand the force, was forced off his feet and sent flying. Kashi, however, did not relent. He chased after the flying Hektor and punched at the teen.

Despite being mid-air, Hektor swung the ax down towards Kashi who sidestepped out of the way. Hektor did not give up. With a loud roar, he managed to swiftly change the direction of his ax mid-swing to cut towards the daeben.

Kashi saw the attack and rotated downward beneath the strike, then kicked Hektor's chin using the momentum from the spin. Unfortunately, the daeben’s offense did not go through because Hektor had anticipated it and let go of the weapon to block the attack.

Hektor tightened his grip around Kashi’s leg and attempted to lift him off his feet. Kashi, however, was having none of it. The daeben jumped and kicked the rebellious teenager in the face with his free leg. 

Hektor released Kashi’s as he recoiled in shock and pain. The daeben, never one to miss an opportunity, kicked at Hektor’s midriff. However, once again, the teenager revealed his near animalistic instinct. He dropped his hands to his stomach and barely blocked the kick. He then launched a swift counterattack and rapidly punched at the daeben.

Kashi winced as each punch passed by his head, missing him by barely a few millimeters. He kept dodging the brute's strikes, then connected his fist with Hektor's in a show of strength after a while.

Hektor fell to his knees and clutched his hand, panting heavily from exhaustion and pain.

Kashi patted him on the shoulder, and said with a smile, "You pass. Welcome to the team."

The five men cheered from behind Kira, impressed by the bout.

 

            

    
        Chapter 32: Lew Creek

    
    
    
    
                Lew Creek,

3:23 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

Seven men and a black direwolf stood on a hill overlooking a small town. Their leader, Kashi was absorbed in thought on how to approach, troubled by the high activity he could make out from his position. 

Kashi frowned and turned to look at his partners. "I thought the entire Delta had been taken over by pirates?" 

"Yeah, but Lew Creek is the only town with waters deep enough to permit travel with anything larger than a rowboat," Iason said.

"If one wants to travel from any town in the delta to the north, they must disembark at Lew Creek. Only a rowboat can make it as far as Ranad," Jero stated.

"That explains the activity," Kashi mused. 

Kashi led his men down the grassy hill to the town.

Lew Creek was much bigger than Ranad, its streets paved with cobblestones as opposed to Ranad's bare earth. Horse-drawn carts departed the town headed towards the north. Despite the illusion of boisterous activity, the town choked under a thick air of oppression, made evident by the hanging heads.

Kashi eyed the people and noticed several men and women dressed similarly to the bandits at Ranad. The civilians avoided eye contact with them as they went about their daily business.

"What're you looking at?!" one such sentry yelled. 

"Forgive me," Kashi said, bowing politely ignoring the disapproving glares from his partners."I wish to travel downstream and would like to hire a boat."

The sentry scanned the strange group. His eyes lingered on Kira awhile before returning to the daeben. "State your business."

"Ah, I wish to acquire some ingredients from the Geruk frogs that inhabit the marshes to the south," Kashi explained.

The sentry cocked an eyebrow. "You an alchemist?"

Kashi smiled. "Only in training, kind sir."

The sentry scratched his chin in thought. A moment passed, and he must have believed their tale because he said, "Go to the harbor and speak with Captain Twix."

"Captain Twix was it? I will make sure to speak with him. Here, for your troubles." Kashi handed three gold coins to the bandit who accepted it with a giant smirk on his face.

The sentry happily pocketed the coins, then beamed at Kashi. "You take care now."

"Oh, I will," Kashi said and made his way towards the harbor.

"Coward," Hektor rebuked when they had added sufficient distance between the bandit and themselves.

Kashi shook his head. "There is a time for subterfuge and a time to strike.”

Hektor snorted. "Yer jus' giving excuses."

Kashi shrugged. "Perhaps. You’ll learn soon enough."

"Still, we would like an explanation," Jero said. His words were seconded by the others, confusion in their eyes.

Kashi looked at them and nodded. "My apologies. I am accustomed to traveling alone. Tell me Jero, what do you see when you look at this city?"

"I see people who have lost hope, living every day praying it won't be their last," Jero said as he surveyed the common folk’s despondent faces and lifeless footsteps.

Kashi nodded then turned to Hektor, "And you, Hektor?"

Hektor spat. "Che. Buncha cowards. Can' stand up 'n' fight fer demselves."

"Hektor!" Jero yelled, but the teen was having not of it.

"Told alla ya ta fight dem bastards, buh y'all were too scar-" Hektor’s tirade stopped as a pair of blades shone in the sunlight inches away from his neck.

"I will not permit any disrespect towards the elder," Jero warned, tightening his grip on the weapons with clear intent.

"Now, now. Everyone calm down," Iason called as he stepped between the two in an attempt to defuse the situation. 

"This is so ugly," Paris said in disgust.

"Who're ya calling ugly!" Hektor shouted and made to grab Paris, but the older man nimbly hopped back. 

"Huhu... for such an ugly child to try and catch me. Words cannot describe my amusement," Paris taunted with a dazzling smile that only set the boy off.

"I'll murder ya!" Hektor yelled and pounced on Paris but was stopped mid-air by a pair of hands wrapped around his midriff. "Lemme go!" he cried and accidentally elbowed Iason in the face. He paled as he realized he had messed up. "Oh, crap..."

Veins bulged on the bald man's head as he gritted his teeth and slammed Hektor to the ground in a German suplex. The situation quickly escalated into a war of words and blows while Kashi, Kira, and the twins watched the exchange.

"Won’t you stop them?" Alex asked. He had a light voice resembling that of a child's.

"Not yet. Let them tire themselves out," Kashi replied as he sat on the ground. "Care to join me? I have prepared a few snacks and drinks from the local plants."

"I would be honored," Alex said as he and his brother sat down and accepted a cup of steaming tea from Kashi. "Mmm... most divine."

Fifteen minutes later...

"And why are you guys just drinking tea!" Iason angrily berated when he noticed for the first time since the bout began that a few members were missing.

Kashi looked up from his delicious tea, an indiscernible look on his face. "We were awaiting your bonding session to be over." There was something about the calm way he said it that doused all of the tension and made Hektor, Paris and the rest feel sillier than little children. They let go of each other and turned to the elf sharing the same thought.  ‘I'll kill ya.’

Kashi could see the bloodlust in their eyes and leaked a wry smile.  ‘Why do my partners always want me dead?’  Meh, at least they were united.

"You didn't tell us why you were so polite to the bandits," Narkis said. His voice was exactly like his brother's and Kashi hoped he did not start mixing them up.

"Ah, yes," Kashi said. "You all looked at the citizens and their conditions upon entry, however, you failed to take note of our true reason for approaching this town."

"The bandits," Jero muttered as realization dawned on him.

"What're ya talking about?" Hektor asked.

"Precisely," Kashi said.

"Oi!"

"Oh, sorry,” Kashi apologized with a teasing smile. “I forgot some people are slower than others..."

"Huh?!"

Kashi chuckled, amused by Hektor's expression. Maybe it was petty revenge on his part, but he had not wholly forgiven Hektor for calling him a brat. "My apologies. What I meant to say was that there are several more bandits here than I originally thought, and to make things worse, they are spread out acro...!" His eyes widened as a plan formulated in his head. "Jero, you said you excelled in subterfuge?"

"Yes?" Jero answered with a questioning gaze.

Kashi pondered for a moment then asked, "Could you go around town and find out how many bandits there are in total, and their approximate locations?"

Jero’s eyes widened as realization dawned. "I see. That is your plan is it?"

"What’re ya talking ‘bout?" Hektor asked.

"It is good you are quick to understand,” Kashi praised. “That will make things much easier."

"Stop ignoring me!"

"Then, I will set out,” Jero confirmed. “Where do we convene when I am done?"

"Oi!"

"There’s a bar not too far from here," Kashi said, pointing at a signboard little ways down the road. "We shall await your return there."

Jero nodded then left the group. Exhausted from the fight and yelling, Hektor plopped to the floor, forehead furrowed in anger.

Narkis, noticing the young man’s pale expression, kindly offered, "Would you like some tea?" 

"Yes, would you like some?" Kashi seconded, innocence in his eyes.

‘I'll kill ya!’  Hektor swore, but he accepted the drink. Unfortunately, when the cup was only a few inches away from his lips, Kashi suddenly jerked upright, causing him to spill its contents.

"Let us head to the bar," Kashi said. He looked down at Hektor whose shoulders shook with barely contained rage. "Is something the matter?"

Hektor's grip on the cup tightened until it shattered in his hand. "Nothing... nothing at all."

"Hmm, good." Kashi turned and walked to the inn, oblivious to the pair of burning pair of red eyes behind him.



Lew Creek,

7:54 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

Later that night, six men and a direwolf sat around a table in uneasy silence. An aura the color of despair mixed with hatred rose from Hektor, causing sweat to drip down the face of everyone except the daeben it was directed at.

Oblivious to the murky hatred, Kashi walked over to the bar. "Greetings. My name is Kashi."

"Whaddaya want?" the barkeep asked, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

"Forgive me. Just wanted to ask if by any chance a Lunette passed by this town," Kashi implored.

The barkeep's eyes widened, giving Kashi his answer. "Why do ya wanna know?"

Kashi leaned in. "See here, let's make this quick. I’ve got silver, and you’ve got info I need. How about we swap?"

The barkeep's gaped, surprised by the sudden change in speech. "Yer a sly one ain'tcha?"

Kashi grinned. "Slicker than polished deck."

"Fine. Give it here." The barkeep accepted five small silver coins from Kashi. "That Lunette lass took a boat two days ago heading south. Couldn't forget her if I tried. Had the voice of an angel."

Kashi nodded. So the girl stealing his experience points for discovering new towns was a singer. "Thanks, mate."

The barkeep nodded. "Good luck ta ya."

Kashi turned around to see Jero walk into the bar. He had an air of laxness about him that impressed Kashi. No one would suspect someone who looked as laid-back as Jero was. The daeben returned to the table as Jero joined them.

"How did it go?" Kashi asked.

"There were no problems," Jero reported. "There are currently thirty bandits in this town."

Iason whistled. "That's a lot."

"Hmph. Doesn't matter how many pests gather. They are still pests," Paris said.

"Did you observe their patrol routes?" Kashi asked.

"Yes. They have fifteen in the town, and fifteen on a frigate docked at the harbor. They switch out every six hours, but the numbers are constant," Jero said. "The men in the town follow no strict patrol routes. They can go anywhere they please within a given area."

Kashi soaked in the information as the gears in his head began to turn, grinding out his next course of action.  ‘First day is almost over. I only have eight more days.’  He looked up at Jero. "Here's the plan..."



Lew Creek,

8:30 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

"Please, sir! You haven't paid for that!" a vendor cried at the bandit munching down on some fried fish.

"Huh?! Did you say something just now?" the bandit shouted as his lips curled in a sinister smirk.

"No-no.. sorry, enjoy your meal."  ‘And choke on it, you bastard!’

"Haha, thanks for the meal." The bandit laughed as he left the vendor.  ‘Man, this job is the best! I get free food, money and loads of girls. Maybe I should kill the cap and take over... huhuhu . ’

Whoosh!

A figure darting into an alley caught the bandit’s attention. "Hey who's there?!" He called. When nobody answered, he drew his sword and ran into the alley. It was erringly dark, but he edged onwards fueled by bravado. He heard the sound of shuffling feet and something metal hitting the ground.

"Found ya!" the bandit shouted with excitement and struck down.  Clang!  The bandit paled as he realized his sword had been stopped mid-swing. Two glowing red orbs appeared in front of him, hovering in mid-air. He noticed the dots in their middle and realized they were eyes.

The owner of the red eyes had stopped his swing with his bare hands and now gripped the sword's blade. Try as he might, the bandit could not pull the sword loose. His efforts counted for nothing in the end, as barely a second later, he dropped to the ground, choking on his blood.

A torch lit up a translucent soul as it rose from the corpse and began to reduce to petals and returned to the Circle. Kashi and Jero watched the leaves ascend into the sky.

"That's the fifth one," Kashi said.

"Ten more to go," Jero said.



Lew Creek,

9:41 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

"Che.. wat's takin dem so long?" Hektor complained while he impatiently tapped on his forearm.

"I don't think assassinations can be finished in mere minutes," Iason pointed out. "Besides, something else has been bothering me."

"Wat?"

Iason’s brow rose as he looked at Hektor’s minimalist outfit. “Don't you get cold?"

Hektor snorted. "No. This is all I need."

Iason shrugged. "Don't come crying to me when you stub your toe."

Hektor snorted and challenged the older man, "How ‘bout I stab you here, right now... Baldie?!"

The moon reflected off Iason's head with a sparkle. "Hehe, you're really asking for it, brat."

Sparks flew between the two, and they would have resumed fighting if it had not been for the timely return of Kashi and Jero.

Hektor perked up immediately the two men came into view and eagerly asked, "Ya done?"

"Yes,” Kashi confirmed. “All that's left are the fifteen on the boat and around the harbor.”

Hektor’s eyes sparkled with excitement. "So, we c'n go all out?" 

"As much as you want," Kashi replied.

Hektor grinned, and his grip tightened around his ax’s handle. "Jus' wat I've been waiting fer." The young man excitedly led the group to the docks, where two bandits halted them. 

"Come back tomorrow," one of them said, and Kashi recognized him as the one he had spoken to earlier. "The captain is not meeting guests right now."

"Ah, dat so? Well, then..." Hektor grinned and swung his weapon with brute force onto the guard, crushing him beneath the blow. Blood burst out of the heavily injured guard and showered the young man in red. A set of white teeth eerily gleamed within the red as Hektor taunted, "Guess I oughta convince 'im ta meet me den."

The second bandit tried to let out a scream, but Hektor grabbed his throat. The young man squeezed, choking the life out of the bandit, then slammed him onto the ground. Hektor followed up by jumping into the air and brutally stomped on the bandit's face. The bandit’s skull caved in, sending blood and flash splattering in all directions.

The first bandit struggled to crawl away, but Hektor bludgeoned him continuously with the ax until he died. He turned to Kashi who watched the slaughter with detached interest. "Well den, how's about we go finish dem up?"

Hektor grinned as they ran through the docks and jumped onto the frigate's deck. They were not surprised to see that several bandits awaited their arrival, with drawn weapons.

"I leave this to you," Kashi said as he and Kira jumped onto the bridge.

"Huh?!" the six men cried in shock.

"If I see you require aid, I will assist you," Kashi promised.

"Who do you think you are?!" a bandit cried and lunged at the daeben, but he nimbly dodged and tripped up the pirate. He watched as the bandit stumbled and crashed into the bulwarks.

"If you choose to battle, then I will slaughter you without mercy." Kashi's eyes carried in them a threat that rung so true, the bandits abandoned any notion of fighting him.

"We'll kill you guys first," the bandits chorused at the remaining men. 

"Huhuhu...Ya bastards c'n try!" Hektor roared in defiance.

"Perfect," Iason said. "I've had a lot of pent-up rage anyway." He spun his lance around him as his eyes focused in on his targets.

"You are all ugly. I will grant you the honor of a beautiful death," Paris said, brandishing a magnificent rapier.

"Irritated," the twins chorused as they pulled out their swords.

"W-what's up with these guys?" 

"They're not normal!" 

"Kill them!"

The bandits charged at the warriors of Ranad, but surprisingly, the first to land an attack was Iason. He extended his lance, stabbing the closest in the abdomen then rushed forward till he impaled the bandit on a mast.

Iason pulled the weapon free from his victim, butted the attacker then spun around, only to see a bloody pile where the attacker had been. The twins stood there, swords bloodied from dissecting the bandit. 

"Uak!" a bandit cried as Paris stabbed him in the shoulder. He pulled out the weapon and flicked it, spraying the blood on the deck. The bandit made to attack him again, but Paris quickly stabbed him in the other shoulder and once again, flicked the blood onto the deck. "Disgusting."

"I'll kill y-" The thin blade thrust through the bandit's throat, shutting him up. The bandit fell to the ground, blood seeping out from the hole in his neck. The last thing he heard was the word…

"Disgusting."

Meanwhile, Jero parried the blows from several bandits and countered in kind, swiftly dispatching them with practiced movements that could have only been honed on the battlefield. A body hurtled towards him from the side, and he jumped over it, watching as it flew over the deck and into the river.

Jero looked in the direction the body had come flying from and sighed.

"Orah ora ora ora! Dat ain' nearly enough!" Hektor chanted as he bashed in the skull of a bandit and sunk his fists into the head of another. The bandits regretted their initial decision to surround him because he was the least dressed and youngest looking of the lot.

Hektor's ax smashed through a bandit's sword, shattering it to bits before slamming the bandit in question onto the mast. A sword pierced through his abdomen and he looked down at it, then over his shoulder at the terrified bandit. 

"See? Ya c'n do it if ya try." Hektor teased with a demonic grin, then grabbed the bandit and lifted him by the throat. The others lunged at him, but he tossed their comrade at them. While the disoriented bandits struggled to regain their composure, he stomped on the deck with all his might, and a tremor rippled through it, tripping them.

Hektor crushed the fallen bandits with his ax, then turned around to the bandit he had left on the mast, only to find that not only had the bandit recovered, but he had picked up a sword off his fallen comrades and was charging at him. 

Hektor once again stomped on the floor, but this time, he reeled back as shooting pain ran up his leg. He looked down to see a splinter from the deck cracking from his first stomp. Off balance, he failed to react in time as the bandit closed in on him. "Shit!"

Thwip!

An arrow tore through the bandit's head and pinned it to the deck. Hektor looked up to Kashi, who nodded. Scowling, Hektor pulled out the sword that was embedded in his belly and winced at the nasty wound.  ‘That'll leave a scar.’

When the last of the bandits were wiped out, Kashi walked down the stairs and rapped on the Captain's Quarters. "I know you are in there. Come out and face me," he said. 

Kashi suddenly jumped back just as the door blew off its hinges and flipped across the deck.

"You bastards! Do you know who you just fucked with?!" a deep raspy voice threatened as a large man in an exaggerated pirate outfit stepped out of the room.

Kashi observed the flamboyant man with a sly grin. "Am I right to assume you are the captain?"

"That's right, fool!” The captain loudly berated in rage. “You will pay for your stupidity!"

"I will grant you fair combat. One-on-one, no interruptions," Kashi said, ignoring his declarations. "I will also grant you the option to choose your own rules."

"Hehe.. cocky brat!” the captain spat and cast a wary glance at Kira. “How do I know your mutt won't kill me when you're dead?"

"No worries," Kashi said, patting Kira to calm her down. "She possesses more honor than you or I ever could."

"Good then. Hand to hand combat," the captain proposed with a confident grin.  ‘Heh, with a weak body like that, killing him would be a cinch!’

"As you wish," Kashi said as he removed his weapons. A light breeze brushed past, caressing his hair. Once it died down, Kashi dashed forward.

"Fool!" the captain roared with laughter as he drew out a metallic object, its barrel pointed at the charging elf. 

A gun!

Kashi had far more time to process his shock than he should have as his worldview suddenly slowed to a crawl. He saw the discharge in the gun chamber, watched as the round bullet rotated out of the pistol and tore through the air, distorting the space around it.

This was the second time this had happened, but this time Kashi’s body could at least move a bit. He bent low, and the bullet passed harmlessly through his hair. As if on cue, his worldview returned to normal, and Kashi dashed toward the surprised captain with shocking speed.

The captain attempted to fire off another shot, but Kashi jumped onto his chest and kicked the captain’s chin as he somersaulted backward, and simultaneously knocked the gun into the air.

Once he landed, Kashi kicked the still stunned captain on the right side of his head, then kicked his left to prevent him from falling. After several strikes, Kashi spun around and delivered a rising roundhouse kick to the captain's chin which lifted him into the air.

Kashi raised his arm and caught the gun which had just landed, then pointed it at the captain when he crashed to the ground. "Perish!" Kashi commanded and pulled the trigger.

Bang!

A black embodiment of pure malice tore through the captain's head and splattered his brain on the deck.

Kashi looked up from the corpse to Jero and the rest of the crew whose eyes held newfound respect. "We have a ship. Our next destination's Merswamp."

"Ooh!" They cried.

Even Hektor could not suppress the smile that crept up his lips.

 

            

    
        Chapter 33: Froggers

    
    
    
    
                Somewhere along the Atled Delta.

10:30 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

Under the half-moon, a dark silhouette sailed on a silent river, its inhabitants thankful for the cover of night. Hektor sat on the ship’s main deck with his back resting on the main mast. He winced, stifling a cry as Kashi tightened a bandage over his injury. 

"That ought to stop the bleeding," Kashi said as he patted the teen on his shoulder. "You really need some armor though. It would be foolish to perish because of a stubbed toe."

Hektor nodded, then lay down on his back. He closed his eyes, and his breath evened out as he drifted off into sleep.

Kashi looked around the deck and nodded when he noticed Iason and the rest were also asleep, having followed his instructions to get some shuteye. He walked up to the stern where Jero held the steering wheel, eyes peeled on the narrow river.

"How do you suggest we attack?" Jero asked, glancing askance in Kashi's direction.

"Not sure yet," Kashi replied. "What do you know about Merswamp?" 

Jero's brows furrowed in thought. "Not a lot. I heard it had been abandoned on account of Froggers and stalkers."

"Stalkers?"

"Yes. Terrible creatures that dominate the swamps south of Merswamp,” Jero explained. “During this season they migrate... no, escape further north."

"Escape?” Kashi’s brow rose. “What are they escaping from?"

"It's the season of the Geruk Frogs,” Jero clarified. “They are too dangerous even for stalkers."

"I see." Kashi rested on the railings, enjoying the night breeze. "How long until we get there."

"Three hours at the most. Half that if the wind stays on our side," Jero replied.

"Okay then. Go get some rest. I shall take over."

Jero relinquished the wheel. He observed the daeben as he took the wheel and gently but surely took control. "You have experience?"

Kashi chuckled. "Not exactly. Learned a bit from someone I know. I can only navigate open rivers in calm weather though. Anything beyond that and I am no better than a baby."

"Still, it's impressive." Jero watched for a bit longer. When he was sure they would not crash in their sleep, he sat down and rested on the railings. He promptly fell asleep soon after.

Kashi looked down at the half-elf, then back to the river ahead of him.  ‘ How should I do this?.’

Ping! Ping!

A sharp sound resounded in Kashi’s left ear as a window opened in front of him.




	
Accept Call From Strike?
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Kashi chose yes, recalling the energetic boy.  L.N.E’s call function only worked between Summoned on each other’s friends list. Also, rather than voice, it sent a transcript of what each person said in real time.

-Hey! Kashi, what's up?! 

-I'm well. How are you doing?

-Slamming. We just finished clearing a dungeon. Where've you been?

Kashi hesitated, wondering if he should let Stryke in on his activities. He got an idea a few seconds later.  ‘ I went South. There are some nice quests down here.’

-Eh? But I heard the villagers are poor and don't give any quests.

-Go to Ranad. Tell them you're a friend of mine. They should be more friendly.

-Ranad? ...You're doing far more than you're telling, aren't you?

Kashi laughed nervously. He had to admit that the kid was smart.

- It's okay though. We'll take you up on your offer. Thanks, bro.

Bro? Kashi nearly lost control of the wheel in shock. -I-it's fine.

- Oh, Sara says hi.

Kashi frowned. He was at a loss for what to say to that.

-Um... tell her I said Hello?

-Sure. He says hello – Ow!

-You okay?

-"Yeah. Nothing major broken,"  Stryke replied in a high pitched voice.  

-"Okay, good. I'll see you soon."

-"Sure! Thanks again for the info."

-"Anytime."

The call ended, and Kashi looked up to the starless sky. "That should speed things up."



Somewhere along the Atled Delta.

1:42 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

Three hours later, Jero opened his eyes. He looked to the side and saw Kashi still steering the ship. He stretched as he rose to his feet and looked around, taking in their location. "We're but a few miles away." 

"That was a short nap," Kashi remarked as he observed Jero. 

"It was more than necessary,” Jero replied. “During the Great War, I was forced to got many days without sleep."

Kashi turned to him. "How was it? The war I mean."

A shadow crossed Jero’s face as he recalled in a gravely voice, "It was hell. I have never been as terrified as I was during my years of service."

Kashi’s brows rose."The daeben were that strong?"

Jero placed his palm over his face, eyes wide in horror. "Strength had nothing to do with it. The daeben were excellent strategists, and from the dwarves, they obtained superior weaponry. Despite that, we would not have faltered if it were not for their unimaginable cruelty."

Kashi opened his mouth to speak, but decided against it. "I am sorry to hear that."

"No need to apologize," Jero said replied and sighed as he leaned on the railings. He looked down to the deck where the rest of the team lay. "…You have done more for us in a day than we have done for ourselves in the past ten years."

"We are far from done,” Kashi replied. “I will be relying on you until the end."

Jero turned to Kashi with a half-smile on his face. "I will answer your call, now and forever. You have my absolute loyalty."

"That is good to know." Kashi noticed an open bank ahead of them. "We shall weigh anchor over there. Please wake the others. We will go the rest of the way on foot."

"...And the stalkers?"

Kashi turned to Jero, a look in his eyes the war veteran recognized. "If it comes to that, we fight."



As its name implied, Merswamp was a town built upon a dense swamp. Thin trees and bramble bushes dominated the region, with muddy stale waters inhabited by several beasts. These beasts were famous for their diseases and poisons, making it infamous among adventurers.

Kashi and his men waded through the murky waters cutting a shorter path to the town. Kira led the group, alert for any hostile smells.

"Schkuck!" Hektor cursed as he dragged his feet through the mud. The moist earth sloshed between his toes, leaving him with a nasty chill. "Why're we going on foot again?!" 

"Because we do not know how much security there is at Merswamp," answered Jero. "It would be foolish to attack head-on." He pushed a bramble branch out of his way, and it smacked Hektor's face.

"Graa!"

"We are almost out," Kashi called. He could make out flickering lights in the distance and knew they must be coming from the village. They came to a halt in front of a large wall made from large tree trunks. "A walled village... The local beasts are that dangerous?"

"Yes. We have been fortunate not to have encountered any." Jero said.

"Nothing to do with luck," Iason cheered. "Kira here must have avoided them all." He patted her head. In reply, Kira shook her body and tossed the accumulated mud onto Iason and Hektor. Iason spat out mud, eyes furrowed. "Well, that's the last time I compliment you."

Kira grinned, revealing her large canines. 

Jero looked at the village then asked Kashi, "How do you propose we approach?"

"Down!" Kashi yelled. 

Everyone fell flat on the ground as a large beam of light hovered over their position. It lingered a spell, then passed over them. It scanned the swamp, then disappeared as fast as it had appeared.

"A searchlight..." Jero whispered. "It came from that tower over there." He pointed to a guard tower at the left edge of the wall. "That's odd. I thought the village would have been abandoned."

"It’s not the villagers," Kashi said as he took out a spool of rope from his inventory and tied it an arrow shaft.

"What're ya doing?" Hektor asked, puzzled by the daeben’s actions.

"If there is a guardpost..." Kashi said as he notched the arrow onto his bow, and drew it to its full length. "There are guards." He released the bowstring and the arrow shot through the night stabbed deep into the top of the wall. "We cannot go through the front as it would attract their attention." He pulled on the rope until it was taut, then tied it around a tree trunk. 

"You can't be planning..." Iason mumbled. 

"Exactly," Kashi confirmed then hopped onto the rope and ran along it. He was too fast for his weight to fully bear down on it, preventing it from breaking. Seconds later, he was up and over the wall. He landed on a raised platform used by guards when patrolling, then beckoned for the others to follow.

"Wat da flying fuck?!" Hektor yelled as loud as a whisper would let him. "Y'all ain't gonna attempt dat righ-" The twins jumped onto the rope, skipped across and joined Kashi's side. "Dat's jus-" Jero followed after them, his feet barely touching the rope. "No... seriously!" Paris hopped onto the rope, somehow managing to look majestic as he ran across. 

"Guess that leaves us then," Iason said, chuckling. 

"Uh.. huUH!" Hektor nearly screamed in disbelief as he watched Kira take a few steps back, then also dash across the rope line, using long leaps to compensate for her poor footing.

Hektor and Iason stared at each other, then at the rope… then back at each other.

"Screw dis! Imma burst through da front," Hektor proclaimed and huffed. "Only cowards sneak in the back anyway."

"Uh… I'll stick with the kid," Iason said. "Don't wanna let him come to any harm right?"

Kashi could not hear him, but he understood the message. He nodded and waved for them to do as they wished.

"Will they be all right on their own?" Narkis asked.

"They will be fine. Those two are strong," replied Kashi. He looked to his right where the watchtower sat. "Wait here," he said to the group then lightly jogged to the tower's base, looking around to make sure he was not being followed or watched. 

Kashi climbed the watchtower’s ladder, taking each rung carefully. It would not do to spook the target so soon. He peered into the tower and saw a figure leaning over the half-wall. It looked odd, so his pupils narrowed to improve his sight. He made out bulging muscles with fins along its underarm and back. This was no human.

"I smell you, elf. Show yourself." The being had a throaty voice like it was gurgling on water.

"Heeh? You have an excellent nose eh?" Kashi praised as he climbed into the small square post. 

The thing turned around, and Kashi felt a chill run down his spine. Red bulging eyes glared at him from a large round head that could only belong to a frog. Its muscles comprised of huge lumps of fat that rolled over each other, with a protruding belly. It wore a loincloth and nothing else and held a primitive bone spear in its hand.

"Now, before you do anything-" Kashi ducked under its swing, then dashed forward and speared it onto the wall. Unfortunately, the Frogger’s slippery body caused him to lose his grip. It drove an elbow into Kashi’s back in retaliation, and he fell under its overwhelming strength.

The Frogger kicked him with its webbed feet, and he crashed onto the opposite wall. It made to impale Kashi with its spear, but Kashi rolled on the floor towards it, dodging the strike. The daeben looked up into the Frogger's eyes and paled as it opened its mouth and spat at him. 

Once again, Kashi quickly rolled away, but his retreat was blocked by the spear. He suppressed a cry as the spit dropped onto his arm, and burned it with the ferocity of an acid. Grinning at its trapped quarry, the frogger spat at him again. 

This time, Kashi kicked against the wall which pushed him back and away from the spit’s fall zone. He would have slammed his head against the other end if it were not for his quick reflexes. The daeben placed his arm in an arc onto the floor, and pushed against it, propelling himself into a handstand. 

Kashi dropped as the acidic spit harmlessly struck the floor and slammed the heel of his right boot into the frogger’s surprised eye. The frogger opened its mouth to scream, but Kashi quickly twisted and delivered a rising helicopter kick to its jaw, effectively shutting it up, then kicked once more and sent it crashing against the wall. 

Kashi righted himself and kicked the frogger’s chin once it stood up, sending it over the half-wall. The frogger fell to the platform, and he followed after, jumping onto its abdomen from the tower. The impact caused the frogger’s mouth to snap open in a soundless cry and Kashi grabbed its tongue. "This is for my arm," Kashi whispered as he ripped out its and stomped on its face.

The frogger burst into light petals then floated into the sky, leaving behind a small bottle with a clear liquid in it. Kash picked up the bottle and used  [Identify]  on its contents. "Identify."
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Kashi smiled, pleased with the find. He looked at his left arm and tried to move it, but it refused to respond. It seemed he had let a bit too much poison hit it in one go. Ripping out the frogger’s tongue turned out to be a double-edged sword.

Annoyed by his carelessness, Kashi took out bandages from his inventory and wrapped them around the arm. He violently tightened the bandage as if to punish himself then received a system prompt that told him it would take a few hours for the arm to fully heal. After completing the First Aid, Kashi jogged over to his team after ensuring no one had heard the brief scuffle.

"I saw something fall. Was that you?" Jero asked.

"Something like that," replied Kashi. "The guards here are Froggers."

Jero tensed. "You're sure?"

"No doubt about it. Just defeated one. Be careful down there,” Kashi warned. “They spit poison."

Kashi jumped down from the platform onto the earth and was intrigued by its softness. He bent down and examined the soil and found it was moist, yet firm enough to hold weight. The villagers probably sand-filled the swamp with clay.

Kashi brushed his hands then dashed through the town, followed closely by his teammates. He motioned for them to spread out and they combed through in an upside down V-formation, with him leading the charge. The village was empty as they had guessed. However, there were no signs of the Froggers.

A loud shout caught his attention, and Kashi dashed towards the village’s main entrance where he found several Froggers surrounding Hektor and Iason. Blood seeped from the men as they parried blows from several directions and struck back. If it were anyone else, they would be dead by then, but both Iason and Hektor were tough men with tough skin and abundant health. Perfect tanks.

Kashi's men attacked the froggers from behind, slicing away at them mercilessly. The froggers had not expected the attack and instantly fell into disarray. The men took full advantage of this and rode their momentum to slay even more. On Kashi's signal, Kira also joined the fray, knocking the frogger's over with her massive build then proceeding to rip at their throats.

Kashi watched the skirmish with calculating eyes. So far, everything had gone to plan. He had purposely let Hektor and Iason go around to the front as a gamble to test their strength and endurance. Knowing Hektor, they would draw the enemy's ire, leaving the enemy vulnerable to an attack from behind. 

Kashi did not feel any superficial pride or joy from using them the way he did. He just instinctively knew tough decisions had to be made by any leader worth their position. There would definitely be those who would curse him for his leadership style, but he did not care. He only used Hektor and Iason because he recognized their skills. It would be an insult not to.

"Grr-bit!" 

Kashi turned to the source of the growl. A hulking frogger almost twice his height burst through a building wielding a massive club. Several froggers followed behind, cheering it on. Kashi frowned. This was bad. The others were only riding their momentum in the fight. If their rhythm were disrupted now, they would surely be routed.

Kashi left the comfort of the wall he was resting on and stood in the monster's path. "How about I entertain you?"

"Darkling.. injured. No.. challenge," the monster boasted and roared in his face.

Kashi held his breath as the monster's putrid breath breezed past him. "I do not need my hand to—" He was cut short as the monster's club slammed against him, crushing his left arm. It sent him careening through the walls of a mud house, and the derelict building collapsed on top of him.

"Hmph. Darkling... dead,” The monster stated and turned away with its followers to head towards the fight. A few steps to its destination, it heard a cry behind it. It turned around and frowned as it saw its followers on the floor, bursting into myriads of light. At their center stood the daeben with a mocking smirk.

"Did you never hear the expression, Don't turn your back on your enemies?" Kashi taunted.

"Gruuuaaa!" It swung its club with all its might, but Kashi stopped it with his right hand. Confusion, anger, and fear registered on its face as the daeben clenched his fists on the club. A large crack ran from the point his hand was on, all the way through the weapon. The Frogger stumbled as it saw Kashi’s confident eyes through the falling splinters.

"My apologies. You seem confused." 

The monster panicked and searched around as the daeben vanished from its sight, but then it suddenly felt heavy pressure on its head. It reached above its head to grab the daeben, but once again he was gone. "Urk!" The frogger cried as a bone-crunching punch penetrated the fat in its belly and sent a shockwave through its body.

"Don’t worry too much," Kashi said as he kicked its back. The monster cried in pain and whirled around, but he was gone. "You are not the first to wonder why they are losing so badly." Kashi punished it with an uppercut to its chin, then disappeared from view once again. "And you won’t be the last,” Kashi teased as he appeared in front of the monster, and it let it punch him.

Pa!

Kashi caught the punch with his right hand and locked the monster's fist in place. "The reason is simple really. I’m  stronger  than you.”

The frogger roared as it clenched its left fist and hammered down on the daeben. In response, Kashi released the arm he’d held hostage, and the monster stumbled back from the unexpected recoil. 

Kashi then pulled out an arrow and jumped onto the monster’s face. "Have a taste of your own medicine," Kashi said as he stabbed the arrow into the frogger’s eye. "You are already dead," Kashi said and walked away. 

The frogger predictably cried out in pain and thrashed about, thrashed about, crashing into walls and buildings. It fell to the ground and held out a hand to the daeben, calling out in a weak voice, "Ab..sa...lon-sa..ma....." 

Alarm bells rang out in Kashi’s head as he dashed to the frogger and grabbed it. "What did you just say?!" It did not answer, its good eye slowly clouding over. "Hey! Wake up!" 

Kashi’s efforts proved futile as the Frogger burst into light, leaving behind a parchment. The froggers seeing their chief fallen, began to flee, having lost the morale to fight. 

"Do we chase or not?!" Jero called to Kashi. 

Kashi clenched the parchment in his hand and said as he read the message. "Let them run.” His voice was dark, carrying in it malice so thick, it made them shudder.

"Forget eight days. We end this farce tomorrow," Kashi declared as he squeezed the paper in his hands. "Absalon..."

 

            

    
        Chapter 34: Stalkers

    
    
    
    
                Merswamp.

6:49 am, 18  th   Peniel 1091.

Dawn broke over the horizon, the sun’s rays spreading warmth over the murky swamps. Kashi and his crew ignored its radiance as they lugged the loot gathered in the town down to the river. Jero, who awaited their arrival by the ship, perked up when he saw them and lowered the gangplank.

"Ugh!" Hektor grunted as he dropped the last crate of weapons on the deck then stepped back and flexed his sore muscles as he admired their find. What the froggers lacked in gold, they made up for in iron. There were more than enough crude spears and pikes to outfit a small army and most were in good condition. The froggers also hoarded several raw materials from the swamp which Kashi seized for himself on sight.

"A nice haul," Iason praised as he wiped the sweat off his brow and took slow breaths to calm his beating heart. 

"Take what you wish," Kashi said. "Especially you, Hektor. Put on some decent armor."

"Tch. Fine," Hektor conceded. He rummaged through the pile for something acceptable. He settled on some leather armor then added iron breastplates, gauntlets, and greaves for additional protection. He replaced his old stone ax with a new iron ax whose imposing edge gleamed under the morning's rays and holstered it at his back.

"Oh..." Jero mumbled as he admired the transformed youngster.

Iason’s eyes shone as he flashed a thumbs-up. "Wow."

Paris let out a wry smile and shook his head in disbelief."Who would have imagined..."

Even the twins and Kira gave Hektor an approving nod.

Hektor got flustered by the attention and loudly blustered, "O-oi! Wat're ya all staring at eh?!"

Kashi slapped Hektor’s back, nearly causing the young man to topple over. "Haha! See, you do look the part after all." 

Kashi was pleased with Hektor’s outfit. With this, the tanks in their party finally looked intimidating enough for their roles. This would cause their enemies to hesitate, allowing the party as a whole to deal more damage and sustain less. 

Kashi spent the next thirty minutes repairing and upgrading everyone's equipment, then used up an extra hour fixing and identifying the weapons they had looted. Kashi then used the cold smithing method to convert half of the weapons into raw metal, then reforged them into large metal spears. When he finished the last one, the crew placed everything below deck for protection.

"Is there a reason you are taking your time?" Jero asked when Kashi came topside. "I thought you planned on ending this today?"

"That is exactly why I am taking my time," Kashi replied. His answer was deliberately vague, and Jero knew not to question further.

"Is that also why you let the froggers run?" Jero asked instead.

Kashi grinned, a deceptive glint in his eyes. "Exactly."

Paris sighed. "And here I thought you had just done it out of rage."

"I make it a principle to never make a decision based on rage,” Kashi refuted. “It was a show for the froggers."

"I don't suppose you'll tell us why?" Paris guessed.

"It is much more fun to see than to be told," Kashi replied with a vague smile. "No need to fret. You will find out soon enough." 

Jero looked at the daeben as he questioned, "Will you at least tell us what was on the parchment you read?"

Kashi's eyes darkened. "You will not like it."

Jero shook his head. "We deserve to know either way."

Kashi shrugged. "I warned you." He pulled the parchment out from his inventory and tossed it to Jero. "It’s a letter sent from a man you know vaguely. His name is Absalon, and he was recently-"

"Voted Mayer of Kerta. Yeah, I've 'eard of 'im," Hektor finished.

Jero’s brows furrowed as he read the letter. He violently squeezed the parchment and questioned with barely contained rage, "Is this real!?" 

Iason raised a brow in surprise at his friend’s tone. "Let me see that," he said and took the parchment from Jero. Iason proceeded to read the contents, and his brows furrowed deeper with every line he read.

"It is," Kashi confirmed. "I thought it odd he rose to power so fast. I wrongly assumed he just pilfered his guild members' citizen points and money."

"He made a deal with the bandits?!" Iason cried and nearly ripped the paper to shreds, but, luckily, Paris took it out of his hands before the brute had his way.

"It seems the previous mayor did the same. As long as the law turned a blind eye, the bandits would pay them handsomely," Kashi said. He folded his arms and rested against the mast.

"Then, it was not that they could not send us aid..." Narkis said.

"They simply refused to," Alex finished.

"Why would you think of hiding this?" Iason asked, barely managing to contain the disappointment and anger in his voice.

Kashi sighed and shook his head."Imagine what would happen if this was made known to everyone."

"Chaos..." Jero mumbled. 

"Yes. At the very worst it might erupt into a civil war,” Kashi proposed. “The only ones who would gain from that are the bandits."

Collective gasps echoed across the deck as realization dawned. All except Paris, whose eyes revealed admiration and curiosity as they examined the daeben. Unlike the others, it was apparent he was not surprised by Kashi’s suggestion.

Iason gaped as he considered the daeben’s words. "You thought that far ahead once you saw that letter?"

"Something like that," replied Kashi, avoiding eye contact. 

"If you do not want us to speak of it, then what do you propose we do?" Paris asked. 

"Nothing." At their shocked and horrified expressions, Kashi added, "For the meantime. Our current course is much more productive. The time will come when we face him, but it is not now."

Jero shook his head as the corner his lips rose in a wry smile. "As you wish."

Kashi strolled over to the wheel. "Raise the gangplank. It's time we set off."

"We heading for Graena next?" Jero asked as he and Iason pulled the gangplank onto the deck while Hektor raised the anchor.

"No," Kashi said as he looked down the river. "Our target is Norcha."

The deck went deathly silent as six pairs of eyes turned to him. "Norcha? T-that's a fort!"

Kashi grinned. His eyes gleamed as the sails caught the wind, and guided the ship onto the river. "I know..."



Somewhere along the Atled Delta.

9:49 am, 18  th   Peniel 1091.

Paris rested on the walls of the ship’s crow's nest with closed eyes, smiling as the wind caressed his silky blond hair. He did not care much for the team’s current mission. However, it had been quite fun so far, not counting the distasteful swamp. Also, the money he gained after they split the loot was quite substantial. Now, if he could only take a bath. The smell of swamp still clung to his clothes.

Paris sighed and picked up a spyglass left behind by the bandits. He scanned the horizon with it, then turned to the right where something caught his eye. "I see something!" He called to the men on the deck below. 

"What is it?!" Iason asked.

"Give me a second." Paris focused and made out a girl running through the swamp. He panned to the side and understood the source of her panic. Five creatures that resembled hybrids of Komodo dragons armadillos amped on steroids chased after the young woman. They had short, stocky legs and hard, armadillo-like shells that rattled as they ran. "Stalkers!” Paris reported. “They are chasing a girl." 

"How many!" Iason questioned.

"I count five. She doesn't stand a chance!"

"Jero, take the wheel," Kashi instructed. Before Jero could react, the daeben let go of the wheel and dashed to the side.

"What?!" Jero yelled. He quickly took the wheel and gaped as Kashi dove into the river, accompanied by Kira. "Narkis, Alex!"

"On it!" The twins cried as they dove into the cold waters. They swam to shore and chased after Kashi and Kira.



"Why won’t you leave me alone!" The girl Paris spotted cried over her shoulder as she pushed her way through the swamp. She stumbled on a tree root and fell face first into a dirty lake. She cursed as she stood up, and wiped seaweed from her face then waded through the waters, her progress severely slowed by the terrible footing. 

"Screw this!" The young woman cursed and held her breath as she dove underwater. She kicked hard and swam to the opposite bank. She surfaced at the opposite end and coughed as she waded to shore. She prayed to the gods the stalkers would not chase across the pond, but a quick look over her shoulder shattered that delusion. The stalkers did not hesitate as they ran into the lake, stocky legs allowing them to swim effortlessly.

The young woman frowned and resumed her escape. A few minutes later, she heard dangerously close snarls and looked over her shoulder. Her pupils dilated as she realized the monsters had closed in until they were only a few meters away from her. At this rate, they would close the gap in a matter of seconds. The woman gritted her teeth and whirled around, dagger at the ready. If she were going to die either way, she would rather go down swinging. 

The stalkers snarled and lunged at her.

Just when the young woman had prepared herself for death, a voice suddenly shouted from behind the stalkers, "Get down!" 

The voice’s authority made the young woman do as it ordered without thought, and just in time too as the monsters inexplicably blasted past her. Her eyes went wide as she noticed the arrows buried in their armored backs. She turned to the direction of the shot and saw the strangest sight ever.

A daeben with skin dark as soot was poised next to the biggest wolf she had ever seen. At either side of them stood a pair of dark-haired twins brandishing twin swords.

"Get over here!" Kashi ordered as he looked at the stalkers behind the woman.

The young woman paled as violent gusts of wind blew past her, closely followed by pained growls. She turned to see the stalkers slowly rise to their feet while several arrows stabbed into them. She did not need to be told twice. She immediately ran behind the daeben and his companions.

Kashi glared at the reptilian monsters as he launched another volley of arrows. Unfortunately, the stalkers displayed surprising intelligence and agility to successfully the bolts. Kashi was about to take more shots, but instinct kicked in and he turned around. 

"Damn," Kashi cursed through gritted teeth. At some point, five stalkers had blocked the opposite side of the lake and were slowly inched their way towards them.

The daeben quickly analyzed the current situation. The closest path to the river was through that lake, and if the party ran any further into the swamp, they would end up attracting more monsters to their presence. To make things worse, he had zero information on the monster distribution in the area. Hence, if their luck was terrible, they could stumble into a boss battle while being chased by the stalkers.

Kashi came to a decision and gave swift instructions to his team. As per his instructions, Kira and Alex charged at the first mob of beasts, while Kashi and Narkis focused on the newcomers.

"Um... thanks," said the girl as Kashi and Alex prepped for the upcoming battle.

Kashi appraised her. She was a head shorter than Kashi and had long, sky-blue hair that had been stained by dirt and mud. She was dressed in a dirty camisole with protective bracers and held a small dagger in her gloved right hand. One look was enough to discern that this young woman did not have a warrior class, and the lack of a magic staff in either hand massively reduced the chance of her having a magic class.

Kashi looked into her greenish-blue eyes and demanded, “State your class.”

The young woman hesitated then answered, "Bard.” Bard was a popular support class. Traditionally, they used music to boost the stats of their party members. Unfortunately, although these classes were praised in the days of computer and console gaming, virtual reality had destroyed their reputation. This occurred because games like L.N.E judged the effectiveness of a bard’s song on how the people around them reacted to the song. If it was a terrible song with terrible vocals, the effects could even be detrimental to their own party.

Kashi, however, did not hesitate and requested as Narkis charged at the monsters on their end. “Good. Please support us.” 

Monster #1 and #3 charged at Narkis, but he twirled between them and increased his pace as he rushed the others behind them. He jumped into the air, then swung both his weapons down at #4. His swords clashed against its armored shell but failed to penetrate. 

#4 barreled into Narkis and its scales dug into his skin. "Ack!" Narkis yelled in agony, but rather than let go, he clenched his teeth and elbowed the monster's head. The stalker wailed as it dropped to the ground and its brothers took its place to attack the swordsman.

Narkis' blades proved useless against the beast’s tough scales, but he did not slow down despite the beasts ferociously tearing away at him. If anything, he seemed to get stronger as time passed. Blood seeped into the youth's eyes, blocking his sight but somehow, the accuracy of his strikes only increased. Unfortunately, his adrenaline-boosted performance faltered when he stumbled over a root hidden beneath the murky waters. The stalkers took the opportunity to pin him to the ground and moved to bite him. 

Boom!

A massive explosion of wind suddenly blasted the monsters in all directions and revealed the young man, Narkis, whose eyes glowed black with electric sparks shooting out of them. His grip tightened around his swords as he burst forward, jumped, and swung down at one of the beasts. 

The stalker spun around in response and shielded itself with its shells. 

"Useless," Narkis condemned as his sword cleaved through the creature and ripped in half. This was the strength the berserkers. They grew stronger over the course of battle, and bloodshed caused them to descend into murderous frenzies. 

Enraged at the death of their partner, three stalkers roared after regaining their footing and charged at the berserker, and the final one rushed at Kashi who had been observing the battle.

Kashi shot the approaching beast’s head, and a smile curled up his lips at its cry.  ‘I know your weakness.’  He followed up the initial shot with several [Rapid Shots], all aimed at a soft spot at the center of its head. The daeben’s superior strength showed as the poor beast burst to petals of light before it ever reached him.

Another series of growls caught Kashi’s attention, and he looked up to the source, brows furrowing when he noticed even more stalkers running towards them. The daeben gripped his bow in a death grip as he simulated several scenarios in his mind. While Narkis was unbelievably strong, the young man sacrificed his blood for strength. A battle that lasted past a certain point would be suicide for the lightly armored swordsman.

 Kashi looked over his shoulder and shouted at the girl. "Excuse me, but I said support!" He would have gone to Narkis' aide if it were not for her.

Heat crept up the girl's neck, and she flushed. "I-I know!" She complained as she clasped her hands together and closed her eyes, lips parting in preparation...

!!!

Time seemed to craw to a stop as a voice that should only belong to an angel floated through the swamps. Monsters and warriors froze alike, enraptured by the bard’s heavenly voice. 




	
You are under the effect of Warrior's Song:

Agility increased by 15%

Strength increased by 19%








 

Thunk!

Kashi broke the silence and shot the stunned stalkers. The daeben’s arrows shattered the beast’s scales, and they charged at him in retaliation. Narkis took the chance to cut the head off the closest stalker then chased the rest, hacking away at their backs which forced the stalkers to turn around and face him. 

Kashi, unwilling to see the young man needlessly sacrifice himself, shouted, "Narkis, protect her!" then left the girl's side and ran toward Narkis. He jumped over the beasts and shot the weak spot located on their foreheads. Several Critical Hit messages popped up as the monsters burst into light. Kashi, however, ignored the messages and ran past Narkis, headed for the newest influx of monsters.

Kashi counted ten stalkers, but he did not falter. He notched four arrows into his bow and shot at the pack. Three stalkers instantly perished as the arrows accurately penetrated their foreheads while the final arrow harmlessly stabbed into the ground.

Kashi took stock of the positions of the remaining stalkers as he ran. He dodged five simultaneous charges, then grabbed the arrow that was pinned to the floor. He nocked it and shot into the mouth of the sixth, instantly ending it. The final stalker attempted to chew off his leg, but he hopped over its outstretched mouth, landed behind it and grabbed its tail. 

Kashi pulled on the tail and lifted the beast off its feet. He spun the stalker in a circle, then threw it to Narkis, whose muscles bulged as he cut the monster in half. Its blood sprayed over him and the girl, but she impressively took it in stride as she promptly switched to a slow, lullaby-like song. 

This time, the monsters visibly slowed down and Kashi did not waste the opportunity. He shot down the monsters with extreme prejudice, and it wasn’t long before the last of them burst into light shards. 

Or so he thought.

The last stalker suddenly called forth on whatever reserves it had been hiding and charged at the girl, fangs bared. 

It never made it.

Shink!

A boy with snow-white hair suddenly appeared on the stalker’s back and sunk a pair of daggers into its head. The stalker crashed to the ground and instantly perished. The boy did not spare the corpse a second glance as he stood up from his kill, sheathed his blades and walked over to the girl.

"Shadow!" the young woman squealed and immediately ran up to and hugged him.

"I told you not to run too far," said Shadow as he patted her head. The young man was about the same height as the woman. His eyes were cold and grey, thin lips pressed together in a constant mask of apathy. 

Kashi assessed Shadow while he picked up the scales left behind by the monsters. Judging by Shadow’s form-fitting leather armor and dual-wielding dagger style, Kashi guessed he was either an assassin or thief class. Despite his thoughts, Kashi walked over to the bard girl first, seemingly seeing her as more important. "Thanks for the help. You are quite strong for your level."

“Thank you,” said the bard, then teased with a smile, "And you're insane, period."

Kashi raised a brow, and the edge of his lips curled up in light amusement. “I'm Kashi. You must be Lunette I presume?"

The laughter suddenly went out of the young lady’s eyes. "How do you know that?" 

Shadow subtly reached for his daggers while eyeing Kashi and Narkis with unbridled hostility.

Kashi noticed the frigid atmosphere but gently explained while Kira and Alex returned from eliminating the monsters on their end, "I passed through Lew Creek and Ranad. You were quite famous."

"I see," Lunette said as realization dawned. Indeed, she had stood out quite a bit in those villages. It was no big shock if the villagers spoke of her to other visitors. After considering this, the smile returned to her lips as she formally introduced herself, "As you thought, my name is Lunette, and this is Shadow, my brother."

"Nice to meet you," Kashi said as he shook both their hands and introduced himself and his party. "What are you two doing this far South? It’s too dangerous for a party of only two."

"I could ask you the same," Shadow countered with narrowed eyes.

Kashi sighed. "My destination is Norcha." 

"You must be new to this place. Norcha is run by the bandits."

"I know."

The air seemed to be overtaken by a cold breeze as Shadow glared at the daeben and questioned with a tight voice. "You. Are you working with the bandits?" 

"No,” Kashi calmly refuted. “I aim to eliminate them."

Shadow snorted. "You and what army?"

Kashi grinned. "Who needs an army? I am more than enough." The sheer display of arrogance stunned the rogue. "I'm kidding. I have a plan." He looked at Lunette. "You guys want to come with us? We have a ship."

Shadow hesitated. "You-"

"It's okay Shadow," Lunette said, placating her brother. "Let's go with them."

Kashi nodded then led them to the ship while hiding a sly grin.



Later, Kashi watched as Lunette and Shadow introduced themselves to the rest of the crew. The daeben sighed as he realized the brother-sister pair were much nicer to the team than they were to him. Kashi attributed this to the fact that the rest of the team comprised of Residents. Most Summoned trusted Residents far more than they did other Summoned. Still, regardless of how they felt about him personally, Kashi was glad he had gained two extra hands, especially when these two hands could play a vital role in his plans.

Kashi took control of the wheel from Jero and set a course for the fort.

"What are you going to do about the bandits at the other villages?" Jero asked.

"We do not have to do anything," Kashi answered to which Jero looked at him with question. "Ask Paris to look at the villages through the spyglass as we pass by them. You will see your answer."

Paris did just that. Hours later, he noticed a pattern in every village they passed. He descended the rat's ladder - lengths of thin line tied between the shrouds of a sailing ship to form a ladder. "The village harbors are deserted," he said.

"What?” Iason questioned. "What do you mean deserted?"

"They were empty,” Paris clarified. “Looked like the bandits left in a hurry."

Eight pairs of eyes turned to the daeben, awaiting an explanation.

"What would you do if you heard your bases were being individually attacked by a small militia?" Kashi asked.

"Reinforce the bases with more men," Jero replied.

"Good answer,” Kashi replied. “But what if your men are already spread thin?"

"Gather your men in one strategic location, and wait for the enemy to approach," Shadow said.

Kashi glanced at the rogue, impressed. "Exactly. Which is why I let the Froggers run. They had enough time to warn their leader, and he did the smartest thing he could think of. He holed up in his fort and gathered his men to protect him."

"How did you know he would react that way?" Shadow asked. "There are a number of different strategies he could have employed."

"True,” Kashi agreed. “That is why I bargained on him being a coward."

"I don't follow," Lunette said.

"If he were not a coward, we would have fallen into some trap by now,” Kashi explained. “The fact that the villages are deserted and we have met no opposition proves the bandits have relocated the fort."

"Doesn't that just mean that they now have far more men stationed there?" Iason pointed out. "How do we infiltrate a stronghold designed to prevent enemy ships coming from the Forever Sea? They have dozens of cannons on the walls. An army would have a hard time attacking, let alone a single ship."

"No. We will succeed precisely because we are so few. Besides…" Kashi’s voice trailed off as he looked at Lunette, who took a step back, overwhelmed by his intense gaze. "We have something we lacked before."

"You can't be thinking?" Shadow started.

"Exactly. Bait."

 

            

    
        Chapter 35: Song of Death & Deceit

    
    
    
    
                Somewhere along the Atled Delta.

9:45 am, 18th   Peniel 1091.

"This is so good!" Iason exclaimed as he wolfed down the food on his plate. His outburst was concurred by the members of Kashi's crew, as they too munched on the delicious meat.

Kashi sat with his back to the foremast, practicing his sculpting skill on a slab of stone. The food he made would grant the crew boosted stats for a limited time. Considering the scale of the mission they were about to embark on, they could do make do with any added bonus. A shadow blocked the sunlight, and he looked up to see Lunette.

"You raised your cooking skill?" Lunette asked. 

"Yes,” Kashi answered as he whittled down on the stone. “I won't need to waste money on food if I can make it myself."

"Heeh? You're the economic type?"

Kashi shook his head and let out a wry smile. "No, I do not mind spending money. But my Alchemy skill gets a boost from a high Cooking skill."

Lunette cocked her head to the side as she examined the sculpture in his hand. "But isn't it boring? Crafting, I mean."

"Hmm. Depends. Let's see... here." Kashi tossed the figurine he had been working on to her.

Lunette struggled to keep her amusement at bay as she looked at the terrible caricature of a frogger. "Wh-what's this?!" 

Kashi shrugged. "They were ugly anyway. My failure didn't change much."

Lunette’s shoulders shook as she covered her mouth in an attempt to stifle her laugh, then coughed to regain her composure. "That didn't answer my question."

"Well, it's not completely boring,” Kashi replied. “Especially if you already envisioned the finished work."

"I guess that's true,” Lunette agreed and nodded as she sat down beside him. “I just can't see myself working on those skills."

"Could say the same for you. Haven't met that many bards,” Kashi pointed out. “Fewer even who go for the voice skill."

"Haha. It's odd isn't it," Lunette admitted. She hugged her knees to her chest and rested her chin on them. "I love singing. Beats bashing monsters."

"I don't know about that. Bashing can be quite therapeutic," Kashi argued as he stood up. "Doesn’t matter either way. You should do whatever you want. Never hold back."

Lunette buried her face in her knees to hide her smile. "...You're insane."

Kashi shrugged. "Maybe."

"We're close!" Jero’s announcement invigorated the crew, and they all looked toward the daeben with excitement and anticipation.

A shadow suddenly crossed Kashi’s face as he looked at Lunette and said, "Now, how about we find you something to wear.

Lunette’s head shot up, her eyes shrinking to dots when she saw what Kashi pulled out from his inventory. "...Eh?" she muttered.



A few minutes later, Kashi's crew erupted in cheers and whistles when Lunette came topside, dressed in a tight, revealing, lightly armored dress. A white scabbard strapped to her waist housed a sword with a butterfly guard and grip of light brown wood.

"It's fine," Kashi remarked as he coldly assessed the outfit. "This'll do just fine."

The detached look in Kashi’s eyes crushed Lunette’s initial embarrassment.  ‘What's with that! It's like I'm not good enough! No, what am I thinking; I don't want to be good enough. But it's so annoying!’

Kashi noticed her distress and questioned, "Hmm? Is something wrong?" 

Lunette ground her teeth as she forced out, "No. Not at all. Why did you ask me to wear this?"

Kashi nonchalantly replied. "It's part of my plan."

"Again. What is the plan?"

"Well, you'll find out soon enough," Kashi replied as he and Kira walked to the edge of the ship. "I’ve given Jero the instructions. Follow them, and you'll be fine." Before Lunette could question him any further, Kashi and Kira jumped over the edge into the river

"...Eh?" She stared at the empty spot he had been, her hair sticking out in confusion.



???

6:25 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

Kashi looked at the setting sun with trepidation. This was taking longer than he had planned. If he did not find his targets in the next thirty minutes, he would have to go with plan B which would be detrimental to his future plans.

Luckily, Kira suddenly perked up, and her eyes narrowed which brought a relieved smile to the daeben’s face as he said, "You've got their scent, haven't you?" 

Kira growled in reply and ran off. Kashi closely pursued after her, goosebumps erupting on his body due to the excitement. The duo came to a stop at a short cliff overlooking a vast expanse of land. 

Kashi grinned as he spotted a herd of his targets mulling around, snacking on the local wildlife. These were the undisputed leaders of the food chain in this region. 

"Good job," Kashi praised as he patted Kira. He took out his bow, and nocked an arrow, then lined up the closest target "Well, then. Let's get started!"



???

6:50 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

Lunette shivered as the night breeze tickled her exposed thighs. Shadow looked at her with concern, but she smiled to reassure him, although inwardly she repeatedly swore,  ‘I'll kill that elf.’  The siblings crossed one of the bridges connecting the numerous tiny islands along the Atled Delta. Their target was the behemoth placed strategically placed at the mouth of the Delta. 

The fortress Norcha was as massive as it was imposing. A masterpiece made from stones that could withstand tsunamis. Cannons stuck out of the walls, and mortars lined the battlements. Their combined radius could wipe out any force that attempted to invade the delta.

Lunette wrapped a cowl around her, drawing its hood over her head. She shared a look with her brother. He nodded, and they increased their pace.



Norcha,

6:55 pm, 17  th   Peniel 1091.

"Keep alert!" Commanders of the bandit crew ordered. Their loud and obnoxious voices carried across the fort causing froggers and bandits alike to jerk to attention. 

A bandit cleaned his ears, tired of hearing his superiors' incessant shouting. This was not what he signed up for. They were supposed to be pillaging, not hiding from a ragtag gang of rebels. Yawning, he looked down from his post at the wall.

"Hm?" Two figures across the moat caught his attention. His superiors’ fearmongering had indeed left their mark as he immediately shouted, "We've got visitors!" 

A man in a purple robe walked up to the bandit’s side. He held out his wooden staff and mumbled something. An orb of light formed in front of his staff and floated to the figures. The light globe paused over the visitors’ heads, pulsed, then exploded, bathing them in its glow.

The light revealed the visitors to be a pair of teenagers, a white-haired boy and what looked like a hooded girl(?). Neither matched the description the froggers had given of their attackers.

The bandit cupped his mouth and shouted, "Who goes there?!" 

"My name is Shadow!” Shadow shouted in reply. “My sister and I seek asylum for the night!"

The bandit turned to the mage for instructions. "You heard him. What you wanna do?"

The mage scrutinized the visitors’ appearance then came to a decision, "Ask the captain," the mage replied.

The bandit nodded then called out to Shadow. "Hey, hold on!"

The boy and his sister(?) nodded.

A few minutes later, the captain of the fort joined the mage at the wall. He looked down at the children. "What brings you here?" He did not need to shout. His voice carried well enough to the children.

"We were exploring and ran into too many monsters,” Shadow explained. “We would like to pass the night here. We'll leave in the morning."

"And the girl?"

"She's a bit sh-"

"Tell her to lose the hood," interrupted the captain.

Lunette steeled herself as she threw off the garment. 

Cooes escaped the lips of the bandits as they gawked at the angel incarnate. Moonlight danced on Lunette’s blue hair, giving it a sparkling greenish hue. The revealing armor resembled a flowing river as her skirt fluttered in the opportune wind. She adjusted a strand of hair behind her ear and looked up at the men with eyes that seemed to switch between blue and green. 

Needlessly to say, the men on the wall were instantly bewitched.

The captain cleared his throat after a moment and quickly ordered. "Lower the bridge." Only then did he notice the crowd on the walls staring at the girl. "Hey! Back to your posts!"

The disgruntled bandits shuffled to their posts, mumbling among themselves.

"Che."

"Don't worry bro, she's coming in here."

"Hehe. She'll do much more than spend the night."

The iron drawbridge lowered and Shadow accompanied his sister across, keeping three steps behind her. He still did not understand what Jero meant when he said Kashi had insisted he act like this. Still, there was something fun about deceiving blubbering baboons. A sadistic grin crawled up his face, but he pressed his lips together to kill it before anyone noticed.

Shadow quickly took in the layout of the fort once they stepped inside. There were several houses inside, built to accommodate soldiers over long periods. Nothing else existed inside the fortress. It was indeed made to house the cannons and the cannons alone.

Shadow and Lunette stopped in what seemed to be the courtyard. Shadow inwardly sneered as he spotted several bandits leering at Lunette from the walls, buildings and around the yard. Luckily, despite his inner disgust, his expression remained as neutral as always. Shadow looked to the captain and said, "I thank you for your kindness.” 

Shadow felt utter disgust for the manner of speech. However, this was Kashi’s operation, and he had apparently left instructions for Shadow to use polite speech when addressing the captain.

"It's alright. You have a lovely sister." Captain did nothing to hide the lecherous glint in his eyes as he admired Lunette’s body. It was his bold way of telling the runt not to interfere.

Shadow suppressed a rising desire for murder. That would come soon enough. Instead, he issued a stiff smile and said, "That I do." Captain tried to reach for Lunette, but she backed away and hid behind her brother's back, clutching his arm.

"My apologies. She is extremely shy,” Shadow apologized and gently placed his hand on her head. "She doesn't react well to strangers." At this point, Lunette tugged on his shirt and whispered something into his ear. Shadow nodded then looked at the captain and said, "My sister says she would like to sing for your men to compensate for her rudeness."

The captain blinked, but then agreed with a short laugh, "She sings eh? Sure why not."

Shadow trembled, terrified by Kashi's foresight. So far everything exactly had gone as Jero had said. He hid his discomfort as he took out a wooden acoustic guitar from his inventory. The shock in the bandits' eyes was hilarious. He never got tired of using the inventory in the presence of Residents.

Shadow sat on the cold earth and plucked a string. The guitar strings did not produce the best quality sounds, but it would serve their purposes. The young man’s fingers ran across the strings strumming a beautiful melody that caught the bandit's attention. Shadow leaked a small smile as he thought to himself.  ‘You ain't seen nothing yet.’

Lunette took a deep breath as she activated  [Amplify]  a bard skill that distributed her voice across large areas. She clutched her hands to her chest and opened her mouth…

Chills ran up the bandit's spines as angels descended from the heavens, and wrapped their arms around them. Fear, anguish, and pain ceased to exist, the bandits’ insecurities washed away by Lunette’s soothing voice. Unknowingly, as if pulled by a spell, the bandits by the wall abandoned their posts and gathered around the blue goddess.

Shadow smirked to himself as he plucked the guitar. No matter how many times he saw it, he would never cease to be stunned by the ease with which Lunette seized control of a crowd. Meanwhile, Lunette’s song intensified, and guided by her passion, he played even harder. 

All of creation was pulled in by Lunette’s voice. Crickets ceased their songs, plants leaned towards her, and small animals gathered around for the one-of-a-kind concert.

Lunette and Shadow’s performance continued for over two hours as she effortlessly weaved one song into another, creating a ballad and tale with the melody. At a point, it seemed the earth itself shook with excitement, but the bandits realized it was an actual earthquake when the vibrations intensified.

Shadow’s eyes narrowed. This was where Jero's instructions had ended. Wait for the earth to shake, then…

Boom!

"What's that?!" Captain yelled as he shook his head, trying to regain his senses. Lunette’s song had ensnared him so firmly, he had forgotten his duties. His voice whipped the guards out of their daze, and they ran to their posts to investigate. 

The bandits looked through their spyglasses in the direction of the sounds. The lookouts went white with fear as they took several steps away from the wall. Only one managed to scream out the terror in his heart, "G-G-G-Geruk Frogs! Over twenty of them sir!"

"What?!" Captain screamed. "Man the cannons! Now! Mages to the wall! Archers line up!"

Pandemonium ensued as the bandits, still dazed from Lunette's performance, struggled to return to their stations. It took some time, but they soon gathered on the wall. 

Captain snatched a spyglass from a bandit and peered at the horizon. A huge lump formed in his throat as he spotted the demons rushing in his direction. Geruk frogs were massive frogs that were almost as tall as the fort's enormous walls. A unique feature of the frogs were the small forests that grew on their backs. 

The Geruk frogs’ croaks echoed all the way to the fort. 

Hands shaking, Captain panicked and shouted. "Fire!"

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Projectiles from mortars, cannons, mages and any bowman strong enough flew high and long into the sky, then arched downwards to the encroaching swarm.

"That's our cue," Shadow suddenly said as the cannon bellows drowned out all sound. He and Lunette, abandoned in the courtyard by the panicked bandits began to make their escape to the harbor as per Jero’s instructions.

Lunette grinned proudly and flicked her hair over her shoulders. "Like stealing candy from a baby."

"Yes, yes. Let's go,” Shadow remarked. The siblings made it to the harbor without incident and escaped on a moored rowboat. As he watched the chaotic Fort recede in his view, Shadow could not help but be impressed by Kashi’s terrifying planning and foresight.



 

Kashi and Kira ran for their lives through the dense swamplands that populated the islands around the delta. 

Boom! 

"Ack!" The earth trembled, and Kashi cried as he lost his balance due to the tremors. He tumbled over, scrubbing against the floor, before coming to a halt. Bruised and battered, the daeben gritted his teeth as he rushed to his feet and resumed his run without once glancing over his shoulder. 

He did not need to.

Twenty Geruk Frogs chased the foolish daeben that had attacked them. Each massive leap brought them closer, but the daeben was irritatingly quick on his tiny feet. However, it was only a matter of time before he ran out of stamina. Then they would grind his bones and use it as a nest for their eggs. 

Surprisingly, despite Kashi’s injuries and predicament, a huge smile played across his face during the chase. That smile widened to a full-blown grin when the night sky suddenly lit up with several projectiles. 

Cannonballs, arrows and mortar strikes crashed into the frogs, halting their advance. The smoke cleared to reveal the monsters barely harmed. They hopped in place and roared with evident rage as gooey liquid oozed out of their backs. The Geruk frogs abandoned their chase on Kashi and turned their focus to the fort that had shot at them. 

Kashi’s eyes shone as he watched the Geruk frog’s new path.  ‘All according to plan-!’

Boom!

Kashi dodged to the side as a cannonball crashed next to him and exploded.  ‘Damn!’  Kashi cursed as he realized he had forgotten to account for the bandits’ terrible aim. To counter this, he ran behind the monsters and used them as cover as they approached the fort. 

Crack!

One of the frogs landed on a bridge connecting two small islands, destroying it in the process. Kashi frowned with anger. Without the bridge, he would be forced to wade or swim through the muck, both of which would significantly slow him down.

"No, you don't! Come on Kira!" Kashi called, and the duo jumped scaled a tree, then jumped onto the back of the closest Geruk frog. The creature had a slimy back which almost made them fall off. However, at the last moment, Kashi wrapped his right hand around Kira and grabbed hold of a tree on the Geruk frog’s back.

"Whoo!" Kashi cried in excitement as the frog leaped into the air. His eyes watered from the opposing wind, then his heart fell to his stomach as they fell back to the earth. This was what he lived for! No matter what, it was impossible for the real world to give Suzuki this sort of thrill. 

A couple of heart-thumping moments later, the fort finally came into view. Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he observed the smoke coming from the cannons and the bandits lined along the walls. He took the opportunity to look at his little army and was mildly surprised to find the Geruk frogs had been cut down to half their original.

Kashi, however, was more than happy with the outcome. The frogs had been overtaken by rage after losing so many of their brethren in such a short amount of time. As kings of the food chain, they had never been challenged before. As a result, they could not stomach this insult and blindly charged at the fort with the sole desire to tear it down.

Boom!

The bandits escaped from the wall as Kashi's frog crashed into it. Kashi timely let go of the tree, and the momentum from the crash sent him and Kira flying off the monster’s back. 

Kashi grinned as he drew his bow and shot three bandits through their necks. Kashi and Kira landed inside the courtyard as the wall and the frog he rode crumbled behind them. 

Kashi revealed a confident smirk as he regarded the confused and terrified bandits. "Now, who wants to die first?”

Boom!

Almost at the same time, six Geruk frogs that survived the charge leaped into the courtyard. They crushed the buildings beneath their feet and glared at the two-legged creatures.

"Kill them all!" Captain ordered. His loud voice galvanized the bandits, and they roared as they drew their weapons and lunged at both the beasts and intruder.

"A three-way," Kashi said as he dashed into the pandemonium. "The best kind there is."



At the same time, Hektor and the rest of the crew moored at the pier behind the fort. Just like Kashi predicted, the pier was deserted as all hands had been attracted to the east wall to combat the Geruk frogs. They jumped out of the rowboat and rushed to the direction of the fighting.



"Aaah!" a bandit cried as he was crushed between the frog's webbed feet. The monsters shot out jets of sticky liquid from their mouths, slamming the bandits into walls. Mages shot fireballs and lightning at the monsters, the beasts kept on attacking. 

Meanwhile, Kashi shot the bandits, ending their lives with fatal head shots. Three froggers attacked him from behind, but he shot their respective heads. Any bandit who tried to reach him met their end at his arrows without fail as they tore through both light and heavy armor with ease.

A squad of four suddenly attacked Kashi from all directions, and he reached into his quiver, only to discover he did not have any left.  ‘ Shit!’  Kashi cursed as he blocked the first strike  with his bow, then grabbed the hand of the second attacker. 

Kashi kicked the first attacker in the stomach while Kira knocked the third over and chewed his throat out. He blocked the attack of the last attacker with the second's sword, then grinned as Kira devoured the bandit before he could retract his sword for another hit. To finish off the second bandit, Kashi twisted the bandit’s hand around his back and stabbed him with his own sword.

Kashi surveyed the battlefield with a tight frown.  ‘Need to find some arrows.’  

Kashi made up his mind and sprinted through the carnage dodging stray fireballs and water squirts. The bandits and froggers were fully focused on the Geruk monsters, so they failed to pay attention to the daeben as he pilfered arrows off the bodies of the fallen. 

!!!

Kashi’s instincts kicked in as he felt a terrifying presence, and hopped back as a Geruk Frog landed where he had just been. The monster glared at him with unmasked hatred, and Kashi remarked with nervous laughter, "Don't suppose you forgive and forget?"

The Geruk frog roared and shot out its sticky tongue in response.

However, Kashi expected the attack and rolled to the side. The tongue harmlessly whipped past him and picked up debris instead. "I don't think rock is a healthy diet," Kashi taunted and smirked at the beast.

The Geruk frog roared in anger but regretted it soon after as Kashi shot its open mouth and grinned at its resulting anguished cry. He dashed to the beast before it could regain its composure and hopped onto its head. “Try this on!” Kashi challenged as he drew his bow to full length and continuously shot the top of its head with  [Rapid Shot].  Through a near inhuman display of accuracy, each strike pierced the exact same spot, causing the frog to leap into the air in an attempt to shake him off.

In response Kash grabbed a tree on its back for support, and once it landed, Kira bit a huge chunk out of its hind leg, crippling it. At the same time, the archer shot at the exact same spot until he bore a hole through the protective earth casing on its back. The daeben’s next hail of arrows tore through its flesh and finally pierced its brain. 

Crash!

Kashi jumped off the Geruk frog as it tumbled to the ground. The young man surveyed the battlefield and realized only three Geruk Frogs remained of the original twenty. 

The beasts glanced at their fallen sisters and prepared to retreat. They would return to their home by the river. Later, they would invade with the help of their siblings and raze the humans to the ground.

"Fat chance!" Kashi yelled and swung down his arm. 

Boom!

Large metal spears suddenly drilled through each monster’s head and splattered their brain cells across the earth. The surviving bandits looked to the wall, only to see Iason and Jero standing by a pair of smoking cannons. The spears that stabbed through the monsters were the ones Kashi had forged earlier on the boat. The group had carried them onto the walls during the commotion and placed them in the cannons. Just as Kashi proposed, they proved much more than cannonball over short distances. 

The twins Narkis and Alex Iason and Jero while Hektor and Paris walked up to Kashi, weapons at the ready. 

"Now," Kashi teased as he turned to the bandits. "Let's end this shall we?"

Raaah!

The bandit's cries carried far, but their voices died in their throat as they stared at the Kashi, Hektor, and Paris. Thick aura radiated off the trio, bursting with frenzied bloodlust. 

The criminals had no time to overcome the heavy pressure as Kira suddenly ripped into the last surviving mage. Without taking a moment to admire her kill, she lunged at the archers while Hektor, Paris, and Kashi attacked the remaining bandits. 

The ensuing battle did not last long. The Geruk frogs had eliminated over 90% of the fortress’ numbers. Of those that survived, very few had the morale left to launch any meaningful challenge. After all, bandits by nature loved getting money and riches with the minimum amount of effort. When faced with a real problem most would immediately give up, surrender, or run away. 

The bandits were soon routed, leaving Kashi and his crew victorious. In the end, it proved to be a lackluster battle.

Well, to be fair, it was not entirely the bandits’ fault. Lunette's bard ability had instilled disorientation in the ranks and lulled their senses. If left alone, they might have recovered, but the added encroachment of the Geruk Frogs caused the Captain to make a bad call. 

The captain focused his men on one wall and ordered his men to shoot the beasts. The sad thing was that the frogs would never have attacked if he did not make that call. Any other day, he wouldn't have made that call, but Lunette's song was quite useful in muddling his mind. Kashi's crew took advantage of the confusion to circle around the western wall and infiltrate the southern harbor. 

It had all gone according to plan. 

Kashi sighed as he gripped the captain by his collar. His eyes bored into the older man's, the red pupils resembling pools of blood under the moonlight. 

Captain shuddered as Kashi brought his face close to his and whispered, "Tell me everything."

 

            

    
        Chapter 36: Raise a Toast

    
    
    
    
                Hektor, Jero, and the rest of the crew gathered around Kashi while the captain spilled the beans. 

"W-we're working with the Mayor of Ker-“ the captain started to say, but Kashi tightened his grip. 

Kashi’s pulled the captain close and said, "I already know that. Tell me something I don't know."

Sweat flooded the bandit's face as he felt the cold grasp of the grim reaper. Faced with his impending mortality, the captain instantly capitulated. "The loot is kept in a storehouse at the harbor," he mumbled with tears streaming down his face. "Please spare—"

"You're hiding something," Kashi interrupted with a hard glare. "Spill it."

The bandit paled, and he stammered as he pleaded, "I-I can't! Please! He'll kill me!"

The daeben’s aura grew thick and oppressive. His grip tightened, and the bandit captain found it hard to breathe, as Kashi threatened in a low voice, "And what do you think I will do?" 

The bandit captain recognized the fatality in the daeben’s eyes. Those were the eyes of a man who had no problems with killing to obtain what he wanted. The way the captain saw it, it was better to live through the day first. As a result, he surrendered and said, "O-okay, I'll talk!" 

Kashi released the captain’s collar and said, "Speak."

Captain clasped his sore throat as he gasped for air. He cast a wary glance at the daeben as he reported, "We were supposed to launch a surprise attack on the capital in a few days."

Kashi raised a brow in interest. "You’re not in league with the drakul?"

"No,” the captain refuted with a firm shake of his head. “Damn reptiles occupied Riven during the war and haven’t let anyone in since."

Kashi nodded, and began to fish for the vital information, "How is this attack supposed to be carried out? I imagine you cannot openly side with the army."

"Y-you're right," the poor man blubbered. "The bandits were to raid Riven by sea, while he led the adventurers to attack from land."

Kashi’s brows furrowed. "I sense a but."

The captain trembled under the daeben’s intense glare. "P-promise you won't kill me." 

Kashi snorted in response. "If you don't start talking, that is exactly what I will do."

Tears poured down the man's face, but he knew he could not stop talking. Every moment his mouth moved was one second he was still alive. "Riven can’t be attacked by sea."

Kashi's brows furrowed. "Explain."

"None of you 'Summoned' have explored that region, so you don't know, but Riven sits on the steepest of cliffs. It is impossible to scale," the captain revealed.

"What about its harbor?” Kashi questioned. “I doubt the capital does not have one."

"Its only harbor is carved into the mountain which is sealed during emergencies."

Kashi rubbed his eyes as he said with an exasperated sigh, "Let me guess…"

"The reptiles have kept it sealed for the last decade,” the captain confirmed. “Opening it from the inside will be difficult. Utterly impossible from the outside."

"I see," Kashi said, smiling. "You never planned to assist Absalon did you?"

"Why should we?” the captain questioned, “ Looting the army's corpses would have been much more fruitful."

Kashi shrugged, evidently not surprised by the comment. "As expected of a coward. It was a good plan though, I'll give you that much."

The captain trembled and tentatively asked, "So what now? Will you kill me? I can prove useful? I know this area very we—”  Thunk!  An arrow struck the ground next to him causing him to shriek in terror

"Do not speak of death so calmly,” Kashi said, then slung his bow over his shoulder and turned to Jero. "Do with him as you see fit."

Jero walked over to the bandit, holding his dagger in a death grip. He held down the bandit and raised his blade to strike.

"P-please!" Captain begged as he looked at his reflection in the steel blade. His face degenerated into an unsightly mess from snot, spit, and tears. "Don't kill me! Please!"

Jero sneered as he brought the blade to the man’s throat. "How many people did you slaughter for your greed!" 

"Hiii!"

"My wife was among those you assholes killed," Jero revealed in a low, threatening voice, his words, slow and deliberate. "She begged too. You showed her no mercy." 

The captain frantically wept and pleaded as the blade’s edge drew blood from his neck. "P-P-Please! I'll change! I won't do it again!" 

Jero snorted, then raised the blade and struck down. 

Stab!

"Waaaah!" Captain cried as he shielded his eyes from the gruesome fate. A few seconds passed before he realized he was still among the living. The captain looked to his left and heaved a momentous sigh of relief when he saw the dagger dug into the hard earth.

Jero had apparently spared him. The captain inwardly smirked as he realized these people were one of those holier than thou groups who liked to hold themselves to a higher standard to the villains they fought. Oh, how he would use these fools.

Jero, oblivious to the captain’s thoughts, withdrew his blade and released him. He sneered at the man and said, "There is no value in taking the life of a coward. Mytra will be satisfied with your disgrace."

The captain grinned and said, “Thank—”  Vwhoop!  The captain’s words froze in his throat as he suddenly found himself looking down at his headless body, from which blood spraying like a fountain. "...you?" 

"Fuck you," Hektor spat, nose scrunched in disgust as he hoisted his bloodied ax on his shoulder. 

Kashi sighed and patted Hektor’s back. "Hope that made you feel better."

Hektor snorted as he looked at the headless corpse, "Not really." 

"Haha, let's see if we can make you feel better then," Kashi proposed with a small smile. 

Hektor looked at Kashi with interest. "W’at you gat in mind?"

Kashi smiled as he began to retrieve the loot left behind by the Geruk frogs. "He did say something about a storehouse…”

Hektor’s eyes shone, and he immediately dashed off to the heart of the fortress to seek out this storehouse. It only took a few minutes for him to successfully locate the correct building, upon which he called the others. When everybody had gathered, Hektor smashed open the doors of the storehouse then stepped back, gaping in disbelief at the building’s contents. "Holy..."

Kashi's right fist rapidly clenched and unclenched as he too admired the treasure trove. "Hello~."

All seven men stared, transfixed by what they saw. No one dared to move as if frightful it would all turn out to be a dream.

Lunette and Shadow returned from their retreat and joined them at this opportune moment.

Lunette noticed the gathering and asked out of curiosity as she approached, "What are you guys staring at?" the young woman asked as she turned to the direction of their stares. "Oh, my..." she exclaimed. Never in her life had she seen so much gold in one place before. 

Chests stacked upon chests were filled with coins, jewelry, weapons, maps, paintings, and many other items. The loot just seemed to have no end. Charmed by the treasures, Lunette walked in and reached for an emerald earring.

"Abababa!" The men yelled with sweat pouring down their faces. 

"What's wrong with you guys?" Lunette playfully put on the earrings and smiled at her reflection on a glass shield.

Paris was the first to react. He stared at the pile and mumbled in disbelief, "It's real." 

Jero muttered, "It's not disappearing." 

Iason was less articulate. "It's... Wooohooo!"

Lunette paled as the men ran past her, crazed with joy and dove into the treasure. 

Paris grabbed a scepter and donned a gold crown with a fur mantle. Then jumped onto the highest stacked chest and proclaimed, "Ah, I knew I was born royalty. Now, all you commoners, bow before my perfection."

Iason kicked the bottom chest and chuckled as Paris crashed to the floor. 

"Look what I found!" Kashi called as he rolled several barrels towards the crew from an adjacent warehouse

"Is that what I think it is?" Jero asked, eyes widening.

"Only one way to find out," Kashi replied. The men grabbed goblets of different makes and shook with anticipation, as the daeben pried open the barrel. 

"Sweet Mera," Jero muttered as he stared at the red liquid. He filled his goblet and gulped down the mixture in one go. "I don't believe it. Honey Mead!"

"What?" The rest cried as they clamored for a taste. They soon cried out in joy and took many more swigs of the drink.

Iason walked over to Shadow and wrapped his arm around the youth's neck. "Don't be standing here by your lonesome."

"No, I'm fi-" Shadow started to say, but let out an embarrassing yell when Iason suddenly lifted him. Shadow weakly protested, "Let me down!"

"Sure!" Iason agreed and tossed the young man into a full barrel.

"Why you!" Shadow cried as he hopped out the barrel and chased the lumbering man.

The party continued well into the night. Iason toyed with everyone and regularly fought with Hektor every few minutes. Even Kira wasn't spared from the old man’s antics. 

A few hours later, Kashi, exhausted by Iason’s antics exited the building and walked to the pier to cool off. He sat down on the dock and let the water lap against his legs. Sighing, he closed his eyes and rested on the wooden walkway.

A soft voice interrupted his journey to the world of dreams. "Done already?"

Kashi cracked open his right eye and saw Lunette standing over him with her usual smile. "Ian's scary when he's drunk," Kashi weakly replied.

"So you abandoned Kira?” Lunette playfully rebuked with a chuckle. “That's not too brave is it?"

"She's a tough girl,” Kashi replied. “I'm sure she can handle it."

As if on cue, a loud yelp suddenly rang out from the storehouse. 

Lunette’s smile widened. "You were saying?"

Kashi closed his eyes as a gentle breeze blew across the pier. "She'll be fine."

Lunette took a seat next to the daeben and gazed at his peaceful expression. She found it hard to believe this was the same man responsible for the destroyed fort. "Say, can I ask something?"

"Sure, go ahead." 

"When did you decide to add us to your plan?"

"Before we met."

Lunette’s eyelids jumped. "Huh?!"

Kashi clarified, "Well, to be precise, at Lew Creek."

"How?"

"That was where I learned your ability,” he explained. “Decided you would be of use then."

Lunette honestly felt those words should have annoyed her. They really should have. But Kashi’s voice carried neither superficial pride nor conceit. Just pure honesty. "And the frogs?"

"Those actually came after I already formulated a plan around you,” Kashi stated. “I considered them normal monsters until Jero told me just how fearsome they were."

This admission confused the songstress. "Wait. So what if you never found me?"

"I knew I would. But I had a failsafe just in case. Was too risky though, and I really did not want to use it yet,” Kashi explained.

Lunette shook her head and said with a loud sigh, "You're insane."

Kashi chuckled. "So you've said." He removed his legs from the water and placed it on the pier. His breathing evened out as he fell into sleep.'

Iason walked out of the storehouse with a large tankard in hand. He looked to the pier where Lunette watched over the sleeping daeben and muttered with a slight smile, "Now, ain't that a sight."



Jade’s Room

Residential Sector.

5:24 am, Thursday, 30  th   April 2043.

Jade glared at her computer's screen as she tapped on her mouse. "Come on, come on, come on!" Her frustration was caused by the abysmal pace of the download. It had been a few weeks since the download first started, and so far, she was privy only to things most people knew.

"Do it, don't do it,” Jade debated as she stared at the screen like it would suddenly display her answer. Jade could attempt to create another backdoor, but that would increase the possibility of discovery. On the flip side, it would double the rate of download. Jade’s father had taught her that hackers should be patient. But he also said soon after that most were impatient by nature. 

After staring at the screen for what felt like hours, Jade cracked her knuckles and set to work creating a new backdoor. "I hope this doesn't come around to bite me in the ass."



Elsewhere on the compound, a certain blonde, blue-eyed man received a notification on his laptop. "Impressive," he remarked as he pressed a button, deleting the warning from the system.



Norcha,

12:42 am, 18  th   Peniel 1091.

The afternoon sun glared harshly at Kashi who yawned as he walked into the fort through its shattered walls on his way back from looting the remains of the Geruk frogs that had perished during the charge. 

Kashi circled around the fort, inspecting the damage to the buildings and the facilities that survived the battle. The walls had been damaged a bit worse than he initially expected, but he didn’t mind much as they could still be repaired. He was also relieved to find that the buildings that had been squashed by the Geruk frogs comprised mostly of living quarters. The workshops were, by some stroke of good luck, situated near the eastern wall.

Kashi’s main problem was the matter of ownership. He had tried to claim the fort earlier but received a notification that only guilds could be owners of certain properties. Not only was Kashi not in a guild, but he could not create one because of the exile. 

Due to the war, there were very few developed cities in each country. And the Guild Registration & Management Agencies were always located in the big cities. Kashi would be unable to form a guild unless he waited for a newly developed city to be built or he snuck into Kerta, both of which required time he did not have.

That left the daeben with only one option. 

"Ow, ow, ow," Iason mumbled, rubbing his head as Kashi and Jero walked up to him.

"Still hungover?" Kashi asked.

"Ha. I think I celebrated too hard there." Iason remarked as he patted Jero's shoulder and roared with laughter. "At least I didn't pass out after only two drinks."

Kashi was surprised to see Jero visibly embarrassed. 

"That was... It's been a while since my last drink," Jero mumbled.

"It’s okay. I understand.” Iason patted his shoulder then turned to Kashi "What're you doing up so early anyway?"

"It's past noon," Kashi replied, brow raised.

Iason shrugged. "Same difference."

"I guess.” Kashi did not bother arguing the semantics. “I was thinking of what to do next."

Jero shivered and paled as he felt the onset of a dangerous premonition. "D-Don't tell me you plan on having us attack the capital."

"Spot on,” Kashi replied. He found their terrified expressions priceless. "Don't worry, we won't attack yet. Even I am not that crazy. However, Jero-san..."

"Yes?"

"How would you like to be captain of this fort?"

"C-captain?" Jero’s voice shook, as he stared blankly at the daeben.

"Yes. I have a plan, but I can't carry it out if we lose this fort," Kashi replied.

"Wow!" Iason exclaimed. "Oi, Jero what are you thinking too hard about? That's as good an offer as us lowly villagers are like to get."

"I... I know that!" Jero stated with a hard glare. He sighed loudly, then looked at Kashi with firm conviction. "I will do it."

"Good," Kashi happily remarked as he pulled out a ledger. "All you have to do is sign your name in this book,” Kashi instructed and handed the book to Jero.

Jero signed the book, and a system prompt notified Kashi that the new Captain of Norcha Fort was one Jero Wraithspear. 

"To think I would become a captain." Jero looked to the sun, a weary smile on his face. "If only Mytra could have seen this."

"I'm sure she's laughing her fine ass off," Iason said.

Jero let out a short, pained laugh. "She did have a nice ass."

"The finest in the continent."

Kashi silently listened to the men reminisce. He knew nothing of loss, nor would he ever pretend to. There were some things a man should not fake with their teammates. 

Jero’s reminiscence did not last long. Ever the action-oriented man, he questioned Kashi, "What is this plan of yours?" 

"In due time," Kashi coyly replied. "In the meantime, I would appreciate it if you gathered as many people that would lend their sword as soon as possible."

"This part of your plan?" Iason asked.

"Fundamental part," Kashi revealed. "You can choose to start fixing the walls if you wish. But what we really need are ships. If you need coin, we have more than enough."

"How many people do you need?" Jero asked.

"About fifty. They should be split evenly between the five of you. It'll be easier to coordinate."

"Wait, five? Someone's missing," Iason pointed out.

"Hektor might be an excellent warrior, but he lacks the experience and patience required to lead,” Kashi explained. “He can join any of your companies."

"I see," Jero mused. "I should be able to round up that much. There are hundreds of people along the Delta who will consider themselves indebted to you."

"Thank you," Kashi said as they walked over to the storehouse where the rest of the crew slumbered peacefully, exhausted by the tension that had ebbed away during their celebration.

Kashi placed a hand on the gold, and a notification informed him that there was one-million Syros worth of gold coins in the room. He could not even begin to guess how much all the artifacts would sum up to. 

"I don't get it. Why live here if you're as rich as this?" Jero remarked as he looked at the piles of gold.

"No matter how much they steal, they can't sell it without a fence," Kashi replied. "Worse off, in this trying times, the people with enough money to buy these items are probably those they were stolen from in the first place. A thief's income is only as good as his customers."

"If they could not sell them, why not just quit?"

Kashi sighed as he shook his head. "Some steal to live. Others live to steal. Depending on which side a thief is on, he might never stop his trade till he's caught, killed or grows too old."

"You seem to know a lot about this," Iason noted.

"Heh. Good observation," Kashi said, dismissing the topic. He scanned the treasure for anything that would be of use to him and found out there were far too many. Be it the high-level ore from the mines, or the unique bows, to the equipment. The thieves had really hoarded everything they had amassed in the past ten years.

Kashi decided to identify everything. While immersed in his work, he did not notice the rest of the crew wake up and gather around him. At some point, he involuntarily cursed out loud, hands shaking as he stared at the item in his hand.

 




	
Tears of the Goddess [Legendary]





	
Heroes are not always born with talent. Drink and feel the power rise within you.

Permanently Increases Mana by 500MP








 

All the money in the world could not compare to this find. While it was possible to purchase potions that temporarily increased MP, it was next to impossible to find any that permanently increased mana. For someone sorely lacking in mana like Kashi, this was a godsend item. 

Kashi did not waste a single moment before downing the drink in one fell swoop. It tasted nasty, but most good things did. Next, Kashi pocketed 100,000 Syros and left the remaining 900,000 for Jero and the crew. 

Kashi surmised much should be more than enough for the next stage of the plan. The daeben’s course of actions was to pack the items he needed, but could not fit in his inventory into large sacks. Kira, Jero, and Iason assisted the daeben in transporting the bags onto a schooner at the harbor. 

When they were done, Kashi rested on the wheel as the men walked up to him.

"Where will you be going now?" Jero asked.

"Ranad. Will spend some time there before returning to Kerta," Kashi answered.

"In that case, we'll escort you," Iason said.

"No, it's fine," Kashi politely refused. "The sooner we start recruiting, the better. I'll be fine on my own."

Jero nodded. "Then we'll see you when you return."

"Till then,” Kashi agreed. “I leave the fort in your hands."

Jero held out his arm and Kashi clasped it tightly. "It was an honor fighting by your side."

"The honor is mine," replied the daeben. He turned to Iason and held out his hand. "As it was an honor fighting by yours."

The giant ignored Kashi’s outstretched hand and squeezed him in a bear hug. "You take care now. We'll see you on the flip side," he said released the daeben and ruffled Kira's fur. "Keep watch over him. He's a crazy one."

Kira barked and placed a paw on his outstretched hand.

The men hopped off the boat as Kashi raised the anchor. Jero waved goodbye, "Till we meet aga-"

"Wait!" Three voices shouted.

Kashi watched, amazed as Lunette, Shadow and Hektor simultaneously jumped onto the deck.

"You weren't thinking of leaving us were you?" Lunette asked. Her eyes were drawn together as she glared at him, arms akimbo. Her pout was - Suzuki would kill him for thinking this - somewhat cute.

"Oh? I thought you were exploring the area," Kashi said.

"I was," Lunette curtly replied. "Until a certain someone turned me into eye candy bait. I can't stay here another day."

"Do you want an apology? That's odd. I would have thought it would be a testament to your beauty."

What the?! Everyone's eyes snapped to him in shock. Who knew he was such a smooth player? 

‘How can he say that so calmly?’  Color rose to Lunette’s cheeks, as they heated up.

"What's the matter? I expected a comeback," Kashi said with a blank expression.

Realization dawned on Lunette, and she sighed. This daeben was a complete buffoon. "Nothing at all."

Kashi frowned, irritated by the look in her eyes. "What's with the condescending look?"

She regarded him with pity. "Nothing at all."

Kashi shrugged. It was not like he could unravel the mystery that was the female mind. Instead, he looked at Hektor and asked, "And, why are you coming along?"

"'Cause yer strong,” Hektor honestly answered. “I'm sure I'll 'ave more fun if I stick wid ya." The young man glared at Kashi as if daring him to refuse.

To his surprise, Kashi shrugged and said, "If it's for a reason like that, I'll be a fool to turn you away. Looking forward to working with you."

Hektor snorted. "I ain't calling ya boss."

"Never said you should."

"Just tot I'd lay it' out dere."

Kashi chuckled as he gripped the wheel. "Well, then raise the sails. Let's return."

 

            

    
        Chapter 37: Twin Works

    
    
    
    
                Ranad,

4:23 am, 18  th   Peniel 1091.

Elecurb, Mayor of Ranad greeted Kashi as he walked into the city with his companions. "Welcome back, Kashi-dono.”

"It is good to be back," Kashi humbly replied.

The mayor looked over Kashi’s shoulders at his companions – or rather, lack thereof. Even though he knew the answer, Elecurb still asked with dread for confirmation, "Jero and the others?"

Kashi placed his right hand on the old man’s shoulder and placated his misgivings with a smile. "There is no need for concern. Jero and the others are all alive and well. In fact, they are in control of Fort Norcha as we speak. Hektor here can attest to that."

Elecurb's eyes snapped wide. His mouth opened and shut as words struggled to come out, but his voice failed him. Instead, he looked at Hektor who nodded his confirmation. Elecurb, overcome by joy and relief, fell to his knees, and asked through tear-stained cheeks, "T-then, that means... They are gone?"

Kashi smiled and confirmed. "You will never be bothered by the likes of them again."

"Oh.. Oh, sweet Mera! You have not forgotten us!" Elecurb cried with pleasure as he clasped Kashi's hands. "Kashi-dono, we will forever be in your debt. If there is anything you want of us, just ask."

 




	
Quest Completed: Liberate the Atled Delta





	
You have saved the Atled Delta from the terrors of the pirates. They will sing of your heroics by the campfire for years to come.

Your influence in the Atled Delta has reached 80%

1st: Kashi (80%)

2nd: Lunette (12%)

3rd: Absalon (8%)

+100 Regional Fame

+50 Worldwide Fame








 

"I only did what any half-decent man would do," Kashi said as he helped Elecurb to his feet. "I wish to stay here for a few days. A place to lay my head will do just fine."

"We already prepared a house for you,” Elecurb excitedly revealed. “You are welcome to stay there anytime you want. Truth be told, it would be our honor."

"You have my gratitude," Kashi gratefully replied. 

Elecurb stroked his beard as he recalled something important. "Ah, yes. A boy and his friends came by earlier. Said his name was Stryke?"

"Yes, they are comrades,” Kashi confirmed. “I hope they were received well."

"No worries,” Elecurb assured him. “They are currently assisting us in obtaining the materials required to rebuild the village."

Kashi nodded. Seemed like Stryke found a treasure trove of quests to reward experience and Syros. "That is good to hear."

"Now, come,” Elecurb urged as he led Kashi down the streets. “Let me show you to your new dwelling."

Three men assisted Kashi in carrying the sacks as to his new home. The daeben let out a wry smile as he admired the obviously new two-story building. As expected of an in-game world. They did not waste any time to erect new buildings.

After a short tour of the building, Lunette left the group to take a bath, eager to get the swamp smell off her. Meanwhile, the men gathered in the living room and watched as Kashi emptied the bags.

"What now?" Shadow asked.

"I have a few days until the limit on my primary quest," Kashi replied. "In the meantime, I would like to raise as many crafting skills as possible."

Elecurb perked up at this. "Did you say crafting, Kashi-dono?"

Kashi raised a brow and replied, "Yes?"

"Then, you are an artisan?"

"Sadly, I am currently classless," Kashi said. He smelled a secret quest, so he added. "However I am at Intermediate level in most crafts. Sculpting and Painting are my lowest at level nine beginner."

Elecurb stroked his magnificent beard in thought. "I have a request, but it was supposed to solely be for actual craftsmen."

Kashi thumped his chests. "I may not be one, but my skills will fail to no one."

The mayor eyed him with conflict in his eyes. "This may be impertinent of me, considering all you have done, but I am afraid I will have to test you."

Kashi nodded, and agreed, "I understand. A skilled sword arm rarely constitutes fine penmanship."

"Wise words, Kashi-dono,” Elecurb praised. “All I ask is a portrait or sculpture of yours."

Kashi took out his last painting,  ‘Of Ghosts and Beasts’  and handed over one of his more exceptional animal sculptures to Elecurb.

Elecurb inspected the painting, then the sculptures and nodded in approval. "These are excellent."

Kashi kept the painting on a table and turned to Elecurb. "So, what is it you require of me?" 

Elecurb sighed and explained, "You have seen our empty courtyard, no? A statue of Fera, twin sister to Mera and our patron goddess of the hunt once sat there. The bandits destroyed it when they invaded."

Kashi questioned, "You wish for me to restore this statue?"

Elecurb nodded. "Yes, I would be most grateful."

Kashi thought about it"Is there anything else you require?"

"We would also like a painting of the goddess Mera to hang above her shrine," Elecurb requested.

Kashi folded his arms. He had six days left until the completion of Fladnag's quest. It would be close, but he should have enough time to complete the statue. His arms dropped as he promised Elecurb with assurance in his eyes, "I'll help you with that."




	
New Quest: Cultural Restoration





	
The people of Ranad have requested you restore a statue of Fera and a painting of Mera. The blessings bestowed by these shrines should speed up the town’s recovery.

Requirement: Artisan class or 100 Regional Fame & Level 5 Painting.

Reward is dependent on result.

Suggested Level: N/A

Difficulty: C








 

"Thank you, Kashi-dono." Elecurb bowed as he gratefully thanked the daeben, then left the house.

"I guess we know what you'll be doing," Shadow remarked with a light shrug. "Do you know any dungeons around here? I have some skills I want to raise."

Kashi turned to him. "Yeah, I do-"

"Kashi-san!" An enthusiastic voice interrupted the daeben’s train of thought. 

Kashi looked to the door and was not surprised to see Stryke and his party. Times seemed to have been good for the happy group. Not only were they still alive, but they all sported rare gear which revealed their apparent rise in levels.

"Hey Stryke, long time no see," Kashi greeted as he walked over firmly shook the kid's hand.

"Yeah, It’s been a while eh?" Stryke chuckled with the widest, most innocent grin Kashi had ever seen. Stryke looked over the daeben’s shoulder and pouted when he noticed Shadow and Hektor. "What's this? You got your own party? I thought you said you played solo?!"

"Various things happened," Kashi said in an attempt to placate him.

Stryke was not one to fall for such a blatant misdirection. However, he only laughed and introduced himself to Shadow and Hektor, "Hi guys! The name's Stryke. I'm the man who will become the strongest knight."

"Oh? That line sounds awfully like a certain anime," Shadow remarked.

Stryke flushed red in embarrassment. "I-I-I-It's the greatest anime out there!" 

Shadow shook his head. "Relax kid, I'm just playing. The name's Shadow and my class is Assassin. The guy with the giant ax is Hektor."

Stryke gaped as he admired the ax strapped to Hektor’s back. He immediately closed in on Hektor and began enthusiastically interrogating the young man. "Uwaah, that ax is badass! Where'd you get it?"

Hektor took a step back, overwhelmed by the youth's enthusiasm.

Kashi shook his head and issued a wry smile as he turned and asked Craig, "How have you guys been?"

"Too many close encounters," Craig replied, and his features warmed to a look of affection as he added, "But it's been fun." 

"More importantly, what have you been up to?” Sara interrogated the daeben with her hands on her hips. “You suddenly went AWOL on us."

Kashi looked away and scratched the back of his head. "Was on a chain of quests. Sti-"

"Hey, Kashi!" Lunette called walking into the room at this moment. Her head was bent as she towel-dried her hair. "Please tell me you have something decent to wear..." The young woman’s voice trailed off as she raised her head and noticed the little gathering. Her eyes went from her brother to Kashi, to Stryke and his teammates, then finally returned to Kashi. "Didn't know you were expecting company."

Sara nervously glanced at the beautiful Lunette then at Kashi. "Are we interrupting?" she asked, voicing her teammate’s thoughts.

Kashi raised a brow in confusion. "What would you be interrupting?"

"Don't bother with him," Lunette said when Sara stared at him at a loss for words. "He's denser than a brick." She walked up to the girls and introduced herself with a pleasant smile. "Hi. My name’s Lunette Falsetto. I guess you've already met my brother."

‘Uwaah, she's pretty.’  Sara nodded and introduced her friends. "I'm Sara. She's Yuna, that's Craig, and the drooling kid is Stryke." There was a slight edge to her voice, but it went unnoticed.

"Hey!" Stryke protested but was promptly ignored.

"Nice to meet you,” Lunette said to Sara and the rest. “What were you guys talking about before I interrupted?"

"Shadow wants to go raiding," Kashi answered, and added with a stroke of genius. "How about you all go together? It'll give you some time to get to know each other."

"Are you sure you're not trying to get rid of us?" Lunette instantly hit the bullseye.

"Of course not,” Kashi smartly denied and passed the buck off to Shadow. “Shadow's the one who wanted to go."

Lunette eyed him with suspicion. When he didn’t show any visible signs of breaking, she relented and said, "Okay, then. But can you sell me something less revealing? I would wear my old clothes, but this one has higher stats." She rubbed her forehead. "Game logic."

Everyone present nodded in acknowledgment. This was one irrefutable truth of gaming logic. No matter how realistic the virtual world got, the unreasonable stats differences between clothes made from higher grade material would always remain.

"I'll have one ready soon," Kashi said. "In the meantime, you'll have to make do with that."

"Well, there are no players this far south,” Lunette mused. “It should be fine."

"Yosh!" Stryke cheered and raised his fist. "It's decided then. Everyone follow me!"

Shadow looked at Kashi. "Is he always like that?" 

"You have no idea," Kashi replied as Shadow followed Stryke’s party out of the room. Realizing something was amiss, Kashi turned to Hektor who was the last person remaining in the room and asked, "Why don't you go with them?"

Hektor shrugged. "Dunno dem."

"I won't be fighting anytime soon,” Kashi revealed with a sigh. “You'll be bored out of your mind if you stay here."

Hektor weighed discomfort versus boredom and found the winner easy to decide. "Okay, I'll go wiv dem,” Hektor said then jogged outside to catch up with the others.

"You didn't strike me as the social type."

Kashi turned around to see Lunette at the doorway and questioned, "You're not going with them?"

Lunette shook her head. "Nope. Just took a bath to get the swamp off me. The last thing I want to do is enter a smelly dungeon."

Kashi’s brow rose. "Isn't that a bit shallow for an adventurer?"

"I’m a bard, not an adventurer,” Lunette corrected with a sly grin. “I'm not obligated to enter any dungeons."

Kashi had to admit she had a point. He considered his options and decided she could indeed help him out, "In that case, want to help me out?"

Lunette nodded. "Sure, why not. What with?"

Kashi scratched his chin. "Need a model for a painting."

"Hmm, sounds fun. I’ll do it,” Lunette agreed with a happy smile.

"Glad to hear it,” Kashi said then exited the village with Lunette to the nearby grasslands. Kira scampered off to go hunting when they got to the fields and left the two to their devices.

Kashi searched for a spot that matched his tastes then took out the high-level painting materials he obtained from the fort. He set up a giant easel upon which he placed a human-sized sheet. He wanted the painting to really pack a punch. Kashi looked at Lunette when he was done with his set-up and warned, "This may take some time.”

"It's fine,” Lunette said as she sat on the warm grass beneath the shade of a tree. "You don't mind if I sing do you?"

"No, not at all. Do as you wish." The daeben rapped his brush against the blank sheet as he pondered on what a portrait of the goddess of the earth should look like. Kashi had never been big on religion, but even he could hazard nature would have to be depicted in the painting.

At this point, Lunette’s song carried over to Kashi. The enchanting, soothing notes calmed his hand and his head. The daeben recalled where he first met the young woman and his brush sprung to life. With careful strokes, an image slowly formed on the canvas. A figure of peace and beauty clad in green stood by a gentle stream. She caressed a white dove as birds hovered around, charmed by her splendor.

 




	
Masterpiece: You completed The Painting of the Earth Goddess Mera





	
The painting of the Goddess Mera, though not perfect will fill all those who gaze upon it with a sense of peace.

Artistic Value:  240

Effects: Increases the chance of rare item drop by 5% for 4 hours.

Level up: Intermediate Painting Mastery [1]

The effect does not overlap with another painting.

+20 Art

Number of Masterpieces created so far: 1








 

Kashi smiled, pleased by the results. 

"Can I see it?" Lunette asked when she saw the daeben packing up.

Kashi flashed a teasing grin and shook his head. "Same time as everyone else."

Lunette pouted. "That's not fair! How do I know you didn't mess it up?"

Kashi said as he placed the painting in his inventory, "You don't. That'll make the unveiling all the more fun."

Lunette grumbled some more but eventually conceded. It wasn’t like she could grab the painting from Kashi’s inventory. Kashi and Lunette waited for Kira to return, then returned to the town. 

A commotion by the town square caught their attention. Kashi and Lunette, drawn by curiosity, went to the check out the source of the disturbance. This led to the daeben letting out a wry grin when he saw the massive rock deposited at the center. The townsfolk certainly did not waste any time when it came to their patron goddess. 

Kashi circled the boulder, inspecting the stone as he wondered what image would fit a hunting goddess. As if on cue, a confident, fierce, wisben Light Hunter flashed through his mind. Kashi leaked a smile as he pictured a powerful huntress with a bow and a companion. “That ought to work."

Kashi, already in the zone, took out a hammer and chisel and set to work chipping away at the stone.  Clang clang clang!  He relied on the system's auto-guide to cut down the rock but still ensured he retained a measure of control. 

Sculpting was far too sensitive of a craft to leave entirely to the system as one misplaced chip could send cracks throughout the rock, destroying all the work that had been put in up to that point. With paintings, Kashi could paint over a blemish, or better yet, work it into the story itself. The same could not be said for sculpting. Cracks spelled the end of any work.

Lunette watched Kashi work. Five hours passed and he had barely thinned out the rock. There was no visible progress she could latch on to. Lunette, bored out of her mind, said, "I think I'll go meet up with the others." If Kashi registered her words, he did not show it. The young woman sighed and turned to Kira. "Want to come with?"

Kira looked from her to the daeben and instantly made her choice. She accompanied Lunette out of the town. 

The first day passed, and it seemed Kashi was no closer to completion. His zeal for perfection prevented him from rushing, and he put careful consideration in each strike of the hammer. A corner of his mind noted how unfair it was that buildings could be made in hours, but he was forced to overwork himself for one statue. However, this thought only surfaced for a moment before he pushed the notion out of his mind and focused on the image he wanted.

Unlike her twin sister, Fera should be feral, with a striking presence. How about a partner? A wolf maybe. 

Clang clang clang clang!

Kashi’s strikes picked up speed as his imagination took on a 3-D form his head. He did not notice the small crowd that formed around him on the third day. News of the new statue had quickly spread, and visitors trickled in from all over the delta to bear witness to their savior's work.

Not only did Kashi not notice them, but he forewent food for over five days. So far gone was the daeben that he did not see the notification telling him he had completed Fladnag's quest. If he did not possess an incredible vitality, he would have long since perished.

By the seventh day, the statue's outline finally began to surface. Terrifying, yet assuring. Wild, yet homely. The warrior wisben, accompanied by a direwolf had its eyes transfixed on the horizon. The hunter goddess was clad in dragon scale armor and had her face obscured by a low-hanging hood. She brandished a fully drawn bow, trained at some faraway target while the direwolf circled her, snarling at any would-be attackers.

Contrary to Mera's comforting smile, Fera smirked with confidence. The sculpture was so fierce that the villagers halted their construction work to stare, amazed.

"Oh, wow!"

"Would you look at that!"

"Heavens!"

For the first time since Kashi started working, he finally let himself take a short break. Not that he had a choice. His hands shook, his vision was blurry, and his throat was hoarse. He had fallen into his habit of becoming over-engrossed in an activity, but even he did not dare to apply the finishing touches in his current state for fear of a mistake. 

Kashi stumbled to his home, made a hearty meal, then joined Stryke and the others in his dining room. Hektor, who had been won over by Stryke’s honest attitude competed with the kid in a match of arm-wrestling. Sara told them off for playing at the table, while Yuna and Lunette played with Kira. Shadow watched over the proceedings from a corner of the room, his smile hidden by a face mask. 

 Kashi glanced at the occupants of the jubilant and loud table and immersed himself in the strange but welcoming atmosphere. Craig shared a look with the daeben, and Kashi smiled in return. Moments later, the daeben retired to his bedroom and dropped into a heavy sleep.

Kashi woke up half a day later and promptly returned to the statue, determined to finish it. The chisel chipped away, fining out the details. Nothing was left half-assed. From the engravings on Fera’s arrows to the wolf's molars; every nook and cranny received the utmost attention.

As the statue neared completion, Kashi struggled to calm his shaking hands. He controlled his mood and, with a final touch on the statue's smile, the goddess was complete.

Elecurb gazed up at the finished work in amazement and bowed, crying, "It's Lady Fera! She has come down upon us!"

A random warrior bowed and prayed to the goddess. "Oh, mighty Fera! May my arrow strike true!"




	
New Masterpiece!

You Completed The Statue of Goddess Fera!





	
Art is not always recognized for the style and skill of the work in question. It is worthy of being called great art as long as it touches many hearts and cleanses many minds.

The statue of Goddess Fera, in all of her ferocious command, will forever hold the public eye.

Artistic Value:  280

Effects: Increases ATK by 30% for 4 hours after gazing at it. 

Effect does not stack with other statues.

Number of Masterpieces Created so far: 2

Level up: Intermediate Sculpture Mastery [1]

Enables you to produce more delicate and detailed works.

Overall Fame rises by 50 points. (+50 Fame)

Art rises by 20 points. (20 Art)

Endurance rises by 5 point. (+5 END)








 

Kashi fondly gazed at the statue and was filled with an uplifting sense of accomplishment. He sauntered to the renovated temple and placed the painting of Freya in a specially crafted frame. He hung it above the altar, a symbol of warmth and love to all who gazed upon it.




	
Quest Complete: Cultural Restoration.





	
The painting and sculpture in Ranad will galvanize the people with bravery and warmth. 

Regional Fame: +200 

Overrall Fame: +80

Your influence in Ranad (among Summoned) has reached 90%

Ist: Kashi (90%)

2nd: Lunette (10%)








 

Kashi’s lips curled up in a satisfied smile. His efforts had indeed paid off. He had successfully gained the trust of the southwest, and effectively stamped out Absalon’s influence in this region.

Strategically, it was beyond a heck of an achievement. Absalon had gone for money, forgetting that without the people on his side, his reign would be temporary at best. A weak, short-sighted option.

The township erupted in celebrations dedicated to the new shrines, but Kashi was too distracted to participate because he finally noticed he could go meet Fladnag for his class.

Kashi quickly bade goodbye to Lunette, Stryke and the rest, and granted them permission to use his home as they pleased. 

"I'm coming," Hektor insisted but Kashi shook his head.

"I must do this part alone,” Kashi adamantly insisted. “I'll contact you guys in a few days."

"Sure thing bro! ," Stryke declared and thumped his chest. “We'll be waiting!”

Kashi and Kira stopped by Cera, the alchemist’s shop on their way out to turn in the items she requested. The alchemist was so overjoyed by the amount he brought back that she gave him three elixirs which fully restored the recipient's health, mana, and ki respectively. 

Kashi bid goodbye to the alchemist then headed for Nama Woods. The daeben rapidly clenched and unclenched his right fist in anticipation as he wondered what class the wizard would give him. If it were anything like Leila’s, then it would certainly be worth all this hassle.



"Chapter thirty-seven," Fladnag mumbled as he sipped his tea. "Not too bad if I say so myself. Would have sworn his tale would have ended much sooner."

"What is this chapter you speak of?" Yankal's ever-present voice asked.

"Hoho, it's my little secret. Anyway, it seems our young friend is back."

"... Hmm, he has the wolf with him. I stand corrected."

"What did I tell you? My eyes never lie."



Nama Woods

4:23 am, 27  th   Peniel 1091.

Kashi and Kira stopped in front of Fladnag's home and found the wizard patiently watching them from his doorstep. 

"You seem to have had quite the adventure, Darkling," Fladnag remarked with a teasing smirk as he looked at Kira.

"It was eventful," Kashi replied. He had no desire to tell the crazy coot more than he had too. Though a part of him told him he did not need to.

Fladnag ignored the daeben’s cold attitude and said, "I guess you want your quest now?"

‘This better have been worth it, old man!’  Kashi nodded and said, "Yes."

Fladnag revealed a mischievous grin. He enjoyed toying with the delf. "Okay then. Go to Aktaver's lair. You will see a slight denture on the west wall on the bottom floor." He tossed Rosario's branch to the daeben and said, "Place this in there, make your way to the end of the lair, and defeat the monster that lies within. Be warned, you must do this on your own, or you won't receive the class."

Kashi gripped the branch, and his lips parted in a bold grin. "I wouldn't have it any other way."

"Well, then, the location is marked on this map,” Fladnag said as he conjured a map out of thin air and handed it to the daeben. “Get going now."

Kashi examined the contents of the map. As expected, the system notified him of new locations that had been added to the system map. Kashi thanked Fladnag and turned to make his leave when he received a system prompt.




	
SYSTEM WARNING





	
Scheduled maintenance in an hour. All players should please proceed to a safe zone and log out. We will not be responsible for any avatars lost outside the safe zones .








 

Kashi cursed and temporarily took residence in Fladnag's home then logged out.



Kashi’s Room

Residential Sector.

6:45 pm, Sunday, 3  rd   May 2043.

Suzuki glared at the reminder on his PDA to attend the formal banquet in the evening. He could not believe they had interrupted Kashi for something as mundane as this.

 

            

    
        Chapter 38: Dinner Party

    
    
    
    
                Kashi’s Room

Residential Sector.

7:45 pm, Sunday, 3  rd   May 2043.

Suzuki glared at his reflection in the mirror. The suit Saeko picked out for him fit like a glove, but he felt trapped. He unbuttoned the jacket, then loosened the top shirt button. That felt much better. His bangs which all but covered his eyes were a whole other issue. He might as well have raised a signboard announcing himself as a neet. Not that he cared what people thought of him; he was more concerned with Kashi’s fate. 

Suzuki shrugged as he tossed Kashi’s issues to the back of his mind,  then walked over to the closet. He slipped on a pair of black sneakers then exited the room. 



Multipurpose Auditorium 1

Residential Sector.

7:55 pm, Sunday, 3  rd   May 2043.

Suzuki walked into the auditorium where the banquet was scheduled to hold and found the lobby filled with people chatting excitedly with each other. He inwardly cringed as he observed the quintessential display of everything he hated about social interactions, be it the girls with so much foundation, they could build a complex on their faces, or the guys who had enough product in their hair to clog up the pacific ocean.

Or could it be he was projecting his insecurities onto the world? Suzuki banished the inane thought. He put on his headphones and proceeded to the main hall, ignoring the sneers of disgust and mocking from the crowd as they judged his hair and cheap sneakers. 

The hall was beautifully decorated with ribbons and cut-out figures of archetypal characters from L.N.E. Suzuki’s attention, however, was drawn to the circular tables were symmetrically around the hall, leaving a circle at their center presumably for dancing or some other activity. 

A live band serenaded the hall’s occupants from a stage at the opposite end of the corner, and Suzuki found himself subtly nodding along with the beat. How could he hear the band while wearing his headphones? 

Suzuki had a strange quirk. He often put on his headphones without playing any music when he wanted to observe someone or something without being disturbed. It was a very effective tactic. People instinctively ignored someone with headphones and rarely considered seeking them out for anything.

Suzuki stifled a yawn as he took a seat at the farthest table from the entrance. Kashi’s little nine-day crafting adventure had left him without adequate sleep over the past three days. The young man did not bother fighting the fatigue that washed over him. He shut his eyes and engrossed himself in the music.

*Bam!

Suzuki may or may not have slept off, but the next time he opened his eyes, he realized most of the tables filled up save for those close to the edge of the auditorium which was where he was located. Suzuki drowsily looked up at the source of the loud noise that woke him up.

Jade glared at Suzuki, hand on the table. The young woman, dressed in a black gown with white frills that contrasted against her pale skin had a dangerous, ethereal beauty to her. 

Suzuki offered after an awkward pause. “Sup?" 

Jade’s eyes instantly narrowed, and Suzuki could have sworn he saw an inferno swirling in them. "Hoho. Sup? That's all you got to say?"

Suzuki stared at her with a stupefied expression. Were greetings so complicated in this generation? "...Hello?"

Jade gritted her teeth to control her rising irritation. She opened her mouth to say something but then decided against it. Instead, she grabbed his arm and yanked him off his feet. "Come with me!" 

"Uh, you're attracting some attention," Suzuki mumbled as she pulled him out of the hall.

"They can bite me," Jade spat and led him into the male bathroom. The prima donnas who were in the middle of spraying poisons onto their hair paused as they gazed at the beautiful intruder. "Yeah, yeah. Girl in a guy's bathroom. Get over it!" Jade scolded and impetuously seized one of the hair gels as she paraded Suzuki in front of the mirror.

Suzuki frowned. "What're you...!" The young man balked when Jade suddenly pulled out a pair of scissors from a small handbag. "The hell are you doing with  those ?"

Jade shrugged and nonchalantly explained. "Some girls pack lipstick, I pack essentials. Now, shut up!" She brandished the scissors like a pair of weapons, and Suzuki felt a chill run down his spine.

"Um, I don't know why you're so mad, but maybe you should drink some cranberry jui—”  Snip!  The terrible joke died in Suzuki’s throat, and his heartbeat intensified as Jade approached with the hair gel. 

In the end, Suzuki was forced to surrender himself to Jade’s mercy as she set to work on his hair. Several minutes and some poor chap's hair gel later, Suzuki once again had a clear view of the depressive black holes he called eyes.

Jade looked him over as she sheathed the deadly blade. "That'll do." She turned around and made her way towards the door. "Are you coming or not?" She called over her shoulder. Well, it was more like an order.

Suzuki did not understand her anger. But more importantly, he did not want to be the one she took it out on. He gave his reflection one last cursory glance then accompanied the irritated young woman back to his table.

While they waited for the event to start, Suzuki could not help but notice Jade’s incessant tapping and fidgeting. He would have ignored it were it not for the fact she sat right next to him. It was far too distracting. Suzuki sighed and asked, "What's wrong?"

Jade snapped to him, her eyes slowly regaining clarity as she slowly recalled where she was. "Hm? What was that?"

Suzuki repeated himself. "I asked what's up with you?"

Jade’s mouth opened and repeatedly closed as she battled on whether to trust him or not.

"If you don't want to tell me, it's fine,” Suzuki said and relaxed in his chair with an extremely bored expression. At the very least he had stopped the tapping. That was enough for now.

Jade’s eyes nervously jumped around the room, everywhere apart Suzuki himself. Moments later, she swallowed hard, she decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. "O-okay. Remember when I told you I came to search for my grandfather?"

Suzuki’s brow rose. He could not see where this was going. "Yeah..."

Jade looked away, twiddling her thumbs. "Well, I had to hack into Genaco’s systems to find info on him." She glanced at him for signs of shock, anger or disgust. All of which were common reactions to 'hackers.' However, Suzuki’s  ‘izzat so’  expression was kind of annoying in its own way.

"So, how'd that turn out for you?" Suzuki sarcastically asked. Trying to hack into Genaco, the single most prominent company in the world? You’d have better luck catching a star.

"I – I got in."

Suzuki damn near suffered a heart attack. He slammed his palm onto the table, as his eyes widened in amazement. "You did  what ?"

"Shhh. You're too loud," Jade chided, as Suzuki’s outburst had attracted a slew of curious glances from the ground.

"So–sorry,” Suzuki apologized. However, the amazement and respect did not leave his voice. “But, seriously. You hacked Genaco? That should be impossible! It's currently the world's highest ranking in network security. Not even the Chinese could break in!" He whispered forcefully.

Jade was taken aback. "You seem to know a lot about this."

"Well, yeah," Suzuki said. "I had to be sure my brain could not be hacked somehow through the Nerve Gear."

"Y-your brain?" Jade chuckled with a playful snort, unable to stifle her amusement. 

Suzuki staunchly defended himself. “I was a kid, okay. Animes made me skeptical of V.R.” His inner embarrassment showed as he swiftly changed topics. “Forget that. You still haven't told me why you're mad."

Jade sighed as she took a sip from a drink she kept in her little bag. "I made a mistake. I was impatient and created more backdoors than I was supposed to."

"It's a good thing I watch sci-fi, or you would have lost me right there," Suzuki admitted.

"Haha, good one."

Suzuki thought about what could have gone wrong and questioned, "So... were you caught?"

Jade frowned and resumed tapping on the table. "I don't know, and that's what's bugging me. I was sure the system caught me, but the alert was gone faster than it appeared."

"Maybe i-"

"Sup, Sukki-chan!" a familiar voice interrupted Suzuki as its owner patted his shoulder.

‘Ugh, not him too.’  Suzuki looked up to see Taiga with his trademark wicked grin. The young man retained his wild, untamed hairstyle that ladies seemed to love. "Hello to you too," Suzuki replied in monotone.

Taiga clutched his chest and feigned a pained expression."I'm hurt. You could look happier to see me.” He looked over at Jade and playfully said, "At least introduce me to your date."

"She's not my date!" 

"He's not my date!" 

"Like two peas in a pod," Taiga remarked with a chuckle. He bowed to Jade and introduced himself. “Last time we didn’t meet in the best of circumstances. The name's Taiga. May I have the pleasure of your name?"

"Yuhi... Jade Yuhi. Call me Jade," Jade replied.

Taiga laughed as he tested the name on his lips. "Jade, a precious na—"

“There you are!” Interrupted an energetic voice.

‘Oh, great. The whole gang's here.’  Suzuki thought with dread when he saw Saeko approaching. The blue-eyed, blond, extremely fashionable young woman seized the attention of the entire hall. By proxy, Suzuki’s table caught a lot of unwanted attention when she joined them.

Saeko walked up to Suzuki and ruffled his hair, "Why didn’t you answer any of my calls?"

Suzuki had two choices. Play along with her ludicrous game, or firmly tell her off. No wait, there was a third option. He could flip the table like a boss then stomp out. 

Unfortunately, that went against his low-profile policy. Though now that he thought about it, between the goth-hacker, the silver-haired weirdo, and the big-breasted, blond, blue-eyed foreigner, he was definitely the furthest thing from low-profile. Even now he could feel the heated glares coming from the crowd directed at the oddball out of the group.

"I was in the Drive all week, sorry," Suzuki apologized. 

"I understand," Saeko replied with a lovely smile then took a seat next to Taiga. She noticed Suzuki’s new look and said, "You got a haircut?" 

Suzuki nodded. "Something like that."

Saeko was about to say something but was drowned out by roaring applause. 

Akari walked onto the stage, accompanied by Yukino who looked stunning in a flowery yellow dress. Akari stopped in front of the standing mike and cleared his throat. "Good evening, Ladies and Gentlemen. I am glad to see we have a full house tonight. This event is hosted by one of our very brightest minds. I present to you... James Shoyou."

Suzuki sharply inhaled and watched with clenched fists as the young CEO took to the stage, accompanied by roaring applause.

James flashed his winning smile as he waved down the applause. "Hello, all you handsome gents and exquisite ladies. You all look absolutely amazing!" His cheery voice washed over the audience. "So, some of you are no doubt wondering why I pulled you guys out of the game?"

Murmurs rose around the hall.

"I'll take that as a yes," James said. "Here's the deal. I saw some of you were beginning to spend a lot of time in the virtual world and neglecting this one. Before I go any further, how many of you here like the new park, and recreational facilities I opened up?"

The murmurs grew louder, but no one spoke up.

"And I'll also take that to mean a lot of you did. So at the very least, a couple of you by now have made some friends. However, there are still a good number of you guys who spend their entire days cooped up in their rooms. Some immerse themselves in the game while others..." James’ eyes swam across the room. Jade shivered, feeling like he spent a bit too much time on her. "...engage in interesting activities."

James stepped down from the stage and begun walking among them. "What does this have to do with me interrupting your game time? Well, most of you are in the prime of your youth. I personally believe it is a waste to spend all of your time locked away." He leaned in towards a girl who blushed scarlet and said in a musky voice. "You're all too pretty for that."

James left the girl short of breath as he continued energetically. "In lieu of this, I have ordered Mondays and Thursdays as bonding days. This means you must exit the game for at least two hours on those days." He raised a hand to calm the rising murmurs. "We will be increasing the time paradox to five times ours to compensate for this. So, rejoice! You get more playing time."

"As to what we'll do on bonding days... well, nothing really. There might be other events like this one, but those days will mostly be dedicated to you guys hanging out or making friends. Now I know some of you are gamers because let's face it. The real world sucks big time. Why bother with judgy classmates and annoying bosses when you can be heroes and have people listen to you for once. 

“Most of you guys here have been shunned by girls or guys because they label you as neets—uncool by definition. Good news, those here are as much gamers, if not more than you guys are. So, while we are here to find a cure for parallel, your well-being is also of our utmost concern."

James paused, and returned to the stage where he replaced the mike onto its stand. "I have taken up enough of your night. Mingle, talk, have as much fun as possible. And most importantly… Enjoy the evening." He bowed and left the stage, to a standing ovation, whistles, and cheers.

The band kicked off the rest of the night's activities with a rendition from a recent anime.

"That was a nice speech," Jade said as he cast a wary glance at Suzuki. Everyone at the table had noticed Suzuki's intense glare as he’d made no attempt to hide it. However, she was unsure on whether she should inquire or not.

"He's always had a way with words," Suzuki ground out through gritted teeth. His gaze was fixed on the blond who was dancing at the center with someone he did not recognize.

"You sound like you know him," Taiga pointed out.

"We go way back." Suzuki directed his intense gaze at Jade. "Care for a dance?"

"Uh-um," Jade stammered, caught off guard by his request.

Saeko playfully chuckled. "If you do not accept, I will."

"I-I'm fine," Jade mumbled and took Suzuki's outstretched hand. She kept her gaze at her feet, trying to remember everything her father had taught her.  ‘ Damn, should have paid more attention during those dance lessons . ’

Taiga and Saeko watched as Suzuki led her onto the dance floor. "So... are you going to ask me to dance or not?" Taiga asked, brow raised.

Saeko returned his mocking smile with one of her own. "Isn't that the man's job?"

Taiga shrugged, yellow eyes shining. "Well, I'm all for gender equality."

"Ha. Then you can sit there all night and be equal to zero." Saeko got up and turned toward the dance floor. "I, on the other hand, have places to be."

Taiga grabbed her hand. "That's no way for a prince to act right?"

Saeko closed her eyes and sighed loudly. 

Pow!

Taiga blocked her left hook. He revealed a wide grin as he challenged, "That's more like it... Prince."

A vein popped on her forehead as she wrenched her right hand from his grasp. She turned away as if to leave. Then whirled around sharply.

Taiga blocked her punch, then precisely parried a couple more hits. She made to punch his chest, but he blocked her blow. In response, Saeko opened her palms and slapped away his guard. She attacked his chest with bost fists, pushing his chair back, but Taiga grabbed her hands before she could retrieve them and pulled her toward himself. Taiga’s momentum coupled with hers brought Saeko’s face within few inches of his.

Taiga grinned as he teased, "So... about that dance?"

"Fine,” Saeko relented. “But call me Prince one more time, and a sore chest will be the least of your worries."

"Oh, you flatter yourself,” Taiga challenged with a snide grin. “What makes you think that hurt?"

Saeko raised her fist. "Want to try again?"

Taiga nervously chuckled and waved his hands. "No, no. I'm good." As he escorted her to the circle, he added, "By the way, you look great."

Saeko looked away from him and replied, "Thanks. You clean up nice yourself."



"Not too bad," Akari muttered as he took a sip of wine. "That guy actually put together a pretty decent dinner party."

Yukino stood by his side, her brilliance dimmed by a frown.

"What's the matter?" Akari asked.

Yukino glared at him, and he backed away, at a loss at what to do. She swiped a full bottle of champagne from a passing waiter. His protests were cut short with a single look from her. "A toast to idiots," she mumbled as she filled a glass and downed it in one gulp.



Meanwhile, Jade was mesmerized by Suzuki's dancing skill. The young man effortlessly led her gracefully across the dance floor, drawing the admiration and ire of girls and guys respectively. She looked into his distant eyes and asked, "Where did you learn to dance like this?"

Suzuki focused in on her, pausing as if to reboot his brain. "My previous game character picked up a plethora of skills while exploring. This is just one I inherited from him."

Jade chuckled. "The way you view your avatars never gets old. So, what game did you play before this one? You must have been pretty good to be drafted for this weird project."

"King's Journey," Suzuki said. "I'm beginning to see signs that the entire game was most likely a beta for  Line ."

"Heh? Did you... sorry, your avatar take part in that last battle against Razznik?” Jade asked. “It was the biggest news in gaming network since the advent of VRs."

Suzuki nodded and admitted, "He died a terrible death."

"Haha. Well, a lot of people called Razz a monster,” Jade said to console him. “Ain't a surprise you lost to him."

Suzuki nodded as they came up beside James Shouyou and his partner. "Excuse me for a second,” he said, then suddenly let go of her and launched a punch at the older man in one deft motion.

James, as if anticipating the attack, also released his partner at the same time and blocked the blow. He grinned as he felt his hand quiver under the force of Suzuki's fist. "I guess you've got some questions, Mato-kun."

"Ah," Suzuki said, grinning. "I have lots of questions." He retrieved his hand, and spun around, his elbow aimed for the older man's face. 

James anticipated the attack and blocked it. Suzuki kept up the barrage of attacks with his back to him, but James accurately blocked them all then pushed Suzuki’s back. The youth stumbled forward, stopped, then turned around.

The dance floor instantly cleared and a circle formed around the duo.

"What are you so upset about?" James asked. "I would have thought you'd be pleased."

Suzuki ran at James. He jumped, spun horizontally and struck downwards at the older man. James stepped back just in time and retaliated with a kick to the teen’s midriff.

Suzuki shielded the kick, but the force launched him into the air. Not one to lose, the young man forced himself to spin and kicked the older man’s chest which sent James staggering a few steps backward.

"Now, look what you did," James playfully complained. "You just ruined this suit." He took off his jacket and folded his sleeves. 

Suzukii did the same. 

The charged each other and met at the middle, hands clashed against each other in a contest of strength. They both turned red in the face as they fought to gain some ground. 

Suzuki gritted his teeth and headbutted the older man. While James reeled back from the shock, Suzuki raised a leg to his face. S mack!

James bent his cheek to soften the impact. However, he used the momentum from the strike to pay the teen back with a kick of his own.

Snap! Snap!

Women drooled as they took snapshots of the men whose shirts had begun to slip off, revealing their harshly sculpted bodies. 

The clash continued with neither side intent on backing off. Bloodied, Suzuki ripped off his shirt which had begun to get in his way. As he flexed, he did not notice the increase in flashes from PDAs.

Suzuki and James ran at each other for one final bout. However, at this point, two figures interfered. Syel stopped Suzuki while Akari punched James.

"I should have known I could not take my eyes off you," Akari complained. 

"Why'd you interfere?" James playfully chided his friend. "It was just getting to the good part."

Akari sighed. "For all your smarts, you can be really dense sometimes. You two talk over whatever this is outside."

James grumbled as he picked up his jacket. Unbelievably, he looked brand new once he straightened out his shirt. "Come on, Mato-kun. Let's talk outside. We've disrupted this party long enough."

Suzuki snorted and followed him out of the hall. 

Akari clapped his hands, and the band resumed their music as the dinner slowly recovered from the mayhem. Once everything was back on track, he walked over to Yukino. "You still want to dance?"

She glared at him over her cup. "Took you long enough." She hid her huge grin as he escorted her to the dance floor.



The may breeze licked Suzuki's cut lip. He wiped the blood as he turned to  James . "Start talking."

James shrugged."I thought you'd like i t here."

"I don't care about that!"  Suzuki shouted as he  grabbed James' collar. "Why the hell is Razznik still alive?"

James  blinked, trying to process what he just heard. "That's what you're mad about? Not the fact that you were kidnapped?"

"My life  already  sucked anyway s,” Suzuki rationalized. “ This whole fiasco barely makes my top fifty worst moments."

James  covered his eyes with his palms to stop the tears from rushing down  as he  laughed like he had never  done  before. "Who would've thought that's what you were mad about."

Suzuki ignored his words. "Answer me!"

"Have you forgotten the day you signed up? Section C Clause 4 of the contract ," James explained.

Suzuki shut his eyes as he recalled the sheet of paper.  "... In the event of character deletion... retain.. use..." He released Shouyou, stunned . 

James whistled in praise. "I see you remember." He had always found Suzuki’s memory to be on the scary spectrum. The young man rarely forgot anything he did or read as long as it interested him. It was a shame to the rest of humanity that such a bright young man only used his talents for gaming.

Suzuki, oblivious to James’ thoughts, questioned, "You. Just how far ahead did you plan?"

James  smiled. "That's for me to know, and you to find out." He made his way to the building's doors as he waved over his shoulder. "Have fun in this game. Oh, and give my regards to Kashi."

Suzuki snorted. “Showoff.”

 

            

    
        Chapter 39: Aktaver's Lair

    
    
    
    
                Fladnag’s Home, 

Nama Woods.

9:30 am, 29  th   Peniel 1091.

 

Kashi awoke to the sound of Fladnag's humming. The daeben looked to the side and saw the crazy wizard reading several floating books and Kira, asleep on the floor. Kashi stood up and stretched his muscles that had gone sore from resting on the uncomfortable couch.

Fladnag’s eyes twinkled as he watched the daeben. "Ah, you're awake I see," Fladnag remarked as the books disappeared with a snap of his fingers. "Good dreams?"

"Terrible," Kashi replied as he walked over and softly tapped the sleeping direwolf. Unlike Kashi, Kira instantly sprung to her feet, eyes sharp and ready for the next fight.

"Ah, I see. You're heading out now?" Fladnag asked.

Kashi nodded. "Yes. I have waited long enough."

The wizard regarded him with a weird look in his eyes. "So, I hear you’ve subjugated the south-east. Starting the conquest rather early are we?"

Kashi’s brows furrowed.  ‘What's with everyone knowing what they're not supposed to?’  Despite his misgivings, Kashi pointed out,  "You never gave a timetable for the conquest.”

“You have a point,” Fladnag admitted as he stroked his scruffy beard. "Hmm. I initially planned to give you this if you returned safely, but I suppose you have earned it."

"What’s that?" Kashi asked. His body itched with a desire to hit the road, but he felt that would be a bad idea.

A staff appeared in the wizard's hand, and he began to mumble some incoherent nonsense. The staff reacted to his incantation and glowed as he stomped it against the floor. 

Whoom!

Kashi shut his eyes as a blinding light burst across the room, accompanied by a thunderous, explosive sound. The daeben groaned as he rubbed his sore eyes. "What was that?”

He got his answer in the form of a system notification.

 




	
Tier 2 Companion Unlocked





	
Companionship is a strong bond formed within blood and tears, love and sacrifice. It is said the closest of companions can share their lives and deaths as one. Due to the close bond between yourself and your partner, you have unlocked Tier 2 Companionship.

 

Tier 1:  Sense Partner’s Location (Range: Limitless)

Tier 2:  Share Thoughts (10m/5000m)

Tier 3:  Share Pain and Damage (N/A)

Tier 4:  Share Senses (N/A)

Tier 5:  Share Memories (N/A)








 

Kashi stared at the prompt in confusion. Companion? What in seven hells? "Will you hurry up?" An unfamiliar voice suddenly prompted in Kashi’s head. He looked around, then stared at Kira. "What are you looking at?"

Kashi’s eyes widened in shock as he stared at Kira in shock. This was certainly new. He attempted to  ‘talk’  to Kira with his mind. "Can you hear me?" 

Kira jumped in place, stunned by the voice in her head. Her eyes frantically flew around the room, searching for the culprit before resting on the daeben as realization dawned. "How did you get in my head?"

Kashi was at a loss for words. "You're asking the wrong person."

"It's working I see," Fladnag suddenly said. His lips curled up to a huge grin, proud of his work.

"How. How did you do that?" Kashi asked, still reeling in shock.

The wizard scoffed. "Hmph! This is child's play for someone of my caliber. To be fair though, you would have eventually gained this ability even if left alone. Kira here is no ordinary Direwolf after all."

Kashi frowned. "What do you mean?"

Fladnag looked at the daeben like he was the dumbest creature in the universe. "Surely you did not believe that slaying a simple direwolf would cause the earth itself to die out did you?" 

Kashi shook his head. Well, to be honest, he had not given it much thought. But now that the old coot mentioned it, that was kind of strange.

Fladnag shook his head then explained, "She is of an ancient race, like the dragons, which existed on this continent long before we were created. To put it simply... some people would worship her as a god."

Kashi nearly choked. "W-what did you just say? A god? Her?"

Kira perked up, and her eyes shone with pride as she turned her nose up at the daeben. "Hmph. You should show some respect."

Suzuki glared at her. "Shush. I bet you didn't know until now either." 

Fladnag chuckled. "Well, now that you know, I suppose you will be more careful. Her true strength is much more terrifying than you can imagine. Then again if you survive this, your potential will be equal to hers."

Kashi’s brows rose at this revelation. "Wait. So, you're saying that right now, her potential is higher than mine."

"Boy, you two are not even on the same playing field,” Fladnag retorted with a disdainful snort. “In a year at most, she'll be using your bones as toothpicks."

Kira glanced at Kashi and flashed a proud, toothy grin. Mumbling something under his breath, Kashi turned to leave. 

"Ah, yes. One last thing," Fladnag said.

Kashi groaned. "What is it this time?"

The wizard tossed a paintbrush which Kashi caught with a weird look in his eyes.

"What am I supposed to do with this?" Kashi asked, eyeing the weird brush. There were six horizontal markings on its handle. However, all but the first white one was grayed out. 

"Brush it against your bow," Fladnag instructed.

Kashi did as instructed. The bow took on a light glow as sparkles of light radiated from its ends.




	
Weapon Enchanted With Holy!

Deals 10 points of extra holy damage.

Damage doubled against undead and ghosts.








 

 

Kashi stared in disbelief. The window closed as he looked at the brush in his hand. "Identify."

 




	
Rosario's Brush [Unique Divine] (Lv.1)





	
Crafted from a branch of the famous tree of life. An artist need only his brush to change the world. Unlock this brush’ true abilities and gain power unimaginable.

 

Potency is dependent on Painting Mastery.

 

Lv.1: Elemental Enchantment (Unlock: Beginner Painting Level 5)

Lv.2: Paint Production (Unlock: Intermediate Painting Level 3)

Lv.3: Size Manipulation (Unlock: Intermediate Painting Level 9)

Lv.4: Increase Brush Strength (Unlock: Expert Painting Level 5)

Lv.5: (Hidden. Requirements not met)

Lv.6: (Hidden. Requirements not met)

 

Durability: Unbreakable








 

"Wow..." Kashi muttered, at a loss for words. The unique status meant it was the only one of its kind. Unique items like this were usually class-restricted. To find one was hard enough. Finding one that could effortlessly be used by all classes without any penalties was an even rare occurrence. "You sure I can have this?"

"Sure. I have no use for it, and it should serve your cause," Fladnag replied with a bored wave.

"Thanks." Kashi placed the brush in his inventory, then bowed politely, and for once actually meant it. "Thank you for the help. I shall be on my way then."

"Good luck, Kashi of the Dark Elves. May Aethir guide your path," Fladnag said, then smiled at Kira. "You too great wolf."

Kashi and Kira nodded, then exited the great wizard’s home. 



Aktaver’s Lair,

12:30 am, 29  th   Peniel 1091.

 

Three major types of dungeons could be found on the continent of Destia. They were as follows: Man-made dungeons, Monster dungeons, and finally Instance dungeons. 

Man-made dungeons were the most basic of dungeons. These were dungeons created by a person in the world to achieve some purpose. These dungeons could only be cleared once, after which all its occupants would remain dead or captured. Some typical examples of these kinds of dungeons include forts, bandit lairs, cult hideouts, etc.

Monster dungeons on the other hand usually consisted of multiple floors of progressively more difficult monsters. These type of dungeons had a monster 'core' that was responsible for giving birth to monsters at a fixed rate. If these dungeons were not cleared regularly, the monsters within would spill out, resulting in a beast tide that would attack the closest human settlement before spreading out across the lands. These type of dungeons were a steady source of income for adventurers and explorers looking to make it big.

Monster and man-made dungeons had no limit on the number of people that could enter them at one time. People from different organizations, guilds, and parties could enter these dungeons at the same time to compete for resources. Monster dungeons, like man-made dungeons, could be permanently cleared. But this only occurred if the ‘core’ responsible for creating monsters was destroyed. The cores could sometimes be weak dimensional portals or actual cores left behind by a magical beast. 

Most countries paid particular attention to monster-dungeon clearers as these were massive sources of income. People who wantonly destroyed dungeon cores were liable for severe punishment.

Last, but not least were Instance dungeons. These types of dungeons only existed when the Summoned were around. Instance Dungeons were created by gods or high-ranking devils and demons to test and reward the populace. These types of dungeons were in reality, small, pocket dimensions tailored to suit the needs of their creator. The entrances to these dungeons were placed on Destia for potential adventurers.

Summoned and Residents could enter these dungeons to fight for unique treasures. However, the uniqueness of the Instance dungeons lay in the fact that the creator could restrict the level and party size requirement. Also, different parties could challenge the dungeon at the same time, but they would be transferred to parallel planes of existence, preventing them from directly interfering with each other.

Guilds and adventurers often competed to see whose completion time was the best, and for those interested in that kind of stuff, the system recorded the best times on a leaderboard anyone could access.

Aktaver's lair belonged to the Monster Dungeon variety. It was a fifty-meter-tall, rotating tower located far north-east of Kerta. The tower’s top floor had a weak connection to the netherworld, through which monsters regularly invaded Destia. Adventurers, Summoned and Residents alike, often frequented this place to challenge the different levels for the assortment of loot and monsters. 

Kashi and Kira stopped close to the building and found the entrance packed with several adventurers who were soliciting others to join their parties and seek riches. Kashi only spared the solicitors a passing glance before he sat on a boulder and took out his blacksmith tools.

"What are you waiting for?" Kira asked.

"Don't want a repeat of what happened at Norcha. This shouldn't take long," replied Kashi. He took out steel ingots obtained from Norcha and set to work crafting arrows. The arrows’ quality was not the best because he was not working at a forge, but his high skill rendered them above average. He crafted 1,200 arrows and shared them equally between six quivers. He estimated that this much should be enough for the current mission.

Kashi then took out the stalkers’ scales and used them to craft a pair of arm guards. The armguards turned out perfect. They added adding 75 points to DEF and reduced chances of knockback. He strapped them on, then took stock of his potions. He had twenty light potions that recovered 100 HP each, three elixirs that restored full HP, MP, and Ki, and five mana potions that restored 100 MP all of which had been obtained at Norcha (except for the elixirs). Unfortunately, he could not purchase any from Ranad as the village was still in the midst of restoration.

Kashi’s concentration was interrupted by a voice asking, "Aren't you Kashi?" 

Kashi looked up to see three adventurers observing him. They looked like your typical party. A knight, mage, and rogue. They were most likely looking for a few more people to round out the party before challenging Aktaver’s lair.

"You are aren't you?” The knight confirmed. There weren’t many daeben Summoned out there. Kashi stood out like a sore thumb, especially with Kira at his side. “Say, where'd you go, man? No one makes quality weapons like you did. Check it. I'm still using the sword I bought when I was level 30. I'm 45 now and I still ain't seen nothing better!"

Kashi felt a surge of pride knowing his crafts were still highly valued. Maybe he should have charged more. "Sorry," Kashi said. "I'm not crafting at the moment. Should be returning soon though."

"Ah," muttered the lad, crestfallen. "Make sure to let us know when you return. I'll pay anything for your works."

Kashi nodded and watched as the group joined the crowd to search for members. He then turned to Kira and said, "Well, this is it. You ready?" 

"Hmph. I'm always ready.”  Kira retorted with a snort.  “Try not to get me killed in there, weakling."

A vein popped on Kashi’s forehead. He suddenly grabbed Kira’s muzzle and stretched her chops. "Hoho, someone's getting a little cocky eh?" He teased but quickly retreated when she attempted to bite down on his fingers.

Kashi chuckled as he rose to his feet and walked to the tower's massive door. Kira accompanied him, smacking her chops as they entered the tower.



Aktaver’s Lair

‘Impressive.’  Kashi thought to himself as he traversed the stone dungeon. The floors were made of smooth stones with light rubbles. He had to squint because the corridors were dimly lit up by lamps infused with light magic. They left many dark areas where he suspected traps awaited.

Kashi passed by adventurers—both Residents and Summoned alike—in the process of starting their climb up the tower. He heard them mumble that so far, no one had made it past the tenth floor. 

While the daeben would have loved to challenge the tower and see how far he could go, he had bigger fish to fry. Kashi walked past the stairs to a door that led to the prison located at the basement. As expected, there was a large sign warning intruders from entering. Smiling, Kashi pushed open the iron gates and walked in with Kira. 

The first basement floor was a derelict prison dominated by ghouls and skeletons of the persecuted. Kashi sniped these monsters from a safe distance. The holy enchantment was like poison to these undead creatures, allowing him to make short work of them. He pressed onwards, searching for the hole where Rosario's branch was meant to fit in.

Kashi’s search eventually led him to a room with skeletons impaled on spikes hanging from the ceiling. There was writing on the wall, west of the doorway, below which was three round indentations. Kashi did not need a genius to tell him the branch could not fit in any of those. He was about to leave when he noticed a round sphere laying on the ground. Out of curiosity, he picked up the orb and studied the writing. He found it was a question, and each hole represented an option. 

 

Who is Ferulic?

a) Protector of Worlds.

b) Creator of Worlds.

c) Destroyer of Worlds.

 

Kashi recalled Serti's story of how Ferulic created worlds and Aerith filled them with life and placed the sphere in the middle hole. The circle shone brightly, and the ground rumbled as a section of the wall slid open to reveal a flight of stairs leading downwards. Kashi and Kira walked down the stairs as the wall slid shut behind them. 

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to them, the sphere once again fell to the ground, and the writing on the wall changed to a different question.

Kashi and Kira frowned as they realized that the temperature sharply increased the further they descended. Some way down, light from the overhead lamps were replaced by the illumination provided by a phosphorescent fungus that grew along the walls. Like the lamps, the fungus grew were several feet apart from each other which caused most of the path to be drenched in thick shadows.

Eventually, the stairs ended at a landing and Kashi was intrigued to find the floor was made of stone. So, this place was definitely man-made. A door awaited them at the end of the stone path. Kashi attempted to push it open and was relieved to find it was unlocked. 

Kashi entered the room and instantly noticed several pillars on the walls behind him and the east walls. He also spotted two doors located at the east and north walls. A ladder resting on the west wall caught his attention, and he walked towards it.

Roar!

A terrifying battle cry unlike any he had heard in this world froze Kashi in place. The daeben strung his bow as he watched a monster emerge from a swirling black mist at the room’s center. 

The monster was a massive human-type with muscles much larger than Kashi's entire body. Black cloud pumped out of its body, its ruby-fire eyes burning as it smashed a pillar to pieces.

Nightfall Hulk Lv 67.

Well, fuck. This had been too easy so far anyway. Kashi inwardly caused as he shot several arrows at the beast. Hulk roared, releasing a shockwave that shattered the toothpicks. Kashi dove out of the way as the blast of air smashed the ladder to pieces.

"Well, ro-dah me to death why don't ya?" Kashi muttered in irritation as he realized one of the exits had been destroyed. 

In response, Nightfall Hulk smashed the ground with its fists and glared at the puny elf. It lifted chunks of earth and launched them at him. 

Kashi, once again, was forced to clumsily roll out of the way as the boulder crashed next to him. Not one to take such a thing lying down, the daeben swiftly retaliated with a quick salvo.

Nightfall Hulk roared as the arrows struck it before it could dodge, then suddenly dispersed into smoke which formed black cloud-like branches that traveled through the air and reformed next to Kashi.

‘Fast!’  Kashi barely had time to raise his arms before the Nightfall Hulk’s punch struck his armguards. Fortunately, Kashi’s strength prevented him from being launched off his feet, as he was only pushed back by a few feet. 

Kira took the opportunity to dive onto the Nightfall Hulk's back and gnawed at the nape of its neck. In response, the beast yelled as it reached over its shoulder and grabbed the direwolf. 

The Nightfall Hulk brought Kira to its face and roared at her. It made to bite the direwolf, but a torrent of arrows stabbed its open mouth. The Nightfall Hulk cried out in pain as it flung the direwolf across the room. It stumbled as more arrows shattered against its skin. 

Kashi frowned. So far, his arrows had barely left a dent on the beast. The only significant damage came when he shot its mouth. Unfortunately, he highly doubted the monster would give him another opportunity to pull off the same trick. The daeben, out of options, ran up to the beast and launched a savage kick at its kneecap.

Crack!

The sickening sound of broken bones reverberated through the room, accompanied by the Nightfall Hulk’s anguished cry.

Kashi grinned as he listened to the sweet sound. "Looks like you're weak to blunt force."

In response to this, the Nightfall Hulk roared bloody murder and spat out a black miasma from its mouth. Kashi was too close to dodge the blast and was soon engulfed by the murky cloud. 

 




	
You have been inflicted with  Blind.








 

Bam!

Kashi's breath caught in his throat as a blunt force struck him and sent him crashing into a pillar.

 The Nightfall Hulk raised its fists to finish off the daeben, but Kira jumped and bit into its arm. In a fantastic display of strength, she dropped to the ground, dragging its arm along with her, then spun around in place. 

The Nightfall Hulk roared in equal parts anger and shock as it was sent flying across the room.

She turned to Kashi, concern in her eyes. "Are you okay?"

"Don't worry," he said. "I'm blind, not dead. This fight is far from over." He fired a volley of arrows in the direction of the sound of crumbling rocks. The Nightfall Hulk’s enraged cry brought a smile to the daeben’s face. While he would have preferred to fight it up close, this was his best option for now. "Kira, cover me please,” Kashi said as he listened for sounds of the Nightfall Hulk.

"You don't have to tell me," Kira snorted as she charged at the Nightfall Hulk who had just recovered from her swing.

The Nightfall Hulk angrily jumped, then stomped on the floor. This sent a massive tremor across the ground that caused Kashi to lose his balance. Kira, on the other hand, was unaffected by the AoE attack. She nimbly traversed the quaking floor and attacked the beast. The beasts fell to the floor, and punched, clawing and bit away at each other. 

Kashi listened for the Nightfall Hulk’s footsteps and supported Kira with well-timed shots at the monster’s legs. 

Suddenly, Kira yelped in pain as the Nightfall Hulk punched her in the gut. The blow knocked the wind out of her, causing her to falter in her follow-up attack. The Nightfall Hulk took advantage of her momentary weakness to fling her off and rise to its feet. Its calf muscles bulged as it launched a powerful kick toward the direwolf. If this blow landed, the direwolf would undoubtedly be left critically injured if not dead.

Kira shut her eyes as she braced herself for impact.

Boom!

A sound like a thunderclap echoed across the room, but Kira realized the expected impact did not come. She tentatively opened her eyes in confusion and blanched when saw Kashi coughing blood onto the Nightfall Hulk’s feet. The daeben held two arrows which had been stabbed through the beast's feet to prevent himself from being flung from the impact. 

The downside of that, however, was that Kashi was forced to bear the full brunt of the blow with nowhere for the force to dissipate. "Hehe," Kashi teased through bloodied teeth. "Caught ya."

The Nightfall Hulk tried but failed to retrieve its leg from the daeben’s death grip. Enraged, it attempted to punch the daeben, but Kira jumped and bit its hand. The Nightfall Hulk yelled in pain, and Kashi took that opportunity to quickly backpedal while maintaining his hold on the arrows. This forced the Nightfall Hulk off its feet, and it fell flat on its back. The daeben jumped onto the monster and punched the beast’s heart with a ki-infused fist.

 




	
CRITICAL HIT!








 

The Nightfall Hulk cried out in pain and attempted to slap the daeben off its chest, but Kira once again bit its arm and forced it to the ground. The daeben used this brief opportunity to unleash a barrage of punches against the Hulk's chest.

Kashi issued a brief smile as he felt the beast's skin soften beneath his fists. He quickly shot several arrows at the softened flesh which successfully pierced its skin and heart and pinned it to the floor. 

The Nightfall Hulk thrashed about as it cried out in pain and reverted to shooting out smoke to blind the daeben.

"It's no use... I'm already blind," Kashi muttered as he imbued all of his ki into the last arrow in his quiver. He released the arrow then jumped off the beast as it exploded into tiny chunks of meat, several of which Kira snacked on before they evaporated to smoke.




	
You Leveled Up!








 

Kashi sighed heavily as he lay on the heated floor, clothes drenched in sweat. "Should have bought eye drops."

Kira looked down at the daeben, and said after a brief debate with herself, "You. What I'm about to do never happened. Got that?"

"Huh? Hey!" Kashi shouted, then struggled to push her away as he felt a wet tongue licking at his eyes.

"Stay still you baby!" 

"Seriously, cut it out!" Kashi shouted as he glared at Kira. Wait... he could see her! "Whoa, that’s new,” the daeben remarked with a gobsmacked expression, completely forgetting his earlier rebuke. "What else can you do?"

"You'll find out when I feel like it." The truth was she had no idea herself. She only unlocked this ability after eating the Nightfall Hulk’s heart.

"Hmph. Diva,” Kashi rebuked, then cringed as he inspected his HP. That monster's kick had shaved off more than two-thirds of his health. A little more and he would have been K.O. Kashi thanked the gods for small miracles then inspected the loot. The NIghtall Hulk rewarded Kashi with thirty gold coins, a black potion, and a mage's robe.

Kashi placed the robe in his inventory and identified the potion.




	
Potion of Extended Invisibility





	
Become Invisible for 10 mins.

Warning:  Attacks can still harm you.








 

Kashi placed the potion in his inventory and took a look around the room. The west ladder had been destroyed, so that left only the east and north doors. He walked over to the east door and opened it. A hallway curved to the right beyond. He closed the door and went to the north door. It was stuck. 

Kashi cursed as he stepped back then ran forward and kicked down the door with a loud bang. 

Kira looked at the daeben with disdain. "You just summoned every monster within a mile."

Kashi laughed as walked into the pathway. "We can take them out faster this way right?"

As if encouraged by the daeben’s words, three monster spiders scurried towards them. Kashi and Kira made short work of the monsters, leading Kashi to say as many more followed, "Out of the way..."

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 40: Season Finale

    
    
    
    
                Aktaver’s Lair.

33  rd   Peniel 1091.

 

Kashi and Kira collapsed in front of an iron door. Their chests rose and fell rapidly as they heaved huge sighs of relief. It had been four days since they entered the dungeon. Their path had been fraught with fire traps, dead ends, monster spiders, giant mushrooms, ghouls, more traps, ridiculous bosses and much, much more. 

The daeben shivered as he recalled all the puzzles he'd been forced to solve in various rooms. Some had taken minutes, others hours. However, they all had close death encounters as a reward for failure. 

Kashi panted as he rose to his feet and examined what looked to be the final door. A mural carved into the door depicted a beautiful tree, below which representatives of the humes were gathered in loving harmony. The picture was complete, save for the crack on one of the tree’s branches. 

Kashi’s eyes lit up as he retrieved Rosario's branch from his inventory and fitted it into the crack. A loud grating sound echoed down the pathway as the drawing glowed with a brilliant, ethereal glow, causing the daeben to take a step back as he shielded his eyes from the light.

The glow dimmed, and Kashi watched in awe as the tree’s branches sprung to life and spread around the door. The branch he fixed in suddenly broke off and fell to the floor. Kashi knelt down and picked it up as a set of words appeared in front of him and glowed with a green hue.

 

Young one. How dost thou face thy enemies?

a) Cunning and Smarts.

b) Forward with Valor.

c) With Words, not Weapons.

 

Kashi examined the question for a moment, then answered, "How you ask? I am afraid there is no right answer to that question. A warrior without cunning or smart is but a fool, yet one must be prepared to launch headfirst into battle if need be. Also, true conquest cannot be achieved through steel alone. Words must be shared. Alliances forged, and bonds strengthened. Any man without all of these qualities can not be a true leader. So, if you ask how I face my enemies, I ask thee this. Who is my enemy?"

The tree pulsated, and fruits began to fall from its branches to the hands of the humes waiting below. A gentle, warm voice spoke into Kashi’s head and announced the verdict. 

‘ Unusual answer. But one filled with wisdom. You may pass.’

The branch in Kashi’s hand suddenly exploded with a blinding light. By the time Kashi recovered his sight, the branch had transformed into a beautiful, wooden longbow. "Identify."

 




	
Yggdrassil’s Bow [Divine Unique]





	
Weight: 150


	
Durability: (50/50)





	
ATK (Mag): 50 ~55 


	
ATK (Phy): 95 ~ 100





	
Mana Capacity: 3000 MP


	
Ki Capacity: 3000 Ki





	
Crafted from a branch of the tree of life. Grants its user with renewed vitality.

 

Equip:

+200 HP

+50~55 points of extra Holy Damage

+10% HP Regen Rate

10% of Damage inflicted on the enemy is restored to the wielder's HP








 

Kashi tightly clutched the bow as he admired his new weapon. This bow alone made up for the hardships of the past four days. The daeben looked up to see the tree revert to its mural state, after which the door swung open. 

Kashi and Kira walked into a dimly-lit room around which stood several stone pillars, some of which were broken. The daeben spotted scrawny, desperate warnings etched onto the pillars, some of which read: “Aegvir died here." "You're already dead." "You should not have come here." "This is where it ends."

Kashi, however, ignored the warnings as he walked further into the room, weaving through the pillars. Kira nudged the daeben and looked at the ceiling. Kashi followed her line of sight and frowned as he spotted a man-sized crystal hanging from the ceiling. 

"What is that ?" Kashi mumbled as he hopped to and fro between pillars to gain altitude. When he was high enough, he examined the crystal. Kashi’ brows furrowed as he saw a man in a white robe trapped within the crystal. Snow-white wings grew out of the prisoner’s back and wrapped around his lithe frame.

Years of gaming experience warned Kashi that physical effort would not break open this crystal. He had to do something to remove the magic holding that man in place.

While Kashi was in the middle of his investigation, Kira’s desperate voice suddenly screamed in his head.  “Watch out!"

 Kashi snapped to the side and saw a black mass hurtling towards him. He sharply bent mid-air, wincing as the black length brushed over him. The daeben lost his balance and fell to the ground. However, he quickly picked himself up and notched an arrow onto his bow. Glaring into the dark, he shouted, "Show yourself?!" 

"Why should I?" A deep dismembered voice replied. The voice echoed around the room, making it impossible for Kashi to pinpoint its origin. "You will be dead soon enough. Hmm… though I'll have you leave a message for my next plaything before you go. Kukukuku.."

Kashi whirled around, training his arrows at the shadows. "How long do you think you can hide?"

The voice chuckled in response. "Kukuku.. your taunts will not work on me."

Thwack!

Kashi gritted his teeth and spun around as the black mass slithered between the pillars. He shared a thought with Kira, and the two split up, running in separate directions.

"Useless, useless, useless!" The voice cried as five dark masses joined the first to chase after the daeben. 

Kashi’s face contorted with fear and pain as he suffered several hits from the whip-like masses. He desperately wove his way through the pillars to hide, but eventually stopped when he met a dead end. He faced the slithering tendrils with his back to the wall with a defiant glare.

The disembodied voice, bolstered by the daeben’s actions, teased as the tendrils surrounded Kashi, "Well, I guess you've given up then!" 

Boom! Crash!  

A cacophony of explosions rang out in quick succession, scaring the disembodied voice. "Wh-what was that?!"

Kashi’s expression switched to a sneer as he pushed himself off the wall and charged at the tendrils. He reached for one, but it slithered out of reach. In response, his palm balled into a fist and slammed against the nearest pillar. A crack spread across it, then it crumbled to the ground in a deafening crash.

"You thought my partner was a mere wolf didn't you?" Kashi teased as the crashing sounds grew louder in the background. "Well, I don't blame you. Most people, including myself, made that mistake." Rotating his right arm, Kashi flashed an evil grin at the tendrils. "I told her to get as far away from me as possible and destroy the pillars."

"Wh-what are you? Crazy?” the voice cried out in shock. “If you take down the pillars, the whole roof will come crashing down on us all?"

Kashi kicked down the pillar next to him. "Want to bet, you overgrown octopus?"

"I'm not an octopus!" The ends of the tendrils suddenly sharpened and attacked the daeben. 

Rather than retreat, Kashi dashed forward. He dodged the strikes by a hair's breadth and watched as the tendrils harmlessly dug into the earth. Powered by fury, the tendrils smashed sideways through the pillars.

Kashi anticipated the attack and jumped between the surviving pillars. He alternated his altitude, confusing the attacking tendrils which ended up destroying everything in their path.

Smoke and dust filled the air as pillars were consecutively knocked to the ground until the final pillar eventually crumbled to the ground. Kashi reunited with Kira, and they waited for the dust to clear off.

Whoosh!

Kashi and Kira braced themselves as a thick purple aura blew past them and cleared out the dust. The daeben looked up as the creature behind the voice finally revealed itself.

The guardian of the prison turned out to be a boney humanoid wearing an apparatus that resembled a gas mask. The man reminded Kashi of a certain Octopus Doctor, only he had ten tentacles protruding out of his back. The guardians used two of these to prop himself up.

Nekark the Cursed. Lv 83

"Heh, were you trying to hide your true form? I think I can understand why," Kashi teased as he notched his bow.

"You fool," The man cursed as he slowly descended to the ground. "The pillars were placed there to give you a fighting chance."

"What?"

Bam!

Kashi winced as he and Kira were sent flying by a surprise attack.

The tendrils that struck the duo retracted and hung loosely by Nekark's side. "Without them, I am free to attack at full strength."

Kashi righted himself mid-air and skidded to a halt. "Well, now that's more like it." He wiped the blood from his lower lip, and said, "Okay then, how about we really get started?"

Nekark snorted and replied, "As you wish."

Kashi instantly shot several arrows, but they never made it. Nekark dedicated two tentacles to his defense which swatted the bolts aside. The rest he used to attack the daeben.

However, now that Kashi could see the tendrils coming, dodging them was no longer tedious. Unfortunately, this resulted in a stalemate. Kashi and Kira attempted to hit the monster from several angles, but neither he nor Kira could get any significant headway, and the attacks that did pull through barely scraped his ridiculous health.

Nerkak watched, bored as the daeben and direwolf danced to his tune. Four tendrils suddenly entwined to one big tentacle and struck the daeben.

Kashi winced as he parried the attack with his bow. He heard a cracking sound and looked down to his bow. He winced when he realized the durability had dropped to five, and splinters had begun to break off. It would fall beyond repair if it sustained any more damage.

No way he was losing the new bow right after getting it. While dodging, Kashi placed the bow in his inventory and swapped it out for his previous bow. Unfortunately, this dulled his reaction which forced him to block another attack with the bow. It shattered to pieces as he was sent crashing into a wall.

"Kukuku. So weak. All of you." Nekark laughed as the tentacle struck at the downed daeben. Kira wanted to come to his aid, but four tentacles kept her occupied. Nekark grinned as he ordered, "Die."

Stab!

"It's over huh," Nekark muttered. He tried to retract the tendrils to focus on Kira but realized they were held in place. "...Huh?" The monster’s eyes widened as he looked at his victims. Dark aura so thick, he could touch it burst out from both the daeben and the direwolf at the same time.

Kashi was the kind of person who learned from experience. In a repeat of his fight against the Nightfall Hulk, the daeben gripped the giant tendril and refused to let go. A pair of red eyes burned with the fury of seven hells as he demanded in a deep, dark, authoritative voice, "Who the hell do you think you're killing off?" 

 




	
Fighting Spirit Activated!





	
Scorn of the Fallen Activated!





	
Bloodlust Activated!





	
Attack Power Doubled.

Damage from Enemy Attacks Doubled.








 

At the other corner of the room, Kira turned ethereal, her form shifting between physical and smoke. Her red eyes burned and the earth cracking beneath her feet as she tore across the room in a single leap and tore the tendril Kashi held to shreds.

“Arghh!” Nekark cried out in pain as he retrieved his ripped body parts. He clutched them in his hand, panting as they regenerated. "I will end you!" The monster swore, but his follow-up words trailed off as he took in the daeben’s strange appearance.

Kashi stood up with four quivers strapped around him. Two strapped to his back, and two at his sides. However, he had no bow in hand.

"What do you plan on doing with those?" Nekark asked. "No matter. You'll be dead with my next attack." He bent over, screaming in pain as dozens of tentacles tore out of his back. "Haha! Witness my true power! No one has seen my hundred tendrils and lived to t-"

"Shut it," Kashi interrupted, taking a step forward with four arrows in each and. The bolts pulsed with a dark glow as the daeben fed his ki into them. He glared at Nekark and beckoned. "Come at me."

"You!" Nekark’s face contorted with fury and rage as his tentacles tore towards the daeben and his companion.

Kashi took a deep breath. "Ha!" He burst forward, Kira in tow. He weaved through the crashing tendrils as he advanced, flinging the arrows with deadly accuracy in all directions, and scattering the incoming tentacles before they could reach him. He also made sure to shoot a couple at Nekark himself, if only to keep a few tendrils occupied.

Unfortunately, despite Kashi and Kira’s best efforts, there were too many tendrils to contend with, and they were soon encased in a ball of tendrils. 

Nekark laughed as he urged the tendrils to crush the intruders. "Kukukuku.. perish fooli-" 

Boom!

Nekark cried out in pain as the tentacles enclosing Kashi and Kira suddenly exploded outward. Kira dove out of the opening with Kashi on her back before the tendrils regenerated then ran on a tendril towards its owner. Compared to the rope at Merswamp, this thick tendril was far too comfortable.

Nekark, realizing the duo were getting even closer, panicked and released the ball. The tendrils turned in place to attack the direwolf while Nekark struggled to shake Kira off. 

However, Kira defied all laws of physics as she maintained perfect balance. She continued unhindered as Kashi destroyed any tendril that closed in on them. His hands were swift, flinging arrows faster than most bow-men could shoot. Within a few seconds, they were within touching distance of Nekark’s main body.

Kashi jumped off Kira's back as she tackled Nekark to the ground. The surviving tendrils closed in on her, but she phased out and appeared a few feet away.

The tendrils swiftly changed their target to the daeben who was still mid-jump and could not evade. However, while in the air, Kashi smirked as he pulled out Yggdrassil’s bow and used a combination of  [Multi-Shot]  and  [Rapid Fire]  to unleash a relentless barrage on the approaching tentacles.

The arrows met the tendrils halfway between both men. Kashi’s relentless onslaught proved the final victor. The arrow bombardment concentrated on one spot and successfully tore a hole through the tendrils.

Nekark cried out in anguished pain as the bolts stabbed his frail, defenseless body. The two tendrils he kept for defense failed to block the torrent, and Kira, seeing her opportunity, phased next to the Nekark and bit off the defensive tendrils.

Before Nekark could recover from the immense pain, Kashi burst through the small hole created by his attack and crashed the heel of his boot onto Nerkak's throat. 

The frail monster cried out as he clutched his throat and coughed into his mask. For a moment, he lost the ability to command his tentacles as he desperately gasped for breath.

Kashi glared at the beaten Nekark, then looked at Kira, "He's all yours."

Kira stepped forward and ripped out the monster’s jugular with her first bite, then proceeded to feast on the man’s heart and vital organs while he gasped for air. The direwolf ignored the monster’s bloodcurdling screams until he finally burst into light and she could eat no more. 

Kashi looked at Kira with curiosity in his eyes. "Anything new? No tentacles I hope?"

Kira snorted.  “Don’t know. I do not feel any different."

Kashi sighed. "Well, at least that's over."

The wall behind Nekark suddenly shined with a bright light as a section of the wall slid open to reveal a gold treasure chest.

Kashi opened the chest and saw several books and scrolls spilled across. He picked out a golden scroll that was glowing brightly. The daeben could feel the tremendous power stored within the scroll. He unfurled the scroll and began to read its contents.

Ferulic Creator, Destroyer, and Savior.

Oh, how long has it been?

My family lies in ruins,

My beloved trapped by a man I dared to call a friend.

Yet, I can not afford to lose hope.

The summoned, for all their flaws,

Are a wilful and powerful bunch.

To my son Derul, I leave my legacy.

May he find one worthy of possessing my skills.

 




	
Hidden Class Found!





	
If you accept, you can use skills exclusive to this class. Do you wish to convert?

YES NO








 

Kashi’s lips curled up in a wide grin. Seriously, a class from Ferulic himself? He'd be insane to even waste a moment considering the offer. "YES!"
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Kashi
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Chaotic Good
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Dimension Artist
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Wolf Slayer
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2  %


	
Dark Resistance


	
0%





	
+ 20 points added to all Stats.

+ Art stat is added extra 75 points.

+ Enables you to equip certain items specialized for the class.

+ Enables you to learn all craft skills to the stage of Grandmaster.

+ Grants extra options to items that are produced or refined.

+ Enables you to learn secret skills based on your level in Painting Mastery.

+ Increases Fame by producing works of art of extraordinary image or artistic value.








 

Kashi’s eyes glazed over all the perks and settled on the class. Dimension Artist...  Artist . "...What The Fuck?!"

 

To be Continued…

            

    
        Volume 2 Interim

    
    
    
    
                Reality...

Everyone claims they live in reality, and condemn any alternates. In the past, video games were seen as a way to escape reality. But now, the lines are not so clear.

If a man can eat, sleep, feel pain, fall in love or hate, are those not real? Must he exist in a certain plane for his emotions to be real?

The continued debate over whether the virtual world should be considered 'real' or not continues to wage on. On one hand, people claim the virtual world isn't 'real' and is only a figment of one's imagination. On the other hand, some virtual users claim they feel more 'real' when under, than they ever did in so called 'reality.'

Worse yet, as the virtual world begins to get more realistic, and machines like the full dives are produced, this line blurs all the more.

"Reality is only what you believe it to be. As long as you can feel pain, joy, love... or even hate; no one can take away those emotions and call them fake." Speech by Shouyou James on the advent of virtual gaming.

"There is only one reality. And that is here, where we were born. Anything else is a lie created by machines to rob us of true life. To those who wish to over-indulge in the virtual world, I say this: What happens when that world you consider reality shuts down due to system failure?" Excerpt from Nikel Nicholas. (President of the AVGN Anti-Virtual-Gaming-Network)

While these two figureheads clash, the rest of the world ponders on this issue. Is virtual reality fake? If so, do we consider the terminal patients who spend their days in there to be fake too? Who are we to judge what is real and what isn't? Or is the human race simply shirking responsibilities and heading towards extinction?

It is unclear at this point, but sooner or later, we will have to answer these mind-numbing questions.

-Excerpt from "Questioning Reality," by Peter Bowman.

            

    
        Chapter 41: Season Premiere

    
    
    
    
                Aktaver’s Lair.

33  rd   Peniel 1091.

Kashi's shoulders shook with rage. "The hell is a Dimension Artist! Of course, anything would sound cool if you add dimension in front of it!" He almost tossed the scroll across the room but stopped at the last moment. 

There had to be some perks to this class right? Just like warriors gained a boost in attack when wielding their classes' weapons and mages had exclusive spells. There had to be something to this Dimension Artist business.

Kashi muttered a curse and then kept on reading. 

‘The world descends into chaos. The balance held up by my wife and I crumbles. If there is to be salvation for our world, then it must come from the 'summoned.' Oh, how it woes me to put my faith in the very people who betrayed me. But, my responsibility as a creator must come before pride. To the brave one who finds this, I bestow upon you a power that can rend or create; save or desolate. I pray you make the right choice.’

Wow, Ferulic's a drama queen . Kashi dropped the scroll and then checked the other items. There were two books and a single scroll. Kashi picked the scroll and attempted to identify it.  Ping ! His first attempt ended in failure. Kashi, however, kept trying. Ping! Luckily, his persistence eventually paid off, as he successfully identified the scroll’s contents.

Kashi placed the scroll in his inventory and then turned his attention to the books. Unlike the scroll, the books needed at least fifty tries each before he successfully identified them. The haze covering the books disappeared, revealing a pair of platinum and earth-colored book covers. 

Kashi sensed immense power within these books. A still smile curled up the side of his lips as he opened the platinum, and then the brown, in order.




	Congratulations! You have Acquired Ferulic’s Spirit Technique



	
Ferulic's Spirit Technique [1/10]

To be powerful, one must be of sound body and mind. This technique allows one to absorb mana from his surroundings to make it his own. The increase in one's power depends on the size of his mana pool(MP).

Intensive training increases the soul's mana. (MP).

Passively increases STR by 10%

Passively increases DEX by 10%

Passively increases WIS by 10%

Passively increases INT by 10% 

Passively increases VIT by 10%

Additional 30% in STR & DEX increase when active






 

 

 




	
Congratulations! You have Acquired Realm Piercing Bow Technique!





	
Realm Piercing Bow Technique.

A technique created by Ferulic to combat invaders. Attack with bows increases with the level of Painting Mastery by 1%

Comprised of five attack moves, one breathing technique, and one footstep.

20% increase in strength when Ferulic Spirit technique is learned.








 




	
Congratulations! You have Acquired Earth Shattering Martial Arts!





	
Earth Shattering Martial Arts.

A technique created by Ferulic for close-quarter combat. Attack with fists increases with level in Painting Mastery by 1%. Comprised of five attack moves and two footsteps.

20% increase in attack power when Ferulic Spirit technique is learned.











	
Congratulations! You have Acquired Angel Step Technique





	
Angel Step Technique [1/20].

Passively increases movement speed by 5%

Increases movement speed by 50% when active

Increases movement speed by 5% when Ferulic Spirit technique learned.

Cost: 5 Stamina/Sec.








Puff!

The final book burst into light petals. Kashi blankly stared at the floating petals. Words refused to form as he struggled to come to terms with what he had obtained. 

Crack!

A loud cracking drew Kashi’s attention to the encased angel. Kashi closely watched as the ice melted. Freed from his bonds, the winged man fell to the ground.  Whoosh! Bam!  Kira jumped and then caught the angel just before he struck the ground. She then gently placed him on the ground.

Kashi looked at Kira, who in response, glared at him. "…Thanks.” Kashi suppressed a wry chuckle. He squatted next to the angel. He examined the man whose wings spanned about twelve feet on both sides. Kashi, realizing the angel was still unconscious, reached out and then tapped his shoulder. "Hello…"

“Urgh!” The stranger grimaced, then coughed as he opened his eyes. A pair of beautiful, sky-blue eyes turned warily and rested on the daeben. "Who.. are you?" The angel winced as he sat up, and folded his wings at his back.

Vrwooom!

Kashi’s eyes twitched. Gargantuan pressure oozed off this ‘angel’ even in this weakened. The daeben could tell that if he wanted, this angel could snuff him out in one breath. Despite this, Kashi took a breath to calm himself, politely bowed, and then said, "I am Kashi of the daeben. At great risk to my life, I released you from your prison."

The angel heaved and heavily coughed as he struggled to his feet. Kashi offered to help, but the angel’s pride did not allow it. He gently rebuffed the daeben and eventually rose to his feet. He then observed the shattered pillars and remnants of torn tentacles, and looked at Kashi with shock in his eyes. "You defeated Nekark?"

"It was an exceedingly difficult battle." Kashi grimaced, and then clutched his sides. Honestly, he did not feel any pain, but it always paid to let people think you put in more effort than you actually did. "But my fervent desire to rescue you was all the motivation needed to surpass this test.."

“I see.” The angel was clueless. "For this, you have my gratitude." He bent his head in a mini-bow. "My name is Fermes. I oversaw communication before my family was destroyed. Tell me, Kashi of the daeben; what is your true aim?"

Kashi hesitated. If this guy was anything like Fladnag, lying would be detrimental. Then again, there were always loopholes to exploit. Kashi swiftly organized his thoughts. Soon, he found his answer. "I seek power."

Fermes' gaze soured. "So, you choose destruction too. How disa-"

Kashi shook his head. "You misunderstand my intentions." He recalled the history he learned from the guide. "Since the disappearance of your family, this world has been embroiled in ceaseless warfare. Many have died, most without true purpose. To end this, I shall unite this world under my flag. But valor without power is useless. If I am to complete my goal, I will face foes much more powerful than I am. I require strength to unite the land. In this I am not ashamed!"

A warm smile lit up Fermes' face. He liked Kashi’s answer. "You have a great spirit, child." He looked at the open chest. "I see you have already acquired my father's legacy. Tell me, what do you think of it?"

Kashi crossed his arms. "To be honest, I was disappointed at first. But, I understand. No matter how powerful he was. Ferulic sought to beautify and create—not destroy."

Fermes nodded. "Good answer. Here, take my hand.” He then pointed at Kira. “And place the other on your friend."

Kashi did as he said, and then watched as purple light burst from the ground and encased them. Kashi shut his eyes from the brilliantly bright light. By the time he reopened them, he found that they stood in the fields outside Aktaver's lair. 

Fermes released Kashi’s hand, and once more offered his thanks. "It was an honor meeting you, Kashi of the daeben. I will be watching over your progress."

Kashi nodded. "I will not disappoint." 

Fermes smiled as he shimmered, and then burst into petals of light.

Kashi watched the petals climb into the morning sky. When they were no longer in sight, he looked at Kira. "Well, then. Let's head to Fladnag's shall we?"



Main Conference Room,

Public Relations Building,

Kerta.

Ten elders sat around a long rectangular table. Warriors clad in intimidating red armor stood protectively along the room’s walls, upon which a distinctive 'A' crossed out with two swords was painted. 

Tak! Tak! Tak!

The elders’ discussions momentarily ceased as a cleric walked into the room, and then stood to the side. "All rise. Absalon-sama is about to make his entrance."

The elders grumbled under their breath, but ultimately rose to their feet. The mahogany doors swung open. Their grumbles died out as a man in blood red regalia confidently strode into the hall. The man, General Absalon took a seat at the head of the table, accompanied on both sides by his trusted generals: Nyte and Asha.

"Welcome gentlemen," Absalon started. The general’s red-hot glare seemed to burn the elders’ minds.."I am glad to see you answered my summons."

Bastard! You threatened us! You gave us no choice!

"We could not possibly refuse the summons of the mayor of Kerta," said Dreifus, the spokesman for them all. "If I may, why have you called us away from our towns? There is much work to be done."

Absalon looked at Dreifus. "I will be seizing the capital soon. I require extra swordarms."

Dreifus paled. "You already have more than half our able-bodied men. The few we have left can barely keep monsters at bay. I ask that you reconsider."

"This is not a request." Absalon’s tone was deadpan. "You all will cooperate… or face the consequences."

"You… what about those left in the towns?! How do they fend for themselves?"

"I will compensate for any lives lost. Their sacrifice is for the greater good of this country."

Dreifus’ knuckles whitened. There was nothing he could do or say to change the tyrant's mind. If he refused to cooperate, his village would be burned to the ground for resisting. Sighing, the old man resigned to his fate. "Very well. We will-"

Bang!

Suddenly, the door swung open. A young man ran into the room, and then fell to his knees beside Absalon. "Urgent report, Absalon-sama!"

Absalon’s gaze narrowed. This appeared serious. "Speak."

"We just received word that the Rinks are once again functioning!"

“What!?” The room exploded in a flurry of shouts. "Impossible!" "They have not been functional for centuries!" "Unbelievable!"

"Silence!" Absalon commanded. The room went deathly silent. He then regarded the messenger. "Can we contact other nations with them?"

"N-no my lord! It appears they have all been reset. We can only configure them manually."

"Then nothing's changed," Absalon stated. "First, we recapture the capital. Then we look into the matter of the Rinks."

"B-but my lo-"

Absalon waved his hand. "Dismissed."

The messenger shivered as he stood up. He then backed away, and silently exited the room.

Once the door shut, Absalon got to his feet and then placed his hand on the table. He glared at each of these elders as he informed them. "My army will be marching on the capital in ten days." His voice lowered, yet carried an unbearable force. "For your sake, I hope your men sign up by then. Dismissed."

Dreifus and the rest of the elders exited the room, all sharing a common thought: they needed to find the location of the true prince.

"Hmm. What do we do about this?" Asha asked, taking a seat. Blade did the same opposite her.

"First the circle.. And now the Rinks," Absalon mumbled, tapping the table. "We need to find out what's going on. If players are responsible, we need to know how, so we can monopolize it."

Blade frowned. "What are Rinks exactly?"

"Oh, yeah," Asha said. "You didn't play the last game. They're basically cellphones for this world. Uses magic though."

"Hm. Pretty convenient. It'll be great if we could control them.” Dollar signs sparkled in Blade’s eyes. “Y'know, charge players a lot for it."

Absalon burst into laughter. "Brilliant! Why didn't I think of that? Bring me Verul."

Asha sighed. "You executed him two days ago."

"Wait, then who's in charge of commerce?"

"Some new guy. Name's Shigul I think."

"Bring him then."



Fladnag’s Home.

33  rd   Peniel 1091.

Kashi and Kira stopped in front of Fladnag's home. Unsurprisingly, they found the old wizard waiting in front of the building.

Fladnag’s eyes sparkled with a mixture of delight and mischief. "You survived," he cheered, and then added with a sly grin. "How do you like your new class?"

Kashi was conflicted. On one hand, an Artist class was complete shit. On the other hand, the class gave him some overpowered skills. He, however, did not know how long he would remain OP (Overpowered) for. His class would receive detriments to certain class perks. Warriors, for example, gained at least a fifty percent increase in ATK power when using their class weapons. Well, in the end it mattered on how smart he was.

In the end, Kashi shrugged and said, "It's not so bad.”

"Hoho, you're not convinced I see." Fladnag chuckled, stroking his beard. "I understand. What if I told you Ferulic defeated all his foes solely with a paintbrush?"

Kashi's brows furrowed. "You're saying this class has secrets?" Now that he thought about it, there had been something about unique skills. Hm. Maybe it wasn't called  Dimension  for show.

Fladnag's eyes sparkled. "Plenty."

"I suppose you're not going to show me?"

"Now where's the fun in that? I will give you a hint though. Won't do you good to bumble around blindly." A branch appeared in his hands. It eerily resembled Rosario's branch. "You remember this, don't you?"

Kashi accepted the branch. It identified after several failed attempts. "Rosario's branch. But I thought I left it in Aktaver's lair."

"There are seven of those. Each will grant you extra power. You must find and join the remaining five."

"Remaining five? That leaves one."

"You already used the first to obtain Ferulic's legacy," Fladnag explained. "Look out for this mark." The back of his robe turned transparent, revealing a tattoo of seven broken swords bound by a sash of blood. "The branches shouldn't be too far from them."

Kashi nodded. "Thank you." He then looked down at the branch. "Um... how do I activate them?"

"Ah yes, I completely forgot." Fladnag took Kashi's hand and then wrapped it around the branch. He then mumbled something under his breath.

The branch took on a bright glow as it metamorphosed into a piece of broken wood with archaic text etched onto it.




	Unique skill learned: Artistic Teleportation



	
Artistic Teleportation: Ability to instantly travel to any scene painted onto canvas.

Warning: Painting will be destroyed after use.

Warning: Additional People can be teleported as long as they are in contact with you. However, each lifeform increases MP Cost by 500

Cost: 500MP






 

"Oh…wow," Kashi muttered. He placed the broken wood into his inventory, hands shaking in delayed shock. If this was a power from the first, he wondered what the remaining six abilities would be. Not a bad class at all.

"Now that you have a taste of power, where will you go next?" Fladnag asked as he knelt in front of Kira. He stroked her fur, tickling her behind her ears. To Kashi’s dismay, Kira responded by rubbing her head against the old man’s soft beard.

Kashi rolled his eyes. Where was this love when Kira was with him?. "The capital. I plan on conquering the capital." 

"Will you be joining the main army then? I hear they are recruiting."

"No. I have a separate course of action."

The wizard paused, his eyes narrowing. "As I recall you are yet to join a guild, aren’t you? You won't get any honors in such a large scale battle without one."

Kashi shrugged. "I'll figure something out. I can't join a guild ‘cause I'm banned from Kerta. No other major towns close-by where I can sign up." Actually, the only reason he could sign up in Kerta was that the capital was lost.

"After how long we've known each other." Fladnag sighed as he got to his feet. "I have a stake in you, daeben. I'll offer my assistance should you require it - to an extent of course."

Kashi’s brow rose. "What do you mean?"

"I mean I can easily get you into the city.” Fladnag snorted. His gaze turned disdainful. “Any amateur illusion mage could."

"You could? How?"

"Oh ye of little faith." Fladnag snapped his fingers.

Brilliant white light enveloped the elf, and then lifted him off the ground. Kashi felt his hair grow longer and his body began to morph in weird places. Eventually, the light dimmed, and then set him on the ground. 

Kashi examined his fair skin in surprise. That was... hm? Something was odd. His chest felt heavy.

Kashi looked down. “Kyaaaa!” A high-pitched scream rang through the forest to the adventurers outside. The daeben nearly went mad with rage! "Wh-what did you do to me?!"

"Just what this tale needed. A good gender-bender tag." Fladnag laughed as he leisurely stroked his beard. "Marvelous, don't you think?"

Kashi grabbed and pulled on the wizard's beard, eyes burning. "Change. Me. Back!"

"No." Fladnag flicked the young man’s forehead. "You have about ten hours before you return to normal. I suggest you get going."

● You look much cuter as a girl

"Shut it!" Kashi glared at Kira, who responded with a show of her considerably large teeth. Kashi shivered. Groaning inwardly, he sighed and then released Fladnag's beard. "Whatever. This isn't enough to faze me."

Unfortunately, Kira had no intention of letting it go.

● Of course. That freak out does not count as fazing

"Oh, he is not alone in this," Fladnag said.

Kira suddenly felt a shiver run down her spine. Her eyes grew wide, and she immediately whirled around in an attempt to flee.  Snap!  

Unfortunately, she was too late. Fladnag snapped his fingers and Kira subsequently morphed to resemble an average white dog. "What is this?!"

“Ha! Serves you right” Kashi gleefully enjoyed Kira’s wronged expression. However, he instantly turned to Fladnag when she once again exposed those pearly whites. "I cannot thank you enough for your help. Though I may appear rude, I will forever be in your debt."

Fladnag chuckled. "Worry not. You have already begun to repay me."

Kashi looked at Fladnag with suspicion, but he eventually decided against confronting the wizard. "Thanks again. I should be on my way."

"Aethir guide your path."



3rd Floor Cat's Glass 

Guild Administrations.

Kerta

The Guild Administrations building was a 

A female halben and her cute white dog walked up to the clerk. "Hi, I would like to form a guild please."

The clerk, a red fox-woman gave the elf a once-over.  Ugh, another poor one. They all think just anyone can start a guild.  "That'll be one hundred Syros."

Kashi nodded. "That's no problem." He removed a purse of gold and dropped it on the counter. "Is there anything else?"

The clerk gaped. The nonchalance in the way the girl had coughed up the gold suggested she had much more. Now that she took a closer look, the daeben was kind of cute. She cleared her throat to dispel the thoughts in her head. "I need the signature of at least one other member."

"I don't have anyone else."

"I'm sorry then. Guilds need at least two members before they can be formed. Was once five, but recent times have forced us to reduce both the requirements."

Kashi gnashed his teeth. He did not have much time left. He could always pay a random stranger to sign up with him; but it felt wrong. He was deep in thought on how to proceed when he remembered. There was someone he knew without a guild.

Kashi quickly scrolled through his friend list, but to his dismay, the target was offline. He debated further on what to do, then opted to wait. At least until he had only an hour left. 

In the meantime, Kashi took a seat by the wall. His breath evened out, as he sunk into deep meditation. Three hours later, he received a notification.

+200 MP

Ferulic's Spirit: Level 2

A wide grin spread across the daeben’s face; the skill was really broken. With this, Kashi would not have to slave away reading in order to raise his mana. Sure, it was boring, but it would make a real difference in the latter stages of the game.

He stretched his sore body as he got to his feet. A glance through the friend's list showed his savior had come online. He contacted her and asked her to meet him at the counter.

A few minutes later, Leila walked out of the elevator. She scanned the room searching for the daeben. Her gaze settled on an unfamiliar female daeben waving at her. Is that… No, it can't be. She walked up to the elf, brows drawn together. "Kashi?"

Kashi panicked. "Shh.. keep it down. I don't know where Absalon's goons might be."

"Oh, okay." She looked him over. "That's… an in-te-resting look."

"It's not what it looks like! Fladnag did this." Kashi pointed at the uncomfortable lumps of fat he had been lugging around. How the heck did women live with them? "Let's just forget this ever happened. I need your help."

"What with? I owe you for the Spriggans."

"Are you in any guilds right now?"

"No. Haven't found any that suit me."

Kashi took a deep breath. "I really need someone to help in forming a guild. Can't do it without a partner."

"Why not just pay some random person to sign up with you?"

Kashi shrugged. "It doesn't feel right."

Leila’s eyes narrowed, but then she relaxed. "Now, I'm not saying I'll join. But if I wanted to, what's your guild's main purpose. I won't join you if you're just forming a guild for the sake of having one."

"To put it simply… World Conquest."

Leila nearly choked. "Sorry. Did you just say world conquest?"

"Yes."

"Like rule the world, overlord, and all that?"

"Yes."

Coming from anyone else, Leila would have laughed him off as delusional, but his eyes told her he was dead serious. "Okay," she conceded.

"You'll do it?"

"Yeah, sure; why not? Sounds like it'll be interesting." As far as Leila was concerned, this would further her own goals too.

Upon reaching an agreement, Kashi and Leila returned to the counter to sign up.

Uwaah, are they a couple? They go so well together.  The clerk shook her head. She had to stop reading those books. She walked them through the procedures, rules, and regulations of forming guilds. 

Half an hour, and increasing hate for paperwork later, they were finally on the final question. "What is the name of your guild?" asked the clerk.

Kashi thought long and hard on it. He had never really been part of guilds so he was not well versed in good guild names. The ones he could think up where Squad of skulls; Nightstriders; Battleborn; Wasted Brigade. Unfortunately, any name he thought up was already taken. The longer he tried, the more frustrated he got. At this rate, they might as well call themselves Hopeful Maggots with the time it was taki-

"Hopeful Maggots it is," announced the clerk as she penned the name down.

"Wait! I didn't mean to say that out loud!"

"I'm sorry, but once you've chosen a name, you can't change it until death or disbandment. And as stated earlier, you cannot disband until at least five months after being formed." The clerk paused and then looked up at Kashi. “There is one special case where you can rename your guild. Unfortunately, you can only stumble on it yourself. I am not cleared to tell you.”

Kashi cradled his head in his hands, as Leila patted his back.

The clerk beamed at him. "I look forward to seeing the future of Hopeful Maggots."

‘Ugh… kill me now.’

            

    
        Chapter 42: Before the Battle

    
    
    
    
                Several eyes followed two girls and their pet as they walked the streets of Kerta. They made for a nice contrast between their choice of clothing. On the one hand, the  wisben  looked royal in her white and gold cloth armor. The other ,   dressed in an armless black top that hugged her massive breasts ,  had a rough, slutty edge to her. 

"Hello cupcake," some guy cooed, blocking their path. "How's about I give you some nice armor and quick XP eh?"

Kashi stared at the buffoon. There were no words in existence to describe the disgust and anger he felt. Rather than punch the id io t's smug face in to a paste, Kashi  opted to ignore him. "I'm busy," the  daeben  said,  and then brushed past.

Unfortunately,  Loverboy  failed to take the hint. He  grabbed  Kashi’s  arm. "Now, now, don't play hard to get. Life's too short for games."

 Hey, he’s trying his best. Don’t ignore him.

Kashi  ignored K ira , who was  struggling to hold back her amusement.  Kashi shrugged off the man’s grip . " On the contrary, some people’s lives can be  annoyingly long. Now, leave me alone."

"Then we've got all the time in the world, don't we?"

He sure was persistent. How did girls deal with guys like these all year long? Less than a minute and  Kashi  already wanted to break the guy's neck. 

Fortunately,  Leila chose to rescue him then. She whispered into the flirt's ears, and he whitened. In the blink of an eye, he had disappeared from sight.

"What did you say to him?" Kashi asked.

"Nothing really," Leila  replied.  Her expressionless face left no clues as to her real thoughts. "Rather, you should hurry up. You  did say you've only got a few minutes left."

Kashi nodded , and then t hey jogged to the Archery training center . As always, the strange trinity was sat around the table .  Kashi looked around and then muttered,  "Glad to see nothing's changed here."

Serti raised a brow  and examined the unfamiliar female . "I do not think we've met?"

"You do not recognize him?" Bert  cracked open an eye and shot the daeben a look filled with amusement.

Serti  frowned. "Him?"

Bert, no one to beat around the bush, revealed the truth. "That's Kashi."

"Huh?!" Serti whirled around and stared at the ladies. 

A lone sweat dripped down Kashi's face as he waved. "Hi?"

Serti gaped, then burst out laughing. "That damned wizard did this to you, didn't he?"  Surprisingly, he took the information well in stride. As if nothing was wrong, h e walked over to the  daeben  and held out his hand. "Welcome back, kid."

Kashi took  Serti’s  hand in a firm handshake. "I'm back." He was pulled into a hug, with the  wisben  patting his back rather vigorously. 

“And of course, who dares forget little Ki—” Serti paused and looked at the direwolf. Scratching the back of his head, he chuckled. “Well, I suppose we can’t call you little anymore.” With those words, he patted Kira and then took his seat with Kashi and Leila.

"Heard about your exploits down south. That was really impressive," Yugo  praised  as he served them with his famous tea.

"You know about that?" Kashi asked as he took a sip.  ‘ Damn, this is some good tea. Got to get the recipe .’

"Of course," Serti boasted. "Our network's one of the best."

Kashi  frowned . T his  was not good news. If everyone knew about it, he could get into big trouble.  "Do you suppose the mayor knows?"

Yugo patted his back as he too sat down. "Don't worry, the fishermen have very tight lips. The only reason we found out is that we already have a mini-base of sorts at Lew Creek."

Kashi heaved a sigh of relief. "Good. It would be detrimental for this news to reach Absalon's ears."

"You've got something planned?" Serti asked. "Anything we can do to help?"

The  daeben  savored the drink's aroma as he thought on it. "Do you happen to have a map of Riven on you?"

Bert smiled. "I thought you would need this," he said as he retrieved a set of maps in a case next to him. He spread them across the table .

Kashi carefully examined the map.

The map revealed Riven to be split into three parts, each section protected by a larger wall. The royal palace was the last with its back to the impossible cliff. Its outermost edges were also impossible to breach as they too hugged cliff drops.

Most would consider building a city right on the edge of a cliff was a daft risk. If there was excess weight, the cliff could very well crumble into the river, killing hundreds or even thousands. However, it seemed these architects were quite confident in the mountain's strength. 

This was neither a fluke nor madness. The reason for the peculiar placement became clear once one chose to invade. There was only one viable attacking option: the main gates. To make matters worse, invading armies would have to fight an uphill battle. In terms of security, this was undoubtedly a masterpiece.

Kashi looked up from the map. "Do you know why it is claimed the walls cannot be scaled?"

"The walls were impossibly made with a single stone," Serti explained. "They are so smooth, there are no crevices to climb. The rocks below the wall are slippery from moss and rain. Even the most skilled climbers find it far too dangerous."

"Are there no equipment one can latch onto the walls with? Like a ballista or something?"

"None that you can fit on a ship .  Besides, with its height, the projectiles would lose velocity before reaching the wall."

Kashi nodded. So... well within his expectations. The gears in his head began turning, putting finishing touches on  a freshly conjured plan . "Do you mind if I take these with me?" 

Bert nodded. "You may do with those as you wish. You are part of our brotherhood, remember?" He turned to Leila, who was preoccupied  with  petting Kira. "...As are you, Leila Lightwood."

Leila looked up to the fox, surprised. "...Thanks."

Kashi finished the contents of his cup then got to his feet. "I would love to stay longer, but I am afraid my time is up. The illusion spell does not last long."

"We understand," Bert said. "Take care, and may Aethir guide your path."

"As she does yours," Kashi replied. He turned to the huntress. "Can you join me outside? I have a favor to ask."

Leila frowned but followed nonetheless after saying goodbye to the men.

A ghost of a smile formed on Bert's face at their retreating figure. The boy had grown faster than he had expected. Maybe... just maybe,  they  could finally be released.



"What's the matter?" Leila asked once they were outside the city gates. It could not be sooner because both  Kashi  and Kira reverted to their original forms.

Kashi scratched the back of his neck. "Well, I kind of need some help for this plan, and I think you would be a perfect fit."

Leila  stared at  the daeben . "You have no one else to ask, do you?"

Kashi  laughed nervously. "Well, yes and No. I have a couple of players who might go with me, but I need someone with your skills. None of them come close to you."

"Flattery? That is... surprising."

Kashi  shrugged. "That wasn't flattery. Just the truth."

"Sure. Technically, you're my superior now."

Kashi smiled, pleased by her answer. "Thanks. One last stop before we head to Ranad."

They  walked over to the grand stable where a burly human was checking on his magnificent beasts. 

"Excuse me?" Kashi called.

The stablehand turned around, cleaning his muddy hands with a piece of cloth. "Name's Fared. You looking to buy some horses?" He had a no-nonsense tone, and the d aeben  instantly knew  that  any sort of flattery would be received negatively.

"I am called Kashi. The lovely lady by my side is Leila, and our pet ’s  Kira" Kashi introduced, as they shook hands.

 Pet? Who are you calling a pet?

Kashi ignored Kira. "As you guessed, I wish to purchase a fine stallion."

Fared shrugged. "Too late, kid. All'a them's already been requisitioned by the mayor for the upcoming battle."

"Surely, you have some left? ” Kashi persuaded with pleading eyes.   “ The journey ahead of us is fraught with tough terrain. We require mounts as magnificent as yours."

 What terrible acting. I want to throw up.

‘Can it!’  Kashi hid the harsh rebuke behind a smile.

Fared eyed  Kashi and Leila.  "Do either of you have any experience on horseback?"

Razznik had considerable experience, so in turn, Suzuki had learned too.  As a result, Kashi might not have the bonus that comes with the system’s riding skills, but he knew how to ride a horse. It was like how some people entered the game with prior knowledge on how to fight. Initially, they might not have the stats to boost their attacks, but their fighting ability still gave them an edge over the untrained .

“Yes, I have some experience,” confirmed Kashi.

"As do I," Leila  seconded.

The stable hand  grunted but  then  motioned for them to follow him. "We have four left, but they are too expensive," he advised as they stopped at the rear of the stable. Like he said, there were four  horses  left, each majestic in their own right.

Leila was enchanted by the first: a pure white mare with twin red streaks along its abdomen. She petted its head, smiling softly as the horse nudged her.

"Looks like she's taken a liking to you," Fared commented as he opened the mare's stall. "Her name's Sapphire. Like the other three, she is but a year old." He led them to a small corral where he outfitted the horse for riding. Then he handed the reins to Leila. "Why don't you take her for a test run. See if she fits."

"Thanks," Leila said as she took the reins.

"You need any help wi-"  Fared  watched as  Leila  deftly hopped onto Sapphire's back. "I guess not." He turned to address the d aeben, but then found he was nowhere in sight.  "Sir?"  Fared  searched the stable but found no signs of  Kashi . Then he heard terrifying neighing  from a barn a couple dozen yards away . "Oh, sweet  M era, no."

Fared ran like a man possessed past the corral, drawing a curious glance from Leila. He rounded a corner to a separate barn built for one special horse. The doors were open, meaning the d aeben  must have gone in through there.

Fared  hesitated . Furrowed brows and a pale face belied his fear.  "D -Dr ixlia?" he called as he took measured steps through the barn. 

"Watch out!" a voice cried.

Clop! Clop!

Fared rolled out of the way as a stallion dark as night with blood-red eyes burst pas t  and out the barn. "No..." he muttered as he picked himself up and gave chase. 

Just as  Fared  guessed, Kashi sat atop Drixlia struggling to hang on for dear life. To make matters worse, he had no reins, so he gripped the horse's wild mane instead. The fearsome beast bucked wildly and threw him off. He rolled out of the way as it attempted to stomp his face in, then to his feet.

Kashi squared off against the beast as they eyed each other.  The daeben’s lips parted, exposing a dangerous smirk. "Bring it."

With a blood-chilling neigh,  Drixlia chased Kashi down.  Kashi ran towards the coral,  but, surprisingly, the stallion  easily kept up with him.  Kashi  kicked against the fence and  performed  a backflip right onto Drixlia's back.

The stallion was not pleased. It bucked even worse. When the  daeben  refused to fall off, it switched tactics.  Drixlia  ran at full speed, then braked sharply. Kashi was nearly tossed clean off, but he quickly used the horse's legs as a brace.

Drixlia and Kashi’s  joust continued for hours, with neither giving way to the other.

Leila reined Sapphire towards Fared. "She is a magnificent horse."

"Huh?" Fared mumbled, distracted by the battle of wills. "Oh, yes, yes, she is. One of my very best. It would have been a shame to let her die needlessly in battle." He wiped beads of sweat from his forehead  as he looked at the battle . "Is your friend a mad man? Most would have given up by now." The last thing  Fared  wanted was some kid getting killed in his stable. Bad for business.

"He just might be,"  Leila mused as Kira sat down next to her . 

Eventually, Kashi and Drixlia  began to show signs of fatigue .  It wasn't clear which happened first, but ultimately, Kashi fell off  Drixlia’s back  as the stallion dropped to the earth.

Sore all over his body,  Kashi  gazed at the beast and grinned. "You're quite the stubborn one."

Drixlia struggled to its feet and glared  at Kashi . It raised its hoof as if to smash his head in, but Kashi just watched.  Instead, it snorted and put its foot down. It then tapped Kashi with its head , grunted, and trotted back to its stable.

"Well, I'll be." Fared whistled as he walked up to the  daeben . "That's acceptance if I ever did see one." He helped Kashi to his feet  and patted the daeben’s  back. "That was impressive."

"It was nothing," Kashi  dusted himself off and then glanced at the stable.  "He is an impressive beast. You called him Drixlia?"

"Yes. He was named after the king of centaurs."

"I see. ” Kashi smiled.   “ A most impressive name. How much is he?"

Fared scratched the back of his head. "Technically, he's not for sale. No one wanted him, so we've considering putting him down or letting him go."

"Then, this is convenient. ” Kashi clapped his hands. Where else would he find such a perfect deal? “ You want to get rid of him, and I want him. Fairtrade."

Fared shrugged. "Your funeral."

With Drixlia’s business completed,  Kashi  pointed  at Sapphire.  "How much for her?"

"Twenty thousand Syros. I doubt you have tha-"

"Here," Kashi said, as he handed the stablehand a purse of coins. "That should take care of it."

Fared gaped as he checked the contents. Sure enough, it was filled with precisely twenty thousand. How could one man have so much money? But it was not his place to ask such questions. "Why don't you spend the night at my home? I'll have your mounts ready by morn."

"Many thanks," Kashi said. "But I think I shall spend the night in the barn."

"I understand," Fared accepted. He returned Sapphire to its stable,  and  then led Leila to his guest room.

Kashi walked to the barn, then lay down on some hay. He watched as Kira walked up to Drixlia. He could tell they were conversing about him from the way they kept glancing in his direction. A vein popped in his forehead when they started outright laughing. Well, what qualified as laughter for a horse and wolf.

"Something funny?" 

 No, of course not. Why? You feeling left out ?

Kashi grumbled as he shut his eyes, willing himself to sleep.

Early the next morning, Fared waved goodbye to the company. He still could not believe someone had tamed that beast. More so,  Kashi  had gone on to ride bareback, because Drixlia absolutely refused to be reined. 

Meh, what did  Fared  care. He was twenty thousand Syros richer and had gotten rid of a troublesome horse. It was a good day.



Ranad

"Kashi-dono! Kashi-dono has returned!" cried a sentry upon spotting the trio galloping towards the town.  Ranad had changed since Kashi left. It now had a wooden perimeter, built with some of the recovered money. They even had a  gate !  

"What?!" "Where?" screamed the villagers as they ran towards the gate. Loud cheering greeted the  daeben  and his companions as they rode into the town. 

Leila's eyes widened at the fanfare. "What did you do for them?"

"A little bit of this, and a little bit of that," replied Kashi . He chuckled  as he waved at the excited populace.

 A little scam here and there. Nothing too big.

Kira’s sarcasm reverberated in Kashi’s head. The daeben glared at his companion, but Kira responded with a flat stare. Realizing he stood no chance, Kashi kept silent until they reached his home.

Kashi tied Drixlia to a post and then turned to Leila . "It's open. Can you wait a while? I have to see someone about an old quest."

Leila, meanwhile, looked at the building with disbelief in her eyes.  "This. This is yours? You have a house of your own?" 99% of the player population lived in rented apartments or inns. Who had enough spare funds to have a personal home?

Apparently, this daeben did. Or that was what Leila thought until Kashi clarified.

Kashi  shrugged. "It was a reward. I haven't renovated it yet."

Leila  wanted to say something, but could not find the words.  Instead, she gave up and then  walked into the building.

Kashi suppressed a laugh as he and Kira walked to the greenhouse. On his way there, he could help but notice the town's improvements. The buildings  were   fully  restored - the temple, more so than most. They also had working general shops and a blacksmith.  However,  it was kind of embarrassing seeing people bowing before the statue he made.

At the greenhouse, Kashi found the wisben,  Cera hunched over a bed of budding plants. She jotted down notes onto a pad with frightening speed. The d aeben  coughed to draw her attention. 

He soon regretted it.

Startled by the sound,  Cera  shrieked a nd then flung her notepad in the air as  she jumped bac k . She banged her head against a shelf, causing a potted plant to fall off.  Luckily,   Cera  managed to catch  the plant  before it hi t  the floor . With the danger passed, she heaved a  huge sigh of relief.

Kashi winced. "Sorry about that."

"Who?" Cera asked as she adjusted her glasses . She  placed the pot back on the shelf , and then exclaimed as she recognized the daeben,  "Ah! I remember you. Cash right? That was fast. Wasn't it three days ago you left?"

Kashi smiled as he shook his head. "No. It's been over a week to the day. ” Researchers really did lose track of time, it seemed. “ I have the items you asked for."

Cera’s eyes lit up in excitement. "Oh? You do, do you !?  Good, good !  Hand them over !"

Kashi took out the jars containing the Geruk tongues and galls and handed them to her. 

"Excellent, excellent, excellent,"  Cera  mumbled,  as she quickly examined  the items. "Th e s e 'll do just fine. Return in a week. I should have finished my research by then." She was already heading to the backroom, and the  daeben  knew he would get nothing more from her until she was done.

Kira looked toward the backroom with furrowed brows.

 She is creepy.

"Come on now, that's mean." 

Kira snorted as they made their way back to his home .

 Don't pretend like you don't feel the same.

"Well, she is a little bit strange,"  Kashi eventually  agreed. 

 Oh? It seems everyone’s here.

“Hm?” Kashi was shocked to find  Lunette, Stryke, Hektor, and the rest of the gang in front of his home. The ir eyes  lit up when they saw him approaching.

"You're back!" Stryke shouted. His eyes shone with excitement. "So? What class did you get? What bosses did you fight? Were they tough? Where'd you get the cool  mount ? Whe—mmm !" Sara clamped her hand over his mouth, shutting him up.

"S-sorry about that,"  Sara  stammered.

"It's fine," Kashi said. "To answer your questions. I'm a n Artist . I fought many bosses, but the hardest was an octopus man called Nerkak. And I got Drix lia  from Kerta's stables."

Artist? 

Kashi read the disappointment in their expressions. He knew they expected him to return with some epic-sounding battle class. Kashi could have set them straight – told them that he was actually a Dimension Artist and that it came with cool battle bonuses. 

But he was too lazy.

It  was much easier to prove the class’s strength in combat .

"Ah, sorry about that," Stryke mumbled.

Kashi laughed as he patted the boy's head. "Don't worry about it." He  then  looked up at Leila and introduced her to the rest of the group.  After introductions were completed, Kashi led the group into  his living room to continue their discussion.

No one commented on the grand haul he'd left sitting around.

"So, I think it's time you revealed this plan of yours," Leila said when the small talk died down.

Kashi grinned mischievously but shook his head. "Not yet. Will reveal it when we get to Norcha."

"Norcha? We're going back there?" Lune asked, displeased at the prospect of returning to the swamp.

"Yeah. The next phase will start from there."

"Okay then," Shadow said. "When do we leave?"

"In two days. I have some things to take care of here."  Kashi  glanced at Hektor, who seemed much more comfortable  around the group . "How's the dungeon hunting been going?"

This question set off Stryke . The young man  narrated how each of them had leveled up easily with reliable damage dealers like Hektor and Shadow upfront. His stories continued, with Hektor or Shadow chipping in whenever he missed out on something.

Kashi listened, pleased by the outcome. His gamble had paid off. The one thing Hektor lacked was cohesiveness in a unit. And it seemed Stryke had helped him get used to  precisely that . When Stryke was done chatting, Kashi asked, "Which of you would like to join my guild?"

“Me!”  Hektor  instantly nodded.

Kashi realized  Hektor  must have really meant it when he said he would be sticking with  Kashi . 

Stryke convinced his crew to join, which left only Shadow and Lune tte . 

Kashi noticed distress in  Lunette’s  eyes. "You don't have to if you don't want to," he assured her.

"N-no. It's not that."  Lunette turned to her brother with pleading eyes.

Shadow  shrugged . "If you want to, then do it."

Biting her lower lip,  Lunette fought off her hesitation and then furiously nodded.

Kashi's gaze narrowed . He wondered what bothered Lunette so much but ultimately chose not to  press the issue.  Instead, h e jotted the ir  names down in his guild handbook, and  then, shortly after,  they  all  accepted the notifications they received. "Okay, then. Welcome to the Hopeful Maggots."

"Mag-!" Stryke fell over, clutching his sides in laughter. "Ahahaha! Hopeful Maggots! How the heck did you come up with that? Oh, I can see our enemies now." He put on his best-frightened expression. "Help! Help! The M-m-maggots are chasing u- hahaha!"

Kashi looked away, mumbling under his breath. "Wasn't my fault. Was a mistake."

"I like it," Craig said. "Hopeful Maggots. Has a nice ring to it."

"Yeah," Stryke said, coughing. "If we want our enemies to die of laughter!"

"One more word," Sara threatened as she grabbed his collar. 

"O-okay. I'm done."

With Stryke silenced, the group  returned to  discuss  random topics  and  then decided to go dungeon hunting. 

This time, Kashi, Kira and Leila joined them. The battles became infinitely smooth er,  so they split up with Kashi, Kira, Hektor, Lune tte , and Shadow on one sid e, and  Leila and Stryke's group on the other. Sometimes they rotated  members  to try different tactics. But at the end of the day, Leila and Kashi were nominated default leaders for each team.



Kashi stared at the items scattered in his living room. He could attempt to sell them, but he doubted the local shop s  had enough gold to pay for all of them. Instead, he decided to take all the weapons and armor to the blacksmith's shop. Unlike Kerta, all the crafting classes available in Ranad except tailoring were handled in that shop alone. They were leatherworking,  a rmory, and blacksmithing. 

Kashi  acquired permission to use the forge, then set about improving all the items. It took him an entire day to ultimately refine everything. When he was done,  Kashi  shared the  desired  weapons among his guildmates, sold as many as possible,  and  then donated the rest to the town for free.  Ultimately, h e made a tidy profit of about eighty thousand Syros.

Kashi  split the second day into two halves. For the first twelve hours, he practiced alchemy recipes with ingredients from the general store. Its skill rose to  Level 4,  where it began to stagnate.  Kashi  then spent the last twelve hours meditating, to improve  [Ferulic’s Spirit] .

There was a fine line between meditation and sleeping, and  Kashi  nearly crossed that line several times. By the time  Kashi  was done, the skill had increased to level  three , and his MP  rose by 1,200.

The time to level up exponentially shot up with each level,  but the increase in MP was invaluable.

On the third day,  Kashi  bought tons of the most durable ore the blacksmith had to offer. They could not all fit into his inventory, so he had to share them between his partners. 

Satisfied with his preparations,  Kashi  waved goodbye to the villagers , and   then he and his  merry band of  M aggots made their way to Norcha.

 

            

    
        Chapter 43: Before the Battle (2)

    
    
    
    
                Kashi’s Hopeful Maggots drifted down the delta on a small boat destined for the fort Norcha.

Nihihihihihi!

Drixlia’s angry neigh echoed atop the boat.  This was its first time on a boat, and it did not appreciate the swaying floor. 

"Whoa, whoa, calm down boy," Kashi cooed. 

The proud horse was not the only one having difficulties staying on its feet. Stryke and Yuna lay had gone below deck, after falling victim to seasickness.  Luckily, the other members appeared to be in good health.  

"Norcha in view!" called a sailor from the crow's nest.

Kashi walked to the bow. A wide grin slowly formed as the fortress came into view.   From the exterior, the previous battle’s damage  was  visibly  non-existent .  As they circled the fort,  Kashi  noticed men on the walls tracking their advance. Impressive. They hadn't relaxed in his absence.

Clack!

The ship docked at the pier. 

“Land! Pure Blissful Land!” Str yke jumped onto the pier  before the sailors could even set the gangplank. Stryke cried as he kissed the earth in joy and relief . His friends laughed as they joined him.

"Looks like you brought some company," Iason called as he walked up to them  in significantly better equipment. He gripped Kashi’s f orearm  and then greeted with a wide grin, "Welcome back, Kash." Iason looked at Kira. He did not dare pat her head, so he just smiled and said, “Welcome back, Kira.”

"I'm back," Kashi replied. 

Kira, meanwhile nodded her head, as if in appreciation. 

Iason chuckled and then turned to Kashi. His smile darkened as he confessed, "Sorry, t here was a last-minute recall, so we had to give up half the recruits. The ones we have only number forty."

"No worries. That is more than enough for our cause," Kashi said as they entered the fort.  The daeben knew it could not be avoided. Whenever a war was about to be waged, generals had the right to enforce the nation's conscription policy.

Kashi met  Jero  at one of the fort’s new training grounds. The half-elf  paced back  and forth  in front of a group of  soldiers  practicing their sword techniques. He spotted Kashi, announced a break, and  then  walked over to the d aeben.

"It is good to see you again," Jero  greeted. He then  noticed Kashi's guildmates  and promptly extended his greetings . "Pleased to meet you. I am called Jero." They exchanged greetings as he joined them. "Aside from the repairs, we added some upgrades to the fort. First, we made some residential homes for the soldiers and their families. Next we build a blacksmith station, so we could craft our weapons locally. The cannons on the walls have also been fully restored, with a few improvements to them."

Kashi nodded. "And the ships?"

"Should be coming in tomorrow morning. We were able to successfully buy two new frigates."

"Perfect," Kashi said with a smile. "Where are Paris and the twins?"

Jero pointed to a large building. "They are asleep. We rotate our shifts."

Kashi bent his head in thought. "Hmm, could you wake them up? I wish to go over our strategy in the courtyard."

Jero nodded and  then went to awaken the troops .  Meanwhile, t he Maggots   dr ew  curious glances and whispers from the recruits  as they  walked to the courtyard,

"Um, Kash," Stryke called. "I never asked, but what exactly did you do for these guys? They're looking at you like you're some savior or something."

Kashi pulled out the maps he had obtained from Kerta  and then placed them on a table  "I liberated the delta from a group of bandits."

Stryke stared  with  wide  eyes . "On your own?"

"Of course not. I had some help from Shadow, Lune, Hektor, and these guys," replied the daeben as he pointed at four approaching figures. He introduced his old crew to his guildmates and  then  waited patiently as they exchanged greetings.

When the chatter died down, Kashi  drew their attention to the map . "This is the map of Riven to scale."

Leila and Jero studied the parchment . Predictably, their brows furrowed into tight frowns before long.

"This is impenetrable," Leila  eventually concluded. "The only way in is the front gate ,  which the main army is going to attack."

Kashi , however,  pointed at the far wall by the cliff. "We'll climb up through here."

"That's impossible," Jero countered. "The walls are made of o-"

"A single smooth stone," Kashi interrupted. "I know. Trust me, I will get every last one of us up there."  Despite the absurdity, Kashi’s confident tone  (and his recent exploits) convinced them.

"Let's say you somehow manage to get us there... somehow," Leila said. "How do you propose we attack this fort by ourselves ?  It's a large city. I estimate a thousand of them at the very least."

"Try three thousand," Jero added. 

The recruits who had gathered around paled. They were all brave men, but facing a force of three thousand, with less than fifty, was nothing short of suicide.

Kashi noticed their hesitation. "We will be attacking a day after the main army. That way-"

"The majority will be focused on the front gates," Leila muttered. A spark returned to her eyes as she studied the map even closer. "Yes, if it's like this, we can do it."

"What do you think?"

Leila  pointed  at  the dividing walls. "The bulk of their forces will either be here or on the ground. If they decided to have a ground battle, they'll open the gates and march out to attack. But that is highly unlikely seeing as they hold the advantage if they choose to stay sieged. "

Jero nodded. "I agree. I believe it is safe to assume they will stay on the outermost wall to fend off the army."

"Working on that assumption," continued Leila. "There are a few key things to note. The last gate will be lightly guarded, and their lord  with  only the most elite troops."  Leila  pointed at several points on the map as she spoke. "When we come up this wall, we'll have to split up. Two groups will travel on  the  opposite walls, swiftly, and more importantly, silently eliminating any targets they encounter."

The courtyard was silent save for  Leila’s  commanding voice. 

Kashi listened, impressed by her plan. So far, it blew his original out of the water. Then again, he was more used to infiltrating and fighting solo. Directing major armies was a whole other ballgame.

"This will happen at night when both armies will be resting from a day of hard battle. ” Leila wore a thoughtful frown as she thumbed on the table. “ The  ultimate goal  will be to open the first main gate." 

Kashi raised his hand. "What of the rest? What do they do?"

"The rest will wait ,” answered Leila.   “ If everything goes right, the opportunity should present itself. When it does, the y  descend from the wall and launch a surprise attack on the castle."

The men still looked unconvinced, so  Leila  hit them with one last reassuring fact. "Most of the  drakul  will retire to the ir homes or barracks  to rest for the next day's battle. No  o ne will expect an attack from behind."

The recruits finally relaxed .  Kash i, overwhelmingly impressed, started  a slow clap. It slowly rose to a crescendo as everyone present cheered her genius.

"That was amazing," Jero cheered. "You just conceived this plan?"

Leila  nodded. "I still need to smooth out the details, but yes .   T hat  should cover  the basics."

"You have experience leading large groups?" Kashi asked.

"A bit," she replied. 

“Well, in that case…”  Kashi handed her the map. "I leave it in your hands."

Leila accepted the map but then gave Kashi an unconvinced stare. "You sure about this?" Most people would feel uncomfortable giving authority like this to someone else. Yet, she could not sense the slightest hesitation in Kashi’s eyes.

 Are you really going to surrender power to her?

Kashi glanced at Kira, who was studying him with a strange look in her eyes. The daeben chuckled and then shrugged.  "I can infiltrate, but I'm not so good at commanding large scale battles." He then answered both Kira and Leila’s doubts, “Plus, I don’t really care about leading people, you know? That’s really not my thing.”

“Okay, then.” Leila recognized the nonchalance in Kashi’s eyes. People with those eyes truly cared little for power. If anything, they found it bothersome. With her doubts answered, Leila  placed the map in her inventory  and then said,  "I will have a complete plan ready by next week."

Kashi nodded and  then  disbanded the gathering. The Maggots mingled with the recruits, sharing stories of their experiences. He left them to their devices and made his way to the smithery.

 You let her take over, didn't you?

"What makes you think so? Her plan was excellent." Kashi said.

Kira  grunted. 

 Suit yourself.

They reached the forge where a bulk y   mertian man  was hammering away at a slab of metal. 

Kashi bowed as he said, "Greetings, my name is Kashi, and I would request permission to use your forge."

The blacksmith raised his visor and grinned from ear-to-ear. "For you, Kashi-dono? You may use my house if you wish."

The daeben offered his thanks and  then instantly  set to work. He placed all of the ore he had gathered into the smelter, turning them into ingots. Then he began to craft very long poles with pointed ends made purely of steel. 

Kashi  picked one up and stabbed it into the earth with all of his might. It smoothly sunk a meter deep, with no resistance. "Good," the daeben muttered. "That'll do just fine."

Kashi exited the smithery and  then  walked to the training grounds. He watched as Jero continued training the recruits and decided to do some himself. He went to an empty part of the field and stood still.

Kashi  took in a deep breath as his arms begun to trace a path through the air. He danced lightly, performing his own blend of  Kata : a combination of all the skills he had learned so far. Underneath his seemingly calm exterior, bubbled a raging inferno that threatened to explode. But he kept it in check, smoothly transitioning between several fighting styles, keeping a steady rhythm throughout.

Taking a deep breath, his hands finally dropped to his sides.

Skill: Earth Shattering Technique Level 2

Kashi smiled at the prompt. As he guessed ,  there were multiple ways to increase passive skills.  He did not need to solely rely on combat skills.

Kashi estimated that h e had approximately ten days before the  mission began.   H e would have to see how high he could raise  his  passive skills  in that timeframe .

Satisfied , Kashi  returned to the smithery. He bundled all the spears he had crafted and tied them to his back. Their combined weight was much, but not enough to deter him. This was a result of his  strength stat , receiving a further 30% increase from Ferulic's Spirit. 

Kashi  carried the  ‘spears’  over to the docks and loaded them onto a small dinghy. He repeated this process until the boat threatened to sink  from the weight . Next,  the daeben  retrieved  hundreds of  yards  worth  of rope .

Lune tte  noticed  the daeben’s  weird actions and walked over. "What are you doing?"

Kashi looked up as he dumped the last of the ropes. "Preparing the first part of our ambush. Want to come with?"

Leila  looked  for  her brother, but  Shadow  was deep in discussion with Jero, learning the art of  S neak. "Hmm, sure. I don't particularly have anything I'm doing here."

"Hop on," Kashi invited as he released the small boat from the pier.

Lunette  hesitated but  then ultimately  jumped in as Kashi rowed the boat away from port.

Kashi looked at Kira, who lay down by the pier and watched them sail off. "I'll be back soon!" 

 Take forever if you want.

Thirty minutes later, Lunette pointed at the spears, and then asked, "What do you need all these for?" 

Kashi  grinned mischievously. "You'll see soon enough."

"You really don't give straight answers, do you?"

"Where's the fun in that?"

Lunette  sighed, hugging her knees as she watched him row. His muscles bulged with each stroke, his shoulders rocking back and forth in an almost hypnotic...

"...Lunette!" 

The songstress  reeled back, startled, almost falling off the boat in the process. "Huh.. what?!"

"We're here,"  Kashi announced,  brow raised. "You okay? You seemed out of it for a while."

Lune tte  shook her head in disbelief. She had been sucked in by those muscles... Ugh, they were virtual. She should know better. She tore her eyes away from him and focused on where they were.

They sat on a river that flowed between two  towering, steep  cliffs. The one  to  their right had a high wall that extended far beyond the top of the cliff. The dinghy was tethered to some dangerously sharp rocks below it.

Clack .

Lunette looked at Kashi, who was  tying th e  spears to his back. 

"Could you help me with the last one?" Kashi  asked.

Lunette  nodded and tried to lift it... but it was too heavy! It took both of her hands and a desire not to be humiliated to finally hand it to him. 

The daeben smiled as he  took the spear . He  then gauged the distance and threw it with everything he had  onto the rocky cliff. It pierced through the stone and buried half its frame inside. 

“Yes!” Kashi celebrated with a fist bump. The success lifted a  huge weight lifted off his shoulders. It actually worked!

Buoyed by the success, Kashi flung another spear that sunk into the cliffside a meter apart from the first . He  then  pulled the dinghy close to the cliff's edge  and  grabbed the jagged rocks . With a grunt, he  hoist ed  himself up.

Lunette paled. "Are you crazy? Get down from there!"

Kashi laughed as he climbed higher. "You should try this. It's kinda fun!"

"You're definitely insane! No one in their right mind would go climbing with no equipment."

"I've got my hands," Kashi countered when he finally reached the spears. He grabbed them and lifted himself onto them. His greatest fear had been that  the spears would bend or break under his weight. Thankfully, they  held fast. "I don't need any other tools!"

"Whatever! When you die, don't come crying to me."

"I don't think that is physically possible," joked the daeben.  Kashi  took out pieces of rope and tied them between the spears. He let one end drop to the bottom of the cliff and held the other two in his left arm. He stood on the pole and stretched to his tallest, stabbing another set above him. He pushed them in till only half their original length stood out. 

Lunette watched him with wary eyes as he repeated the process. Every now and then, he would slip, and her heart would lurch to her throat. But it seemed the gods were on his side because he somehow managed to escape certain death several times.

Eventually, Lunette could not take it anymore, and thus resorted to singing her worries away . 

Kashi felt the effect of her soothing voice amidst the terrors of his dangerous stunt. His fingers were calm and sure as he made his way up the cliff, pinning the spears. Time  quickly passed,  and soon he had reached the castle walls. He attempted to pierce the wall, but the spears cracked. The walls could not be breached by them.

Kashi  tried again, but the results were the same, albeit  with  a small crack on the wall.  Kashi came to the conclusion he needed  a more durable material to pierce the wall. He sighed  and then began  his descent. He pushed each spear far into the wall as he descended,  and also made doubly  sure the ropes were securely fastened. 

Dun.

"Took you long enough," Lunette chided  when Kashi  hopped onto the boat.

"Rock climbing isn't exactly a stroll in the pack,"  Kashi  said as he released the tether. "Especially when it's wet with water spray."

"Mm-hmm. So? How'd it go?"

"Better than I hoped,"  Kashi  replied as he rowed the boat away from the cliffs. "I'll have to make a few more trips, but it should be done in time for the ambush."

"Won't the Lizardmen notice them?"

"No chance. At their height, all they'll see are bits of rocks jutting out. Besides, they will be concentrating on the main gate in preparation for the upcoming war."

"You think they know?"

"It is impossible for the news to not have reached them one way or another."

"Hm... You sure know a lot," she mumbled. "You some sort of spy or something?"

. "Spy? No way .  Anyone would have thought of that."

"No, I highly doubt there are that many people who would think of this, much less actually carry it out. You are insane."

"So you keep telling me,"  Kashi  replied.

They continued their idle chatter until they reached Norcha.  Intriguingly, a  ship Kashi did not recognize was docked  at the pier .  Kashi also spotted  Iason pac ing  back and forth  with a face full of worry .

"Kashi!" Iason shouted and ran to him once they docked. "We have a big problem!"

"Calm down. What's the matter?" Kashi asked.

"I-it's Paris. I... I still can't believe it."

Kashi frowned. "What's wrong with him?"

"It's easier to show than explain." Iason led them to the courtyard, where a group of leaders surrounded the blond.

"Paris-sama, it has been ten years! Your people need you!" One of the elders cried.

Kashi was shocked. He had never seen  Paris  with an expression as sour as the one he had on.

"I am afraid you have the wrong man," Paris said. "Now leave. I have work to do."

"Do you really think I will forget the boy I helped raise?" One of the elders countered. "Well, Parrisius Veritus Vermillion, or do you call yourself Paris now?"

Paris  gritted his teeth. "...Dreifus." 

"Vermillion?" 

"That's the name of the royal family." 

"But I heard they were wiped out in the last war?" 

"No, rumors claim one of the sons participated in the great war and barely survived."

"Could he really be?"

"His hair color is different, but his eyes are royal blue. It might really be him!"

Paris clenched his fists as the men carried on around him.

"He's a Ranad," Jero said, silencing them. 

"Think this through," Dreifus pleaded. "If you permit Absalon rule, he will run this country into the ground. I beg of you!"

Paris took a step back, overwhelmed by the old man's persistence. The men around him were already looking at him differently. He ran.

"Pari-" Dreifus was interrupted by Kashi, who raised his hand.

Kashi  swept his gaze over the recruits. "I do not know about him being a Prince or whatever, but before all that, he is Paris: the warrior who fought to liberate your homes. It would behoove you not to forget that." 

***

Paris sat in the crow's nest of the very first frigate they had used.  He stared at the skies as he muttered, seemingly to no one.  "You know, I never really liked being a prince."

Kashi pulled himself up and rested on its edges. "...I knew someone exactly like that. What happened? How did you end up in Kerta?"

Paris  laughed, a faraway look in his eyes. "I snuck off to the last war with some of my father's troops  against  his wishes.  I w anted to prove I was more than a pretty face to be gawked at by the local girls."

"Yeah, too many girls. I can see why that would be a problem."

"Haha! Oh, don't make me laugh, I am serious here. Anyway, while I was on the battlefield, I received word the capital had been overrun by Lizardmen whose territories had been destroyed during the war. Can you believe it? I, who was supposed to be the one in danger, survived, but my entire family . .. wiped out. If I had stayed, and the full guard had been there.. maybe, just maybe they could have survived.  Knowing all that, how  could  I  return to the throne like nothing happened ?  At the time, I was good friends with Iason, so I returned to Ranad with him. And lived as one of them till now."

Kashi sighed. "Is that it?"

Paris frowned. "What do you mean by that?"

"I have seen Riven. If they were able to breach the walls, then you being there or not wouldn't have made a difference, you would have perished along with them."

"But!-"

"But nothing! Do not tell me you believe there is honor in death, cause there is no such thing. You survived for a reason. Maybe it was the gods, maybe it was fate or just plain luck. But the people of this  d elta were saved because you lived! And now you have a chance to save even more from depravity. If you feel guilty over their losses, then atone for it. Become a better king than your father ever was!"

Paris stared at the daeben, speechless. He had never seen him worked up over anything. "I..."

"You do not have to worry. If you ever need help with anything, the Hopeful Maggots will offer you their undying assistance and loyalty."

Paris raised a brow. "Hopeful... Maggots?"

Kashi looked away, muttering, "It's the name of my guild, alright?!"

Paris burst out laughing, and it took him several minutes to finally cool down. H e relaxed and smiled as the wind licked his wavy hair. "That... was a lame end to a very cool speech."

"Hmph. Come down when you are ready," Kashi said, leaving him to his thoughts. The daeben could not believe the turn of events. With Paris on the throne, Rosendun was as good as his without actually owning it. This would continue to keep him under the radar. "Seems I am cursed with the devil's luck. It's only a matter of time before it explodes in my face."

 

            

    
        Chapter 44: Offline

    
    
    
    
                The days raced by at Norcha as its inhabitants prepared for the upcoming battle. The recruits ran drills to brush up on the skills most had forgotten after the war. The  S ummoned spent the majority of their time in the swamps leveling up on the local monsters. Meanwhile, the daeben could be seen taking frequent travels down the river with different types of spears. When not traveling, he either cooked for them, practiced his smithery, meditated, or practiced his Kata. Very rarely did he join the summoned in their raids.

A t  Leila's  behest , the cam p  had split into six teams, each with a clear purpose. The appointed leaders for each group were: Kashi; Leila; Iason; Jero; Paris; with Narkis and Alex sharing the final team. As the days passed by, each man reflected on their lives, muttering prayers to Aerith for guidance and Gera for strength.

On the tenth day, a ship brought with it the news they had been waiting for. Absalon's army had started the march to Riven. The journey would take five days to complete. Absalon would definitely rest his army for a day, which meant a total of six days for their deadline.

On Leila's behest, Kashi called a halt to the training. He instructed each man to spend the remaining days as they saw fit, but be ready on the appointed day. To his surprise, no one left. They chose instead to stay in the fort, practicing, albeit much less than usual.

Leila watched the recruits, impressed by their valor. They might just pull this off...



Adachi Estate Mansion.

4:23 a m,  Thursday ,  7th  May 2043

Adachi Ayumi opened her eyes and raised her hand.  I'm back here, huh?

Ayumi  removed the Virtual Gear and placed it on her bed as she stood up. Yawning, she shuffled over to her bathroom. Several minutes later, she emerged from her room dressed in her school's uniform, the picture of perfection.

Ayumi’s  family had a thing for traditionalism. As a result, she lived in a vast compound that resembled the Edo period homes, complete with tatamis, sliding doors, and wooden floorboards. 

Ayumi  brushed her overly long hair over her shoulder as she walked across the tatami to her father's meditation room.  Upon reaching the ornately decorated door, s he knelt and  then  knocked on the door.

"Who is it?" her father's voice  cold voice  called from within.

"Ayumi, father."

"Open."

Ayumi  slid the door open , shuffled in,  and  then  bowed to the floor. "Good morning, father."

General Adachi’s  back was to  Ayumi  as he too sat on his knees, practicing his excellent calligraphy. "Ayumi." As always, his voice carried no emotion. "I was informed y ou spent the entire weekend inside that game of yours. I permitted you to indulge because you promised it enriched your archery. You said nothing about wasting your life away in there."

"My apologies, father. I assure you, my archery has significantly improved."

"Hmph. There will be a competition in two weeks. You will be excellent." His words were a statement, but his tone and the subsequent pause suggested otherwise.

"I will not bring shame to the Adachi name."

"Good. You can leave."

"Thank you, father," A yumi  said . She gently exited the room and then  slid the door shut.  Ayumi then  exited the building to the black sedan parked in the driveway. A young man in a black tailor-made suit stood by the door, silk black hair nestled on his shoulders.

"Blessed morning,  young mistress ," Hayato, her butler greeted as he opened the rear door. "A fine morning, wouldn't you say?"

"I hate Mondays," Adachi muttered as she slid into the seat.

Hayato  laughed as he shut the door. "Don't let your father hear you say that. It'll be my neck on the line" He entered the driver's seat and started the vehicle.

Ayumi  sighed . She   rested  her cheeks on her hand as she watched the streets pass by , wondering  what thoughts ran through the minds of the people she passed. How many of them lived lives that truly made them happy? A certain boy has once told her he doubted one in ten enjoyed what they did. Then again, he more or less hated humankind, so his opinion might have been biased.

Suddenly, something  caught  Ayumi’s  eye  at a traffic stop.

Unruly black hair shielding eyes she never saw, those damnable headphones, and a white hoody. She wrought the door open and stepped onto the road for a better look.  Unfortunately,  he was gone. 

"Ojousama!" Hayato yelled as he too exited the vehicle. "It's the middle of the road!" His voice barely registered, but it was enough. 

A yum i looked past the throng of onlookers, then shook her head. "He wouldn't be here," she muttered. Shaking her head, she flashed a smile at the people they had obstructed and  then  returned to her seat.

"Are you alright?" Hayato asked as he resumed the drive.

"I'm fine," she said with a reassuring smile.

Hayato  knew  the young woman  was lying but decided not to press the issue. They rode the rest of the way in silence  until, eventually, t he sedan pulled to a stop in front of Shinju High. Hayato stepped down and  then  opened  Ayumi’s door . 

"Thank you," A yumi  said as she stepped out.

"Uwaaah... Hime is here." 

"Look, its the Archery Princess. As cool as ever."

"Maan, what do you think those supple lips taste like?"

"Baka! No one can touch her. Her father  will  end your parents ’  lives."

Adachi held her head high, ignoring the coos and whispers. Three girls walked up to her smiling brightly as they took her schoolbag and archery equipment.

Hayato bowed. "See you after practice , Young Mistress ."

"Take care," she said, dismissing his services.

"Yuuuuuumiiii-CHAN!"

Adachi ducked as a silhouette, jumped over her, and banged her head against the vehicle. "Are you alright?"

Manami Kawaguchi crouched, nursing the bump on her forehead. "Yumi-chan. You're worried about me?"

"Huh? I wasn't talking to you."Ayumi  pointed at Hayato, who had turned pale. 

A vein popped on the butler's forehead as he forced a smile. "Nami-kun. Do you know how hard it is to fix a dent? That hairpin of yours also scratched her. You have any idea how much th at 'll cost? Whose paycheck do you think this  wi ll come out from? Besides, do you even know what a paycheck is? Why are you alwa ys—"

Nami grabbed Adachi and ran off, leaving the mumbling butler behind. "When he gets like that, he'll go on forever."



Nami set her friend down on her seat and  then  scoffed at the neverending mumbles of admiration. "Seems your fanbase is as crazy as ever." She turned to the class and spread out her arms. "Hey, gophers! She ain't the only girl in here, you know?" A fedora appeared in her hands as she posed. "How's that, huh? Y'all falling for me yet?"

Graveyard silence.

"Saru."

"It's the monkey."

"Don't know what Hime sees in that monkey."

"It's her beautiful mercy."

The pink-haired chipmunk teared up as she ran to A yumi . "But I heard Fedoras make anything desirable!"

"Where' did you hear that?" asked the princess.

Nami perked up as she covered her eyes with the hat. "Fedora... Be wanted," she said, in her best sexy man impersonation.

Ayumi  suppressed a chuckle. "You fell for that  stupid ad?  There's no way it'll work in real life."

"W-what? Then the Marigold attractor perfume won't bring me lovers from all dimensions?"

"... I don't think it'll bring anyone lovers in this dimension."

Nami reduced to sand and shuffled over to her seat as the homeroom teacher entered.

After the customary greeting, the teacher turned to  Ayum i. "Adachi-san, the school festival is in a few weeks. Have you begun preparations?"

"Yes, thanks to the class' co-operation, we are ahead of schedule."

"Good. I heard you have a competition coming up? Make us proud, Archery Princess."

A shadow crossed the girl's face, but it was sharply replaced by a smile. "Yes. I will try my best."

"We are expecting gold," said Ms. Homuri. "Now then... where were we last week.."

The classes passed by, with each teacher having some task or assignment for  Ayumi . Breaks did not exist for her, as even then, she had to assist a teacher in grading some class papers. By the time the final bell rang,  Ayumi  was exhausted, but she could not show it. Her father absolutely hated weakness.

At the end of the school, Ayumi assisted  the student council with some budget problems, then went to the Archery club. 

It was full as always, but more than half of the students there had not picked up a bow throughout their stay.  Many  gathered for the superfluous purpose of catching a glimpse of the princess in action , while others  confess ed  their undying love. Speaking of which, a boy with blond hair and a brilliant smile walked up to her.

The potential suitor  seemed to have his own fanbase. The girls with hearts for eyes suggested he was probably some big-shot in school.  Unfortunately, Ayumi had no impression of him .

"Hey, Adachi-san. Would you like to go out with me?"

‘ Why don't you eat dirt fucktard ?’  is what she would have liked to say. Instead, she smiled warmly as she said, "Sorry, but I'm not looking for a boyfriend right now."

Ayumi  attempted to walk past, but  the boy  grabbed her arm. "Hold on, sweetcheeks. We're the perfect fit. I'm handsome, popular, and rich, and you're you. The people ask for it." 

"Uwaah, check it out. Honda-kun is asking Hime out!"

"They look so good together!"

"Ah, will his unrelenting charm pierce through her."

A yumi  ignored the cheers as she struggled to keep a straight face. "Honda-kun. you're hurting me."

"Ah, sorry," he apologized as he loosened his grip. H e, however, did not let go . "So, what's your answer?"

Ayumi  shook her head. "Like I said I don-"

"You still got the hots for that Mato guy, don't you?" he interrupted.

The air around  Ayumi immediately turned chilly . "Who told you that? I could not care less about a quitter."

"Spot on. You'd do well to forget about him. I heard he was taken to jail for shoplifting."

“Pfft.” Ayum i couldn't hel p  herself. She burst out laughing, which was rather uncharacteristic of her. Calming herself with a deep breath, she wrenched free of  the boy’ s grasp. "If he was capable of leaving his home and doing something as bothersome as that, I might have actually given him the time of day. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to practice for a competition. Not that you'd know what that is, as the highest level you've had is comparing whose hair has more grease in it." 

The icy sting in her voice stopped Honda cold, and he could only watch as she left the scene.

A yumi,  on the other hand, could not wait to be done with practice. Her battle in the virtual world would start once she returned home .

 



Undisclosed Location

Suzuki strolled through the compound, immersed in thought. He paid no heed to the hundreds of people lolling in the streets, chatting amicably about the upcoming si e ge in the virtual world. 

"Hey, Suzuki!"

Suzuki  turned around to see Jade riding up to him. She hopped off the bike in-motion and staggered to a stop in front of him. "Hello, Jade. What're you doing here?"

"I could ask you the same," she said as her eyes searched for something. "Where's your bike? Don't tell me you walked all the way here?"

Suzuki  raised a brow and took in his surroundings. He really was in an area he did not recognize. "Hmm? Where are we?"

"You've got to be kidding me. Just what were you thinking of? It took four shouts for you to turn around."

Suzuki  shrugged. "Stuff. Anyway, you didn't answer the question."

"I guess I should be glad you weren't wearing the headset this time,"  muttered Jade . "This is the  Learning  sector. Remember, they showed it to us on the first day?"

"Oh, I knew it looked familiar. I just kinda wound up here. What brings you here, though?"

"Chasing you?"

"Be serious."

"Che. You're no fun. I received a text to meet with James Shouyou. Apparently, he has something he wants to talk with me about."

"Oh? Mind if I tag along?"

Jade teased,  "Only if you promise not to start a fight."

Suzuki visibly frowned, appearing very troubled by the condition. "I'll try?"

Jade released a despondent sigh and then patted the young man’s shoulder . "I guess that's about as much as I can expect from you. All right, you can come. But if you embarrass me in there, I'll shave you bald. Got it?"

Suzuki  nodded as he matched his stride to hers.



 

Learning Sector

Building 3

Level 4

The learning sector was comprised of everything anyone in any field would need to further their education. From dojos to state-of-the-art laboratories and several libraries. The floor they entered was dedicated to the sciences of computers. Jade knocked on a door, and a familiar voice called for them to enter.

They  walked into  the room to see James Shouyou sitting with a host of screens in front of him. "Hello, Yuhi-san. Nice to meet you."

Jade cut right to the chase. "You know, don't you? About my hacking?" 

James  sighed. "Don't know what's up with your generation. Everyone's in a hurry. Yes, I do know."

Jade  looked around the room, but she couldn't make out any hiding places for goons to hide in. "What do you want?"

"Me? I want everyone to have fun and get along. No, this is about you. I'm going to help you find who you're looking for."

A glimmer of hope appeared in  Jade’s  eyes. "You know where he is? Take me to him, please."

James  folded his arms as his expression turned deadpan. "Do you know have any idea how dangerous what you've done is? In your search for your grandfather, you may have alerted the enemy to us, and placed him in danger."

Jade’s heart shook in fright.  "Wh- what are you talking about? What enemies? He said he was conducting research that would save humanity."

"He is doing exactly that, but what saves can just as easily destroy . You might not be aware, but there  who seek to claim his research for themselves. You did well coming this far, but I do not recommend any further action on your part. When the time is right, you will meet him."

"B-but you said you'd help me meet him."

"I will. In du-."

"Don't fuck around!" Suzuki butted in, slamming his fist on the wall. "If she wants to see her grandfather, then take her to him."

James  smiled at  the irate young man . "What's this? You're actually caring for someone other than yourself? It seems the Adachi girl really did do a number on you."

"Don't change the subject."

James  looked from him to Jade and  then  sighed. "Listen, if you meet him, then you forfeit your old life. His project is above top-secret. You won't be allowed to leave once you learn what it is."

Jade  nodded. "I prepared myself for that much."

"Fine. He will be glad to see you too. Talks a lot about you."  James then  turned to the glaring teen. "From the looks of it, you want to come too?"

"Technically, I have no life outside this compound to give up," Suzuki said. "If it'll help me know what we're really doing here, then why not."

James stood up. "Then follow me. Remember, though: you can not tell anyone what you see there..."



Later that night, Suzuki fell onto his bed  and then buried  his face  in  his pillow. "I don't believe it." He struggled to process what he had just witnessed but ended up even more confused. All he knew for sure was that the world was more messed up than  he  initially thought.

At the stroke of midnight, all thoughts on the past day vanished as he entered the virtual drive. Suzuki would deal with Suzuki's problems. Kashi had more than enough to deal with already...



Riven Plains

9  th   Maha, 1092.

Birds took to the sky, animals fled, and the earth trembled as a procession of heavily armored soldiers, flying Kerta's flag broke out of the surrounding forests. They came to a sharp halt, and Absalon rode out in front of them on a blood-red armored warhorse. 

Absalon  looked to the sky, which had begun to darken with sporadic flashes of lightning off in the distance. Then at Riven's massive wall with archer's lined up all around it. "And so it begins..."

Absalon’s  words though soft, raised an uproar as the soldiers raised their swords high in the air.

 

            

    
        Chapter 45: Battle for Riven (1)

    
    
    
    
                 

Riven Plains

9:45 a.m 9  th   Maha, 1092. 

Thunderous  roars crashed against the walls of Riven like herds of stampeding bulls. The lizardmen atop Riven's walls felt a shiver run down their spines  –   but  not of fear. No, this was their first challenge in years. 

Bang Bang Bang Bang BangBangBang...

The clashing of swords against shields reared from the walls, soon accompanied  by the lizardmen’s rallying screams.  Their shouts clashed against the roars of the Kertan army . Initially, the lizardmen’s chants overwhelmed th e outnumbered  kertan  soldiers . But, then, as if annoyed by the challenge, the Summoned  joined in the chant, their gamers' pride refusing to lose to some low-level monsters. And so the challenge reached a stable stalemate, with no ground yielded to either army.

Absalon listened to the battle of wills with a pleasing smile. He would have to remember to thank the lizards for their immediate reply to the soldiers' chants. While he had no doubt about the Kertans' willingness to the battle,  Summoned  were an unpredictable and selfish bunch. If things seemed sour, they would abandon him without a second thought. 

Fortunately , this seemingly redundant challenge had completed  Absalon’s m ost task :  raising the players' morale.  The old general  lacked the eloquence  of  the commander in  King’s Journey. Thankfully,  there was more than one way to motivate people. He had chosen to manipulate one of the more easily provoked emotions: pride.

"Absalon," Nyte called, as he rode up next to his leader. "Preparations are ready."

"The surprises?"

"Should be here in a few hours."

Absalon  nodded . The general’s expression then turned stiff as he raised his hands. Silence reigned over the plains as the terse soldiers awaited the command. 

Absalon did not disappoint. With a mighty shout, he ordered , "Take What Is Yours!"

"HuuOOO!" cried the Kertan arm as they tore through the plains, led by Nyte. Their collective speed kicked up an intimidating amount of dust as they bore down the walls.

The lizard men , or rather, drakul as they  preferred to be  called, were unfazed by the charge. Their bowmen and wise-men replaced the warriors on the wall. They carefully lined up their shots, then fired. 

"Shields!" Nyte ordered.

As organized, those with bucklers or shields protected themselves, while the rest depended on the mages for assistance. However, it was not enough. As the hail of arrows and elementals struck the unprotected, the war for Riven recorded its first victims.

"Archers!" Nyte ordered. He gripped his broadsword and swung with all his might. It released a massive shockwave that blasted the projectiles out of the sky.

The Kertan army likewise released their own volley of projectiles, but less than a third managed to reach the ridiculously high wall. Of those that made it, even less actually hit an enemy. 

At the end of the first volley, the Drakul only recorded six fatalities, as opposed to the Kertans' seventy-nine. 

Nyte was unperturbed by the statistics. "Charge!" 

The players ran behind him as he swatted the projectiles out the air, edging ever closer to the city.

Boom!

An explosion uprooted the earth ahead of him, and he fought to keep his mount under control. 

Rive wall slid open in several places to reveal mouths of cannons. With thunderous booms, the earth erupted right in front of the Kertan army. 

The swordsman glared at the cannons. Their message was clear: enter our range and forfeit your lives.

"Ha! Now, this is what I call a challenge!" Nyte cheered, sword arm raised as he spurred his horse into the erupting battleground. Death balls whistled through the air as they crashed down around him, but he continued unscathed. An explosion right in front of him caused his horse to fall roughly. He hopped off just in time and continued his charge on his foot. A cannonball crashed into him and exploded.

The terrified players took an involuntarily step back, having just watched their leader get absolutely totaled. 

"Oi, oi. Just what do you guys think you're doing?" Nyte called from within the smoke. The smoke cleared, revealing him utterly unscathed by the attack. He regarded the players coldly as another cannonball hurtled towards him. "Hmph. Bunch of cowards. Running from mere lizards."

Whoooo…

Nyte  spun around and cleaved through the  next cannon ball , sending twin halves crashing at either side of him .  Nyte’s hair billowed in the resulting wind, causing his figure to resemble a hero from folklore. Nyte cast a scathing glare at the Summoned.  "Try not to slow down the  R esidents." With those words, he resumed his charge to the opposite army.

The players gripped their weapons, shamed by the display of bravery by the residents as they charged through the erupting battlefield.   What right did  Summoned  have to see themselves as heroes if they paled at the slightest hint of danger? How could they look down on the NPC's who risked their lives without a second thought? Even now, as the cannon fire ripped the  Residents  apart, they neither faltered nor ceased in their attacks.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it! I'm no coward!" A lancer cried. With a defiant scream, he cast aside his inhibition and pursued the Kertans and Nyte. That lone man's charge sparked a surge of defiance in the adventurers . With bellyfuls of rage, the Summoned screamed at the top of their lungs and then charged at the wall.  

Meanwhile,  Nyte stopped in front of the  Riven  wall . He then turned  to see how many had made it past the cannon fire. Surprisingly, a lot more than he had expected survived, now gaping at the massive wall , ea ch wondering how they were supposed to scale the impossible height.

"Archers, mages! Keep those damned Lizards occupied,"  Nyte  ordered as he made his way to the main gate. Now, much closer, the archers and mages could actually land their attacks, but the lizard men  still held an overwhelming advantage from their towering position.

Nyte placed his hand on the city gate… or rather, where it should have been. As part of the defense mechanism, the entrance had been sealed shut with stones similar to the wall. Judging from the almost unseen crevice, they slid into the wall when not in use. He charged an attack and bashed his sword against the closed gate.

No effect.

A series of magical circles prevented his attack from testing the seal's integrity. 

"Tough,"  Nyte  mumbled. "The security in this place is no joke. It makes one wonder how they invaded in the first place." He looked at the adventurers who continued to trade arrow s  with the Drakul. Then up at the confident lizards who knew they had the advantage and ruthlessly exploited it.

This would be a fierce battle. Harder yet was  Nyte’s  task to keep the army's morale in check to prevent deserters. All it took was one coward, and the entire battle would be lost. 

Nyte  shook his head. "No point overthinking  it . I just have to hang in there." He ran through the ranks screaming at the top of his lungs, his commanding voice a beacon of resistance for the army.

The bloody skirmish dragged on for hours. 

Unfortunately  Despite  Nyte’s best  efforts, the players began to show signs of dispiritment. Frantic whispers of retreat could be heard through the ranks, while some had all but ceased to attack. Just when he thought he'd lost them, the earth began to rumble softly.

"What? What's that?!" The players cried.

The swordsman grinned as he removed an arrow stuck in his shoulder. "Our victory."

The drakul focused their sights on the bordering forest, it's trees being brushed aside to accommodate the passage of an unfamiliar structure. The battlefield went silent as the structure revealed itself in all of its robust splendor. 

A behemoth of wood and metal, the siege tower rolled onto the battlefield pulled by rows of horses. 

What? Was this the human's hope? The drakul laughed out loud as their cannons brought it crashing to the ground. 

"I would advise against complacency," Absalon said as he and his private bodyguard unit began a slow advance.

"Absalon's making his move."

"Does that mean that was his last plan?"

"What'll happen to us?"

As the players fell into a deeper depression, the earth shuddered far worse than before, causing many to lose their balance. Both the adventurers and the drakul froze as several siege towers rolled into view and escorted Absalon's unit through the field. 

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The day rang with blasts from the cannon as the projectiles rained down on the contraptions. 

Absalon raised his right hand. A giant magic circle formed in front of his army, sucking in the cannonballs. "[Repel]" 

Riven's walls lit up in explosions as the missiles returned to their owners with twice the original force. The smoke cleared to reveal the wall itself without damage, but the cannons were all but annihilated. 

The drakul swiftly switched to flaming arrows. However, by Absalon's command, the mages drenched the towers with water, rendering the attack fruitless.

Unfortunately, of the  several that started the charge, only three towers successfully made it to the wall. They took up positions at opposite extreme edges with the last in the middle. 

The drakul surrounded the  towers , arrows trained at their doors. The space on the walls was large enough to accommodate hand to hand combat, but the sheer drops on either side discouraged extensive melee.

They waited, but there was no movement.  The drakul  turned to each other in puzzlement . Whoosh! Suddenly,  a shadow hopped from  the leftmost  tower onto the wall. Clad in tight leather pants and a rather revealing top, Asha smiled with confidence at her targets. "Well, hello there." 

"Kill i-" The words died as the screaming drakul clutched his throat. Blood  gushed like a fountain, pouring t hrough his fingers as  he  crumbled to the earth.

The drakul s , enraged by their comrade's death, lunged at the rogue. 

Asha swiftly took a step back, dodging the first strike, but realized she had her back to the battlement. Bloodthirst gleamed in a drakul's eyes as he swung his sword at her.

"Slow," Asha muttered. She kicked high, knocking the sword out the drakul's arm , then  spun around and stabbed her stiletto into its eye.  The drakul  reared back in agony, but she wasn't done with him.  Asha  darted forward and  then  sunk her daggers into its shoulders. 

Enraged, t he others swung at her without regard for their comrade's life.

Hup!

Asha  used the daggers as a pivot to launch herself into a handstand. The wounded drakul cried out as its comrades sliced into its flesh. Smiling, the rogue rotated and  then  spun off the drakul as it crumbled to the ground. Before the rest could react, she  tossed  an object onto the floor.

Kab oom!

A massive blast blew the drakul away  as a column of smoke surrounded the siege tower. Screams of the survivors rang out from the smoke but soon fell deathly silent. The surrounding drakul trained their bows and spells at the smoking area but could not attack for fear of hitting their allies on either end.

They regretted the decision.

Arrows shot out the smoke, riddling the drakul ranks with arrows. The onslaught was swiftly followed up by charges from the Kertan army. 

The drakul recovered from the initial attack and lashed back. Blood seeped down the walls as steel smashed through metal and crushed bones. The fevered cry of both parties lit fires in the warriors' hearts as they struggled to gain ground.

At the other end of the wall-walk, drakul yelled in fright and surprise as they fell down the sides. A bloodied broadsword gleamed menacingly in the afternoon sun as it struck down. Two drakul attempted to parry the blow.

Their swords smashed to bits, and they were sliced through, their bones providing next to no resistance. The strike broke the ground.  The  impact blew apart all surrounding drakul, and its wielder watched them fall to their death.

Nyte raised his arm. 

“HUOOOH!”  The unit  Nyte  led up the siege tower cheered, galvanized by his performance. They ran past him to combat the drakul. 

Boom!

Nyte frowned as the soldiers were sent flying. 

A brute stepped out. It stood at almost seven feet and wielded a nasty over-sized scimitar in hand. The most distinctive feature where its scales which had turned blood-red against its kins' green. It pointed its scimitar at  Nyte and then challenged,  "Face me, human."

Nyte frowned. The brute  was undoubtedly strong. If left unchecked, it could damage the Kertan army's morale. "Fine, I accept."

The brute’s  lips curled in a nasty grin.

It lunged at  Nyte  with surprising mobility, The drakul wore next to no armor as their scales alone provided all the protection they required. Naturally, this granted them a bonus of speed over other races who relied on heavy armor. This battle was no different.

Nyte only managed to awkwardly block the challenge. He lost his footing as he was launched to the battlements.   Bang!     Nyte struck the parapet but managed  to prevent himself from falling over. He had no time to rest as a cry caught his attention.

"Hrragh!"

The swordsman shuffled to the left as the scimitar sparked against the wall. Its wielder glared at him as it kicked him in the abdomen. 

Nyte accepted the challenge and crashed against the spectating drakuls. With a hiss, they pushed him back at the brute's blade, which  was  swung in a horizontal arc.

However, the swordsman was prepared.  Nyte  stomped his feet, centering his center of gravity , and then  blocked the strike. This time, he was only pushed back a few centimeters. 

"Die!" the brute yelled as it swung tirelessly at Nyte , but he bid his time and  continuously parried its strikes .

Eventually, f atigue seized the brute . Its  attacks slowed by a milli-second. 

The hardened veteran gripped the chance.  Nyte  lashed out his first attack. 

Clang!

The drakul blocked but failed to parry the blow. 

The swords sparked against each other in their battle for supremacy.   Nyte carefully angled his sword down the scimitar's curved blade. At a point, he lost control.  Nyte  lurched forward and to the side as his sword traveled down unopposed. 

The brute suffered a similar fate. Momentum forced it to follow it's sword's trajectory. The scimitar bit into Nyte's exposed shoulder. 

Nyte's blade, on the other hand, dug deep into the drakul's bare legs. 

It reared back in pain, but Nyte was not letting the chance go. He kicked the brute's legs , causing  it  to fal l to its knees.  Nyte then spun around to gain momentum and struck the poorly placed scimitar. 

The scimitar shattered to pieces, allowing Nyte’s blade to dig  into the drakul's brain . Nyte gritted his teeth and then flexed his arm. The added strength sent the drakul’s head flying over  the battlement. Panting heavily , Nyte  pumped his fist into the air.

The Kertan army was once again electrified b y   Nyte’s performance  and  thus  resumed their attack. As time dragged on, it seemed victory on the wall was within the Kertans' grasp, but two events would soon shift the entire balance of the battlefield.



Norcha,

Earlier that day.

Norcha's docks buzzed with activity as Kashi's private militia outfitted themselves and hauled items onto two frigates. Among these were spears similar to the one the d aeben  had been using, except made from rare metal. The soldiers looked terrifying in the pure black armor crafted by Kashi. 

The image of a wolf howling to the moon , inspired by Kira,  was engraved onto breastplates, sword hilts, and flags. It was the new emblem for the Hopeful Maggots. The preparations were ready by early evening, and they waited for the only outstanding member.

Leila exited the barracks and made her way to the ships. She was met with loud cheering as she hopped onto Kashi's vessel. "Sorry, I'm late. Was held up."

The d aeben  shook his head as he gripped the steering wheel. "Don't worry about it. We're still ahead of schedule. The other squad captains and I have already said our piece. You have anything to add?"

Leila nodded. She hopped onto the railings and grabbed a line for support. Her confident voice carried across the rapidly increasing wind to the other ship. "I am neither here to flatter nor deceive you. The enemy far outnumbers us, and much blood will be shed. Some of us may perish tonight, and others, gravely injured. I can see the fear in your eyes, the subtle hesitation at my words. But I assure you this: Every soul here is scared. Look to your brave captains. They, too, fear death. To fear is not to be weak. It reveals your weaknesses , yes, but ultimately, i t is your choice to crumble under it or bend it to your will and emerge stronger than before."  Leila’s  voice softened. "Tonight, we face terrible odds, BUT do not forget this! You are led by the man who singlehandedly took down an organization of bandits! The crazy bastard bent the kings of the food chain to his will! If there is one man who can spit in the face of terrible odds and emerge victoriously, it's him!" Her voice rose as she spoke, igniting a spark in the recruits.

"If you cannot trust your own power, then trust in his. Just as he liberated you from oppression, so will he liberate your beloved capital. So, tonight, do not panic. Do not waver in your steps. When you feel fear, look to your captains who aided in your rescue and know this: As long as we stand together, shield our brothers while they strike, and keep to the plan, no one, and I mean No One will see us coming. So eat and rejoice. For by this time tomorrow, one of your own will be crowned king, and your names will go down in history as the brave heroes of the country... For Riven!"

"UOOOHHHH!" Explosive cries blew through apart for miles. The sound was so great, beasts far and wide froze in their tracks.

Kashi grinned at the reaction. Man, she just stole the show. "Lift anchor! Raise the sails! We sail for victory!" As the sails caught the boisterous wind, the daeben glanced at the encroaching dark clouds. He muttered, "A storm... huh."



 

Back on the Riven walls, the Kertan army was faced with a terrifying dilemma.

Nyte heaved slowly, bloody hands gripping his broadsword. The deep gash on his shoulder severely hampered his attack, but he could not afford to retreat and seek out the healers. This was because of his peculiar position of being the symbol of strength for the Kertan army.

Without him, they would crumble. Though  Nyte  might have still exited for a short period if the events of the past thirty minutes did not occur. He wiped the sweat off his pale face and raised his broadsword. "Come!"

The drakul roared unintelligible gibberish as they lunged at him. A good number of them had inexplicably transformed into the red brutes, gaining immense power and speed in the process. The Kertan army would have been wiped out if not for the valiant efforts of the sneaky rogue on one end, and the brave swordsman on the other.

But fortune was not on the Kertan's side.

The sky grumbled its displeasure at the prolonged battle as heavy gales begun to blow to the north. It threatened to blast every man off the wall, but the drakul had better resistance due to their considerable weight. The gales were soon followed by punishing rain. They torrid droplets felt like mini-bullets under the force of the wind. This only worsened the condition on the wall-walk as adventurers started losing their balance mid-battle. Of course, they were swiftly rewarded with blades to the head.

Absalon would be mad, but the situation gave the swordsman no choice. "Retreat!" he ordered. "Go down the tower!"

"What of you, sir?"

The swordsman tested out his shoulder.  It  stung, but would  not  be  detrimental . "I'll hold down them off! Get going!"

At the other end, Asha took a similar stance, letting the army retreat first. The situation was worse on her end. She had used up most of her smoke bombs and mini-traps, and rogues like her were not really suited for straight combat. Especially against multiple opponents.

No use mulling about it. 

Asha  took out her daggers and squared off against the drakul. "Bring it."

The first lunged at her, sword raised. The  rational  thing to do would be a retreat. However, she had a different style of fighting.

Asha  stepped right into its personal space until she almost kissed it. Her daggers plunged into its stomach, and its strike faltered halfway. She kicked it back and dropped a smoke bomb. 

The drakul were used to it and fired into the area regardless. 

"You should have covered your noses," Asha advised.

The weapons dropped from the drakul's hands as they clutched their throats, eyes watering. 

"Not dead, I see," muttered Asha. "Well, you boys fell for the oldest trick in the book. We'll meet again." She ran unchallenged into the siege tower, and it began its retreat.

Across, Nyte hobbled into the siege tower then collapsed. His armor was cracked in several places, and only the hilt of his sword was left in his hand. That he had managed to fight for so long against those monsters was really surprising. The survivors carried him gently down the stairs to find a healer.



The terrible storm made navigation less than pleasing ,  Kashi and Jero somehow managed to guide their vessels to the cliffs where the daeben had set up his point of infiltration. 

Kashi tied the remaining spears behind him and stared up at the cliffside. Heavy rain made the rocks slippery, with dangerous winds that could knock them off at any time. Thankfully, he did not have to worry about the first problem. The rope ladder he had made with the spears made the initial climb easier.

Though the wind proved unrelenting, the daeben persevered. Soon,  Kashi reached  the apex of the rocky part. He withdrew the special spears he'd made and grimaced. Moment of truth.

Kashi  struck against the wall and  tjen  nearly fell from shock. 

It failed. 

Kashi  tried again, and again, and again, but no matter how many trials, all he got were errors. He almost wept when he remembered something. He closed his eyes and calmed his breath. 

Ferulic Spirit Technique activated.

At level  4 , the skill increased his strength by forty-five percent when activated. The downside was  that  it absorbed 50MP every 3 minutes of use. Nevertheless, it should be enough.

Kashi  pulled his arm as far back as possible. 

The heavens flashed and roared alongside him as he struck! 

The spear slid comfortably into the stone wall. 

Kashi slumped on the makeshift ladder. He rested against the jagged rocks as he sighed in relief. The heavens applauded his efforts with a series of thunderclaps. 

Rejuvenated by success, the daeben's eyes burned with excitement as he buried another spear beside the first. Slowly, but surely, he began his ascent.



Kertan Main Camp.

Absalon listened to the report from his generals. He turned to Nyte. "You ordered the retreat?"

"Yes," replied the swordsman. "Any further, and we would have suffered terrible casualties."

"I did not ask for an explanation. I asked if you ordered the retreat."

"Sorry. Yes, I did."

The red commander stood up from his chair and walked over to him. "Why did you give that order?"

"I judged the situation and deemed it necessary."

"On whose authority?"

"Mine. As general."

"General, is it? Why did you stay behind till you almost lost your life?"

"That too was my judgment. I decided it would be the best way to reduce casualties."

"... And yourself?"

Nyte bent his head. "It's my duty as general to see to my squad's survival. Even if it -"

Absalon sighed. "Make no mistake. You are far more important than all of those men combined. If you fall, all your men fall with you. Next time, factor your importance into the battle before making rash decisions like that. Besides..."

"Yes?"

"You are weak. When this farce is over, you and I are going to the badlands. For you to be injured by something like this is shameful."

Nyte smiled. "Sure thing, boss."



Silhouettes hopped over the battlements behind the main castle walls. One of them untied a direwolf from its body. The party swiftly split into three parts. One led by a  daeben , and the other led by the experienced  wisben . The last group bided their time for the signal they knew would come. 

This war, which had lasted an entire day, would reach a bloody conclusion before the sun rose...

 

            

    
        Chapter 46: Battle for Riven (2)

    
    
    
    
                Riven.

1:30 a.m. 10  th   Maha, 1092.

Darkness loomed over Riven as torrid winds and punishing rain slammed against the city. The  howling winds  made it impossible to hear beyond shouts,  and t he blinding rain reduced visibility to less than an arm away. 

Due to the unfavorable conditions, both armies  retreated  to their camps  to treat the injured and mourn the dead .  The gales rendered an  attack on the walls suicidal.  As a result, b oth armies decided to wait  out  the storm; the interim would allow them to prepare for a second round.

The only problem was in the Kertan camp. The siege towers had only worked so well because of the element of surprise. Given time, the lizards would definitely form a counter. Or, at the very least, be much more prepared for a wall battle than the last time. While this fact infuriated Absalon, there was nothing he or anyone else could do to change the weather. Hopefully, the players did not lose their spine when the time came.



Whoosh! Whoosh!

Shadows ran across the southernmost walk-wall, their footsteps drowned out by the howling wind. Their  daeben leader  held up a closed fist,  bringing the party to a hard stop . Despite the rain, they could make out what seemed to be a tower of some sort in front of them, lit up by the magelights around it. 

Kashi took out his bow and  then notched an arrow  as he slowly edged his way towards the bastion. Beside him, Kira's eyes morphed to navy blue, further erasing her presence. Shadow and Craig were the only other  Summoned  in his group. Five of the volunteers followed closely behind the four, each unsheathing their weapon.

So far, they'd met no resistance, but that was only because they were still on the final southern wall. Once  Kashi’s party  crossed the bastion, they would shift to the eastern wall. From there, it was a straight run across two bastions to reach the north wall. These walls would be manned. Especially after the next bastion. Well, it was easiest to see them as checkpoints on their quest.

Kashi pulled his hood over his head and  then  covered his nose and mouth with his scarf as he pressed against the wall beside the door. Shadow did the same at the adjacent wall, while Kira walked up to the door. 

She sniffed through the bottom cracks and listened for sound from the interior. Satisfied, she stepped back. 

“ Seven of them :  Three active, and two asleep on the ground floor, one ascending the stairs, and one at the top."

Kashi nodded. He gave instructions to Shadow and Kira a nd then  awaited her signal.

“ Now! ”

Kashi burst the door open as the trio stormed into the room. The farthest drakul stood by a fireplace warming its fingers. The other stood by the exit door t o  their left. The closest was right in front of them with its back to the invaders.

Puchi!

The drakul registered the intruders but barely had time to let out a scream  before  Kashi riddled the farthest with arrows.

Shadow phased above the second and slit its throat, while Kira slammed into the closest, knocking it to the ground. She ripped its throat out before it had a chance to struggle.

The d aeben  made sure the sleeping drakul never woke again as he stabbed their hearts with his arrows. 

Once their demise had been confirmed, the trio quickly ascended the stairs, taking them two at a time. None of their feet made any sound. Shadow and Kira had increased stealth because of their classes and race, respectively. 

Kashi, on the other hand, had nearly maxed out the  [Silent Feet]  skill. He made sure to activate it every chance he got, even outside combat, to increase its level.   He came to a halt in front of a wooden door.  Kashi pushed open the door, and then  continued up a flight of stairs, only slowing down when the rain began to enter the staircase. 

Carefully,  Kashi  climbed the last flight of stairs, peeking into the room above.

Two drakul chatted in an unfamiliar tongue. A rope  that  led to a gigantic bell with magic circles etched onto i t hung between them . 

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he observed the bell.  So that was the alarm mentioned on the map. Leila had said disabling them should be their first priority.

Kashi nocked an arrow . “HEY!” He sharply screamed, causing the drakul to turn around in shock.  In that split-second where they registered his presence, he released his shot. 

The drakul turned to pull the alarm, but the rope had fallen to the ground, split by the d aeben 's  arrow . Enraged, the  drakul   turned  their focus to the stairs, but  then  reele d  back, crying out in pain as arrows bored through their skulls. 

Shadow followed up the attack, with swift stabs to their exposed backs. He  then  nodded at Kashi   as their limp bodies fell to the ground. 

One of the volunteers donned the Drakul armor, then picked up the dropped magelight. His job was simple: pace back and forth to give an illusion that all was right with the post. He clasped hands with the delf, sharing a determined look. His job, while seemingly simple, was quite dangerous in its own right. He would have no means of defense should a squad of drakul decide to perform an impromptu checkup.

Everyone present understood this, but they had prepared themselves for such an occasion. After a brief goodbye, Kashi and his squad opened the doors to the east wall-walk. 

The rain battered down even worse, with the last of the stars blocked by malicious clouds. The d aeben 's  greatest  fear was , however, was  the occasional lightning flash  that  illuminated the world for a brief second. 

Kashi shook his head to clear his mind of needless worries  and then le d his party down the wall-walk.   Bobbing light a few feet from  Kashi  alerted  him  to a patrolling drakul. He motioned for only Shadow and Kira to accompany him as he made a mad dash for his target.

The drakul never knew what hit  it.  

Shadow ran up behind it, shut its mouth, and sunk his blade into its spine in one clean motion. Kashi quickly retrieved the magelight before it fell, and punched the guard, sending it flying over the battlements to the river far below. Its death cries were drowned out by the wind.

He handed the magelight to another volunteer, as the trio continued their charge. 

They met, and dealt with three other drakul similarly, then stopped in front of the second bastion. Unlike the first, this one had an open canopy at the top. This was for added protection because half of the controls to the second gate was housed there. The drakul could snipe oncoming attackers from the vantage point.

Unfortunately, it provided minimal shielding from the elements. This caused it to be unmanned at the present time.

Kashi tied a rope to his arrow, drew the bow  to  full length, and  then  released. 

While his arrow could not penetrate the castle walls, the wooden roof was a whole other matter.  Thwack!  As planned, the arrow buried deep into the ceiling. 

Kashi  tugged on  the rope,  but it held fast. Convinced it wouldn't plop off halfway, he placed a foot on the wall, then the next, and began his ascent.   Pulling himself over the top, he plopped onto the canopy floor with a massive sigh of relief. 

Kashi  collected himself and disabled the alarm, then made his way down the stairs. He made to open the door, but it swung open of its own will, bring him face to face with a drakul.

Silence  reigned  as the two stared at each other.

The drakul opened its mouth to scream, but Kashi delivered a punishing blow to its stomach, lifting it off the ground. Its voice and breath caught in its throat as it stared at the delf with fright and disbelief. The delf stabbed an arrow through its snout, pinning the upper and lower jaws together, before stabbing three more through its heart. 

Kashi caught the deceased drakul before it got to ground.

"Haere i runga i?" called a sentry from the bottom floor. Seconds later, footsteps could be heard ascending the stairs.

The d aeben  cursed as he dragged the body up the stairs. He tossed it over the side of the canopy to the rivers below as he awaited the sentry. 

But it never showed.

A mass of white hair ascended in its stead.

Shadow waved at the d aeben , signaling the demise of the sentries at the base. Kashi's distraction proved fruitful; It had been easy picking them off from behind as they climbed the stairs.

A recruit operated the switch for the gates  while  the rest exited the tower and continued further up the wall-walk. 

The weather had worsened, and the d aeben  was glad they had their backs to the wind else it would have severely hampered their progress. 

The attacking trio quickly dispatched all opposition on their path , and th e bodies were tossed over the wall to hide them.

Bam!

Kashi, Kira, and Shadow crashed through the doors of the final bastion, stealth no longer a priority. There were  quite a few  drakul  stationed here,  but their numbers meant nothing to the trio. Less than two minutes after entering, the tower was captured. 

Kashi entered the control room at the top of the tower. It was the only room with a window or, more accurately, a transparent wall. Its view was focused on the tower on the west end, its control room's magelight shining brightly through the storm. The only other notable feature was the control panel.

It was fixed to the wall below the window, with several buttons and doo-dads on it. It was also riddled with magic inscriptions on almost every inch of its frame. What caught his eye, though, was a device that looked like a phone. It was round, resembling a clam, but had a cable running from it to the panel.

While  Kashi  wanted to test it out, the worst thing that could happen was him mistakenly announcing his presence to the entire city. Instead, he chose to stick with Leila's plan. He held his breath as he flicked the magelight on and off in a pattern.

There was only nail-biting silence.

However, the tower opposite suddenly repeated the pattern, causing the d aeben  to heave a sigh of relief. So far, all had gone according to Leila's plans.

Using the light, they coordinated a countdown.

Kashi counted under his breath. On zero, he pushed a button and  then  waited for the magic to unfold.



Drakul patrolling on the north tower cursed the lousy weather for stopping their glorious battle. They didn't mind so much thoug h, as   it should  subside  by daybreak.  They dreamed of cracking human skulls, using them as bowls for their victory wine. Haha.. tomorrow would be a g l o-

Ruumble !

What was that? It felt just like...  The drakuls’ eyes widened in fear and shock.  I mpossible! 

The ground shook even worse, and with it dawned a horrifying realization: the gates were opening.



Kashi grinned. Perfect! Everything was perfect!

He resisted the urge to jump for joy as he ran down the stairs.

"I'm guessing this means the gates are open?" Shadow asked.

"It's opening," replied the delf. "Craig, it's your turn."

"I must admit, I am rather relieved to hear that," replied the flame mage. "Was beginning to feel like a decoration." He equipped a bronze staff and began the incantations for a spell.

As he readied the spell, Kashi burst open the doors to the north wall. "Seems we had the same idea." 

A  drakul  beyond the door  opened its mouth to scream, but  Kashi quickly  leaped and kneed its jaw. It staggered backward, stunned by the sudden blow. A punishing kick sent it flying off the wall-walk to the earth several feet below. "Craig!"

"[Flame Vortex]!" shouted the mage as he stomped his staff onto the ground. 

Spirals of flame burst out from  Craig’s  staff, growing larger every second. As it burned the air around it, it took the shape of a dragon. The apparition flew high into the night, spun around, then crashed down. A raging inferno engulfed the city, barely hampered by the rain. 

Kashi could hear the cries of the burning drakul even through the incessant thunder booms. He smiled as he turned to Craig. "Amazing! That was an awesome skill. Remind me to learn it sometime."

"You won't be learning anything soon, intruder," a broken voice called behind him.

Irritated by the interruption, Kashi turned to the drakul. 

A red brute glared him down. Its muscles bulged, glistening in the flashes of lightning. Behind it w as  several drakul s  armed with spears, pikes, and swords , aiming for t he control room. 

"Craig, Shadow," Kashi called. "Change of plans. You guys return alone. I'll hold them off."

"What are you planning?" Shadow asked. "You can't be thinking of throwing away your life to save others, I hope?"

Kashi scoffed. "What is this? A manga? I'm no noble hero. Don't worry about me. I'll catch up to you guys."

The white -haired  ninja decided not to press the issue. "Let's go,"  Shadow  said, pulling Craig along with him. 

"You think we'll let you go?" cried the brute as it dashed forward.

"Earth-Shattering  T echnique, third form :  [Wall] !" Kashi cried as he stomped the floor. 

Gruu!

A wall of stone shot up from the ground  and blocked  the brute's advance. 

Shadow and Craig used the opening to retreat. The flame-mage cast a barrier of flames on the bastion's south door to prevent any Drakul from entering--or at the least slow them down. Once the flame wall was up, they fled back to their starting spot, clearing out the few pockets of resistance in their path.

Meanwhile, Kashi retreated to the base of the bastion.

The drakul gave chase after smashing down the weak wall. The d aeben  eyed their approach, with the knowledge that soon some more would attack from the south door. He trembled as he stared at the hulking drakul, his fists clenching and unclenching rapidly.

"Don't bother begging for your life," said the drakul. "Cowards deserve no mercy."

It was only natural for the  daeben  to be terrified for his life. After all ,  he had to stand alone against an army of pissed off lizard-men.

There was only one problem... 

Kashi  wasn't scared. 

No,  Kashi brimmed  with so much excitement, it was immensely difficult to keep his joy hidden. The reason for his happiness lay in the dull glow around his feet and legs. Ever since obtaining the skills from Ferulic's legacy, he had never had a chance to use them. Yet now, he had more than enough test subjects to practice on.

Kashi  unequipped his bow as he beckoned the drakul's approach. "Please, do come. I do not have all day after all."

Kashi’s  words, matched with his unmasked excitement, sent shivers down everyone present. 

The drakul could tell.

They weren't the hunters. No, they were all about to be slaughtered.



Elsewhere,  Absalon watched the blazing dragon crash into the city, raising flame tendrils above the city walls. He knew that skill. It was one of the high-level AoE fire spells. It lacked substantial initial damage but burned for long periods. It was famous for being almost invincible. Still, to see it on such a large scale. Its caster was a genuinely terrifying person.

"That's surprising," Nyte said, walking up to him. "You think the pirates actually came through?"

Absalon shook his head. "Those stupid pricks don't have this amount of firepower. And they wouldn't risk their lives without a clear profit. No, this is a player... But who is it?"

The swordsman looked doubtful. "A player? How'd they get in? Were there remnants after our attack earlier?"

"Maybe... more importantly, this is a golden opportunity."

"What do you mean?"

Asha slapped them both on their backs. "What're you guys waiting for? They've graciously invited us in."

Nyte frowned,  and then  focused on the castle gates. A flash of lightning illuminated the opening gates, and he grinned. "Well, now, it'd be rude of us to refuse." He tapped Absalon's shoulder as he walked away to rouse the troops for a charge.

Asha glanced at the mayor/commander. "What's the matter? You have that look."

"I don't have a look," replied Absalon.

"Yes, you do. It's that 'bad, bad' look."

He glanced at her and sighed. Judging from the determination in her eyes, she would not drop the subject anytime soon. "I don't like it."

"Don't like what?"

"This situation. It's too easy. It feels like we're dancing to someone else's tune."

Asha raised a brow. "Heeh? As skeptic as always. Why can't you just believe in luck for once?"

"Cause luck depends on humans."

Asha  sighed, shaking her head. "Well, don't worry." She tapped his shoulder  and then said as  she walked towards her unit. "Whatever we face, Nyte and I'll handle it."

Absalon watched her retreating figure. He had no doubt that  his generals  were capable in their own rights, but there was something... something wrong somewhere. He could feel a presence on those walls, a pressure that caused a tingling at the nape of his neck. It was a   feeling he couldn't shake. 

Absalon  closed his eyes, a nd then  drew in a huge breath. Whatever this feeling was, he would face it in the castle. And like every other challenge he had faced so far, he would crush it.

Minutes later, the Kertan army stormed Riven's open gates. The rejuvenated army slew the bewildered drakul with ease, but their momentum did not last. Little by little, the drakul roared, morphing to brutes, angered by the cowardly fire-attack on their homes. 

The first sector was soon embroiled in the flames of battle, as the embers from Craig's attack died out.



Atop the walls, Kashi took in a huge breath to calm his beating heart. He turned and  then  ran down the wall-walk to meet up with Leila and the rest.

Inside the tower,  clumps of flesh plopped off the blood-covered walls.

 

            

    
        Chapter 47: Proud Kings

    
    
    
    
                Riven.

2:03 a.m. 10  th   Maha, 1092.

Crackle! Boom!

The heavens exploded with drums of war , galvanizing the soldiers on the earth who danced to their maddening tune . 

The streets of Riven piled with bodies of the damned as the  fierce  war raged on,  neither side willing to give an inch . The Riven soldiers, vitalized by the promise of victory, fought like men possessed, ripping through enemies they'd  once  found terrifying. 

The drakuls responded with defiant roars as  they morphed to hulks. Their blows mashed metal and bone, reducing  several  Riven soldiers to naught but bloody mush. 

Into this maelstrom of madness and blood walked a hooded mage clad in red armor , wielding an ancient magic staff.  His name was Absalon, and like the man he was named after, he was a creature of war.

“Raah!”

Three drakul s  charged the newcomer, weapons at the ready.

Absalon looked at the warriors with disdain. "Worms ."  The mage snorted and then raised his right hand.

Woong!

A mandala appeared beneath a drakul’s feet.  Boom ! A suction force pulled the drakul to the ground. The remaining drakuls flanked Absalon and attacked from either side. 

Clang!

The dumbfounded drakul stared in shock at he revolving mandalas that had blocked their strikes.   

Absalon  glanced at the drakuls. “ [Repel]”  

Boom!   An explosive force  sent the drakul crashing through  the walls of a nearby building. 

Absalon returned his attention to the drakul trapped on the ground.  The drakul’s companions  watched helplessly as debris levitated off the earth, hovered over, then  crushed it.

Whoosh!

Suddenly, ice spears zipped through the resulting smoke.

Absalon's gaze remained even, however, as the spears crashed into a mandala .  Tak ! Absalon tapped his staff against the ground .   Shin…   As if lifted by invisible strings, w eapons  floated off the ground and then began floating around him.

Just at that moment, a host of drakuls burst through the smoke.  

Absalon  sidestepped the first attack  and then tapped  the drakul with his staff. He half-assedly parried the blow of the second, causing it to stagger forward under the lack of resistance. He spun around and hit its back, then struck the third in the stomach with the butt of his staff before it could bring down its sword. As  the drakul  doubled over,  Absalon  righted it by smashing its chin upwards. He  then  rubbed a circle on its exposed mid-riff .

“General!” “Watch out!”

Cries from behind alerted Absalon to the returning attacks of the two drakuls he dodged.

"[Implode]." Absalon said. The drakul froze in place  as mandalas  appeared  where Absalon touched t hem.  Boom!   The  drakuls were blasted o nto the onrushing drakul s. The collision  tripped the first wave, but three brutes wielding large axes jumped over and swung down at  the commander .

Clang!  

Sparks shot out as the weapons crashed against an invincible shield. 

Absalon’s heated gaze glared at the brutes through the sparks.  "Kneel."

Crash!

Through no will of their own, the brutes let go of the weapons. Thud! And then, a tremendous gravitational pull forced them to their knees. The brutes struggled to stand, but all efforts proved futile. 

Shing!

Absalon took one of the swords hanging beside him. He stepped forward and slowly sunk the blade into a terrified brute's heart. An eerie smile corrupted  the red mage’s  features as he watched their expression twist from fear to realization. He repeated the motion with the other two, unchallenged by the other drakul paralyzed by fear.

"Bastard!" Th re e  drakuls screamed in agony and rage, and like trapped mice, put up one final struggle. They condensed their energies and fired a contracted mana stream at Absalon.

Bang!

Unfortunately, not even the drakul mages could break through that barrier

Absalon regarded them with eyes devoid of interest. "Enough. This is no challenge."

With a flick of  his  finger, the hovering weapons shot forward. The drakul cried out as the projectiles tore through them. 

Absalon tightened his fist .  BOOM!  The  weapons exploded within their hosts. He alone emerged from the fog of smoke and dust, eyes scanning the battlefield. "'This is not the pressure I felt. Where are you?"



Above the red mage, a  daeben  paused to look at the column of smoke. "Nice. Seems we've got a strong one."

The daeben  turned to the drakul running at him. "Sorry," he said as he nocked an arrow, "I don't have time for this." 

Three arrows tore through the rain,  and then lightning illuminated the Hopeful Maggots insignia on the arrowheads as  they bore holes in rows of drakul. 

Their sender jumped over the collapsed bodies,  and then  continued  running.



Shadow, Craig, and the volunteers met up with Leila's group just as Jero and his group returned from their end.

Leila took stock of the status of both teams and was pleased to see they'd lost no one. "Where is Kashi?"

Shadow sheathed his daggers and then reported as he walked to his sister’s side, "He got held up. ”  

"Fear not," Craig said to allay the  group’s fear. "He chose to stay behind. He said he would catch up with us."

Leila nodded. "Okay, then. Time to move on to the next phase."

"Wait," interrupted Lunette. "We're not waiting for him?"

"There's no time," replied the interim leader.  Leila  equipped her bow, eyes scanning the palace roofs for any guards."He'll be fine. Men like him don't die even if you stab them."

The odd phrasing raised Lunette's brow. "Okay. I'm ready when you are."

Leila turned to Hektor. "Are you ready for your part?"

The brawler tightened his grip on his double-headed ax, a sickening grin revealing his excitement. "Was born ready."

"Good," Leila confirmed. She met the eyes of everyone present, confirming their resolve. Pleased with the light in their eyes,  Leila  raised her right hand. With clenched fists, she pointed at the castle. "Commence Operation."

“HUOOO!”

Hektor's battle cry rivaled  the  heavens ’  as he jumped onto the roof of a castle tower. He dug his fists into the roof to slow his descent, then jumped off. He curled into a ball, spinning as he continued his decline, the white of his blade blurring into a single circle with each revolution.

The drakul patrolling the castle courtyard never knew what hit them.

BOOM!

Hektor's ax slammed into the  ground  with the force of Thor's hammer. The ground cracked  and then burst upward. The resultant shockwave sent drakuls flying in every  direction,  and smoke  belched from the cracks  shielded  the courtyard from sight.

Vwhoosh!

A second later, harsh winds from within the smoke burst out, clearing the air.  Its manipulator rested his ax on his shoulder, eyes, and hair the color of blood. He stomped the earth and declared in the loudest voice. "D name's Hektor! D man who'll earn d title, "God of War.' Come on out, sacrifices to my path!"

"Filthy human!" cried drakul s  as they poured out of the woodwork in droves.

"Heh. Come!" 

Boom!

Before Hektor could make a move, however, p illars of dust  exploded  around the red-haired marauder,  with  dismembered drakul dropping to their feet.

"Trying to steal the spotlight, Hektor?" Iason asked as he pulled his lance from a corpse.

To his left, Jero released the drakul whose head faced an improbable angle. To the right, Narkis and Alex were soaked with blood from the dismembered bodies around them.

"Sit back ,  ol' man,"  Hektor mocked, stepping in front of Iason. "Dis fight is mine."

Iason laughed, lance at the ready. "I know you're not talking bout me."

"Leave it, kid," Jero chided. "We have company."

Drakul poured into the courtyard, weapons at the ready while their comrades trained arrows at the four invaders from a floor above.

"Surrounded, cornered with no place to go." 

"Just like old times, then."

Fwish!

Thirty arrows whistled as they ripped towards their targets, but they never hit.

Narkis and Alex placed the hilts of their swords together, then rotated them till the blades were invisible. The twins hopped onto Ian and Hektor's forearms, from where they were launched in opposite directions towards the incoming arrows. 

The rotating blades scattered the projectiles as they flew towards the higher floor.

Narkis seized the rotation, then cut through bow, helmet, and bone as he beheaded an archer. Opposite him, Alex sunk his sword into a lizard's shoulder, stabbed another in the stomach, then spun around and beheaded both of them. Like unstoppable forces of nature, the twins mowed through hordes of drakul. 

Blood rained down on the courtyard, the anguished cries of the fallen echoing in the night.

Hektor grew tired of waiting, so he charged. The drakul collectively thrust their spears at him.  Skrrr ! Hektor’s  axe sparked against the ground as he slid on the ground. With a burst and a shout, he rose. He cleaved a drakul in half, repositioned his grip, and  then  slammed his ax through bodies to the ground. 

Bam!

The force was so great  the ax  got stuck.  Rather than struggle, Hektor let go.

Bam!

Hektor  blocked a  sneak  attack with his right gauntlet, pushed its wielder back, ducked under another, punched its wielder's chin,  then  caught the sword arm of  another  over his shoulder and tossed it over him. Dashing forward, he  yanked the ax free,  and  then,  with a full swing over his shoulder ,  cleaved through sandwiched drakul.

Beside him, Iason stabbed a drakul in the heart, then palmed the end of his spear. It ran clean through, impaling two more. A mace struck at him from the back. He deftly sidestepped the blow, leaving his left leg in the drakul's path. It tripped. He grabbed the back of its head and slammed it into the handle of his spear. 

Iason then wrestled the mace from the drakul’s hand, parried a strike,  smashed a nother  drakul's face in, then spun around and flung it right into the head of another.  Shlick!  With a flick of his wrist, Iason  retrieved his spear  and then quickly dispatched three more.

Surrounded on all sides, Jero parried strike after strike of his attackers. He wove between their blades, dodging their blows by a hair's breadth. Once he had their attack patterns memorized, he feinted a block. Stunned by the feint, the drakul overswung. 

Jero escaped through the brief opening  and sliced  open the drakul's neck. He  then  pushed the corpse to its mates  and dispatched t he rest  with  ice-cold precision. 

The warriors fought hard, but even  as they fought, the drakul only increased in number. It began to seem like numbers would win out in the end. Just then, battle cries rung out above.

The drakul looked up to see the volunteers falling towards them, weapons drawn. The reinforcements tore their way through the drakul, energized by their deputy's displays.

And so the battle for the castle intensified.



5th floor,

Royal Castle.

Elsewhere, Paris and Leila led the players through the castle's corridors  illuminated by forest-green magelights .

They pulled to a stop above a flight of stairs leading to the fourth floor. 

Drakul scurried back and forth on the floor as they ran to provide reinforcements to the warriors at the courtyard. 

"Lunette," Leila beckoned.

"On it," replied the bard.  Lunette cupped her hands over her lips and then yelled:  "Over here, you overgrown lizards!" 

The drakul s  froze, then turned to the direction of the voice. A repeated shout had them running  in the opposite direction.

"Neat trick," Stryke praised.

Lunette nodded, smiling in appreciation. "Thanks. It's called  [P rojection ] .”

With the guards removed,  Paris motioned  led the infiltration party d own the stairs. 

Unfortunately, two drakul had decided to wait behind. On spotting the intruders, they attacked.

"Leave this to me," Stryke said as he dashed forward. 

Clang!

Stryk e blocked both drakul's strikes with his shield. He jumped, knocking them back, then kicked them both in the chest.  Bam.  The little knight  fell on his back  while the drakuls  staggered backward.

Recovering quickly, the first  drakul  struck at  Stryke .  The little knight  rolled out of the way, and onto his knee . He  spun around, smashed the drakul's sword, and finally shielded an attack from the second. Adrenaline in  overdrive ,  Stryke  stabbed the second in its legs, then bashed it with his shield as he got to his feet.

The first  realized it had lost its weapon and thus turned to run.

Brack!

Stryke ’s thrown shield crashed into the  base of its neck , resulting in a terrible fall. Stryke then spun around and used  the momentum to cleave off the neck of the  second  drakul .    

Splat!

Blood from the drakul’s neck splashed on the little warrior. Stryke, however, ignored it and slowly walked over to the fallen drakul. He lifted his shield from the drakul’s side and then silently slid his sword into its skull . 

Pa! Pa! Pa! Pa!

The young knight looked up to a sound of applause from his teammates.  His original teammates were especially impressed, considering how  much he had improved since they started the game. It had gotten to a stage where they could easily rely on him for the vanguard role.

Overwhelmed by the praise, a blushin g  Stryke  scratched the nape of his neck.

"Watch out!" Yuna cried as a magic circle formed around the young knight.

Clang!

Stryke’s heart nearly jumped out his chest when arrows crashed against the magic barrier. 

Fwoosh!

Another set of arrows flashed past, this time from his teammates’ side. Stryke  turned to see three drakul clutching their chests in pain. 

Sara ran past him. Her fists glowed pink as she delivered a crunching blow to the first. The force sent it flying several feet backward. Her feet burned as she punished the others with roundhouse kicks to their faces. Her boot dented the helmets and buried their heads in the walls.

Dropping her bow arm, Leila patted Stryke's as she walked past. "We're in enemy territory.  Never let your guard down ."

"Got it," Stryke conceded. "Thanks for the help."

"Don't thank me. It was Yuna's timely ward that spared your life."

Stryke turned to  Yuna , a broad grin on his face as he made a V with his fingers. "Hehe. Seems I owe you one."

Yuna blushed, tightening her grip on her staff. "I-it was nothing special."

"Not at all," Paris said, patting her head. "He is right to be grateful. Saving a man's life is no small feat. Isn't that right, Stryke-kun?"

"Exactly."

Smiling, Paris led them down another flight of stairs, deftly silencing all enemies they encountered. He stopped in front of a pair of bronze doors with murals of trees etched onto it."The royal hall's behind this door. Is everyone prepared?"

Stryke banged his sword against his shield. "We wouldn't have come this far otherwise."

"Brave. That is an admirable trait." Paris slit his palm with his rapier and placed it on the door. "I, Parissius Veritus Vermillion, son of Ryhart Noel Vermillion, and lone successor to the 'Thorn Throne' command thee under the oath of blood... open!"

His blood spread across the door, then slowly disappeared as if sucked by the door. With a reluctant groan, the doors inched open of their own accord.

"All that to open a door?" Stryke mocked as they awaited the excruciatingly slow doors. "You royal types are weird."

"I know, right?" Paris agreed. "I told my father on numerous occasions, it was unnecessary, but he never listened."

Leila was of a different mind. "I think it's quite effective as the last fortress for a king."

"Huh? How can you say that? It opens so slowly. What if we were being chased?" Stryke asked.

"Chances are the doors would be open until the royal family lock themselves inside. After that, anyone opening the door would be suspect. My guess is the process can be sped up from the inside, right?"

"That is impressive," praised Paris. "How did you know that?"

Leila  shrugged. "I designed something similar once."

"Watch out!" Yuna warned as flaming arrows accompanied by streams of fire burst out the slim opening. Luckily, Yuna's ward stopped their advance.

The surprise attack caused the invasion group to raise their weapons sharply.

The door s swung open, and the group made their way  into the throne room.

The hall was huge, with rows of pillars to the left and right holding up balconies from which nobles presided happenings. Behind a mass of drakul s  sat their leader on the Thorn Throne. It was a hulking mass,  much bigger  than the spriggan lord, and looked fiercer than anything any of them had faced so far.

"You did well to make it this far," declared the king. "Now, perish."

With a wave of his hand, droves of arrow wielding drakul lined the overhead balcony. As they nocked their bows, one of the players smiled.

"I seem to have been forgotten," Craig said as he spun his staff around his person. Trails of  flames  danced around, following the  staff’s path . "[Dance of the Salamander]. ”

The flames gained lives of their own as they revolved around the party, roasting away all incoming arrows. Not to be mistaken for shields, they burst outwards to the balconies, engulfing the drakul s  in  their  unforgiving  heat . 

Shadow  utilized the distraction  to scale a pillar and land on the balcony. He  then  dodged Craig's flaming dragon as he sliced his way through the archers. 

Stryke, Paris, and Sara burst through the protective flames to attack the bodyguards head-on. 

A line of mages shot streams of electricity, ice, and fire at the advancing trio. Their timid protector denied the mages their spoils as her wards shrugged off strike after strike.

"Now!" Stryke cried.

Yuna released her ward, a nd   Stryk e  burst forward with  [Charge] .  [Charge]  was a movement skill mostly used by warrior classes. It propelled its users over the ground in a ‘sliding’ motion and thus allowed them to quickly close in on enemies.

BAM!

Stryke ended his charge by bashing a mage with his shield, and then  pushed the beast backward till he hit the  warrior’s back .  With a shout, he drove his sword  through  both drakuls’  heart s .

By   the little knight’s side , Paris hopped onto the head of a drakul. Using them as stepping stones, he charged  at  the king. A brute leaped in the air and swung at him with a defiant battle cry. 

"I don't like ugly things," the young prince muttered. He hopped over the blow, balanced on two heads, whirled around, and  then  delivered seven lightning thrusts through the brute's chest. It perished before it hit the earth,  but Paris’ forced pause bought the drakuls’ the time they needed to move out of his path.  

As a result, Paris  lost his  balance and  nearly fell to the angry mob . 

Whoosh! Puchi!

Luckily, a hail of arrows descended around him and  struck the drakul . The drakul quickly moved away from the strike zone, inadvertently creating space for Paris to safely land.  Just as  Paris  was contemplating his lousy position, a path opened up to his side  when a  body knocked over several others.

Sara blew the smoke on her fists, a smug grin on her face. "HoraHoraHoraHora!" Her joy was plain for all to see as she pounded her way through the drakul.

Leila's cover-fire and buffs from Lunette's song proved helpful as they routed the last of the drakul.

Eventually, t ired, but encouraged by victory, the party of seven plus one squared off against the king. 

The  drakul  king rose from his throne with the grace of royalty, his steps the swagger of battle veterans, and his  bloodied  eyes those of mass murderers. 

It raised his arm, and two weapons larger than man fell to the ground beside him. The first was a curved blade  while  the second  was  a battle-ax. Chains wrapped around the weapons led to two rings, which it clamped around its arm . When the weapons were secure, the drakul king  lifted the blades.

Silence echoed in the room as the players frowned at the name above its health bar.




	
Xeimdem the Drakul King: Lv. 85








 

Strong! It was too strong!  It was 15 levels above the soldier drakul!  What manner of beast was this!

Their hesitation did not go unnoticed. "What is this? Are you scared?" Xeim mocked. "Choose to surrender now, and I might consider sparing your lives."

Stryke's grip tightened around his sword as he swallowed hard. "Scared?"  The little knight let out a low chuckle.  "Ah, maybe I am. But you know, there's this much scarier guy..."

Sara stepped forward, pounding her fists together. "Right, right. He's rude, annoying, completely clueless to a maiden's feelings-"

"But when in a pinch, there's no one you'd want more watching your back," Paris finished, brandishing his rapier to his chest as he took a calm breath.

Shadow morphed beside them, blades at the ready. "He can be insanely reckless-"

"But he ends up with a victory either way," Lunette said, her  eyes  bright with resolve.

"So, if all we have to do is hold you till he gets here," Yuna muttered, hands tight on her staff.

"We shall do so with no fear," Criag declared.

"Why? Because once he gets here..." Leila said.

"You're as good as dead!" they chorused.

Pa! pa! Pa!

Xeimdem 's slow clap echoed around the hall. "Beautiful. Top-notch drama. I should consider hiring you as court jesters."

"Bastar-"

"Shut it kid!" Xeim dem  spat. "Come at me and meet your ends."

With defiant cries they charged the beast.



Thirty minutes later,

Xeim dem  shrugged off Leila's arrows as it kicked Sara in the stomach. It launched the worn-out girl through a pillar, and she was lucky to avoid the falling debris. Yuna drained the last of her mana to heal the fallen pugilist, but even that only kept her alive. She was out of the fight. And she wasn't the only one. 

Of the eight, only Leila, Paris, and Shadow were still in the fight.

They had managed to reduce Xeim's health to half, but it had gotten fiercer as the fight wore on. To make things worse, the game's in-built fatigue system dulled most of their current attacks.

Shadow flitted around its shoulder and back, slicing wherever he could, but fatigue got the better of him, and he  ultimately  slipped. 

Xeim dem  grabbed  Shadow’s  limp body and tossed  him  across the room, where he rolled to a stop, unable to move.

Paris side-stepped Xeim's subsequent strike, and but could not dodge the follow-up. He blocked with his rapier, but he was launched next to Shadow, where his blade shattered to bits.

Leila put up a good fight, effortlessly dodging its strikes as she kept up her barrage. However, the mental strain caused her to miss a puddle of sweat on the floor. She slipped and collapsed . She then made to stand, but  fatigue preventing her from moving any further.

Xeim dem  grinned as it raised its ax high... and  then  swung down!

"Leila!" the party screamed to no avail. The huntress could barely keep awake, let alone move.

Vwhoosh! 

BOOM!

A black direwolf whisked the huntress away as Xeim was launched upwards and backward by four rapidly spinning arrows drilling through its left and right shoulders. 

A being of the darkness stepped into the hall, the emblem of a howling wolf glowing on his forehead. He nocked arrows into his bow, his cold eyes, promising death to his target. "You raised a hand against my guild.  Now, p repare to pay the price..."

            

    
        Chapter 48: Battle for Riven (IV)

    
    
    
    
                Kashi glared at Xeimdem as he put down his bow. The skill he just unleashed originated from the 

His attack came from the Realm Piercing skills he had obtained from the Ferulic quest.




	
Realm Piercing Technique 1 :  

Arrows rotate in place, increasing penetration by 50%. Additional 60 Wind damage.

Cost: 300MP





	
Realm Piercing Technique 2 :

Drastically increases draw and arrow speed. Accuracy increases with each shot.

Cost: 500MP





	
Realm Piercing Technique 3 :

Aims for the targets' weak points with pinpoint accuracy. High chance of paralysis.

Cost: 600MP





	
Realm Piercing Technique 4 :

Increases arrows shot each round by 1. Max number dependent on technique mastery.

Current max: 7

Cost: 1000MP





	
Realm Piercing Technique 5 :

Grants full control of all equipped arrows. At high levels, you can combine arrows. Mana is consumed to 0. Will absorb health if mana is below 2000.

Cost: 2000 MP








 

Kashi  named them  [ Drill ] ,  [ Automatic ] ,  [ Hawkeye ] ,  [ Extra Round ]  and  [ Gilgamesh ]  respectively.

"Kashi!" cried the weary warriors, faces bright with relief.

The daeben walked over to Leila, who  was struggling to  keep conscious and lifted her gently.

"What took you so long?"  Leila  asked through bated breath and a pained smile.

"Sorry. I had to make a few stops. At least you  got  a good fight  out of it, right?  Would have been a short one if I got here earlier," Kashi joked as he set her down close to the entrance. Her eyes closed, and her breath evened out as Yuna, and the others walked over.

"You guys okay?" Kashi asked.

"Nothing some sleep won't heal," replied Stryke.

Kashi checked with the others. They all had dangerously low HP and MP but had been smart enough to cease engagement once their bodies stopped  obeying  them. Like Stryke said, some hours of sleep, and they would recover most of their health. The more severe injuries could quickly be addressed with his first-aid skill.

Rumbling from behind  alerted Kashi to Xeimdem’s  recovery.

Kashi  retrieved his remaining mana potions from his inventory and handed them to Yuna. "Drink these and heal the others. Keep a shield around yourselves till this is over."

Yuna nodded and downed the potions quickly, smacking her lips at its bitter taste. She cast  [Healing Sphere] , and  then  [Armadello] . The first spell created a dome around her that healed anything inside of it. The second created a  reinforced  dome forcefield that blocked  most attacks . Both  skills  drained MP over time, which was why  Kashi gave Yuna so many vials .

"Good luck," Paris said.

Kashi nodded and turned around, Kira, by his side.

Xeimdem grip tightened on his sword and ax, eyes burning with anger. "Are you the one they call Kashi?"

"The very one," confirmed the daeben, as he  casually walked  towards the  drakul  king.

Xeimdem copied his actions, walking over to the daeben. "You have quite the influence. They really believed you would make a difference."

"Who needs faith when you have facts?"

"I'm sorry. It sounded like you said its a fact you'll best me."

Kashi squared off against Xeimdem, bodies all but touching. He matched the king's glare with one of his own, their breaths mixing in the close proximity. "It is what it is."

Xeimdem 's head rocked back in laughter. He bared his teeth in a toothy grin at his challenger. "Then come! Prove your worth and seize my throne with your hands!"

The daeben matched his grin with one of his, filled with base insanity. "Ah, that's the plan. I have no interest in your throne, though."

Xeimdem scoffed. What a lofty boast indeed. "Fine by me." 

Xeimdem and Kashi turned around and took steps away from each other.

One... three... five!

Xeimdem suddenly turned around and swung his ax.  Swoosh!   Kashi dodged and  then  rolled to his knees. He released three arrows from his bow. Xeimdem smacked them with his sword then dashed at the  daeben . 

Bark!

Kira  suddenly lunged at Xeimdem from his left and then sunk her teeth into his raised arm. Unfortunately, Xeimdem shrugged her off with a sharp swing that sent her flying  in Kashi's direction. 

Kashi caught her,  and  Xeimdem used the opening to strike again.

Kashi  dropped Kira to raise his arms above his head. Boom! He barely caught the blade before it crashed into his skull, but he was forced down as he  shouldered the blow's burden. 

Before Xiemdem could recover its ax,  Kira,  bounced off the ground and then  slammed the bulk of her body into the king's exposed midriff.  The blow forced Xiemdem to stagger back, which in turn bought Kashi opportunity and time needed to push away the ax. 

Kashi fired three arrows in retaliation, but to his dismay, there was no visible damage after hitting Xeimdem head-on as  a result of its armor.

Xeimdem, however, did stagger back, and Kira seized the opportunity to bite away at its armored belly . Angered by  the direwolf’ s persistence,  Xeimdem  slapped her with all  his  might,  sending her flying . 

“You!”  Xeimdem  sensed danger and  looked up to see Kashi with a fully drawn bow.  He swung his sword at the daeben but he  vanished.

Puchi! 

Three spinning arrows drilled  into Xeimdem’s back,  causing  him  to roar in anger . He  spun around  and then  lunged at the daeben  while  swinging  his  weapons like a madman.

Trapped between ax and sword, Kashi was left with no  quick exit.  He  barely  dodged each attack by a hair's breadth  and parried  those he couldn't avoid with his bracers. He  chose to carefully wait out the onslaught until he found  an opening. 

“Coming!”

Kira gave him exactly that.

The direwolf’s  loud barks gave the king pause as she lunged at  his back .  Xeimdem gritted his teeth. He realized this was a rare opportunity to kill the daeben, but he could not risk exposing his stomach to the direwolf. Ultimately, Xeimdem chose preservation over annihilation and thus  redirected his  blades to strike down the direwolf.

Poof!

To his shock, however, Kira’s puffed into smoke and harmlessly phased past its arm. Before Xeimdem could recover, the direwolf solidified behind him and then sunk her teeth deep into his armor.

Crack!

Iron, blood, and flesh exploded as Kira tore out a significant chunk of his calf. Buoyed by her success, she snapped at Xeimdem’s ankles,  but a solid kick to her jaw forced a temporary retreat. 

"Hey!"

An enraged Xeimdem moved to follow up, but Kashi’s shout drew his attention. He  turned to see the daeben's bow fully drawn, with dark energy gathering at the tip of his arrows.  Xeimdem’s eyes narrowed as he spat, "It's useless. Your puny arrows can not pierce me."

Kashi smirked as he let fly. "You think?" 

Boom!

Xeimdem cried out in pain as the missiles tore clean through  his  shins  and swept his legs  off the floor. The daeben swiftly followed up with arrows through its shoulders and chest, releasing them at blinding speed. 

The  drakul king  couldn't manage a scream as the relentless barrage suspended it in mid-air. The armor could only take so much punishment, and soon enough, it  began to crack in several areas.

Kashi did not miss  this opportunity . He used  [Hawk Eye]  to lock in on the cracked areas, nocked seven arrows at once,  and  then fired  [Drill] . The spinning arrows smashed through the cracks, then ripped right through the monster. 

Xeimdem fell to the floor  with streams of blood pouring out of  gaping holes around  his  body.  He  forced itself to  his  knees,  while it engaged in a futile struggle to stem the blood . 

Soon enough, Xeimdem understood that he could not recover from these injuries. If he had stopped the warriors from killing his mages, then maybe they could have healed him. Alas, his arrogance would demand the ultimate price.

Xeimdem, rather than cry or weep, sat upright, and then said with a wry smile,  "So, I finally meet my end ?" He looked up at  his  executioner  with hate-filled eyes as he challenged,  "Will you kill me now? Bring my head to your people and claim,  ‘ Justice is Served!? ’  Huh ?! *cough* *cough*. ” Xeimdem’s heart bled with anger as he recalled the drakuls’ pitiable state during the Daeben Wars. “ Your stupid wars forced us from our land, and now you come back to claim this one with a pretense of righteousness!?" 

Xeimdem  forced  himself  to stand  amidst  a pool of  his  blood. Despite  his  dire situation,  the drakul king’s  eyes held a burning fire that defied all its attackers stood for. "I will never surrender this land to hypocrites like you!"

Kashi sighed  and then wrapped his bow over his shoulder . "Then you need not fear. I am far from a hypocrite."

"Ha, that is what you all say,"  Xeimdem  managed through short rasps of breath. "I know your kind. Humans, Elves, Dwarves... you're all the same. You take what you want when you want, then justify it with fancy words."

"You're certainly right about one thing,"  replied Kashi  as he took a step toward the  fallen king . "I do take what I want when I want it. But you know, I won't give any excuses. Personally, I have nothing against you. So your people were slaughtered, and you took over this city in turn. That is none of my business. You killed the citizens? You won the war, so it is your right.  No,  I did not attack you because of some sentiment over past wrongs, nor I am here as a  little loyal  soldier 'fighting for his country.'"

Every step the daeben took toward Xeimdem  sent  shivers down  his  body. Kashi's dead eyes made  the king’s  skin crawl, and the daeben's voice quickened its beating heart. "Then, why?"

"Why, you ask? It's simple .”  Kashi  ultimately  drew abreast with the king.  He raised his head and then looked at Xeimdem, the drakul king in the eyes, as he declared,   “ You are in my way."

Kashi 's  declaration  froze the proud king in place.  His  voice caught in  his  throat  as he  tried  in vain to stave  off the  daeben’s  immense pressure .  Determined not to lose to the intimidating elf,  Xeimdem   rose  to its full height . With a self-deprecating chuckle, he muttered,  "I do not understand."

Kashi, in reply, stated with a deadpan delivery. "I am going to unite this chaotic world under my flag. You are in the way of my ambition."

The corners of Xeimdem's lips curled up in a wide grin. "You, you are insane."

Kira walked up to and then sat at Kashi’s side. She looked at Xeimdem and nodded.  “Can’t argue there.”

Kashi ignored Kira’s jibe and replied with a shrug. "The greatest men are always insane."

“Well, don’t know about great, but you are, how did that man put it again, “Missing a few bolts” at least.”

"Ha, Hahahahaha!" Xeimdem's laughter echoed around the palace grounds. "That is true! Fine then, I concede this defeat. My people and I fall under your mercy."

Kashi held out his hand with a confident smile. "Welcome to the Hopeful Maggots."

Xeimdem grasped it. "It is my ho-"



"This damned idiot!" a figure shrouded in darkness  cursed atop the  castle roof. "I  invested too much in you for you to fall this easily.  Do you have any idea what  they’ll   do to me if you fail?"  The figure  pulled out a soul stone, which it held in gloved hands. "Delusion to Seclusion, Dreams to Reality, The wish of the fool be granted that he might regain enlightenment." 

The stone cracked, then disintegrated to dust, which was swept away by the turbulent winds.



"Gaaah !" Xeimdem  suddenly cried out as he fell to his knees, his expression contorted in tortured pain. The kind clawed at his chest and then glared at the ceiling through bloodshot eyes. "Wait! Please, stop! This is not the agreement!"

Kashi, stunned by the sudden development, crouched  by Xeimdem and asked,  "Hey, are you alright!?"

"Run," Xeimdem managed between cries of pain.

"What's wrong?" Kashi asked, placing his hand on Xeimdem's shoulder. He regretted it.

BAM!

Xeimdem slapped  Kashi  halfway  a cross the room and through a pillar.  Kashi almost struck the wall, but Kira chased, and then caught him before that happened.

  The drakul king   rapidly  punched the earth, drawing blood as its other injuries begun swiftly closing up.  The king’s  cries grew even louder and more strained as  several  bones  shattered, and  his flesh stretched out to assume a new body.

Rumble…

Kashi shook his head as he exited the rubble, only to freeze at what he saw.

Where Xeimdem once stood now sat a lesser drake . Drakes were like dragons, but rather than four legs, they had two, while their ‘hands’ were joined to their wings. Generally, they were smaller and much less intelligent than dragons.   Most significantly, however, drakes, unlike dragons, could not use magic. 

Xeimdem’s  pained howl echoed throughout Riven, drawing the attention of  every  soldier present.  

Bang! Boom!

The deranged Xeimdem  dashed forward and slammed itself into several supporting columns, then smashed out of the debris from the balcony that fell on it. 

Kashi watched with worried eyes as it  randomly  spewed fire, narrowly missing Yuna's party on several occasions. Its agony was plain to see as it randomly smashed and burned everything - including itself. The daeben squeezed his fists, severely annoyed by the events. Someone had just robbed him of a critical ally, and they would pay. But first, he had to prevent the dragon from doing irreversible damage.

Stepping out of his hiding spot,  Kashi  called out  to  the beast. "Hey! Over here. You want to fight something? Try me on!"

The lesser drake whirled around, eyes fixed on the daeben. It lunged at him, teeth bared.

“ Kira! ”

Kira launched a sneak-attack on the drake’s tail.  Crunch!  She sunk her teeth deep into the drake’s tail, causing blood to spew around her. The drake roared in pain and then whirled around in an attempt to throw off Kira .  Eventually, the drake  swung its tail towards its body . 

Kira let go, allowing the  momentum to propel her onto its back.   She  then  dug her claws into its scaled back  and  began ripping through it. 

The drake trashed about in pain in attempts to toss the  dire wolf off its back. However, even crashes into walls could not usurp the determined  dire wolf. But then something strange occurred. The drake froze in place, scales rattling as if scared of something.

Kira released her grip on its back as she too felt the  scary pressure .

Both she and the drake slowly turned; trepidation forced the drake steps backward as it did so. Its eyes rested on the source of its fear: Kashi, enveloped by dark miasma, had his right hand outstretched at the beast. His bloodlust and aura had tripled, which forced the drake to gasp for air.
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"Ye who writh e s in pained anguish," Kashi chanted while the miasma shrunk, then concentrated around his quivers, "To dust ye shall return." His arrows, controlled by the  aura , floated out of the quiver s  and formed a rotating dome around the drake. "That ye shall rest eternally." 

Kira jumped off the drake as the arrows spun in place, emitting a foul screech akin to mad birds. 

Kashi closed his outstretched hand.  “ [Gilgamesh] ”

Six hundred and seventy-three arrows drilled through the drake in unison, ripping off limbs in the process.  Blood splattered across the throne room as the drake crashed to the ground.  Its impending death must have reversed the curse because the drake ’s body morphed  back to Xeimdem amidst  its pained  cries.

The king of drakuls lay on his back, struggling not to choke on his own blood. He looked over to the daeben who had defeated him and smiled wryly. "That... was a... nice... fight."

Clutching his right arm, Kashi knelt beside the proud king.  He frowned when he saw the extent of the king’s injuries. This was not something a potion or healer could cure. Xeimdem was only alive through sheer force of will. Kashi shut his eyes in regret of what could have been.  "Ah, it was an honor."

Xeimdem looked up at  a  mural  on the ceiling that depicted  the great tree Yggdrasil and the many races beneath its loving embrace. "You know, I... used to hate that painting. Humans, elves, dwarves... If you... are not born of... those... races, you are not even seen as sentient. There was never a good god who would watch over our kind to make sure we stood on equal footing. No, we had to work ten times as hard as the others just to live. ” Xeimdem coughed up blood as his eyes narrowed with crazed excitement. “ I wonder, if not a god, then why don't I bet on the devil!"

Xeimdem grabbed Kashi's arm and sunk  his  nails deep into  the daeben’s arm . "I bet the life of my people on you. Raze this mad word and give  them  the home  they  seek."  Xeimdem released his grip, but his nails remained  embedded in the daeben's arm . Within moments the nails melted, into  Kashi's bloodstream, leaving nary a scar.

Kashi frowned and looked at his arm. "What is this?"

Xeimdem forced a weary smile. "My people will follow you. They will live and die by your order. Such is the way of the drakul."

Kashi inspected his arm. A  tattoo of a  wingless dragon  rose from the ‘stab point’ and then  curled around his forearm, seemingly asleep.  The daeben shook his arm. When the tattoo did not respond, he pushed it to the back of his mind and then said to Xeimdem, "Then, so be it. Your sacrifice to my path shall be rewarded."

"You have my gratitude," Xeimdem whispered, his voice giving way to the slumber that called. He stretched his hand to the ceiling, eyes fixed on the fabled tree. "Tell me, what was I like as a dragon?"

Kashi grasped his arm. "Splendid. You are a magnificent dragon."

"I see... That is goo —"  Thud .   The fallen king, having fulfilled his wish to grant his people a future, ultimately breathed his last .

Kashi stood up and saluted the proud king. "As proud in life as you are in death, may Aethir grant you a better life on your return from the circle." He looked at the tattoo on his arm. "Though your soul may rest in peace, your body still has work yet to be done... Kira."

The daeben stepped away from the body and  then  watched  Kira  devour  t he once proud king. 

Once  Kira was done, Kashi’s legs  buckled, and he fell to the ground, exhausted from the battle. The final skill had depleted his MP to 0 and his health to 600. Considering he'd been fighting non-stop all night, it was a wonder he'd lasted as long as he did.

Kira sat next to him and rested her head on his lap. He stroked her ears  and  heav ed  heavy sighs of relief. "It's over. It's finally— ”

!!!

Kashi and Kira suddenly sprung in opposite directions.

BOOM!

It proved to be the right decision as f ragments of a broken pillar smashed into the earth where  they  had been seconds ago.

"Who is it!" cried  Kashi  as he whi rled  around to face the entrance.

Clad in red, Absalon's eyes bore unbridled anger. "I gave an explicit order. The king was to be left to me!"

Although he had never met this man, Kashi instantly knew who this mage was. "I take it you are Absalon? ” The daeben’s eyes grew cold as he rose to his feet.   “ Sorry, but in case you forgot, I am not part of your army; hence I have no obligation to follow your orders .”  

Absalon frowned. Indeed he did not have any recollection of this daeben. There was no way he would not know of someone this powerful if they were in his army. "Who are you? State your name and affiliation."

"I'm nobody. ” Kashi snorted. “ My name doesn't matter, and I belong to the go-fuck-yourself guild."

Absalon's eyes clouded over as he raised his right hand. "Know your place." 

A  mandala  appeared under the daeben .  Wuooong!  A powerful gravitational force pulled Kashi to the ground,  and he almost fell to his knees .

"Kneel !" Absalon ordered as he increased the strength of the spell.

With gritted teeth, Kashi forced his head to stay up as he resisted the tremendous gravitational pull. "I will never bend my knees to anyone!"

As if galvanized by his words, Kira burst out from behind piles of rubble.  She had needed a few seconds to digest her last meal, time which Kashi bought for her. A drake’s lifeforce was immense, and it ultimately showed in her rapid growth. She had almost doubled in size.  Her paws were larger than human's face, her teeth the length of fingers. 

With an angry bark, Kira  charged Absalon, who sent debris  flying  in her direction.  Kira, however,  easily dodged the missiles,  and t hen lunged at him.

A forcefield  blasted out from Absalon, and then slammed into the direwolf, sending her flying  away from him.

"Quite the magnificent beast. ” Absalon smiled at the snarling Kira and then looked at Kashi.   “ I will have you tell me where you obtained such a rare creature ." 

"Idiot,  you haven't fought enough," Kashi said through laughter as the tattoo on his forehead begun to glow. With a loud shout, he forcefully expelled aura from his body. The magic circle shattered beneath the daeben, and he grinned, despite the torrents of sweat that drenched his body. "You have little experience dual-casting. Or did you think only mages could counteract magic? Thanks to your outburst, I now know your abilities: Gravity and telekinesis. Judging by the fact I'm still standing, you haven't learned how to reverse gravity, nor can you control living beings with your telekinesis."

Realization dawned on Absalon, and he frowned in contempt. "Then earlier..."

"I possess neither hate nor contempt for my adversaries. ” Kashi’s cold eyes taunted the commander.   “ I simply riled you up to know what your abilities were."

"I must admit, you had me completely fooled. ” Absalon wore a stiff smile. It did not feel good to be punked by an unnamed brat. “ Again, I ask: who are you?"

Kashi retrieved the elixir he got as a reward from his  inventory and  then put on a pair of gloves. He downed the drink and  then  smiled as his  HP and MP returned to maximum, which, in turn, healed his previous injuries.

Kashi then  tossed some potions  to  Absalon ,  who, after identifying the contents, also drank them.   Both men were restored to their maximum health and mana, each with his own agenda for the city.

Kashi looked at Kira, who was watching him with an incredulous gaze. “Kira, you mind sitting this one out?” 

However, rather than answer, Kira asked,  “Why did you heal him?”

“A fair fight.”

“Since when do you care about that?”

Kashi chuckled.  “Some things can only be gotten by sacrificing something or taking the necessary risk.”

Kira snorted, but ultimately walked to the side, and then sat down.  “Do what you want.”

Absalon looked at the sitting direwolf, and then at Kashi. “You. What are you planning?”

"Come," Kashi beckoned  with a smile.  "A lot of people have been waiting for this."

Absalon's staff materialized in his right arm as he eyed his opponent.

Beneath the watchful eye of the great tree, the final fight for supremacy over River began.



Above the palace, a figure stood in the pouring rain.  He glared at the roof like he could see through it as he raised a knife. "Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots; you have been marked.  The  [Chaos Order]  s hall make sure you pay for your interference." The figure looked turned to the north. And then said through gritted teeth, “Brother, may we meet again in the halls of Chaos.” It paused, and then chanted, “In the name of Razznik the Destroyer.”

Puchi!

The figure disappeared, leaving a bloodsoaked robe on the roof as its only proof of existence.

 

            

    
        Chapter 49: Long Live the King

    
    
    
    
                Riven.

4:30 a.m. 10  th   Maha, 1092.

The  Throne Room.

The  most important room in all of Rosendun , where the  fate of thousands w as  dictated daily, was awash in strained silence.  The currently   politically  most powerful man in the  country  faced off against an unlikely but equally powerful opponent. To say it was the most crucial debate held in the hallowed halls  in decades  would be the worst of understatements. This was a battle that would undoubtedly shape the future of the country, and it  only fitted  that a fight of this magnitude ha d  an equally magnificent audience.

The first to the  throne  room were the drakul s. Having instinctively felt their king’s end, they poured in through the door behind Absalon. B ut if  t he  commander  felt  in any way  threatened ,  it did not show  on his stoic face.  

The drakuls that entered paused when they sensed t he atmosphere between the leader of the Hopeful Maggots and the ruler of Kert a . None dared intrude on them, a feeling reinforced by the tattoo on the daeben's forearm.

Close behind  the drakuls  were Kashi's lieutenants. 

The veterans from Kerta elbowed their way past the drakul, also pausing at the sight of the two leaders. Iason blocked Hektor's charge, shaking his head at the confused youth. His experience on the battlefield let him know when a battle should be one-on-one regardless of who had the advantage. 

This was a battle of pride, not a battle to live. It wasn't their place to interfere. The lieutenants took positions  by the west wall  next to Yuna and the rest of the Maggots , most of whom  had all but fully recovered. 

The final group to arrive  was  the blood-soaked Kertan soldiers led by Asha and Nyte. Their initial shock at being ignored by the drakul was increased when they saw who their general faced. As they took up positions by the right wall, their suspicions were confirmed.

"Isn't that?" whispered Asha.

"The merchant we exiled. The name was Cashy I think," Nyte finished. "To think he'd challenge the boss. We should have killed him back then."

"Nothing's changed. No one's ever defeated Absalon in a one-on-one. That weakling is as good as dead."

"Yeah," murmured Nyte as he recalled the hellish training Absalon forced on him. "This won't take very long."

And so it was, that in the bloodiest night of the city's history, the three factions paused to bear witness to a glorious finale   beneath the branches of Yggdrassil . Just a few meters away,  the prized Thorn Throne  awaited  its next occupant.

"Seems we've got ourselves quite the gallery,"  murmured  Kashi as he adjusted his gloves . A half-smile spread on his lips as his fingers clenched in anticipation. "Forgive my impertinence, but I will be going all-out from the start." 
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Absalon slammed his staff against the floor. "I wouldn't have it any other way."
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"Come!"

Crash!

In the blink of an eye, Kashi's unseen charge was blocked by a magic circle right in front of Absalon's face. 

"Heh," Kashi chuckled as his left fist struggled to break past the mandala. "Impressive."

Collective gasps echoed across the room at the daeben's blinding speed. But one man was not so impressed.

Absalon looked down at the daeben. "Speed isn't everything ,  amateur.  [Repel] ."

The mandala blasted Kashi away, but the daeben deftly regained his balance. He looked up to see missiles of debris speeding at him. He tracked their trajectory  and  then wove his way through them. Once out,  Kashi once more charged  at the Kertan mayor.

Bam!

Kashi’s fi rst punch fell on a mandala, but he retracted his blow before  Absalon could cast   [Repel] .  Kashi then spun around and kicked  at Absalon's head . Bam! Once again, another  mandala  barred his strike . Gritting his teeth,  Kashi  hopped over the immobile general and  then  attempted several more blows, but each was blocked by mandala s . 

"Weak," Absalon muttered.  “ [Gravity] .”

Kashi doubled over under pressure. Absalon slammed the daeben's chin with his staff, then tapped him on his abdomen. A mandala appeared on the daeben's midriff, then exploded.

Kashi coughed blood as he was sent flying across the room,  but h e caught his bearings and righted himself right before he hit the throne. He clutched his stomach and winced. Thanks to his decision to wear light armor, his body took close to the full brunt of most attacks. To make matters worse, he had not been hit with enough magic attacks to form a good enough resistance. He could not afford to take any more clean hits.

"What's the matter?" mocked Absalon. "Already done?"

Kashi wiped the blood dripping down his forehead. "My apologies. I seem to have underestimated you. I had hoped to hide these, but you leave me no choice."

Absalon’s brows furrowed. "Hide what?"

The daeben clenched and unclenched his fists as bright green aura burst out from his palms. The jagged light smoothed out as it spread around his body, adopting a silky glow about him. "Earth-Shattering Technique, Second Form:  [ Gaia ] .”

Absalon frowned at the sight. "What skill is that?"

Vwoosh!

Kashi's burst of speed caught the mage by surprise, but a fraction of a second before the hit connected, a mandala appeared before him. 

Unfortunately, it  wasn't enough this time. 

Crash!

The mandala shattered from the daeben's blow . The fist connected with the mage’s chin, sending Abslaon flying into the watching drakuls.  

Kashi smiled while he watched Absalon shirk off the drakul as he got to his feet. 

O ddly enough, rather than rage or contempt, Absalon seemed immensely pleased, denoted by his huge grin.

"Impressive," hailed Absalon. "I haven't met any adventurer capable of breaking my shield. I was beginning to think I'd have to travel to  Serisis  if I wanted to get a challenge." 

"You're not too bad yourself," Kashi admitted. "I don't know how, but you're pulling off moves which should empty most mana pools in seconds. You've got to tell me how when I win."

"'When' you win? Ha! You've got some mighty confidence if nothing else. ” Absalon snorted and then brandished his staff.   “ Fine then .   W hen I win, you will tell me about your skills. I haven't seen those used by a pugilist ever."

Kashi refrained from correcting him. No need to reveal he was actually a painter. That would only raise questions he did not want to answer. "Agreed. Now come. Let's end this."

"Very well." Absalon released his staff, and it floated horizontally in front of him. Spreading his arms over the weapon, he chanted.  “ [Assimilate]" Instantly, the  staff’s bark  peeled off as if sliced by an invisible knife, leaving a glowing light in its place. The red mage grabbed this light, and it enveloped his body .

BOOM!

A terrible aura burst out from Absalon’s body as his mana and strength considerably swelled.  [Assimilate]  broke down and then absorbed pure mana extracted from magic equipment into the caster. The skill boosted mana, and power in proportion to the weapon is consumed. Its downside, however, was that it not only destroyed whatever equipment it assimilated but also weakened the caster when the boost cycle was over.

Undaunted by  Absalon’s surge in power , Kashi  charged  forward.  Bam!  His first attack landed on a mandala  that instantaneously  blasted his arm backward .  Tap. Tap.  Kashi cycled his feet, taking advantage of the momentum to spin around.  Bam!  The daeben’s elbow struck the base of Absalon’s neck.

The mage lurched forward under the sudden blow, whirled around and cast  [Gravity] .  For the brief moment  that  Kashi was rendered immobile, Absalon released a flurry of punches at the daeben, leaving several mandalas wherever he touched.  

Boom!  

Absalon jumped back as the bombs exploded and then  raised his arm.  Clumps of debris rose from the ground to hover over the  daeben, their jagged edges trained at  the airborne daeben . 

“Die!” Absalon ordered and then  closed his palm . Boom! The debris crashed into the daeben with crazy velocity before he could right himself.   The Summoned  present witnessed the daeben's HP fall to zero just before dust shrouded the impact zone.  Absalon, especially wore a triumphant smile as he proclaimed,  "It's over."

“Uoooh!”

The Kertan soldiers erupted in cries of victory at their general's declaration. Nyte released a breath he didn't realize he'd been holding, relief apparent on his face. 

"Of course," Asha said, toying with her blade. "He never stood a chance against the boss." She looked across the room at Leila. "Now I can mess up that bi-" 

The look in Leila's eyes gave her pause. Those were not eyes of the defeated, nor were they eyes of desperation. No,  Leila’s gaze  held absolute confidence fixated on something...  o r  someone!  "Absalon watch out!"

"Too late," declared an ominous voice as five arrows zipped out the dust clouds.

A giant mandala blocked the spinning arrows, but the spinning missiles lost none of their momenta. Sparks flew as the drilling arrows fought against the obstruction. 

Crick!

Absalon blanched as slowly, but surely, cracks began to form on his absolute shield. They spread from the arrowheads, angling their way towards the center. The red mage watched, helpless as his shield crumbled before him.  The ensuing explosion shattered three arrows. One was sent off course, while the last only grazed his cheek.

"Hahaha! You missed!" roared Absalon as he prepared a new spell. "I won't be so careless again. This time I'll make sure you're dead."

A gust of wind blew off the dust cloud to reveal Kashi, bloodied but well alive. A green hue around him died off as he bent over, gasping for air, his HP somehow increased to 400. Once he'd caught his breath, he glanced up at his adversary. "Do you really believe I missed? I only needed one arrow to hit you, and..." he pointed at the injury on the mage's cheek. "That's exactly what happened."

Realization dawned on Absalon. He clutched his cheek, eyes wide in shocked rage. "You bastard! Posion?!"

Kashi nodded. He slung his bow over his shoulder and adjusted his gloves. His  gaze fixated  on the mage like a predator on its prey . "Ever heard of the Geruk frogs?" He asked, taking a step towards  the stunned mage . "They drop this really nasty poison when you kill them. With a decent alchemy skill, one can synthesize that poison with local wildlife to create all sorts of interesting effects."

Suddenly weak in the knees, Absalon staggered as he struggled to stay on his feet. "Wh-what did you do to me?" 

"Ah, that one took me a while to create .” Kashi continued to speak, unperturbed by Absalon’s question.   “ Had so many failed attempts too. I almost gave up, you  know ."

"What Did You Do To Me!"

"A splendid cocktail of Norcha's most deadly plants, stimulated by the Geruk poison. It forces  Slow ,  Exhaustion ,  Paralysis ,  and on rare   occasions,  Blindness ."

"You coward! Wasn't this a duel?!"

Kashi stopped  in his tracks. His brows rose as he gave Absalon an incredulous stare.  "What the hell are you talking about? This is a fight!  Who cares how I win?  Or do you think I'm some cheap main character from a manga all caught up on the 'right' way to  win ?"

Absalon struggled to keep his concentration as  the  Paralysis  and  Exhaustion  status ailments hit him. "No one will accept a coward as their king. The Kertan soldiers have seen your cowardice. Rumors will spread. You will be dethroned in weeks."

"You're right, except I don't want to be king. ” Kashi waved his hand, and shook his head.   “ I'm not one for the spotlight."

Absalon wanted to curse. "Then why are you doing this?!" His plans were ruined by someone who didn’t even want the throne? What kind of cruel joke was this? 

Kashi shrugged. "Would it be so bad if I said I just wanted to fight?"

"Bastard!" Absalon spat through gritted teeth.

"You're right. That was a lie. I have my reasons, but I'm not obligated to tell you." Kashi walked within a few feet of the struggling mage. "Now come at me with your strongest magic. The one you've been preparing during your sorry excuse for a distraction."

"Damn you!"  Since the daeben already knew what he was up to, there was no point pretending any further.  Absalon raised his arm in righteous rag e and then roared,   “ [Absolution] .”

Kashi doubled over under the weight of immense gravity as several mandalas appeared around him. They charged up with nefarious glows  that  signaled  the battle’s end .

"Idiot ,"  remarked Kashi with a despondent sigh.  "And here I thought I was fighting someone with experience."  Black aura enveloped him, rising in volume with each passing second. "This is not a computer game. Before you perform your final move, you have to be sure your target cannot dodge it." He instructed as he walked away from the blast radius. "See?"

Kashi faced Absalon, unfazed by the massive explosion behind him.

"H-how?! You shouldn't be able to move!" Absalon questioned, face white with fear.

"How you ask? I'm level 80 with 311 Strength and 291 Agility. Your gravity never had a real effect on me. I could have walked out at any time."

Absalon stared at the daeben with an incredulous gaze. "Then why didn't you?"

Kashi rubbed his temple, brows creased in disappointment. "It should be common knowledge that you do not reveal your cards until you can read your opponent."

"Impossible..."

"Ah, you were a good case study. But I understand everything about you now. It's time to put an end to this farce."

"Son of a bi-"

Bam !

Kashi's punch landed on a mandala, which blasted his arm back and chipped away at his health. He struck again, but this time his aura formed an extra hand and struck with him. Both arms were blasted away, but he did not relent. One more punch, one extra arm. With every failed strike, his punches got stronger, and the time between them reduced. His arms picked up speed. faster, Faster, FASTER! "raaaAAAAA!"  Kashi’s  cries ripped fear  the onlookers’ hearts  as they watched more and more arms form from his explosive aura. 

"You're a fool! ” Absalon roared from behind the mandalas. “ This is my strongest shield. You'll die before you can break it!"

Kashi paid no heed to the mage's words. He continued his assault, even as his health reduced steadily. He resembled a wraith   shrouded in darkness, a being of iniquity dragging down his prey to hell ,  even  at a cost to hi s life.  300.. 250..225..100... 

Crick!

79

Crrick..Crick!

42

Crack..

23... 

Crick

20..

15..

Crash!

The mandala s hattered to pieces under Kashi’s ferociousness. Beautiful mana particles reflected Absalon’s incredulous stare as Kashi’s fist rammed into his nose.

BAM!

The punch slammed  Absalon  onto the ground, but the daeben wasn't done. His eyes sparked white lightning as he unleashed a flurry of blows on Absalon. Each punch smashed the ground beneath them, burying the mage deeper. The mage's health dropped to a measly one as he raised his hand for the finisher.

"Get the fuck off!" cried Asha as she charged forward, unable to watch anymore. Hails of arrows struck the ground right in front of her, stopping her advance. She glared at Leila, who notched a set of arrows and trained them at her. 

“Stay your hand!”  At precisely the same time, Nyte released a shockwave from his weapon directed at the daeben. An ax sailed through the air, ripping the shockwave in two, then crashed against the captain's raised sword. "Shit!" He cursed as the shockwaves smashed harmlessly on opposite sides of the intended target. He looked up at Hektor, whose glare dared him to try anything funny. 

Kashi, unshaken by the attempted interruptions, revealed his technique’s name as he punched down, "Earth-Shattering Technique Fi fth  Form:  [ Asura ] ."

Boom!

Kashi's final strike reverberated through the entire hall. Several cracks erupted from his location and spread across the room, converging on the ceiling.  Boom!   The roof exploded from the strain, and its rubble crashed to the floor around the daeben.

The dust settled, revealing the daeben with his fist buried in the floor right beside Absalon's head.

Panting,  Kashi  retrieved his arm  and then said , "You're worth more to me alive. I could use your experience" He stood up and looked at the drakul. "Order the rest of your clan to stand down."

As the drakul ran out to carry out the orders, Kashi looked up through the destroyed ceiling at the  dark sky, which was slowly invaded by a red wave. “Is that dusk or twilight, again?” Kashi bathed in the red glow that  seemingly wash ed  away the dissipating aura. "Stage one clear," he whispered. 

Kashi then raised his voice and declared,  "This war is over! The rightful prince Parissius Vermillion will ascend the throne in the absence of any surviving family members. Any objections!?"

No one dared speak.  The drakuls already recognized Kashi as their leader, while the kertans were too confused to object. Meanwhile, Absalon’s loyalists did not dare attack for fear of Kashi retaliating against their commander.

However, the real deciding factor was the simple fact that Kashi was not laying claim to the throne.  If it was the rightful heir, then there was no problem. The throne  initially belonged to the Vermillion family anyway.

With these comforting thoughts, the Kertan soldiers dropped their weapons and knelt, arm on their chest in salute.

Fully recovered,  the king-candidate  Paris sisu Vermillion III  walked up to his benefactor, eyes moist with emotion.

"Don't cry," Kashi whispered. "You earned this."

"You have my undying gratitude..." Paris clutched  his  arm, where the tattoo of a howling wolf was hidden b eneath  his clothes. "...and fealty."

Kashi revealed a half-smile . "Now's not the time... my Lord. Your throne... and subjects await."  Kashi winced as Paris squeezed his shoulder, then walked past. 

The young prince... no, King hesitated in front of his throne.  Paris  ran his finger along the arms of the bramble throne. As uncomfortable as it was majestic, it reminded him of his father's words. 

"This throne, like the responsibilities of a ruler, may seem grand and spectacular from afar, but they are harsh and tiring. But if you carry out your responsibilities well, just as you'll get used to the throne, you will be loved by your people, and they will make your rule a peaceful and loving one."

Tears streamed down the King's cheeks, as he choked up, overwhelmed by a torrent of buried emotions and memories. "I'm back, father."

"Welcome back."

Paris  whirled around, but then realized it was Kashi who had spoken. 

Down on one knee,  with an arm  across his chest, the daeben smiled up at his companion. "Long live the King."

The Kertan soldiers, upon seeing their beloved ruler rightfully on the throne, forgot all about the  controversial  circumstances behind the ascension.  As Paris took a seat on the thorn throne, they burst out crying. Tears of relief; tears of joy; loud cries as it finally dawned on them. They'd won! Their capital had been restored to their hands. 



Restricted Sector

James Shouyou smiled as he watched the proceedings in Riven on a holographic screen. "That's good , Suzu-kun . Fight .   Destroy .   Bare your fangs at the world and grow stronger... stronger than anyone. We're running out of time..."

 

            

    
        Chapter 50: Dreadful Exposition

    
    
    
    
                News of Riven's capture spread like wildfire across  Rosendun . Bards sang of the valiant soldiers who braved death to restore order. Of the great red general who led his front line s  with courage, and his trusted lieutenants who led the assault on the towers. But the loudest of praises were heaped on the Great General Leila Lightwood, the shrewd tactical genius who dared  Riven’s  steep cliffs to launch a surprise attack on the  drakul  king. As the  ‘supposed’  leader of the Hopeful Maggots, it was later revealed that Absalon's guild was a sub-guild of hers. She had coordinated the attack with him in secret so as not to tip off the drakul.

Following the events of that fateful night, waves of change rippled over the  country.  First and foremost was the new King's strange decision concerning the drakul .  Not only did he forgive their crimes, but he urged co-habitation from his countrymen. He refused to give them a separate land of their own,  instead  insisting  that  all of Rosendun should live together as one. 

The first few days were hard on the drakul, as most men still harbored an intense hatred for their kind. But despite counsels against, King Parissius stood firmly by his decision.   However,  it has to be said that  were it not for the drakul's fierce loyalty and pride,  the king’s first policy in power  may very well have backfired. 

Where the other races showed hatred, the drakul emulated kindness. Where the others looked upon them with contempt, they returned acceptance.  The drakuls’ attitude stemmed from the vow they made  to make this work, and while  some  could argue they weren't actually at fault, the  drakuls  never brought it up.

Eventually,  the Rosens  began to feel shame for attacking  these prideful race,  who refused to stoop to their level. Slowly, but evidently ,  the attacks ceased. Bards  thus  lauded the King's decision to stick by his plan, as it would usher in a new age of peace in Rosendun. 

Elsewhere,  Absalon was promoted to  a guest- general of Rosedun's main army with his lieutenants, each commanding sizeable legions. 

The relatively unknown guild 'Hopeful Maggots' received  plenty  of plaudits from the people for their heroic antics behind enemy lines. They were granted  a piece of  land in Ranad, where a guild home was built in their honor. 

It wasn't long till  most  adventurer s under the sun  wanted to join the renowned guild . Unfortunately, the maggots’ stringent selection process weeded out ninety-five percent of the applicants, until eventually,  the clamor  for recruitment slowed to acceptable levels.

Meanwhile, under Leila's watchful eyes, Absalon led  an  army  comprised of the Hopeful Maggots and Rosendun’s forces  on their first real conquest to end civil wars and monster invasions in Rosendun . These troublesome spots had to be cleared before they could say the country was genuinely united under a single flag . Of course, this also meant removing the high-level beasts around the borders to open trade routes with other countries. 

This quest filled adventurers with a 'sense of purpose,' which most felt they lacked before. Many decided to join the army's ranks to try and work their way up. Others started actively forming guilds to rival Hopeful Maggots ’  undisputed control. A few others switched to crafts at the behest of the royal palace, which paid top Syros for well-made works. It was rumored this request for an influx of craftsmen also came from the Hopeful Maggots.

Naturally, for the craftsmen to succeed, gatherers were needed to work the environment and obtain necessary raw materials. And in turn, for the gatherers to  achieve success , they needed warriors to clear dangerous beasts from the surroundings. And finally, for the warriors themselves to succeed, it all came back to the excellence of the weapons craftsmen made. 

After all, it was soon clear crafted weapons were superior to store-bought stocks.

This rapid increase in activity occurred in less of a fortnight. Rivalries grew, new players flocked to Rosendun, and the economy flourished as a result of the influx of adventurers. 

In a month, there was a difference so stark; many could scarcely believe they were still in the same country. Racism had been all but squashed, guilds were growing left and right, and it seemed talks could soon resume with nearby neighbors. 

It was a change worthy of the history books, and the name on everyone's lips was Leila Lightwood: leader, healer, visionary, disciplinarian, and ridiculously beautiful  femme fatale . Most of the changes were rumored to have been proposed by her, and it was no wonder her guild was still the most feared despite having the smallest numbers of all.

BUT

Despite the glowering endorsement  Leila  and her guild-mates received, rumors float ed  in undercurrents. Stories of the true leader: a so-called demon who instigated the attack, devoured the previous king, and forced Absalon to submit.  Bards secretly sang t ales of  a  demon hound  that  dragged  his  enemies to the gates of hell. His name was unknown, but some claimed he may have once been a da eben .

With no proof, however, these stories were seen as uncouth slander against Leila's Maggots and were usually kept to backrooms and drunken bar talks.

Indeed, Rosendun had entered a golden age... but the man  primarily responsible for bringing it there  was nowhere to be found.



Hopeful GuildHouse,

Ranad .

6  th   Mazem, 1092.

The Hopeful Maggots  ‘leader’  had her head buried in piles of paperwork. Whoever said running a guild was easy didn't know what they were talking about. It was terrifyingly time-consuming, and she found herself  having to  forcibly tear herself away from the table when she'd spent way too long.

Leila placed her quill on the  desk  and rubbed her eyes.  After a moment, she  looked out the window at Fera's statue, which had been renamed to Fera's  S quare once it became a local attraction. She couldn't help but feel a surge of pride at the adventurers running about accepting quests and whatnot. The town had really grown, just as  he'd  said it would, and with the way things were going, even  his  crazy dream might be a reality.

A month had passed  since the Battle for Riven , yet humorously,  the last time she'd s et eyes on  the real leader was three weeks  ago. The lazy bum claimed he wanted to ex plore, and selfishly pushed all responsibilities unto her. 

Leila smiled.  Not that she minded . She enjoyed actually controlling her fate for once .  In reality, Adachi Ayumi’s life was  dictated by her father, corralled by her teachers and strangled by her peers. Here,  Leila  was in charge of her fate: a fact she relished to no end.

Leila   glanced beyond Fera’s Statue to the sky’s horizon. It was unknown who exactly she was thinking of when she  whispered, "Where are you?"



Northeast Rosendun

Achoo!

"I wonder if someone's talking about me," muttered a certain  daeben .

Accompanied by his trusted direwolf, and three adventurers,  Kashi  rode towards the northeast borders.



Auditorium ,

Restricted Sector .

Wednesday, 13  th   May 2043. 

Suzuki, like many others s ea ted in the medium-sized hall, wondered what they were called for. The young gamer could count almost thirty people in the room. Amongst them were familiar faces in the form  of  Saeko Minako and Jade Yuhi: two people he had spent a good portion of his offline time with. The only missing person was Taiga —

“Yo.” 

‘Speak of the devil.’

As if summoned,  Taiga  walked into the room dressed simply in a T-shirt and jeans. His hair and eyes remained as wild and intimidating, drawing nervous glances from those present.   The young man, unaffected by the glances, swept his eyes across the room. He grinned when he spotted Suzuki and took a seat beside him. 

"How's you been?" Taiga asked.

"Good."

An awkward silence  ensued.

Taiga, however, did not seem to care. "And your avatar? What's his name again?"

"Never told you."

"True." Taiga scratched his head. He still found it hard to believe just how anti-social the kid was. It was hard getting him to string words together, let alone hold meaningful conversations. "So, you have any idea what we're doing here?"

"Dunno. But I'd bet James is behind it."

Taiga picked up on the familiarity. "Been meaning to ask. How do you two know each other?"

Suzuki shrugged but  then  said, "He saved my life."

"N 0  kidding?" Taiga chuckled.

"Dead serious."

"Huh," Taiga snorted. "Doesn't seem the saving type."

"He's not. He's a demon who'll use anyone, even an underage kid to get what he wants. But since my angels don't come to work often, I gladly accepted his help."

Taiga raised a brow. "That's a bit dramatic."

Suzuki  looked at Taiga with an unsettling gaze . "You think so? My avatar's starting to rub off on me I guess."

"Odd choice of words, but I get what you-" James Shouyou's entrance gave  Taiga  pause. "I guess you were right about the culprit."

Shouyou was  soon  joined by Akari and Yukino. Each of them wore serious expressions  that  caused shiver s  to run through the class.

Shouyou started the introductions. "Thank you all for coming as soon as you were called. For those who don't know, I am Shouyou James, and this is Akari Seki. He spoke to you all on the first day , and  I'm sure each and every one of you are well-acquainted with the lovely Miss Asagi Yukino. She has been watching over you all, both mentally and physically. I heard some of you even got injured just so you could see her, but sadly she's already taken... somewhat." The mood lightened as they laughed at his jab.

Suzuki sighed and shook his head. It was really infuriating just how well that man could handle people. To be fair, though, he  too  had learned a thing or two from him.

Shouyou continued his address. "Most of you are currently wondering why you've been called here.  Well, the reason is simple: you  guys are  going to make history." He paused to let his words sink in, watching as their gazes flickered between confusion, curiosity, then tinges of excitement. At this stage, he continued, "When you first arrived, you were told this was to find a cure for the phenomenon called  p arallel... That was  only half-true . While finding a cure for parallel is certainly a by-product of this project, it is not the main focus."

Once again,  Shouyou  paused for effect.  When the room quieted down, he continued,  "What we're about to reveal to you is both top-secret and dangerous. Those in this room are the ones we believe can handle the pressure and risk that comes with this job. But, if you're uncomfortable, feel free to leave now. We won't hold it against you, and you can still stay on-campus for as long as you'd like."

No one moved from their seats. Of course, no-one did.  Shouyou  hand-picked them.

"Good. Seki'll take over from here. I wish you good luck."  With that, Shouyou  exited the room, leaving the inhabitants fixated on the director.

Yukino dimmed the lights as Akari set up projections on the screen.  A moment later, the bespectacled man opened with grim eyes,  "I'll get straight to it... Japan will soon be invaded, and we need soldiers."

It took a second for his words to full y  register, but when they did.. "EH?! What Did You Just Say!?" "Invasion!?" "From Who!?" "What The Hell Is This!?" "Who The Hell's Invading Us!?" "Why is this happening?"

Akari  allowed the crowd to scream  for a while, then raised his hand to silence them. Strangely, none had even made a move to leave the room despite their obvious displeasure. He had to admit: Shouyou knew his stuff, "They are a new coalition called the United Front. Right now, it includes the U . S, Britain, and the former U.S.S.R. China and North Korea haven't joined yet, but it's looking like they might eventually join up. Israel is set to announce its inclusion in the upcoming weeks. They will all invade."

Taiga whistled. "Whoa ,  Whoa ,  Whoa. Aren't we completely surrounded then? Do we even stand a chance? Few nuclear bombs, and we're K.O."

"Therein lies our sole advantage. They will... no cannot use nuclear weapons on us."

"Why not? If they cared about the public backlash, they wouldn't be invading in the first place."

"They don't care about the public's opinion on this. Soothing the masses will come after they obtain their objective."

"Which is?"

"The coils. Right now, not only are we the sole producers, but it's impossible to reverse-engineer, causing total dependence on us for power. ” Akari paused to adjust his glasses, then continued, “As you recall, the recent  ri se  in anti-global warming protests forced governments to seek alternative energy sources. Hydro-plants have too many negative environmental effects, so the Tesla coils became the de-facto energy source. Think about it. Having your entire country powered by an object you have no control over. Any half-intelligent leader would know this is a huge threat to national security."

"So if they can't make it..."

"Yes, just abduct the producers and force them to work for you."

"Wow. The world's really fucked up." He turned to Suzuki. "What you think?"

Suzuki shrugged. "It was only a matter of time before this happened. If anything, it's only happening this way because of the kind of country we are." He spoke a bit louder than he intended to, and his words drew curious glances from everyone present. Their eyes urged him on. 

Akari, intrigued, voiced the room’s intrigue, “Do go on, please.”

Suzuki glared at Taiga. He hated being in the public eye the most. However, just because he hated it, did not mean he would run away. The young man collected his thoughts and then  elaborated , "If I were a leader and I really needed a particular resource, I would get it, no matter who it belonged to. If trading doesn't work, I invade and steal it. Of course, to do this, the support of my people is needed, so I spin a tale or two. It doesn't have to be accurate, just enough to get the ignorant masses of my back.

“ In some cases, if done really well, it might even garner their support. Look at colonization where the colonists went  'to educate the barbarians.'  Or when troops are sent into other countries  'to quell the horrible, horrible incidents. ' But what every last one of these  'acts of selflessness'  have in common is the country or state involved always get something that didn't belong to them. And they get these with the thumbs up or general indifference of their people.

“ The problem with Japan is  that  we don't have enough terrorist activities to incite armed interventions . W e're arguably the most technologically advanced country, and we're often ridiculed for being  'too damn nice.'  Spinning a story to create a good reason for  an  invasion is just too difficult. So what do you do? Invade first, get what you want,  then  appease the annoying masses. Well, at least that's what I'd do."

The shrewdness in  Suzuki’s  voice caught everyone off-guard. It was kind of scary.   This guy wasn't just talking , h e meant every word he said. 

Taiga especially was impressed. "And here I thought you couldn't complete a sentence. Next thing I know, you're pouring out essays."

"He looks familiar. Who's he again?" Akari whispered in Yukino's ear.

She raised her PDA and brought up his profile. "Mato Suzuki, Age seventeen. L.N.E profile: Kashi. Level 82.  Guildmaster of the  Hopeful Maggots."

"He's the  daeben !?" Akari asked incredulously. "They are nothing alike."

"Interestingly, Shouyou-san's comments on him  say he is ,  ‘ few screws short of insanity... in a good way .’"

Akari looked at Yukino like she had uttered the most incredulous sentence in history. "Can someone be insane in a good way?"

Yukino shrugged and then said with a teasing smile, "I don't know. You'll have to ask him yourself."

Akari sighed. "I'll pass." He returned his attention to the room, which had erupted in a heated debate about the virtues of war. The instigator had somehow slunk into the background, letting them fight amongst themselves. In that vein, he and the  rumored, elusive bore similarities.

*cough**cough*

Akara  loudly cleared his throat, redirecting the  crowd’s  attention  to himself.  "To combat the incoming threat, we will have the  thirty-five  of you present test and improve our Gladiator series. Clear progress will upgrade you to the Ragnarok series, of which there are only six spots available. It is advised you keep playing Live no Evil as each of you has shown increases in your NS(Neuro-sync) levels since you started playing. That'll go a long way in aiding your integration into the Gladiator series."

Yukino stepped forward. "That is enough for today. We'll give you some time to let this sink in, but for those of you who want to get started immediately, we've decided to split you into  six teams.  Each team will live in suites here in the restricted sector. Don't worry, there's more than enough space for you all in the suites. In fact, most would find it a nice upgrade. The teams are as follows..."

Suzuki waited as names were called out . The completed  teams  met their new teammates and were then  handed brochures and keys to their new homes.

"Team four: Mato Suzuki, Minako Saeko, Yuhi Jade, Taiga, and Usman Taki."

Suzuki glanced at the familiar faces, then at a dark-haired young man with quite the charming smile.   He shook his head. Just great.  They were just starting, and his team was already a number short.  This should be a fun experience.....

 

            

    
        Chapter 51: Tavern Dance

    
    
    
    
                Residential Sector.

Wednesday, 13th   May 2043. 

The 'rooms' reserved for the selected teams were more like underground condos. 

Upon entry, Suzuki and his team gaped at the daunting size. A flight of stairs to the left led to the individual rooms, each as large as standard hotels. The ground floor had a  half-hexagonal shaped  depression at the north end  with a  single sofa fitted along the depressed walls. A ridiculously large screen hung on the 'magic' walls(which changed scenery via a switch to provide atmosphere). Past the living room to the right was a fully fitted kitchen with all the latest in appliances. A quick check showed provisions had even been stacked.

For Suzuki, it was his first time (in reality) he had ever been to a place as grand... and he didn't care. A quick glance at the essentials, and he was on his way to his room.

"Hold it!" Jade cut off  the young man’s  ascent . She barred his path, bright eyes challenging his.

A half-smile curled up Suzuki's lips. It was kind of hilarious. Though she was a rung above him, he was still taller than her.

Jade  frowned . She did not like his  mocking smile. "What is it?"

Suzuki, in reply,  shook his head. "Nothing. Never mind. What's the matter?"

"We need to talk about what just happened. I mean, wars and fighting and testing!? Didn't any of that faze you?"

Suzuki yawned. "Sure, it did." He patted her head as he walked past. "But I'm too tired to think about it now... Maybe tomorrow?"

Jade faltered, holding her head. Her cheeks flushed in embarrassment, which she  then  channeled into a  purposeful  rage. She grabbed his collar and yanked him back. "At the very least, greet the new guy." 

Suzuki turned to Usman. He stared at the young man for the longest of periods, then raised his right hand. "...Yo."

"Yo," Usman aptly replied  with an amused smile.

Having completed his task, Suzuki glanced at Jade. "There, I've greeted him. Can I go now?" 

"Not even close," Jade rebuked  and then  display ed  an impressive amount of physical strength  by  dragg ing   Suzuki  down the stairs.

Taiga chuckled at the boy's helplessness. "Girls really are scary creatures."

Saeko raised a brow. "What was that?"

Taiga  raised his arms in surrender. "Nothing. I said nothing."

"That's what I thought."

Jade forced Suzuki to the 'hole' (the name for the living room space) and sat him down. She motioned, and the others joined the reluctant young man on the sofa. "Seeing as we'll be working as a team from now on, I feel it's only fitting we properly introduce ourselves. I'll start. My name is Yuhi Jade. I'm nineteen, and I play as a level 72 fire mage in L.N.E named Elena. Special talents are hacking and styling." She  then  motioned to Saeko. 

Saeko chuckled and then said with a sigh,  "Minako Saeko . I am eighteen years of age. My L ine  avatar is a level 103  samurai  called Shoko." She ignored Taiga's mocking chuckle. "Unfortunately, the only special 'talent' I have is classified top secret." Her declaration raised brows, but considering where they were, it wasn't that much of a surprise.

Taiga followed up. He scratched his head as he thought of what to say. "Eh... name's Taiga. Nineteen... I think? Avatar's called Syel Rifatora. Currently level 90 bloodmage." He spotted Suzuki's spark of interest and grinned sheepishly. "Heh? Someone's finally paying attention. Well then, why don't you tell us about yourself. You've hidden it long enough, don't you think?"

Suzuki winced at the piercing gazes. He knew there was no way he could escape from this, and he wasn't really a big fan of lying to allies. He closed his eyes and sighed. "My name is Mato Suzuki.  I’m 17 , and a retired professional gamer. My  Line  avatar's Kashi. Currently level 82 and a painter. I have no special skills except for gaming."

Dun!

The room went deathly silent. 

"Did you say Kashi?" Saeko asked in a strained whisper. "The infamous hidden leader of the Hopeful Maggots?"

Suzuki frowned. "I guess he's not that hidden if you know about that."

Saeko  waved her hand, shaking her head. "No, no, it's a very closely guarded rumor. I only found out when I paid for information from  the assassin’s guild ."

"Is that so? That's good then." To divert attention from himself,  Suuzki  turned to the new guy. "Your name's Usmanu Taki-san, I believe?"

Usman chuckled. "You japs and your intonation. Just call me Taki. I can't bear you murdering the pronunciation every time."

"You're not Japanese?" Taiga asked, puzzled. Save for the blond hair  (which could have easily been dyed)  the young man looked every bit Japanese. 

"On my father's side ,” Usman clarified.   “ He's half  J ap, half Lebanese. Mother's Canadian. Well, strictly speaking, she's half- G erman," he elaborated with a short laugh. "I've got a nice continental blend, though the Japanese genes are much more dominant."

"Heh? How long you lived here? Your accent's near perfect."

"About three years?"  Usman  answered, then suddenly switched to an Osakan accent. "Ain' da hard pickin' up an accen' ya know?"

Taken aback by the sudden change, Taiga couldn't help but be impressed, which he punctuated with whistles and short claps. "Well then, I guess we know what your talent is."

Usman shook his head. "Nah, this isn't what I'd call a talent. It's something I picked up from moving a lot. My real talent's reading people."

"What do you mean, read people?" Jade piped in, as she dragged Suzuki down before he could carry out his trademark sneak escape.

Usman shrugged, a bit embarrassed by the general interest. "I’ve  liked observing people  since I was a kid . I wasn't the outgoing guy I eventually grew up to be. Instead, I'd sit back in class and soak in the conversations of my classmates. I'd watch their body language, my teachers', people on the streets,' and even animals. Then I'd try to make up stories of their lives based only on their dressing, demeanor, manner of speech, choice of words... heck even hairstyles. Anything to spice up the story. I practiced getting them as close to the real story as possible, and before I knew it, I was getting eight out of ten reads right. I became more outgoing, used my skills in games, and that somehow got me here."

"Uwah~ that's amazing."

"How about you do a read on us?" Taiga beckoned, intrigued. "Let's judge for ourselves how good you are."

Usman looked at the group. "Sure, if that's okay with the rest of you."

Saeko and Jade nodded their approval, while Suzuki sighed in resignation.

"Ladies first then," Usman said. He studied Jade with an intense glare. "Driven, loud, but only to those you trust. Terribly impatient, but loyal to a fault. You're a rebel. You choose to go against the norm but stay away from real trouble. Also impulsive. You do and say things before you have a chance to second guess them. Coupled with an insatiable curiosity, you're almost lucky to avoid any real disasters."

The girl in question stared. "I... I wouldn't call myself a rebel, but I guess you're mostly right. That's one right, I guess. Let's see how you do with the others."

"Haha, that's a relief ,” Usman chuckled, and then scratched his chin as h e examined Saeko. "Proud. Confident in your abilities. Extremely Intelligent, but there's someone you want to impress. A male figure: perhaps a dad, brother, uncle, caretaker? I don't know. But this person is the center of your world. Most of your... 'actions' are aimed at impressing him. What else? Ah, you're rather friendly even though you like to pretend otherwise and much more down-to-earth than you seem."

Saeko frowned, slightly uncomfortable form being dissected so easily. "You're pretty good; I'll give you that."

Usman laughed. "Not at all. I noticed you guys before today. The four of you stand out pretty well."

"Okay Maestro," Taiga mocked. "Read me."

Usman chuckled. "You are the most open of the lot. A good ol' open book wearing your heart on your sleeves. You've had your fair share of pain, losing someone you care deeply about. You mask your disdain for the world behind your daring attitude and try to at least enjoy as much of it as you can. But you're also fiercely loyal. Moreso to those you deem 'friends,' which are few and far between. But more than anything, you loathe personal weakness." He paused, losing the smile. "And you're heavily scarred by your own actions..."

A shadow crossed Taiga's face, but it was quickly replaced with a wolfish grin. "Eh? You seem to know a bit more than that."

"You got me... but I can't say the rest. It's too personal."

"Suit yourself. Well then," Taiga wrapped his arm around Suzuki's neck, "Why don't you read our little Sukki-chan."

"Sure. Easy enough." Usman studied the young gamer.



"Taki!"

Usman snapped to Taiga, shocked by the abrupt shout. He noticed Saeko and Jade, watching him with worried eyes. "...how long?"

"You blanked out for nearly five minutes," Taiga informed him. "Been screaming your name for three." 

The blond cradled his head, stunned by the amount of sweat, especially considering they were in an air-conditioned room. He wiped his face then smiled awkwardly at the group. "Don't worry. This happens from time to time.  I t ’s  a nasty side effect of over-concentration. I'll be fine after a good rest. Sadly, there'll be no more reading today."

"Che," Taiga muttered, disappointed. "Too bad. Wanted to hear your take on the kid."

"What's your class?" Kashi asked.

"Level 86 Merchant," Usman replied.

"Location?"

"Currently in Rosendun. Every smart merchant is moving there. Business is booming after all."

"Oh? Good to know."

"Why?"

Suzuki shook his head as he stood up. "Sorry I've got to go. Kashi's got an appointment he can't miss."

"What's this?" Taiga asked. "Kashi's got a girlfriend?"

"He's got a female friend," he replied deadpan.

Taiga flashed a Cheshire grin. "What I said."

Sighing, Suzuki turned to Jade. "Can I go now?"

"Sure. We're more or less done for the day."

"Alright then ." Suzuki    stood up and and then  said  as he left to find his bedroom . "See you guys tomorrow."

"See you," they chorused, with Usman watching the young gamer's retreat.



Later that night...

Usman sat in front of his work desk, flipping through files. He wore a mixed expression of trepidation, excitement, and fear. Every so often, he would find himself  tap ping aimlessly on the table. He would then grab his wrist, forcing himself to calm down, but it would only be a few minutes before the tapping resumed. This is why when a call came in on his laptop, he nearly fell over in fright.

He checked the caller  ID :  Boss.

Usma  stabbing the left clicker vindictively. 

No sooner had the caller (a disembodied voice) said hello , did Usman  explode ,  "What The Hell Was That!?"

"I see you've met our Mato-kun," the voice answered  with a chuckle . "How was your first meeting?"

Usman forcefully rubbed his forehead, teeth clenched tightly together. "...that kid, there's something seriously wrong with him." He forced his shaking hands to still as he said, "How can anyone live like that?"

"What's your assessment?"

"He's uh... what word do I use to describe him... empty. Yes, empty. I've seen many kinds of horrors but never have I seen someone like him."

"Elaborate."

"The kid's a black hole. I. . . t T ere's nothing to elaborate! There is no fucking Suzuki Mato!"

There was a short pause , then the voice said,  "Good. That's some good work, Taki-kun. We'll be expecting more reports. In the meantime..."

"I understand. I won't let him catch on. But what i-"

Knock Knock

Short, purposeful rasps on  Usman’s  room door drew his attention.

"I'll be right back. Someone's at the door," Usman  excused himself and then  walked  to the  door. He opened it to see Suzuki, but there was something off ,  something he couldn't put his hand on.

"Here," Kashi said, handing him a paper with instructions scribbled on it. "Meet me there. I will only wait for three days."

"O-okay? What's this about?"

"Sorry," Kashi  said. "You'll find out only if you go."  He then  returned to his room, leaving Usman alone in front of his door, stunned silent.

Usman  shook his head  and then muttered to himself, "This just keeps getting better and better." Pocketing the note, he walkver to his desk and sat down . "I'm in. He's invited me."

"Kashi did? Good, even better. Follow his orders when you meet up with him. The daeben must get everything he wants."

"The daeben? You mean Mato-kun, don't you?"

Another pause. Even longer, this time. "...You said it yourself, didn't you? There is no Suzuki Mato…  Not yet at least."



Northern Rosendun.

Though the Rosen army had begun cleansing of these areas, unfamiliarity with the terrain, wildlife, and hostility from basically every corner had severely hampered progress. As a result, most of the countr y’s  resources which weren't occupied in restoring the capital and neighboring towns to their former glory were tasked with ending the war s  in these parts

A tough call for any man, Great General Absalon, soon after assuming his position personally led players and armies into the hotly contested regions. The experience points gained were an excellent lure for  Summoned, while guaranteed loot drops lured the adventurers. So on, there were clear signs of progress.

Despite this, there were still many zones that the Rosen army and adventurers had not yet reached. One of  these  was the forest town: Chercreek. More a village of lawless individuals, it was a wonder the population had not dropped to zero considering how many people died every day.

Inside this town, a daeben opened his eyes for the first time in days. Dressed in casual clothes, he stepped out of his room to a balcony overlooking the bar. He half expected mad brawls with people flinging wine bottles and maybe a death or two. But he was met with quite a pleasant sight.

Men  and  women, some still fresh with blood from their latest victims ,  sat still, transfixed  by  the beautiful duo performing on the stage. Between Shadow's awe-inspiring guitar skills, and Lunette's enrapturing song and dance, it was little wonder no one moved a muscle. 

Kashi  noticed Hektor and Kira listening aptly as well and smiled, amused by the sight. Both of them would deny fervently if he ever brought this moment up, but it was nice to see their solidarity.

Kashi walked down to the bar just as the duo switched to a more upbeat song. The patrons clearly bought into this new tune as they happily clapped and danced along . It had become a cult favorite among bards across the country.

He's dark, he's black, he'll eat your heart out!

Wit 'ere demons, he marches on! He marches on!

Beware, O King, he's coming for your throne!

Bu' he ain' gon' si' on it' because i' ain' his own!

And so we sing it: Oho-ohO! 

Let them hear it: Oho-ohO!

Cause  he's  d ark, he's black, he'll eat your heart out!  


            

    
        Chapter 52: Future Plans

    
    
    
    
                Chercreek, Rosendun.

12th   Mazem, 1092.

Denizens of Chercreek gathered around the blacksmith's shop, fighting for space in line. 

"What's going on?"

"You don't know? This new group came into town last night, and their leader's unbelievable with a hammer. Says he'll only be here for a day, so everyone's putting up their weapons to be improved. Best get your ass moving or be left wanting."

The clamor was attested to the daeben plying his trade for a small pittance. The owner of the smithery, Garv, was content to let the bo y  work his magic as he had been promised a whopping  sixty  percent of all profits. 

Not a bad deal at all, considering the number of customers pouring in.

Kashi looked up from his work to Garv. "You have my gratitude for granting me this favor."

"Haha, no way," Garv playfully refuted. "Hell, I feel I'm leaving you hard done. While you still have a ways to go in pure smithery, your innovative designs and ability to enchant your works rank you above me. It's quite rare that I have so many customers in a week, let alone a month."

"Not at all. Your equipment is the only reason I can produce such good works. I would pay a fortune to have a forge as good as this."

"Hahaha! Of course," Garv guffawed. "Everything from the stones to the fire-stones  is  rare after all!"

The daeben returned to his work, keeping his voice level as he asked, "Rare? But these don't look any different from regular stones."

"Well, of course.  A  Stone ’s  still a stone  regardless of where you get it ."

"I imagine it must have been difficult obtaining such rare items."

Garv rubbed his rough beard, a smile curling up his face. "Yeah, it wasn't easy. I had to travel to Nux Xon. We were twice lucky just to make it there and back."

"Nux Xon? Isn't that in Merriheim?"

Garv raised a brow. "You know of it?"

"Only hearsay. I plan on traveling to Drakase in the coming  weeks ."

A shadow crossed the blacksmith's face. The room suddenly chilled despite the blazing heat from the forge. "I wouldn't do that if I were you ,” warned Garv.   “ Crossing into Merriheim has worsened over the years. Over the past five years, none have attempted entrance and returned alive."

Kashi's hammer hung over the sword. "But,  a passage remains , I presume?"

Garv hesitated.

"I will go, with, or without your guidance."

"Argh , y outh these days. Fine, do you have a map?" Garv conceded.

Kashi placed the hammer on the floor and retrieved a map from his inventory. "This is the most expensive map I could find in Kerta. Said to be accurate up to six months ago."

Garv took the map and spread it on a work table. "Then it is as good as useless outside Rosendun. Still," he pointed to the Rosendun's northeast borders. "The borders are accurate enough. The areas surrounding both borders is laden with very high-level monsters. By the  Adventurers’ Guild Monster Ranks , they should be in the range of 103 to 140... and most travel in packs. If you want to have a chance, you have to take Suvron's Pass. North of there is Suvron's  D esert."

Kashi frowned at the land referred to as Suveon's desert. "Isn't that area too small to be considered a desert?"

"True. But it's only the first of many defenses the dwarfs set up to prevent entrance to Merriheim. Rumors speak of artificial suns that make the heat absolutely murderous. It may be small, but even if you somehow manage to survive the heat, and thwart the local wildlife, you'll be easy pickings for the dwarfs."

"That is odd. I took the dwarfs  to b e weak sorcerers."

"Oh, they are ,” confirmed Marv.   “ But rumors claim they recently allied themselves with an unsavory group adept at magic."

"Oh? ” Kashi’s eyes twinkled with interest. The gamer in him could smell a hidden quest or secret.   “ This group have a name?"

"Not sure. There's all sorts of names flying around, but most claim they worship some god called 'The Destroyer.'"

Kashi raised a brow in disbelief. "The Destroyer?"

Garv snorted. "Exactly. If you're going to believe in some fake god, at least try not to give him the most cliched name."

It wasn't what the daeben meant, but  Kashi  made no moves to correct the smith. "...Yeah, sure." He returned his attention to the map  and then muttered,  "So, say I take Suvron's  P ass and make it out of Suvron's  D esert..."

"Then you're right inside Merriheim. Enclosed  between  Merriheim's  ‘claws’  is the island 'Drakase .’ Some say it’s the birthplace  of dragons."

“More like graveyard,” muttered Kashi.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing.” Kashi tapped on the table and then asked, "That reminds me. What of the dragons? I haven't laid eyes upon any of their kin."

Garv laughed. "You and every other bloke in the world. Dragons have been extinct ever since the Calamity."

"That is sad. I hear d  they were a magnificent race."

"Magnificent does not even begin to des-"

"Sorry to interrupt," called a young apprentice. "There's a Chesh who claims to have an appointment with the daeben."

Garv turned to Kashi, who nodded. "Let him through."

The apprentice walked away, soon returning with a golden-furred Chesh(cat-man). He was dressed in a sprite, expensive clothing which, while utterly useless on the battlefield, raised residents' perceptions of him.

Kashi walked over to the guest and stretched out his hand. "Nice to meet you."

"Pleasure's all mine," replied the Chesh, smirking with confidence. "Name's Miote," he said, taking the daeben's hand in his. "You know me as Usma n  Taki, though."

"The merchant. ” Kashi gave the merchant a once-over, and then cracked a half-smile. “ Good. We can finally get started."

"Get started with?"

Kashi took out a set of keys and handed them to Miote. "I have a room set up for you. I'll meet you at the bar at nightfall."

Miote accepted the keys  and then looked at Ksahi with intrigued eyes.  ‘ That's odd... He has life. ’  "Very well then, I'll see you when the sun sleeps." He flashed a smile, then bowed out.

Garv scratched his chin. "A golden Chesh. Now I've seen everything."

Kashi chuckled lightly as he returned to his work while conversing with the smith.



Later that night...

As always, Chercreek's local bar was alight with fun, laughter, and games. Kashi's party had become favorites in their two-day stay ,  between the siblings' songs, Hektor's brawls, and Kira's... well, just being Kira made her the most popular among the group from the first second.

Miote blended with the bar quite seamlessly despite original reservations borne from his apparent wealth. He smiled at the 'gentlemen' seated around the table with him. He held a set of cards, most of the coins on his side of the table. He glanced at his competition, then pushed all his coins to the center of the table. "All in."

Miote’ s competition, a grizzled  wisben  hesitated, trying to read the Chesh, but his default grin was all he revealed. "Shi-shit! All in!" 

"All right then. ” Miote chuckled and then said with a relaxed smile, “ We  reveal  our cards in three, two, one."

Bang!

"Cheat!" The  wisben punched and then lunged across the table when he saw Miote’s cards .

Miote backed away, hands in the air. "Woah now. Don't blame your losses on me. I'm just the better... ” The chesch smiled and then sent a furtive glance down south. “…M an."

The  wisben  turned red with rage and charged  at  Miote, arm drawn back for a punch . Pa! Unfortunately, th e blow never  connected  because someone grabbed his arm.

"What do you think you're doing to a member of my party?" Kashi asked.

The wisben recognized Kashi. He sneered and then sent a warning to the ‘blacksmith apprentice,’ "Let go, you useless smith, or I'll cut you a new one."

"Is that so?" Kashi's grip on the elf's hand tightened.

The  wisben clutched his arm and then  cried out in pain as he fell to his knee s, "I give! I give!"

"Leave," Kashi ordered as he released his grip. The  wisben  complied, screaming curses as he fled the bar.

When things had settled down, Miote waved to Kashi, "Thanks for the help .  I ain't much of a fighter."

Kashi turned to him. "Be less obvious next time you cheat."

Miote's smile disappeared for a second, then widened to a toothed grin. "I'm impressed. It's only cheating if you're caught, though."

Kashi sighed as he took a seat at the table.

"Fancy a game?"

"I don't gamble," Kashi refused.

"Not with something as boring as card games, right?"

"You're good," he admitted.

Within a few minutes, t he rest of the party joined them at the table, eager to hear what the next part of their plan was.

Kashi pulled out his map and spread it on the table. He tapped the region he wanted, and it 'zoomed' in placing focus on that region. "We're here," he said, pointing at the map. "We want to get here." He pointed north at a crescent formation. "Rumors claim the majority of the dwa rfs  settled in Rossgrock, but there are still pockets at Merriheim."

"The dwarfs?" Miote asked. "What could you possibly want with them?"

"They are brilliant craftsmen, best at their trade across the continent. According to an acquaintance of mine, they were instrumental in the  daebens’  meteoric rise to power."

"And? You doing a quest or something?"

"No. I'm going to conquer them."

Miote nearly spat out his drink as he struggled to hold in his laughter. The unperturbed look in Kashi's eyes gave him pause. "W-wait, you're serious? Y-you, a songstress, two fighters, and a wolf want to conquer  an entire clan of  people who hate your guts?" 

"That is the plan."

The ches c h laughed nervously. "You must be joking. How exactly do I fit into your madness?"

"I need you for two reasons. First and foremost: your unique ability to read people. Second: your class as a merchant will come in handy when we get there."

"How so?"

"Rosendun is an all-round country.  We are rich in metal and stone raw  materials, but  we’re not perfect. We don’t have an abundance of high-quality wood, for example, and our gemstone mines are a joke. Merriheim on the  other hand, while lacking  most materials,   is abundantly rich in   exotic gem stones .” 

Kashi paused and then said, “I need plenty of magic equipment to complete my ultimate goal, most of which need gemstones to serve as mana conduits. If I know this, then, I guarantee countless warlords on the continent have thought the say.   It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say  Merriheim  has the potential to be one of the wealthiest countries on the minerals alone. But according to reports, the really fertile mines are owned by the dwarfs, and bargaining is impossible with them. Only people with a ridiculous level of  F ame , Charisma, Charm,  or  P ersuasion  can convince them. ”

Kashi looked at Miote with an expectant gaze, “ If you're half as smart as I think you are, you improved on that skill. That'll be a huge boost when trading with the silver-tongued dwarfs."

Miote was left speechless. "...Wow, that's some research. You're right. I did raise my  P ersuasion  skill. It's currently on the intermediate level."

Kashi nodded. "That's perfect for now. The dwarfs in Merriheim are not as high-leveled as their brethren in Rossgrok. That should be high enough to deal with them."

"So, how exactly do we get there?" Lunette asked.

"Sorry, I got sidetracked," Kashi apologized. He explained the route agreed upon with Garv to his party, highlighting the dangers and such.

"No one's ever made it, eh? Hektor piped in. "Sounds like a fun place."

"I'm not sure 'fun' is the word I'd use," Lunette said.

"More importantly, how long will this journey take?" An impatient Hektor questioned.

"Four days to cross Suvron's Pass; three to cross Suvron's desert. The rest of the map isn't accurate enough on how to get to the closest dwarven town," Kashi clarified.

"Do only dwarfs live there? ” asked Miote. He needed to know the players so he could prepare an adequate playing field. “ You haven't mentioned any other race .”

"Of course not. A few others are living there too, ” answered Kashi.   “B ut the harsh environment forced many out. The dwarfs themselves live underground to escape the scorching heat."

"Which basically means they live next to the mines," Miote mumbled. "Effective."

"I see your point, but it's also why they dislike outsiders. Careless miners can destroy far more than an ordinary mine because of their greed."

"True," he agreed. "So, when do we leave?"

Kashi stood up. "Now."

“Somehow, I expected you to say that.”  Kira stood up and then looked at Miote, whose wide eyes stared at the daeben in shock.

In the end, he could only muster a barely audible, "...eh?"



???

Elsewhere, two adventurers left messy trails of blood behind them as they exited a cave. Walking side-by-side, the blood-soaked duo was a terrifying sight to behold.

"That was a huge disappointment," Syèl muttered as the blood lifted off both Shoko and him. It floated in the air, then was absorbed by his right arm. "I thought this place was supposed to have some high-level monsters."

Shoko holstered her sword. "You're the one who's broken. You took out five Ogres with a single strike."

Syèl raised a brow. "You call me broken? You're the one who released a blood fountain from the most wanted gang."

Shoko  shrugged. "I am not to blame for their weakness." She checked her quest log. "We're done here. With this, we've cleared out the  M ost  W anted list."

Syèl sighed. "Damn. Well, at least this country boasts terrible monsters closer to the north."

"So, we're still going?"

"Yeah, there's nothing left to challenge us in Monoch anyway. Besides, don't you want to see what a dragon looks like?"

"You heard the guide. The dragons have been extinct for centuries."

Syèl waved her words away. "That's bull. There's no way something as big as dragons just go extinct like that. Besides, what developer in his right mind would put dragons in a game but never use them?"

Shoko sighed. "All right then. Let's make our way to Drakase."

"You won't regret it," Syèl promised. "Still though, this country is freaking hot!" He complained, wiping off sweat from his face.

"It is Merriheim, after all..."



Second Under,

Merriheim.

Heavy clouds hung over the underground city ,  Second Under. Like most other subterranean cities, a large cavern was connected by several stone bridges. The majority of the houses were carved into stone, with stores built on broad walkways. The greatest deception of the city, however, was the illusion that the city was on the outside . In actuality,  several hallways constructed inside the walls, connect ed  houses on the 'inside ,’ and thus hid the  real city. There were also several tunnels exiting the city from which the dwarfs could go hunting or travel across Merriheim. Very rarely did they venture above-ground.

The dwarfs trudged to their posts, eyes fixed to the ground. The avoided eye contact with the strange men and women in black garbs. Each one had strange tattoos running along their forearms, with cold, lifeless eyes that watched the dwarfs' every movement.

Loud laughter burst out of a tunnel, bringing smiles to the citizens' faces. There was no need to look to see who owned the voice. That impatient, loud, obnoxious laughter was an iconic one, a laugh that brought a sense of pride and belief to the broken town.

Zeing Ashqoj  ( Zain Ash-koi )  exited the tunnel, a giant anemole slung over his shoulders. Contrary to popular belief, dwarfs weren't that short. In fact, most were just a few inches below average height. The one thing they had in common with their stories was their ridiculous beards. Zeing was no different. His massive beard was tied in locks, which bounced as he walked. "Tonight we dine like kings! Gwagwagwagwa!"

"Hurrah!" the dwarfs cheered upon seeing their favorite delicacy.

They rushed the hero who held them back, laughing joyously. 

Zeing  stopped in front of  a  house and dropped the anemole. His long-time friend Gihxakqakh Umdodh stepped out of her home, grinning from ear-to-ear. "Well, Zeing, you've caught another impressive beast." she praised as she slapped him on the back, knocking the air out of him. "What would this town be without you?"

"They still have you! Gwagwgaw-"

"Zeing Ashqoj!" a sharp voice interrupted.

The dwarf turned around, eyes on fire. "Who calls my name so rudely?"

"Watch your mouth, peasant!" a guard shouted. "You speak to Lord Froy."

The man referred to as  Lord Froy surprisingly wasn't a dwarf, but a human. Dressed in a white robe, he was the spiritual leader of the country. "Zeing Ashqoj, you have been found guilty of heresy. What say you?"

Zeing yawned. "Is this why you've disturbed my good day? Shoo, shoo, I don't have time for this."

"You will accord me with respect!"

Zeing frowned. "Respect? Did you say respect?" His voice darkened, his anger growing every second. "Say that one more time, and watch me rip out your virgin tongue."

"You just threatened a n official  of the  Chaos Order,” shouted Lord Froy.   “ Your punishment is five days in the hole.  Men, t ake him!"

The soldiers grabbed  Zeing’s  shoulders, but he  lazily  shrugged them off.  Whoosh! This lazy action, however, sent both soldiers flying.  "Don't even think about it," he warned.

Lord Froy glared at the brute, but he knew force wasn't the way to usurp the annoying thorn. Gritting his teeth, he turned around to head for the 'inner city.' "Soon, Zeing. I swear on Razznik, you'll lick my boots."

Zeing snorted, and then spat on the ground. "Why don't you ask your blessed Razznik to redeem your face. It's horrifying."

Froy clenched his fist but left nonetheless. He instinctively knew this was not a fight he could win. Once he was far enough, he muttered under his breath, "Keep laughing worm. When 'Chaos' arrives, you'll wish you never insulted me…"


            

    
        Chapter 53: Purpose

    
    
    
    
                Suvron’s Pass.

22  nd   Mazem, 1092.

Suvron's Pass was not meant for the light of heart. It was one of, if not the most damaged zones in the continent, having faced terrible devastation during the Calamity .  Most of the earth  was  sunken far below sea level, leaving narrow irregular paths surrounded by rugged , sharp, tall cliffs,

Smoke  belched from the abyss cast  the path in perpetual darkness.  The mountains, mostly devoid of life, was only known to house rock bats .

Kashi walked the path  with his party,   all of whom guided their horses by the reins rather than ride . Their caution was quite understandable, as the narrow path could barely contain the horses' wide frames. Any burst of anxiety  could send h horse and rider over the edge .

Kashi eyed the bats fluttering around as if gauging whether to attack or not. "Keep your eyes open. We won't be safe until we leave this place..."



Residential Sector.

16  th   May 2043.

It had almost been nine days since Kashi started his journey along Suvron's Pass, but it was just a little over a day in the real world.   Suzuki stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He wasn't sure how long he had been there, but five minutes later, he splashed some water on his face, then exited his room.

Suzuki  wasn't surprised to see the rest of the gang chatting in the hole. It was one of their compulsory days off the gaming world with orders from above to spend their days doing whatever. They were engaged in talks over the news broadcasting on the screen.

"...It is with great pleasure that we announce the completion of Genaco's first space station. C.E.O of Genaco Corp, Jediah Kaguya Minako is reported to be the first civilian to visit it tomorrow..."

Suzuki listened with slight interest as he made his way to the kitchen. It was no secret Genaco had been attempting the project, and with the  N esla  C oils, development must have somehow sped up. He bit down on an apple as another exciting piece of news was broadcasted.

"... In other news, tension continues to rise in southern Nigeria, where a huge structure nearing twenty-thousand feet  continued to be  kept heavily under wraps. The area has been designated as a no-flying zone by the local government, and attempts to recon using satellites have turned up futile. There are reports of countries threatening to invade, but without any concrete proof of a threat, it is understood any invaders would be held in contempt by the UN. Forces ha..."   

Suzuki stared at the veiled still photo of the towering construct. He could understand the fear other countries faced. Something that massive was definitely not commercial and could pose a potent threat in the future if left unchecked. However, no one had the explicit right to demand answers from its owners, and if the Nigerian government stuck by their decision not to assist, then their hands were tied even further.

‘ Oh, the loving world of politics. ’  

Suzuki sneered and then exited  the apartment . Interestingly, his   room mates  never realized he was in the room until he left .  Once outside, he  obtained the address for the testing site from his  phone .  The company’s app let him know, i t was just a few floors below him.

Suzuki  walked to the elevator and then placed his  phone  on the scanner . The system verified his identity and then granted him access  to the restricted lower floors. 

Suzuki left the elevator and then entered a door marked  Gladiator Testing Site  1, where he found  several full-body virtual drives occupying the room.  Elsewhere, a   large  screen  occupied most of the  east wall, while a see-through glass window occupied the north. 

Suzuki ran his fingers  along  the machines' slick bodies, eyes glazed over in deep thought.

The door slid open as a familiar voice called out, "Beautiful, aren't they?"

Suzuki turned to see Yukino enter the room, eyes oddly focused in on him. It felt like he was being studied by a predator deciding if he should live or not. He hid his discomfort behind a serene expression, turning his back as he replied, "Nothing beautiful about mere tools."

Yukino chuckled. "I know for a fact  that  you of all people don't mean that."

Suzuki frowned. He did not like the feeling of being read. "And what makes you say that?"

"According to your file, the virtual world is far more than a passing game.  There’s no way you haven’t  developed some affection for the one thing that makes that world possible."

Suzuki's fists tightened. "Files never tell the whole story. I would expect someone of your standard to understand that." He turned to meet her eyes. "... Or did I give you too much credit? Are you really just the mascot you appear to be?"

Yukino’s  expression stiffened somewhat, but the smile didn't leave her face. "Impressive. Using anger to destabilize your mark to gain a psychological advantage. Your file did mention you are excellent at manipulation. ” Yukino chuckled and adjusted her hair.   “ However, you are correct. Files do not tell the whole story, and it is wrong on my part to draw conclusions based on a sheet of paper." She closed the distance  and then held out her hand . "I would like to formally introduce myself. My name is Asagi Yukino, but you can call me Yuki."

Suzuki stared blankly at her hand,  but  then grasped it after a few seconds. "Mato Suzuki. It's a pleasure... Asagi-san."

"Yuki."

"Of course, Asagi-san."

Her grip tightened, her face tightening as she struggled to keep the smile on her face. "Yu-ki."

Suzuki, revealing his inner pettiness, affirmed with a cold sneer. "I find it inappropriate to call an 'older' woman by her first name, A-sa-gi-san."

Yukino  all but crushed  the young man’s  hand as she turned beet-red. "You're not very popular with girls, are you?"

"Not at all. I am plain unpopular with everybody."

Yukino stared wide-eyed. She wasn't sure if it was what he said ,  the expressionless way he said it ,  or the matter-of-fact voice he used, but she was soon clutching her  tablet  to her chest in belated laughter,

Suzuki snorted. "I don't think it's exemplary to laugh at others' misfortunes."

Yukino’s  lips settled into a soft smile. "You finally dropped the formal speech. That's a start at the very least."

Suzuki sighed. "Sorry, I get defensive when people try to psychoanalyze me."

She released his hand, shrugging off his apology. "It's fine. Most people get defensive. You, on the other hand, go on the att- Oops, there I go again. Force of habit." She took a deep breath then continued, "So, what brings you down here so early. The meeting isn't for another hour."

"Wanted to see the place for myself."

"Familiarize yourself with the layout?"

 ‘ She's good. I'll have to keep an eye on her . ’  "Something like that." Eager to switch the conversation to something less about him, he turned to the Full-Body Drives. "What are these doing here? The sign outside says Gladiator Testing site, but I don't see any remote cockpits."

Yukino looked at Suzuki with pleasant surprise. "You know what remote cockpits are?"

"I did some research after the last meeting. I have to be honest. Your online libraries contain information that would be classified top-secret in most countries. You sure it's alright to let just anyone  access  it?"

Yukino raised her  tablet . "That's why you have  smartphones . Only those with the right amount of clearance can access sensitive intel. There's still a lot for you to learn if you rank even higher."

"Not interested," Suzuki rebuffed. "Instead, explain why a Gladiator testing site has no remote cockpits."

Yukino  had the proudest of smiles on her face as she replied, "Because they are no longer necessary."

Suzuki's frowned in confusion, then his eyes widened slowly as realization dawned on him. "No way. It's impossible.. the stress on the brain, information overload... That's why we're playing the game. For this!" He gazed at the Full Drives with apt interest and amazement. "If this is true, then..."

"Yes," Yukino said, "It will completely change the battlefield. But if you think that is amazing, watch this." She tapped her  tablet  and the screen on the wall displayed an image that stunned the young man silent.

Twenty Gladiators faced off in some sort of bunker, ten per side. The war machines were humanoid in shape but had several aesthetics attached that made them resemble alien invader armor. Powered by the  N esla  C oils, they were made up of several layers of an undisclosed alloy with several joints  that  mimick ed  the anatomy of a human to allow never before seen flexibility.

The  Gladiators  engaged in combat, shooting, slicing, and tearing each other apart. The highlights of the fights were the quick, agile movements and unpredictability which remote cockpits simply couldn't provide. There were backflips, suplexes, chokeholds, and even one or two dropkicks, maneuver s  unheard of in machines.

Suzuki could have watched this for years, but unfortunately, after a few minutes, t he reel came to an end.

"What do you think?" Yukino asked.

Suzuki could scarcely hide his disbelief and wonder. "That was... How did you manage to find so many people who could integrate so seamlessly?"

Yukino shook her head. "We couldn't. They were all controlled by a single man."

Suzuki's expression stilled when he saw the image of the man in question on the screen. "You're saying this  guy  controlled all twenty Gladiators simultaneously ?"

"Yes. His NS levels are the highest in the world as of this moment, and his information processing rivals that of the most advanced computers."

"Is that so..."

"You don't sound surprised," Yukino pointed out.

Suzuki shrugged. "The human brain does regulate millions of information daily after all. It was only a matter of time before we were able to access the aspects of the brain we never  consciously  use." Kashi frowned, focusing on the screen. "More importantly, do his NS levels affect LNE?"

"Naturally,"  Yukino  replied, momentarily stunned by the sudden change of topic. "It's safe to say he's easily the strongest diver in the game. His processing speed allows him to do things you can't even imagine."

A wry smile curled up Kashi's lips as he placed his hand on the screen. "...Strongest, is it?" He muttered, then made his way to the exit.

"Where are you going?" Yukino asked. "The meeting is in a few minutes."

Kashi turned to her. "Pass. I've got something more important to take care of."

"L.N.E?"

"Yes."

"But today's a compulsory day off."

Suzuki smiled. "Did you forget? The testers get special days off ."

The door shut behind the young man, leaving Yukino in the room. She looked up at the silver-haired man on the screen. "Taiga and Suzuki huh?" She tapped her  tablet, and then asked,  "Is that okay?"

"Perfect."



Suvron's Pass

Kashi woke to the incessant shrieks of  rock  bats. He turned to see Miote and Lunette asleep next to him. Shadow, Hektor, and Kira had their backs to them on watch. He quickly took stock of their surroundings, pleased to see they had gained some ground while he was asleep.

"You're finally awake?" Shadow asked as he walked over.

 "Yeah," Kashi replied as he was helped to his feet. "Anything major happen while I was gone?"

"Nothing much. The  rock  bats have been increasing in number, though. We saw some huge ones yesterday. The sooner we get out of here, the better."

Kashi scanned the area. Like Shadow said, the number of rock bats had indeed doubled in number since he was last there. The odd thing was they hadn't attacked yet. It seemed more like they were waiting for something. Well, there was no need to wait and find out what it was.

"You're right. We should get moving."  Kashi then  paused when faced with a new dilemma. "How exactly did you guys move with me when I was asleep?"

Shadow grinned. "Hektor carried both you and Miote."

"So tha-"

"We're not alone," Kira interrupted. Her hairs stood on end as she tensed up, growling soft murder.

"What? Where?" Kashi asked as he equipped his bow.

Hektor and Shadow noticed his actions and drew their weapons.

"Wha?" Hektor asked, grip tightening on his ax.

"We've got company," Kashi answered.

Their apprehension rose as the pass was suddenly awash with stark silence. Time seemed to stand still as the warriors glared at mountains as if daring fate to make her move.

"It's coming."

Rock bats of different sizes took flight, their wings beating drums of death as they circled the party. The spiral movement quickened as their numbers increased until they completely blotted out what little light pierced the dark clouds.

"Hektor, Shadow, make sure no harm comes to the party, and continue without me. I'll meet up with you at Meilfour." Kashi ordered as he equipped three extra quivers.

"What do you-"

Shriek!!

The bats rushed down like an arrow to their prey.

“ [ Gilgamesh ] !”

A thousand arrows, strengthened by Ferulic's spirit, shot towards the advancing bats.

Kashi hopped on Kira's back as the pass drowned in anguished, furious shrieks. Before Hektor or Shadow could speak up, the duo tore off down the path.

"This has to be the stupidest thing you've done, and I have a long list," Kira chided as the flock of rock bats flew over the party and chased after them.

Kashi chuckled as he pressed against her back. "It'll work out somehow... I think."

"You think?" Kira rolled her eyes as she picked up the pace. "I should present them with your dead body. Maybe they'll let me go then."

"I'm pretty sure wolf meat tastes better."

"Ugh."

"Watch out!"

A flock of bats rose from the gorge, throwing Kira off balance. She missed her footing and was soon clinging to the edge of the path for dear life. She tried latching onto the wall with her hind legs, but years of neglect had bred moss  that rebuffed  her grip. "I can't hold on. Jump off."

Kashi knew that to get back up, he would have to push her down. Sighing, he said, "Sorry, it's impossible."

Kira  growled and then glared at t he bats closing in on them. "Kashi?"

"Yes?"

"I hate you."

"I know."

Kira  let go , cursing  her fate as they fell into the gorge, followed closely by the rock bats.

High up in the sky, a hooded figure looked down from atop  the back of a giant rock  bat. "That is for your interference, Kashi. Pray you do not get in our way in your next life."



Temple of Aygor,

Second Under,

Merriheim.

Lord Froy looked up at a statue of the dwarven deity. He wielded a giant hammer which the legends said could create anything its master desired. Froy walked past the statue and placed his hand on a wall. A mandala flashed beneath his hand, then the wall slid open. Torches along the stairwell, lit up as he descended into the depths of the temple.

The order official  traversed a dungeon, the monsters ignoring him as he passed. He stopped in front of a tombstone and rolled it out of his path. He then descended an even deeper flight of stairs before reaching his goal.

Froy  entered a chamber that housed a petrified dwarf.  T app ing  the statue , he taunted with a snicker,  "Good Morning Aygor. How's life been?"

A giant hammer lay on the ground beside the statue. It emanated powerful aura, which created a field around itself.

Froy reached for the hammer but pulled back when it shocked him. He cussed as he glared at the hammer. "You will be mine."

"How are things in Second Under?"  Suddenly a foreign voice questioned.

Froy turned to a bowl placed at the head of the room. He walked up to it as a hooded figure appeared on its surface. "Perfect. The dwarves are completely under control."

"Good. 'Chaos' is coming. We must make sure the world is ready to accept it."

"Yes."

"Has news of Rosendun reached your ears?"

Froy hesitated. "Y-yes it has. What of-"

"Your brother is  yet  alive. We granted him  one final  chance to atone for his error. Know this: the same courtesy will not be granted to you should you fail."

Froy  breathed a sigh of relief at the good news. "I understand."

"For the day,  the sky turns black,"

"Strong shall we stay."

Froy wiped his brow when the figure dissipated. This was no time to fantasize. He had to make sure the dwarves stayed in line.

Zeing had to go...
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Suvron's Pass

22  nd   Mazem, 1092.

Two figures plummeted towards the abyss that was the bottom of Suvron's pass: an area unnaturally darker than a night where souls were robbed of their sight.   For creatures facing certain death, the doomed were strangely silent; only the sound of cutting wind pierced the still. 

"Have you devised a plan yet?" Kira asked as she sensed the ground draw closer.

Kashi looked to his companion. The rushing air forced her chops upwards, her tongue all but wrapping around her face. He killed a forceful laugh and settled for a cynical smile. "I'm surprised .  You aren't panicking."

"Should I be?"

"Well, it's the normal reaction, isn't it?"

"I do not see you in a state of panic, either."

He shrugged. "Well, I'm not normal."

"Neither am I." Kira matched the daeben’s arrogant tone.

Kashi raised his shoulders in surrender. "It's time, grab on..." Even as he said it, he realized the folly of his words. "Sorry about that, how abo- OW!" He winced as she dug her teeth deep into his left hand. "This wasn't what I had in mind."

"It works, doesn't it?" Kira’s voice sounded a bit too elated.

He grimaced. "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

"What gave it away?"

"You... never mind."  Kashi  pulled his arm closer to his body, and she dug her claws into his clothes for additional grip. "Hold on tight."

"With pleasure," she agreed  and thus sunk her teeth even deeper .

Kashi grimaced, but   then  formed a hook with his right hand, raised it overhead,  and  dug it into the  cliff .  Rumble!   Debris scattered over his head as his hand broke through. It didn't stop his descent,  but he began to slow down, his hand acting as  a makeshift anchor.

Kashi and Kira eventually  crossed the dark threshold, and he had to turn on  [ Dark Eye s].  Fortunately, by the time Kashi saw  the ground, they had decelerated enough. He kicked off against the wall  and then completed  the rest of the descent in a curve that killed  most  off the remaining dangerous  momentum .

Kashi  softly landed,   but then  winced  when  Kira  reluctantly  let go of his arm . “Ugh. You don’t hold back, do you?” Kashi complained as he examined the deep wound that had reduced his Max HP . 

Injuries and specific status ailments could permanently reduce  a summoned’s  HP. Most  h ealth potions could only restore a person's health points to the current maximum health points , which meant summoned needed to find healers or use first aid to treat injuries.

O nly one option was available to the  daeben .

Kashi   took out bandages from his inventory as he  sat on the  ground.  He treated,  and  then wrapped the injured area,  a rare smile spreading across his lips wh en he saw his max HP begin to rise. 

Kashi  looked at Kira  as he tested the arm. F rom the little, he could make of her expression,  the direwolf  definitely had no remorse. "You might as well have chopped my whole arm off."

"Who said I didn't consider it?" she replied, a deadly glint in her eyes. "But,  I would have fallen to my death if I did. Even you are not worth that."

Kashi got to his feet and dusted his backside. "I don't know why .  that shouldn't annoy me, but it somehow does."

"Hmmm..."

The pair wandered through the dark in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. 

"Kashi?"

"Yes?"

"Tell me, why do  humans  speak and act differently depending on who you converse with?"

"Why do you  ask?"

"To pass the time?  Because I’m bored?  We do not know where we are headed, nor do we have a way out. Besides, is it not normal for partners to understand each other?"

Kashi raised a brow. "Did you just call us partners? A few minutes ago, you were planning on making a meal of my hand."

Kira snorted.  “I said partners, not friends. No one says you have to like your partner.”

He chuckled at her declaration. “If you say so.”

“… Answer the question.”

Kashi  sighed. "You don't get distracted so easily. It's because of several reasons.  There are social conventions behind most of it, but sometimes, we want to hide our real selves and so pretend to be someone else." 

“Sounds exhausting. Why not be yourself?”

“Humanity is exhausting,” agreed Kashi. However, he chuckled and then added, “That said, it does come in handy wh—”  He paused when  Kira  suddenly tensed. Her low growl  indicated she had sensed something scary . "What is it?"

"Do you not smell that?"

"No, I can't"

"I smell several beasts ahead and behind us. They are heading in our direction."

Kashi's brows furrowed in concentration. He equipped his last quivers and put on a pair of new gloves. "Which direction has fewer beasts?"

"Behind us."

"Okay then,"  said Kashi  as he adjusted the straps on his gloves. "We're forging straight ahead then."

Kira snorted  and cursed her luck.  "I should have lied."

"Ha, don't worry. I wouldn't put our lives needlessly in danger. This is the best course of action if we hope to survive."

"Whatever .   G et on."

Kashi hopped onto his partner's back. She sped down the path, using smell as her guide through the darkness. 

Kashi's vision went black, and he realized he had reached Dark Eyes' time limit. He would not be able to activate it for another fifteen minutes. Kira's muscles tightened, alerting him to the reducing proximity of their adversaries. The monsters should have caught his scent already and would chase them down wherever they tried to flee.

"Kuku.."

"What about this situation   do you find amusing?" Kira asked.

"The frailty of human beings. When robbed of the senses we trust, we panic and sink into despair."

"That is a normal reaction, is it not? I did not take you for the philosophical type."

Kashi chuckled softly. "I am not. But the other me witnessed something that really shook him. Well, I find it silly to worry over the limits of the human body."

"Eh? What are you planning?"

Kashi ripped off his sleeves, talking as he blindfolded himself. "If you're so worried about the limits of your body, then overcome them: it's as simple as that... Evolve." He forced his mind to focus on concentrated on the sounds, smells, and wind on his skin. "Did you know? They say a blind man has much better hearing than an average man. Apparently, when one mode of stimuli ceases to exist, the body focuses on others to gain more knowledge."

"...I do not understand a word you are saying. More importantly, get ready: we will be on the enemy in a matter of seconds."

Kashi, unperturbed, continued with, a determined smirk, "I must thank whoever forced us down here. Thanks to them, I can get one step closer to 'him.'" His tone darkened as he pulled out his arrows. "I will be the strongest!"

BOOM!

Growls, shrieks and the smell of blood exploded in the serene pass as the duo crashed into  a host of monsters.

Kashi winced as something barrelled into and knocked him off Kira's back. He wrestled with his assailant as they rolled on the rough earth. It smelled like a dead dog, its cries like a crazed bird. He wrapped his hands around felt like its throat to ward off its repeated attempts at biting off his face. Two pairs of claws dug into his abdomen while two others thrashed at his arms. Its crazed hunger was so palpable it threatened to consume the delf; so much so his grip loosened as he found himself fearing for his life.

.

.

.

Wait... What? 

Fear? He was afraid?

A low growl escaped the  daeben’ s lips.  Kashi’s  body trembled as rage built from the lowest pits of his belly. Fear? How dare it? How dare a species with  an  IQ lower than a rock force such emotion upon him. 

An incorrigible roar tore across the canyon.   The assailant seized its assault er that  frozen by the monstrous bloodlust directed at it. 

Crack!

Kashi snapped the beast's neck. He pushed the carcass off himself and got to his feet. 

Kira's battle snarls reached him, but he could not afford to go to her aid. He had problems of his own; his earlier outburst had attracted a lot of attention. Though blind, he could tell he was surrounded on all fronts.

Kashi took a deep, appreciative breath.

They were beautiful. Those moments before a big fight. The standoff between opponents as they measured each other. The inner battle on whether to attack or hold back.

Kashi's bloodlust had bought him some extra minutes, but he knew it would not last. All it took was one reckless beast, and they would all come charging down. He calmed his quickened breath and focused on his senses. 

Kashi  could smell them. Their bloodlust pricked his skin. The sounds of claws scraping earth and cautious growls teased his ears. He could almost taste the anxious rage in the air. 

Kashi  channeled Ferulic’s spirit, which further enhanced his senses. Slowly, images began to form in his mind. They were jagged and blurry, but over time they started filling out. He could ‘see’ rough outlines of monsters and soon understood what was happening. Smiling, he focused even more in-depth on his senses in an attempt to enhance the images.




	
Passive Skill Learned: Warrior’s Instinct (Lv.1)





	
Warrior’s Instinct : See the Unseen. Never Have your Back taken. You can now sense danger.

Backstab damage -15%

Can pinpoint the location of  enemy  bloodlust. 

Receive a warning before  falling  into some traps.





	
Bonus Dimension Painter: Graphic Memory (Lv.1)





	
Bonus Chef:  Chef’s Nose  (Lv.1)





	
Secret Skill (Sustained): Mind’s Eye (Lv.1)








 

 

 

 

 




	
Graphic Memory





	
Graphic Memory  create s  distinct 3-D images in mind. Grants ability to store any scenery permanently in mind. The strength of memory depends on  master in Artist skill . Depth smells and sounds added with the increase in skill.

Sound  unlocked at Lv.5

Smell  unlocked at Lv.10








 




	
Chef’s Senses  (Lv.1)





	
Chef’s Nose  grants the ability to identify living and non-living by their smell. It also allows you to identify characteristics of wildlife by their taste. 

+2% chance to  detect poison.








 




	
Secret Skill (Sustained) Mind’s Eye (Lv.1)





	
Your advanced skills in several areas of life have opened you to new possibilities. Smell, Taste, Touch, Sight, Sound, Feel. Through various walks of life, you have improved these skills to new levels. The reward is the ability to survive with only one of these. Smell what you cannot see… Taste what you cannot smell…  Sense  in your  mind  what you cannot touch.

 

Ability to perceive a 360° view of your surroundings when activated. 

Consumes  1000  MP for as long as it is activated.

Radius Covered increases with Level. 

Current radii: 20m.








 

Kashi stumbled, overwhelmed by his new range of vision, and the plethora of information that bombarded his overly keen senses. It was weird: He could smell their interchanging emotions, and though blindfolded, he could ‘see’ outlines of the enemy all around him.

This was new. Not even Razznik had achieved this level of vision   —   not that he needed to . The crazed warrior  was so reckless  that he would  let himself get stabbed from the back  just so he  could efficiently dispatch slippery opponents.

Kashi disabled  [ Mind’s Eye ] . Though it was an outstanding skill, it was far too uncomfortable for a first time user in the middle of a battle. 

A sly grin crossed his face as he strung his bow. “Come at me…”

The canyon erupted as blood-crazed beasts charged their small, but terrifying prey…



???

Iron. Everything smelled like cold, unflinching iron, even the blood he was soaked in. In this unforgiving town wiped from the public maps, the world's unwanted struggled to make it through each minute alive. However, even their despair was colorless, unchanging, cold... yes, just like iron.

In such a world, an existence like him was both irregular and dangerous. But not for the same reasons as  in a  regular society.

"Number 12!"

The young boy, no more than eight at the most, removed his penknife from the throat of the man he just murdered. He pulled out his walkie-talkie and answered the summon. "This is twelve. The target is dead."

"....Were there any issues?"

The boy  looked at the limp bodies of two little girls. Both were barely dressed and dangerously skinny. "There were witnesses, but I took care of them."

"Witnesses? Who? Do they have some sort of identification?"

"No. They seem to be orphans. Probably took a shortcut after scavenging in the junkpile. I took care of it."

"Good. Confirm their deaths then return. Boss says it's urgent."

"Got it." 

The boy walked over to, then squatted over the girls' bodies. He reached out but  then  paused midway. His fingers shook erratically, his vision blurry and pained. Large clumps of bile forced their way up his throat, and he had to resist the urge to throw up. His hands felt like they had gained a thousand pounds as he watched the child's hair morph to a dirty gold hue. 

Sweat poured down the boy's face, his breaths rapid and shallow as he willed his hand forward.

With the eeriest of creaks, like a lousy screw, or a squeaky door, the girl's head began to turn towards him. He watched as her bones tore through her neck, spraying her blood over his dangled hands. 

The child  balked at the dead blue eyes  drowning  in a pool of blood. The unfocused pupils vibrated madly, then fixed on his gaze. The mouth creaked, as an eerie familiar voice condemned him. "... You killed me."



Residential Sector.

16  th   May 2043.

Taiga shot up from his bed,  his  breathing rapid and hard. His eyes darted around the room in a panic  and only  calm ed  when realization dawned. "Fuck, that damned dream again."

Taiga off the bed  and grabbed a shirt from the messy pile on his room floor. He donned it as he walked down to 'the hole.' 

It was empty. 

"Ah that's right. Today's off. They should be down there." He swiped an apple from the fridge then exited the apartment. He nibbled on the fruit as he rode the elevator to the bottom floors. 

Taiga  walked to the testing room, yawning as he entered. The full-body drives were occupied, with Yukino monitoring their vitals on her  tablet . 

She looked up at him and smiled. "Are you joining the exercise?"

Taiga clucked. He hated  smiles that  reeked of false adulthood. "Nope."

Yukino  clasped  the tablet  to her chest  and gave him her full attention . "Is there a reason?"

Taiga  averted  his  gaze. "Not really. I already passed this phase ages ago. It would be like re-learning to ride a bicycle."

Yukino closed the distance in one swift motion. She drew her face close to his, a weird smile on her face.

Taiga balked. "Wh-what?" 

"Nothing. Just thinking you look livelier now. Did you get yourself a girlfriend?"

Taiga’ s eyes widened in shocked disbelief. "Haa? Are you an idiot?"

"Hmm... Was I wrong?"

"Of course you were!"

Unwilling to admit defeat,  Yukino  clasped his shoulders. Her eyes twinkled as she said, "I'm never wrong. Say, what about that Ojou-sama* you’ve been hanging out with? Is she your type?”

Taiga turned beet-red. “Wha-wha-what are you talking about!? I have no type!”

“Yes, yes.” Yukino nonchalantly waved his protests away. “You don’t have to deny it so vehemently, you know? Makes you look guilty.”

The young man now knew what it felt like to be a deer caught in headlights. “You know what? You win. She’s totally my type. There, you happy?”

“Che.”  Yukino  pouted. “It’s no fun if you suddenly agree without meaning it.”

“You ain't supposed to be having fun, to begin with. This is a job ,  isn’t it?”

Yukino  sighed. “Two lectures from my subjects in one day…”

“Two lectures was it?”  A voice commented from behind.

Yukino nearly jumped out of her skin in fright.

She turned to see Akari at the doorway, glaring at her. “Ha..ha,”  Yukino  laughed weakly. Realizing she had no excuses, she bowed her head, clasped her hand together, and apologized in the cutest manner she could conjure up. “Sorry?”

Akari shook his head. “No need to apologize. We’re  already  used to you r antics .”

“Uh… We?”

“Yes. Most of the staff share my sentiments.”

“I see,” Yukino muttered, unsure whether to be happy or disappointed by how they saw her.

“Well, I’ll be leaving then,” Taiga prompted as he walked to the door.

“See you later, Taiga-kun,” Yukino called.

“Ah, just call me Taiga next time we meet.” 

Akari stopped him by the shoulder. “Dr. Yuhi is waiting for you. He says the first Centurion is ready for testing.”

Taiga paused. “It’s working? Then ‘all of it’ wasn’t in vain?”

Akari adjusted his glasses, a solemn look in his eyes. “Definitely not. You did well holding on this far.”

Taiga chuckled. “Don’t you get old on me. I’ve always beat the odds. I don’t plan on losing any time soon. So save your regrets for another fifty years,” He said as he walked past the older man.

“Do not be mistaken. I have no regrets.”

“Che. As cold as ever. You need a woman bad.”

“Hmph. Not as effective coming from a virgin.”

“Shows what you know. I lost mine years ago.”

“To what? Your hand?”

The air grew heavy with years of buried tension as both men stared each other down. A slight chuckle escaped Taiga’s lips, and soon, both men were laughing.

“It is okay, you know,” Akari said. “She is not Henri.”

“Have you forgotten, Seki-tan?” Taiga flashed a sad smile. “I’m the grim reaper.”

Akari watched as Taiga walked away, already back to his false, cheerful self. He whispered. “Ah, but you’re our grim reaper now.” He  then  turned to Yukino, who  was staring at him with curiosity-filled eyes .  Unable to handle her intense gaze, Akari quickly said,  “I will explain later. We are still on for dinner tonight?”

“Yes!” She replied beaming.

“Uh, good. Um, back to work then. See you tonight.”

“Wait. Just answer this one teeny question.”

“Okay.”

“What did you mean by ‘hanging on this far?’”

Akari turned grim. “This project started long before virtual games were made. Our methods back then were a lot more forceful. We found the strain on the brain to be too much for normal humans to bear, so it was scrapped without a single success.”

“But you said Taiga was the sole success of the project.”

“Not success , survivor.  He was the sole  survivor . The man called Taiga should have died  many years ago . In fact, every day he wakes up alive is a miracle. He could drop dead today, tomorrow , or whenever. To live your life knowing you could be dead any second fate turns on you… There’s nothing crueller .. .”


            

    
        Chapter 55: Merriheim

    
    
    
    
                ???

Somewhere in Eastern Europe.

16  th   May 2043.

"...It's out of my hands ,  Sergeant. Get it done."

First Seargent Jarod Carter set the phone on its receiver. He reclined on his chair, releasing a huge sigh of exasperation. He picked a cigar from atop his desk, lit it, then drew a long calming puff. He picked up a binder titled 'United Front.' This was HQ's newest plan? Those bureaucrats had far too much time on their hands.

Meh, he wasn't paid to overthink.  Carter  pressed the intercom connected to his secretary's office. "Call up Private Dayle. Specialist Raines and Private Yount of Blitz."

"Yes, sir."

Five minutes later, a knock on his door drew Carter from his files. "Come in." 

Following his order, t hree young soldiers in full uniform walked into the office and assumed a salute. "At ease."

"Private Dayle Butcher reporting, sir. Was told you have a message for us?" The oldest,  and their leader,  Dayle said.

"Yes. HQ called. They want you three to participate in a new operation."

"Where will we be headed, sir?"

"New York. ”  Carter looked up.  “ You will be returning  home ."

Dayle's eyes narrowed, confusion apparent in his frown. "New York? Why would you be sending the best infiltration unit you have to New York?"

The Seargent sighed. He hated to admit it, but the lad was right. Ever since the unit was formed, they'd had a success rate of 98%, the highest in any agency. If the lad was bewildered by the relocation, wait till he heard their mission. "'Are you familiar with United Front?"

"Which one? The union or the game?"

"The game."

"United Front," Raines flicked her dark-brown hair behind ears as she answered. "A sci-fi shooter developed by Genaco  Gaming  for its western audience. Its addictive nature has sparked a global debate  whether such games should have restrictions ."

Carter's brows rose. "You play?"

"God, no,"  Raines  scoffed. "My younger brother living in the states loves games." 

The Sergeant nodded, satisfied by her answer. "And you, Private Yount?"

At eighteen years of age, the white-haired teen was the youngest of the squad. His small stature and natural 'baby face' mirrored his shy personality. He panicked at the sudden attention and turned to Dayle for help. 

Dayle patted his shoulder and nodded his encouragement.

"N-no, sir,"  Arthur  finally managed. "My engagements have not exactly left me with free time ."

"I see," Carter murmured. He pointed to dossiers on his desk, which they picked up. "Familiarize yourself with the briefing. You leave at 1700 hours."

Dayle frowned as he purveyed the document. "Wait.. this makes no sense. It says we're going to play this game?"

Carter nodded, a tinge of humor in his eyes. "I had the exact same reaction."



Meilfour 

27  th   Mazem, 1092.

"Welcome to Meilfour, the birthplace and graveyard of art," greeted a disheveled old man in a very miserable tone. His dead eyes scanned the newest arrivals. Two humans, a golden chesch and four horses, one of which was darker than night. The chesch was dressed rather admirably and had several rucksacks on his horse. They were rich, but visibly fatigued after crossing the burning desert. 

The man concluded.  They would not last long.

"Good afternoon, sir," Miote greeted. "My name is Miote, and these are my traveling companions, Shadow and Lunette. Could you please point us to the nearest inn?"

The old man raised a bony finger and pointed in a general direction.

Miote gave him a few silver coins as thanks, and the n they  continued their journey across the wilderness.

"How terrible," Lunette whispered as they traversed the ruined land. Meilfour looked like it could have once been a playground for the artistic kind. They came across remains of paintings burned into the cracked earth . Unfortunately,  time  and neglect  had eroded most of them. Not too far from those were bronze sculptures that  were  damaged beyond recognition. These looked much more deliberate like someone had gone through a lot of trouble to destroy all traces.

"What do you think happened here?" Shadow asked as he picked a broken harp  that was  half-buried in the sand.

Miote eyed the wreckage with trepidation. "Some of these were done recently. We'll have to be careful when we reach the town."

"Where Kash said he would meet us," Lunette said as she stole a glance in the direction of Suvron's Pass. 

Shadow's grip tightened around his dagger. "If you want, I can go back for him."

Lunett e shook her head. "Thanks, but that would only put you in needless danger."

"I'm not afra-"

"Shadow..." Her voice was laden with substantial meaning only the two could understand. 

The assassin's grip relaxed as he sighed. "As you wish. ” He then added after a brief pause, “ Besides, I'm sure he's the type that won't die even after you kill him."

"Pfft." Lunette chuckled as an image of Kashi constantly reanimating from death played in her head. 

Miote, who had watched the exchange, asked, "That's a very tight bond the two of you have. You related somehow?"

"Yes," replied  Lunette . "He's my brother."

Miote blinked his surprise. "Forgive me. It's just you don't see too many brothers play these games together, let alone a brother and sister. ”

Shadows darkened the siblings' faces at the words 'play' and 'games,' but they were gone as fast as they appeared. 

"Haven't you heard it's bad manners to refer to this world as a game?" Shadow questioned, his tone dry.

Lunette lightly tapped her brother's arm. "Sorry," she apologized, "This is more than a game to us. It sometimes gets a little heated when it is referred to as such."

Miote was smart enough to know when he had stepped on a landmine. "My apologies. I will not be repeating that mistake anytime soon."

"Thank you."

"Seems we're here," Shadow called  when  they reached a ra n sac k ed town. 

The stone buildings were worn down, the desolate civilians even more so. Men and women shuffled about, eyes cast to the ground like living zombies. The travelers received no more than a cursory glance from the residents as they reached an inn.

They hopped off their horses and tethered them to a post. Shadow assisted Miote with his bags, then followed his sister into the inn  that was surprisingly  empty save for an old man operating the counter.

As Miote negotiated the price for their rooms, Lunette hummed a ballad, somewhat overwhelmed by the desolation of the town. 

"STOP!" Gerdo, the keeper, screamed. His eyes were bloodshot  and  wide with fear. He rushed over the counter at speed s  uncharacteristic of his age and clamped bony hands over her mouth. Sweat trickled down his forehead as he froze in place, threatened by Shadow's blade placed menacingly at his neck.

"What're you doing old man?" the assassin asked  as  fingers flexed on the blade's hilt. His expression was colder, his eyes sharper than the knife  that  kissed Gerdo's throat.

"No-no singing. No music, please," Gerdo pleaded. 

Lunette placated her brother with a nod. 

Shadow nodded and removed the blade, to Gerdo's immense relief. "Explain yourself."

The old man massaged his throat, nodding his consent. "All forms of music have been banned in Merriheim by the  Order . Any disobedience will be seen as treason and can be punishable by death."

Miote, Shadow, and Lunette stared at Gerdo, with great confusion. They were unsure of how to react to his words. It was not like banning of actions were strange, but none had ever heard of prohibit ing  music.

"W-wait a minute," Lunette spluttered. "Music? Why would anyone ban music?"

"Not just music," Gerdo muttered. "All forms of the arts have been banned from these lands."

Miote raised a brow at his words. "So those damaged sculptures outside town?"

Gerdo nodded. "Destroyed at the behest of the  Order ."

"Ah,  is tha t so?" Shadow muttered, scratching the back of his head. He drew a deep breath and bowed his head. "Sorry for my rudeness earlier. I thought you meant my sister harm."

"No, no," Gerdo protested, bowing his head also. "I admit I was too rash in my actions. I suppose my fear took over my manners there."

Lunette lightly tapped Gerdo's shoulder. "Please raise your head. No harm was done, and you might have saved our lives."

Gerdo  looked up to the warmest smile he had ever witnessed. It warmed his soul and made him feel ten years younger. How was it such a pure smile could exist in these tumultuous times? "As an apology, please, I will answer any questions you may have."

"What's the situation with the music ban?" Shadow asked.

"Ah, yes. Before that, how much do you know about the history of Merriheim?"

"Nothing much. Only know it was the most affected region by the calamity."

"Not just  the  Calamity." Gerdo ’s  eyes clouded. "This land suffered the most from wars over the ages. But it was not always this way." He looked to Lunette. "Do you know why this land was named Merriheim?"

Lunette  shook her head.

"I do not blame you. Most of our glorious history  are  but fleeting memories buried by eons of war." His voice was wistful as if remembering an ex-lover. "We were never a warring nation. Our soil ,  while not as barren as it is now ,  was never the most fertile in the land. Our only sources of income were from the minerals deep in the earth, available only to the craftsmen of the dwarves. Because of Suvron's pass to the south and Drakase to the north, we relied too heavily on the  halben  for any export or income of goods. Naturally, they knew this and charged us obscene amounts of money for goods." 

Gerdo smiled. "But you know, despite all of this, Merriheim still prospered, and the people had the biggest of smiles in the continent."

"H-how so?" Lunette asked, confused.

"Because we had art. Be it music, sculptures, paintings, we stood head and shoulders over the entire nation. It was even said some of us had the power to use music to fell the largest of monsters. As such, people still flocked to Merriheim if only to hear our concerts or request a piece of art." He paused, a wry smile as he remembered something. "Even the distrustful dwarves happily exchanged ores and crafts in return for the favorite past-time: music. You could say these short snippets throughout history were our golden ages. However, because of our location on the map, we would always be the first place the  daebens  attacked, and over time Merriheim became the defense station for all of Rosendun. Each time we were razed by war, we would rebuild, only for another war to  occur . Even when there were no wars, other countries would try to invade to monopolize our minerals."

Shadow was still perplexed. "How exactly did that lead to a ban on music?"

"Ten years ago. . . No for the last century, the wars against the  daeben  were fought almost solely in Merriheim. During this time, the other continents fought for the survival of Rosendun on our land. Year after year, the attacks worsened. Forbidden techniques were used to defend or attack. Vitality was sucked right from the earth to fuel the never-ending war. Ten years ago, the  daeben  were finally defeated, but at what cost!?" 

The old man's body shook. His voice rose as he struggled to control his rage. "While the others returned to their countries, we were left with land that would never bear food, no beasts to hunt,  and  no clean water to drink; A land devoid of protection from its broken people. So yes, when the  Chaos  Order  offered  us relief and aid, we agreed wholeheartedly. Without them, we would  have  starve d  to death. If the price we have to pay is to forfeit our respective passions, then so be it!"

"Old man .  You don't really believe that, do you?" Shadow questioned with a skeptical gaze.

"What would a carefree adventurer like you know of our suffering! Our pain! Our sacrifice!?"

"You're right. I cannot understand your pain ,” Shadow shook his head. “ But you know, old man, I'm not the one you're really angry at."

"What did you-"

Shadow sighed. "You know, when I look at you, I remember my past self. I used to curse my fate and lash out at everyone, including my sister. But you know who I truly hated?" He scratched the back of his head as he tried to find the words. "Myself. I hated how weak I was that my fate would be decided by another. The really infuriating part was that while I cursed, lamented, and acted out, my sister did the exact opposite. She pressed on and fought her way and is still fighting every day to own her own destiny. When I saw her like that, I thought,  'How  cool is she? '."

Shadow  noticed Gerdo's frown and clenched fist  and then  said with a  loose  grin, "Well, if you can still make a face like that, then there might still be hope for your town... and your country."

"Why you!" Gerdo screamed, fist raised for a strike.

Lunette caught the elder's arm."Sorry for my brother's outburst," Lunette apologized. Though her expression was bright, her tone had a terrifying chill underneath it. "I assure you, he is not usually this talkative."

Gerdo lowered his arm with an apology of his own.

Lunette continued  with  her tone and expression back to their vibrant best. "What my brother was trying to say in his own misguided way is that while we may not understand your pain, we understand the feeling of helplessness from being controlled by others. We may not look like much, but we would like to help your town in whatever way we can."




	
Hidden Quest Unlocked!





	
Your kind words have pierced Gerdo's heart .  He now trusts you enough to reveal a hidden quest.   Speak to Gerdo to unlock this quest.

Difficulty: B +

Recommended Level: 90








 

Lunette brushed the prompt aside. "Would you tell us how we can help?"

Gerdo ’s  eyes flitted from one adventure to another, before resting on Lunette. "I do not know how much help you will be. But I suppose I can test you out. If you complete this quest, I'll request an audience with the mayor."

"Still don't trust us, old man?" Shadow asked.

"It is not a matter of trust. It is your abilities I must test. I will not send anyone else on a suicide mission."

"I got it. So... what do you want us to do?"

"I assume you came from R osendun ?"

"Yes, we did."

"Then you must have crossed 'Burning Desert.'"

Shadow grimaced. "Yes, we did. Those three suns are no joke, We couldn't get out of there fast enough."

"Good. I'll ask that you destroy the burning desert."

The trio could not hide their shock at the ridiculous request.  Shadow wanted to strangle the old man! However, he controlled his temper, and calmly asked, "How do we destroy an entire desert? Granted, it's much smaller than a real desert, but still?"

"The three suns are talismans that keep the desert in its unbearable condition. The desert will disappear with their destruction."

"Isn't that too reckless?"

"If you can not do even that, then you stand no chance against the Order."

Lunette asked, "Do you have any clues as to how to go about this?"

Gerdo shook his head. "The only thing I can offer is the entrance to a dungeon rumored to house the creature in charge of the suns."

"That is more than enough."

Gerdo marked the location on their maps. "I must warn you, though. I hear the dungeon is fraught with perils. Your party is simply too small to survive. And from what I can tell, the quiet one is a merchant."

Miote smiled and bowed. "An astute observation."

"I am sure we can find some adventurers to join our cause."

This was a lie. There were very few players who dared to venture to this land still. Most preferred to visit t he wisben or halben territories  because of the different classes and rewards available in their countries. 

Getting into Merriheim was hard enough. Upon entry, there were far too few monsters to battle or farm. Those few that were left had evolved to the constant wars and were far too high for any sane adventures to attack. The only draw was the dwarves, but the entrances to their homes were closely guarded secrets held only by a select few in high political and military positions. 

Simply put, it was a waste to go to Merriheim.

However, a certain daeben who saw, and then successfully exploited the potential in Rosendun’s backwaters chose  this place as his next destination. Th at  alone was enough to spur Lunette to do whatever it took to get a head start before his return.

While Lunette was lost in thought, a snarky voice said from the doorway, "Heh, this sounds interesting. I told you this detour would be worth it. Why don't we join them?"

"You are right. This does seem an interesting turn of events."

Shadow was stunned. How did he not sense them? How was it possible for their presence to be so perfectly hidden? He glared at the two adventurers poised at the entrance. 

"Of course," the  halben  said. "To Fight!"

Syel's bloodthirsty grin sent a shiver down Shadow's spine...

At that moment, an ungodly wail tore through the town. The earth shook as if trying to get rid of an irritation. Men and women alike ran out of their homes and into the streets. Their eyes, which had been dead for so long ,  widened with renewed life  at the  unbelievable sight  that  greeted them on the horizon.

Out in the distance, the high mountains of Suvron's Pass crumbled into the abyss. The earth groaned as a monumental building pushed aside rock and stone as it rose to the  surface .  Crumbling mountains filled up the chasm around Suvron’s Pass. Unbelievably, a  road was formed. 

It was j agged, rough,  and a tad bit unstable, but undoubtedly, a road had been formed.     At the end of the  new path   rose a magnificent tower  that would later be known as Suvron's Gate.

A lone figure climbed out of the building and squinted at the three suns. 

"Finally, some fresh air."


            

    
        Chapter 56: Secret in the Canyon

    
    
    
    
                Meilfour 

27th   Mazem, 1092.

The entire populace of Meilflour stared, slack-jawed  at the barely visible tower many miles away .

"Ha.. ha.. ha." Shadow's  short laughter was riddled  with disbelief. He shared a look with his sister. "...You don't think?"

Lunette sighed and shook her head. "I can almost bet it is him."

"Heeh?" Syel interrupted. "Who're we talking about?"

Lunette  warily eyed the  sneering   halben .  She did not trust this man, but there was no time to waste i f Kashi  indeed was  responsible for the tower rising .  "Never mind that. You said you were interested in joining our quest?"

Syèl’s eyes widened with interest. "Yeah... So? You offering?"

Lunette held out her hand. "My name is Lunette Falsetto. This is my brother Shadow, and our merchant, Miote."

Syel firmly grabbed the outstretched hand. "Name's Syel. ” He then jerked a rude thumb at his Shokō and introduced,   “ The broad's Prince."

Pa!

Shoko smacked him upside the head  and then sent Lunette an apologetic glance.  "My apologies for his rudeness. Yes, we would be overjoyed if you added us to your party."

Lunette chuckled. "It is fine. I understand. Here, I just sent the invitation."

Syel and Shoko accepted the quest  and were subsequently pleased to see it was  a high-level  one . 

Miote brought the horses around. "Well then, I suppose we better get a move on."

The party mounted their horses and rode off toward the designated location.



Couple Hours Earlier,

Suvron's Pass

Huff…

Kashi  let out a silent breath as he  opened his eyes.  Not that it made a difference. Darkness remained constant, whether he was asleep or awake.  Luckily, even without his sight, he could sense Kira’s breathing a few feet from him.

"You're finally awake," Kira called. 

Kashi sat up and then stretched. "How long was I asleep?" 

"Three hours give or take." 

It had been three or so days since their fall. After the first battle, they found that enemies kept attacking them from the same direction at regular intervals. Following this  discovery, Kashi and Kira  planned their sleep cycles around ambushes, each taking turns to watch guard as the other heals.

Kashi estimated that if he  had gotten three hours of sleep, then the next ambush should occur very soon. He appreciated the battles. With each one, he  acquired  real battle experience for  [Mind's Eye] . He was now comfortable enough to fight with it,  and his next object was to level the skill  to improve its range and accuracy.

Despite this success, something bothered  Kashi . 

Kira suddenly tensed. Hear ears fell back as she fixed a low growl towards their back.

Kashi equipped his bow and trained it in the direction she growled at. Unlike her sense of smell, he relied on sound to work in the darkness."What's coming?"

"Behind us. I smell a single being. But this bloodlust... I cannot discern its original smell."

Kashi shut his eyes and focused his all on the sound ahead of him. 

Clack-clack... clack-clack.

Kira had taught him how to discern build and make from sound alone. The frequency suggested a bi-pedal being. It was of considerable size judging by the force its feet hit the earth. Either that or it carried something. He felt Kira rein in her bloodlust and discerned it was not a foe. Tch. He still had ways to go. She had already gathered enough information, and he was still struggling with sound.

Kashi unequipped his bow, and then put his ear to the ground to more clearly sense the vibrations of the earth.  There was an irregularity in the being's footsteps. One of its feet seemed to hit the ground with greater force than the other.

Kashi quickly came to the conclusion that the target was limping. The daeben, even without seeing the final result, was confident in his answer. The  lessons  learned  in this dark hell borne from his decision not to use  [Dark Eyes]  were finally paying off.

Still,  Kashi  lacked Kira's raw ability enhanced by her continuous power-ups. Some might say it was greedy to want  a direwolf’s  level of awareness, but he wanted it nonetheless. It was only fair. She was gaining abilities humanoids only possessed because she was his partner. He deserved some of the beastkin' s  skills too.

Only now did  Kashi understand why beastmen boasted about their superior senses. It was not an exaggeration to say that their superior senses could vastly change the outcome of an otherwise even battle .

Kashi, finished with the investigation,  rose to his feet and awaited the being. 

Krrg! Krrg!

The jingles of broken armor drew close, accompanied by an irritating grating noise. 

Surprisingly,  Kira  suddenly charged at the being.

"Hey!" Kashi shouted, but the direwolf ignored him.

Bam!

Kira  tackled whatever it was, and it slumped over her back. She  then  carried the mass back to Kashi and dropped it next to him. "It's Hektor."

Upon seeing Hektor’s state,  Kashi  had to  force himself to remain calm.    He ran his hands over the warrior's mangled body. Sure enough, there were several broken bones and open injuries. It was a miracle  Hektor  had survived as long as he had. Must be his stubborn  will . 

It was a good thing Kashi did not use  'General Vision'  which allowed  Summoned  to see the HP of allies and enemies. If he did, he might have panicked and lost a member of his guild.  

Kashi opened his inventory and took out two 'portable magelights.' They were spherical glowsticks that followed  their users  everywhere.

“You had those this entire time!?”

Kashi  ignored Kira's  outburst, and instead  focused his attention on  Hektor  as he took out splinters and bandages from his bag. Luckily, this was not Suzuki's world. Here, a bit of disinfectant and first aid could cure almost anything. . . almost.

Kashi  had to work quickly. Hektor's body shook  and burned with  a terrible fever.  The teenager s eemed to have passed out hours ago . Only his stubborn will had moved his body several miles until he caught up to the duo.

Realizing this gave Kashi  new-found respect for the lad. "Hey, don't you dare die on me."

Kashi smashed the rest of the armor off Hektor's body  and then inspected the damage .   He cursed even louder.

Frankly put, Hektor should be dead. Simple as that. The guild's insignia tattooed onto his back was mangled beyond reason. Claw marks ran deep into his flesh with pus bursting out from the gashes.  Poison had turned the wounds black, and some of them had begun to give off a foul odor like he was rotting from the inside out. It was as a result of fighting against so many monsters with no one to watch his back.

Kashi glanced at Hektor's ax. 

It was caked in so much blood he could not tell its original color. The blade was chipped to the point of nigh-worthlessness, and the  warrior’s desperate  grip had chaffed  the hilt.  It was not the beautiful weapon found in the hands of most players. This was a true warrior's weapon. One that told stories without the need  for  words.

Kashi gritted his teeth in anger. He  cursed the heavens, himself, Hektor, everything as he set to work. He forced all the antidotes he had down Hektor's throat, then forced him to drink a health potion. 

From  Hektor’s  injuries, his Max HP should be close to that of a Lv.1 character of around 100. The rate of blood loss and his unconscious state meant it was near depleted. One potion was enough to put it back at 100. It was like an emergency blood transfusion for someone who had lost too much blood.

Kashi waited, and then fist-pumped when he  noticed color start to return to the wounds. Good, the antidotes worked.

“Kashi.”

Kashi  felt Kira tense and knew enemies were coming. 

The thought of these mongrels being responsible for Hektor's state filled him with blinding rage. This rage and bloodlust were unlike any he had ever experienced. There were no curses or roars of defiance. He simply looked to the direction of the enemies,  and then dared them to approach with his eyes.

The beasts of Suvron's  P ass shrieked in terror. It felt like they were being stabbed by a thousand needles. Somehow, they could not take a single step forward.    The oddest part was that they were still a considerable distance from their target. After all, Kira, with her exceptional sense of smell, had just noticed them. 

Kashi spared them only a moment's notice before he returned his full attention to Hektor. 

Kashi cut open the affected areas and allowed him to nearly bleed out again. This was to remove as much of the poison from his system. When Hektor was close to death, he would force a potion down his throat, then drain him again. Only when he was sure there was nothing left, did he stop the process.

Color returned to Hektor's face as his labored breathing slowly evened out. He had also begun sweating: a good sign. 

Kashi took out a needle and thread from his inventory and sewed shuts the parts he opened up. When done, he wiped Hektor's body clean and wrapped most of it in bandages. 

He placed Hektor's left hand, and right leg in a splint made from some raw wood he had kept to craft more arrows should the need arise. He also made a walking stick and placed it next to the sleeping warrior. 

Hektor's breath was even and slow. He was now in deep sleep as the healing effects began to take place.
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Your Mastery of the field of medicine has unlocked new possibilities

Minor Injuries instantly cured.

Major injuries take much less time to cure.

By curing so many poisons, you now have an increased tolerance for them.

+ 20%   Poison Immunity 








 




	
You just learned a new Skill ! :  Resuscitation (Beginner, Lv.1, 0%)





	
You brought a friend from the brink of death.

You can now save an ally from  returning to  the  C ircle after death.

Condition: Must reach ally within 20s of death.

Ally revives with only 20HP

New Job options: Medic, Support.





	
Medic :

The job of a medic is to heal allies while in battle. You no longer have to wait till the battle is over to apply first aid.

Grants  [Heal Self]   [Heal Other]  and  [Blossom]





	
Support:

Supporters help from behind the scenes. They repair armors, prepare meals and heal injuries. Though they may not shine, they are an important cog of any party.

Grants a 5% Increase to craft speed and quality.

Grants a 5% increase to stat bonuses from potions, food and other consumable items.








Kashi looked at the options. Usually, he would be overjoyed, but instead, he felt kind of dirty. 

Wait. Dirty? Why? Why should he be ashamed? 

Kashi  stared at his bloody hands and, for the first time, felt repulsed by the sight of blood. He grimaced.

So it was like that, huh?  At some point, Kashi  had gotten used to having a party. Some people he could rely on.  Even though he never admitted it, it felt nice having people who relied on and looked up to him. Now that one of those people was in grave danger, he could not hold back the anger and fear boiling up inside him.

Kashi let out a self-deprecating chuckle and then shook his head.  Ah... what a cliche he was. The loner who opens up when surrounded by trusting companions.

"Ha... Ha-ahahahahahahha!"  The daeben’s  mad laughter carried down the desolate canyon. He noticed Kira's worried gaze and  then  grinned as he patted her head. "It's so easy," he  muttered  as he rose to his feet. "Now that I know my current condition, I simply have to change my mindset, don't I?"

The  daeben,  Kashi, would never be a social butterfly, but he now knew that deep down, his guildmates had gained his trust. So much so that he worried over their well-being. By Aethir, how Razznik would scoff at him in his current state. 

However, Kashi could not say  this development was entirely negative.   In fact, he was more than pleased with it. This was  further  proof  that  he was different from Razznik and Suzuki, two beings without an iota of trust. You could say it was proof of his individuality.

This  realization  fueled  Kashi’s  desire.   He chose the support job as it suited  the path he had decided to walk . He was not one to heal during battle. A task like that would be far too annoying for someone as battle-crazed as he.  He, however, was more than happy to prepare the necessary tools of war beforehand.

Kashi looked down at Hektor's sleeping face.  His eyes narrowed as he tapped the young man’s back, "Sleep tight. I'll be right back."

Kashi  looked at  Kira , and then without so much as a word, the duo  went off to face the surrounding monsters. They were faint, but one could make out the widest of grins on both their faces, their eyes crazed with excited frenzy. As they got further away from Hektor, they walked further into darkness until they had returned to the pitch darkness.

"Ah, be careful," Kashi warned. "I might go a little wild right now."

"Same to you," Kira returned.  Her voice, tinged with unbridled rage, warned, "For some reason, I'm really itching for a real fight."

Moments later, cries erupted from the surrounding monsters as they were ripped limb from limb with no chance of mercy or respite.

Hektor groaned as he weakly opened his eyes. His body refused to listen to him, and so he lay staring at the darkness above. Was he still alive? Was this hell?

Maybe it really was reckless to chase after Kashi like that.

It felt like forever since the night Kashi fell into the canyon. After securing an escape route for Miote and the siblings, he jumped onto a hellbat and forced it to crash into the abyss. His left hand broke during the landing. After the fall, he was immediately attacked , and h e was barely able to throw up a magelight before they killed him.

Despite the magelight ’ s poor range, Hektor had not panicked. 

In hindsight, maybe  Hektor  should have attempted to run away. But unfortunately, he was the type of person who was far too attracted to battle to do that. And so he fought. How long, he did not know. May have lasted a minute, an hour, or a day. All he knew was that he did not sleep until the last one was dead. 

By then, he could barely stand, let alone walk. He would have fallen there and then had a wave of bloodlust not slammed into him. It had brought a cold joy to his bones  as h e recognized the bloodlust. 

Kashi was alive.

Not only alive but growing stronger by the strength of his bloodlust.

That alone was enough to give Hektor strength. Dragging his warax behind him,  Hektor  trudged  in  the direction of the bloodlust, each step more painful than the last.  

Crash!

An explosion in the distance snapped H ektor out of his reverie. The pain was gone, and his fingers were beginning to respond. Slowly, but surely, new life was breathed into the young man's bones. 

Hektor  felt  strength return to his limbs, and sure enough, soon,  he could move his arms and legs. As feeling returned to the rest of his body,  the young man  sat up and rested against the wall. 

Hektor  looked at his bandaged body and almost burst out laughing. He felt and looked like a mummy. His question as to who rescued him was answered by the arrows next to his body: Kashi's way of identifying himself.

Hektor grimaced as he unwrapped his arms, expecting the worst. He , however,  was shocked by what he saw.   There were no scars. In fact,  his  skin looked better than before the attack. How was this possible?

Stunned by the revelation, Hektor  quickly removed the bandages from the rest of his body.

Just like his arms, there were no injuries to be found. Well, except his abdomen and back, which still had stitches in them. Those would definitely leave scars. To  the best of  his knowledge, Kashi was not a white mage.  That meant the daeben  must have fully mastered the First Aid profession. 

Hektor rocked his head back in laughter. Was there anything that  man  was not capable of?

Amid his amusement, Hektor noticed his damaged ax, and  cringed. He was still too weak.

Kashi had survived down here on his own while he could barely handle a mob. The difference in their abilities was still too far. Gritting his teeth, he smashed his fist into the earth. He wanted to get stronger. He needed to get stronger. Tears poured down his cheeks as he cried out to the gods. "I Need Strength!"

Crackle!  Boom!

Hektor quickly grabbed his ax as the earth  erupted in front of him in an explosion of sand and smoke.  The young man coughed, brushing the dust out of his eyes as he warily examined the dust cloud . "Who da fuck is there!?"

"Ho... Is this the attitude with which mortals greet their gods in this age?" A woman's voice called. It was  a deep but authoritative voic e .

"Da fu-!"

A modified mallet slammed into the rockface beside Hektor's head. Cracks ran up the face for as far as he could see. This lady meant business.

Hektor  was about to make another snide remark when the smoke cleared. His voice caught in his throat.

Clad in a tight, sleeveless, red, one-piece, with sashes only blocking her privates, stood the most terrifying woman he had ever met. Her face was hidden behind a red cloth, but her eyes.  The woman’s  eyes were sharper than any he had ever seen  and  wilder than any beast he had ever faced. Her long dark hair was tied into a high ponytail   secured by a red sash. She  wore  greaves made from the skulls of her foes and a guard for her abdomen. 

"Wh-who are you?" Hektor asked.

"Hmph. Children these days ;   y ou do not even recognize your god of war." She swung the mallet and  then  rested it on her shoulders. "Oi Kid!"  She called as she grabbed  a handful of  Hektor’s  hair and dragged him close. She bent low and looked into his eyes.  Whatever she saw pleased her, as she then nodded and remarked, "Yosh, this will do. You barely pass."

Hektor attempted to swat her hand away.  “Fuck!” Unfortunately, h is hand nearly broke against the strength of hers. "Lemme Go!"

"Feisty, aren't we."  The woman  slammed his head to the ground. "You still gonna protest against a god?"

Hektor growled. "I   Said   Let     ME  GO!" He punched the earth as he shot to his feet knocking her hand away in the process.

The woman stared at her hand. A shadow spread across her face. "Oi,  brat.  Did you just swat away my hand?" Her  tone suddenly turned dark and threatening., and the  earth beneath her feet trembled as she rose to full height.

Hektor was tall for his age. Really tall. But he felt like a dwarf before her.   She stood head and shoulders above him. Her eyes looked down at him, filled with rage.

"My name is Sram, goddess of war, the lone survivor of the gods. You dare defy me!?" 

Hektor's eyes betrayed nothing. He stretched to full height himself and matched her glare with one of his own. "God or not. All I have to do is defeat you."

Sram stared at the impudent youth in shock,  taken aback by his confidence. "Pfft.. Hahahahahahaha!" Her laugh was unlike any he had heard. How could a joyous sound  be simultaneously  so terrifying? "Yosh.  I’ve decided . You're the one!"

"Huh!?"

Sram  closed the distance between them before  Hektor  could react. She raised his chin a satisfied grin on her face. "You; Give yourself to me."

Hektor turned beet-red. "W-w-what da hell're ya talking 'bout. I ain't givin' myself to nobody." He looked away as he murmured, "You're supposed to do that with someone you love."

"No problem then. I LOVE YOU!"

Hektor's brain did a flip-flop, nuclear meltdown explosion. What the hell did the goddess of war just say to him? Was this a confession? How do you tell the goddess of war, no? Besides, if they got together, how would that work? Would he become immortal too? Would their babies be demi-gods? Was she even the child-rearing type. How would they plan the wedding? Of course, he would have to invite Kashi. Maybe not Ian. That guy's a pain.

Pow!

A sharp blow to the head snapped  the hormonal teenager out  of his mental breakdown.

"What the hell were you thinking of, you brat! Kids these days ; t heir minds are all in the gutter." Sram snorted, but then muttered after a pause, “Then again, I’ve been saying that line for thousands of years, so maybe kids are just nasty.”

Confused, Hektor could only blink  and ask,  "Then what do you want?"

"You, your pure-hearted desire for strength, called out to me. I want you to be my champion."

"Champion? What's that?"

Sram shook her head in disbelief. "You don't even know what a Champion is? My, how the gods have fallen." She took a breath and squeezed his arm. "A champion is a god's proxy on the physical plane. Long ago, we were forbidden from interfering too much in the physical realm, so we channeled our powers through whomever we deemed worthy. And I deem you worthy. So accept already."

Hektor looked at her skeptically. "Why should I?"

"You said you wanted to be strong, right? This will grant you the strength you desire."

"But-"

Sram interrupted with an irritated  voic e,  "Look,  I don't have time to play twenty questions. You either accept or not. I cannot stay on this plane much longer."

"Fine I accept. How do we— mmm!"  H ektor  froze in place as she pressed her lips against his.

Sram pulled away  shortly after with a satisfied smile . "Contract forged. You belong to me now, human. Don't disappoint me."

"H-hey! Wait!" Hektor called, but she disappeared in a puff of smoke just as fast as she had appeared. "You forgot to teach me how this works..." His voice trailed off as he realized he was speaking to the wall.

Kashi chose that precise moment to return.   The  daeben was stunned to see Hektor’s condition . Sure he had mastered  [ First Aid ] , but the effects were even better than he had expected. 

Hektor noticed his broken leg and arm were completely healed. Perhaps from Sram's kiss.   The warrior and d aeben  stared at each other, both at a loss for words.

Kashi pulled out a set of armor and a sword from his inventory and handed them to Hektor.

Hektor dressed quickly, eager to move his tired limbs.

Kashi, still at a loss for words, turned his back and beckoned for Hektor to follow.

"Where are we going?"

"Saw a door at the end of this path. Just might be our way out of here."

Kashi, Kira, and Hektor walked in silence. None felt comfortable enough to talk about the big elephant in the canyon. The presence of the God of War.

 

            

    
        Chapter 57: Suvron's Lair

    
    
    
    
                Beneath Suvron’s Pass.

27th   Mazem, 1092.

Kashi led his party to the end of the abyss , which turned out to be a  rock expanse roughly the width of a house that rose beyond the 'black zone'.   He placed his hand on the rock-face and  then  frowned.

"It's a dead-end," Hektor muttered.

Kashi shook his head. "That's what I thought too." He stepped back and released a multitude of magelights. They lit up the 'wall,' and Hektor balked.

A straight 'gash' set in the middle ran as high as the eye could see. Separate gashes arched off both ends of the wall to meet beyond the 'black zone.' 

It was clear this was a door. But this begged the question: How large was the rest of the building? And more importantly: What being needed doors this large?

Kashi punched the door  and  then placed his ear  against  it. He shared a worried look with Kira, who shook her head.

"What? What's up?" Hektor demanded an answer. He hated being the only one not in the know.

"We can't breach it," replied Kashi. "It's far too thick. I'd wager a meter at the least."

Hektor cursed. "How do we get in then? Unless you wanna turn back?"

The  daeben  flashed a knowing grin. "No, we're in the right place. You smell that?"

Hektor sniffed the air as hard he could. "Don't smell nothing."

"Sorry, I forgot. ” Kashi reminded himself that not everyone was crazy enough to specifically train their sense of smell.   “ Anyway, we're good where we are. We just have to wait for a bit. It should open any second now."

"How're you so sure."

"Well, becau-" Kashi stopped talking and readied his bow. "Ready your sword. They're coming."

"Eh? Wh-" Hektor's words died in his throat. He readied his sword as the trio stepped away from the wall, which had begun to slide open.

Surprisingly there were no accompanying noises from the gears or the door itself. It was no wonder they had not heard a sound throughout their brief stay in the abyss. 

Kashi did not have time to ponder how the machine worked ,  because as soon as the gap was wide enough for a man to squeeze through, a beast rushed out at them.

Short but terrible, it resembled a bi-pedal cross between an ant and a rat. It sported two giant funnel - like ears, with orange beady eyes. Its skin, like most other monsters down there, was layered with a hard material. Its armor was blue, and the extra armor down its middle was dirt-brown. It was an interesting color palette for a being of the darkness.

He rewarded the enthusiastic prey with an arrow to the temple. Hektor finished it off, and Kira gouged as much of it as she could before the next came.

Probably because of its size, the door  opened at a snail's pace. 

The trio was glad for this  as i t forced the monsters to come at them one or two at a time, which made it easy to dispatch them.




	
You discovered a new species!

Name it?








 

"Skittles!" Kashi screamed distractedly as another of its kind was already rushing out the door.

As the opening widened, so did the number of skittles that ran out. Like rats, they charged together, running over each other to reach their target. 

Kashi's hands moved at blinding speed. He notched, drew, and shot more than seven arrows at a time faster than some respected archers would one. He continued firing, but they just kept coming, almost single-mindedly. 

"RAAAA!" Hektor yelled his battle-cry as he cleaved through hordes of skittles. They had no visible mouths and did not scream as they died, which irked him. A skittle jumped onto his head, and he bellowed at the top of his voice. "GET OFF!" The skittle fell to the earth, where it stayed absolutely still. 

The skittles around Hektor seemed disoriented, and he took full advantage of this.

A sickening grin on his face,  Hektor  begun mowing them down mercilessly.

"Hektor! Your arm!" Kashi called from within a swarm of Skittles. He'd abandoned the bow but was still using the arrows he'd fired earlier. He ducked under Skittles' charge, picked a bolt from the  ground,  and stabbed it right into the skull of another. He lifted the limp body and smashed it into a third. He removed the arrow  and  then flung it.

Whoosh!

It missed Hektor by a  hair  and pierced a  s kittle that was creeping on Kira.

Hektor grabbed a skittle by its throat and held it there as he checked his arm. An unfamiliar insignia hovered above his armor. Upon closer inspection, it resembled Sram's peculiar mallet. The skittle he held dug its claws into his arm. He crushed its neck and noticed the base of the mallet light up.

Kashi also noticed it. His eyes widened as he figured what the insignia was. "Hektor, kill as many of them as you can!"

"Wat, does it look like I'm doing?" The teen shot back  as he  cleaved through the never-ending horde of skittle. With each kill, the glow rose up the handle of the mallet.

Ahead of both men, Kira laid waste to all. Her teeth and claws tore through armor, flesh, and blood alike. Her fur was hardened to the point where none of their attacks even fazed her. Whenever they seemed to swarm her, she would let out a furious bark. The intimidation skill either froze them in their tracks or forced a retreat. Whatever outcome, she hunted them down immediately and without mercy.

"Jump!" Hektor yelled at the top of his lungs. He did not understand how or why, but the second the mallet fully shone, he instantly knew what to do next.

Kashi fired an arrow into a skittle. He hopped onto the arrow before the beast could fall over and launched himself into the air. Kira, on the other hand, mowed through the skittles, dove at the wall, kicked against it and  then  launched herself as high as possible.

His party out of the way, Hektor held his breath as he stomped his left foot against the earth. His muscles bulged, his veins popped as his sword sliced through skittles in an arc.

An arc of condensed energy cleaved through the rest of the skittles. It did not slow in its decimation until it was done. Only then did it suddenly dissipate.

Hektor collapsed to a knee, his breathing labored and hard. Profuse sweat soaked his armor; his bones and muscles ached. 

Kashi dropped to the earth beside him. He placed a hand on Hektor's shoulder and was slightly taken aback by the warrior's shuddering. "You'll be ok," Kashi reassured. "It's only like this because it's your first time. It should hurt less the more you do it."

Hektor swallowed hard as he rose to his feet. "I'm fine. Was just a little tired."

Kashi decided not to press the issue. There were also clear signs  that  Hektor's vitality was restoring quickly. It was probably a penalty of the skill to be weakened for a few seconds. After one last glance in his partner's direction, he pressed on.




	
You Have Entered Suvron's Lair!

Your levels are too low for this dungeon

It Is Recommended You Return with an appropriate Party.








 

Kashi's brows furrowed at the prompt. Throughout his experience in L.N.E, he had never received level warnings. It was almost like the game was designed to let players perish for being too hasty. This was why this particular prompt irked him. Why would there be a warning here? Was the dungeon really that difficult? 

Kashi  looked to Hektor, who was flexing his arms. It did not matter either way. They could either press on or perish in the abyss. "Too weak am I?"

"What's wrong?" Kira asked, picking up on his distress.

Kashi shook his head. "The gods think we're too weak to enter. They say we should retreat."  

The direwolf's eyes burned with rage. "I am not weak!"

"Don't look at me like that, ” Kashi revealed a wry smile. “ I never said you were."

"I ain't weak either," Hektor challenged.

Kashi grinned. "Perfect. We're a bunch of suicidal maniacs." On that note, he advanced.  To his surprise, the earth behind the door lit up as he walked . With each step he took, the light spread further.

Hektor and Kira walked up to him, puzzled by his sudden halt. They took a look at their surroundings, and their eyes widened in amazement. They watched, amazed as six giant crystals lit up in the darkness, each a unique color of the rainbow. Their collective glows exploded and blessed the entirety of the sanctum  with  their light.

"Holy fuck," Hektor muttered as he walked to Kashi's side.

Suvron's lair was comprised of a lake in the middle of a meadow, which several never-before-seen creatures inhabited. The beasts all seemed to be herbivores and had strange black spikes growing out of their bodies. The 'room' if you could call it that, was as large, if not larger than a football field. This was all encased in circular walls that stretched high above them. 

The walls had alternating semicircular balconies on opposite sides, each higher than the last with no clear passageways connecting them. The floors balconies all had a single room which they were connected to, but the trio could not see the inside of the rooms as they were carved into the wall itself.

"Kash i , above us," Kira called , and  Kashi followed her sight-line.

A t the very top of the tower, a figure was encased in  a beautiful, violet stone.

Kashi  knew why this scene felt familiar. "Seems we've run into the holding cells for one of the gods."

Hektor squinted at the crystal. "If this   is a prison, den where  a re the guards?"

Sharp cries drew the trio's attention to the lake  to see the strange creatures fleeing in terror.  Bubbles rose and popped at the heart of the lake . Over time,  the frequency between ripples intensified. 

Kashi grimaced. "You had to ask..."

A long black column shot out  of  the lake, spraying water onto every corner of the room. The column arched unnaturally, then curved downwards, where it paused as it locked onto its prey.

Kashi swallowed hard.

The snake (?)  was thicker than three carriages and at least longer than Riven's walls.  This was considering that a  good portion of its body was still hidden underwater. It had no eyes, but two long feelers grew out of where they would have been.




	
Suvron :  Lv???








 

Kashi drew to full length and used  [ Drill ]  to fire at its exposed mid-riff.

C lang!

The arrow bounced off without so much as a scratch.

Suvron arched its neck and let out a bloodcurdling roar. It opened its mouth, and a swirling mass of water formed between its jaws.  [ Water Cannon ]  fired off tempestuous balls of water capable of crushing anything it came across. 

ROOOOAAR! 

"Oh, fuck," Kashi cursed as he dashed away.

The ground just where he'd been exploded as the cannon crashed into it. 

Kashi's eyes darted around the room for a clue on how to escape. He noticed the previous beasts huddled around the stones. "Kira!"

Kira picked up on his cue. She barked at Hektor, and he hopped onto her back.

Kashi covered over 25 meters in a second as he pushed his body to its limits for the first time. The earth erupted around him as Suvron continuously fired off his cannons. Kira ran past him and skidded to a halt by the closest crystal. He joined her side, then spun around to face Suvron.

To his surprise, Suvron had stopped firing. It seemed reluctant to hit the crystal.

Suvron stretched down towards them at a steady pace. If the humanoids thought they could hide by the crystal, then it would just eat them instead of using the cannon. It suddenly accelerated.

"The crystal. Smash it!" Kashi screamed as Suvron bore down at them.

The trio struck the crystal with all of their might.

BAM!

Suvron swallowed the crystal together with everything withing ten meters of it. It reared its head back and ate everything.

*Shing!

Suvron let out a shrill cry as the red crystal appeared back in its spot, having teleported from within its stomach. It roared at the crystal as if promising to destroy it.

Above it on the first floor, Kashi, Kira, and Hektor appeared inside a room that held a smaller version of the red crystal. The walls were made solely of the black crystals that grew on the herbivores' backs.

Kashi reached for the red crystal, but it blasted him away with extreme prejudice. 

It pulsed like a heartbeat as a hundred skittles appeared in front of it. 

Faced with the overwhelming numbers, Kashi clenched and relaxed his fists around his bow. Ah, these should serve to relieve some stress. 

He placed his bow in his inventory and equipped five sets of quivers around his body. He pounded his fists together and activated  [ Gaia ] .

The skill imbued his fists with earth energy, raising his  attack  by 50%, his critical chance by 8%, and dealt additional 50 Earth Damage.

Kashi  drew two arrows and flung them with all of his might. They tore through four Skittles each, then buried themselves in their respective fifth victims. Kashi  then  sped past the startled Skittles. He yanked his arrows out of his victims  and  then , with a stomp, f ive  tall earthen walls  rose around him. 

Bam!

Kashi  kicked at each of them with all the strength he could muster. 

The room was rather small, so the skittles were bunched each other. This heavily impeded their escape. They screamed in terror as the slabs mowed them out of the way before smashing the unlucky ones against the wall. 

Ping!




	
Through Continuous Use, You Have Invented Your Own Unique Style.

1000 Arrows Technique:

A hybrid between Realm Piercing Bow, Earth Shattering Martial Arts and Archery Mastery

Can now use Archery and Realm Piercing bow Skills even without a bow equipped.








 

Ssss!

Instinct urged  Kashi  to jump back . As a result, he  barely dodged a vat of poison  that  melted a nearby skittle.

Kashi turned to his assailant. "What the?"

Kashi  was shocked to see a hydra glaring at him. The hydra, a being with two stout feet, a long tail, and seven snakeheads, was quite small at barely twice his height. Its seven heads hissed and roared at him, but he couldn't feel an iota of fear. It was like seeing a baby Godzilla. He had to hold back his laugh. Instead, he scanned his surroundings.

His earlier attack had opened a lot more room, but there were still a good number of skittles. He shared a look with Hektor and Kira.

The warrior and  dire wolf engaged the skittles while he squared off against the baby Hydra.

Hydra spat at him, but he skillfully dodged its attacks as he edged closer. He drew and held three arrows in both hands, eyes set on Hydra's heads. Once he was close enough, he flung the arrows. Using  [ Drill ],  they spun rapidly as they smashed into their target.

Hydra hissed as it staggered backward. While the force had affected it, the arrows failed to pierce its skin. It noticed the shocked dismay on Kashi's face and dashed at him with surprising agility. Some heads spat poison while others lunged at him to bite off his head, arms, or whatever.

Kashi dodged all its attacks at the last second, but he was eventually hit with a bit of the poison. Luckily, his poison resistance had significantly increased. It only took 5 HP every second as opposed to 30HP every second.

Kashi  kept dodging while backing away until he hit the wall.

Seeing its prey trapped, Hydra's head struck with reckless abandon.

Kashi let his legs give way. 

He fell just below the Hydra's attack, but what he saw next fascinated him.

The Hydra cried out in pain as it reared back its heads. Black blood oozed from where it had struck against the wall. It hissed bloody murder as it struck down against the daeben.

Boom!

Hektor body-slammed Hydra against the wall from behind. 

Enraged, Kira instantaneously doubled in size as she dove over Hektor and latched onto one of Hydra's neck with her teeth. Her teeth ripped through its scales, as her claws dug into its body. 

Hydra split its next attack. Two heads lurched at Kashi, two twisted around and spat poison at Hektor while the last two bit away madly at Kira's impervious skin.

Kashi had expected its attack. His bow was already equipped with four arrows, notched and drawn. He fired two arrows each into the Hydra's open mouth. The arrows ripped through and out, then pinned against the ceiling. So its insides were not as strong as the outside. Good to know.

This Kashi thought as Kira ripped off the head she had been working on.

The Hydra ceased its attacks as it reared its heads in pain and staggered back.

"Like Hell!" Hektor screamed as he grabbed the beast by the tail. Mustering up his strength, he lifted, then whipped the entirety of the creature back against the wall. It cried out again as the jagged rocks ripped through its skin. 

Kashi did not give it a moment to rest. He rolled to his feet, grabbed a head,  and  then jammed it against the wall. The rock ripped the head apart, but he did not stop ramming it against the wall until it was completely deformed. 

A piece of the wall broke off, and he grabbed it mid-air. He kneed Hydra in the midriff, and it fell over, already weakened by the loss of two heads. 

Kashi stabbed its exposed chest with the rock repeatedly until a large gash appeared. He punched through the wound and searched its insides until he felt the tell-tale beating of its heart. "You might have seven heads and seven brains, but you only have one heart!"

As if realizing what he planned to do, all its heads converged on him.

* CRUNCH!

Five heads fell to the floor, lifeless.

Kashi withdrew his hand, panting as he rested against the beast's body. He looked at his bloodied hands and rocked his head back in animated laughter. He had never thought to try that before, let alone actually execute it. It was almost scary how good he was becoming at killing.

Hydra's body dissipated, leaving its scaly skin behind as a drop. Kashi gladly took it. It had proven more durable than anything he had. It  would be  a fine crafting material.  He then  used  [Identify]  on the black stone.




	
Obsidian Ore   [ Tier 3  Crafting Material]





	
Stronger than Steel, this glass ore is created in the depths of volcanoes.

Can be used in the manufacture of spellstones, weapons and decorations.

Requires Intermediate Mining to acquire.

Requires Intermediate Blacksmith to refine.

Can also be obtained from select fauna.








 

Scree!

Kashi's respite was short-lived as outside their floor, Suvron's pained cries permeated the very fabric of their existences. 

Suvron  brought its head level with their floor and 'peered' into the room. It suddenly went mad with rage, screaming at the top of its lungs. It smashed against the balcony repeatedly in an attempt to get into the room, but luckily the balcony held. It drew back and prepared a larger than normal water cannon.

With the layout of the room, even if the dodged the initial attacks, they would either drown or be washed out by the water.

Kashi  searched around for somewhere they could hide when his eyes met the crystal. Everything seemed to come back to the crystals. 

"Fuck, this better work!" Kashi flung the obsidian shard with all he had against the crystal.

*crack

The crystal shattered, and almost instantaneously, a platform shot out from beneath their floor. The platform shot upwards at an inclined angle towards the opposite second floor.

It caught Suvron and pinned it against the opposite wall, pressing against the snake as it doggedly tried to reach its destination.

[Water Cannon]  exploded in Suvron's mouth, disorientating it.

Kashi, Kira, and Hektor hopped onto the platform and  then  ran up the slope. Once they were close enough, Kashi grabbed Hektor's arm, spun around, and then launched him with the force of a cannon.

Hektor's Mallet Insignia glowed brightly as he screamed and cut through Suvron's neck.

The blade, wrapped in Sram's energy, tore through Suvron like butter while the rest of the energy severed through. 

Hektor dropped to his knees as Suvron's neck and the head fell into the lake below. 

Kashi picked him up and hopped onto the second-floor balcony as the platform completed its journey,

Before they could even catch their breaths, two heads identical to the one that just dropped burst out of the lake, roaring at the top of their lungs.

"Fuck..." 

Suvron was a Hydra...

 

            

    
        Chapter 58: The Name, Suvron

    
    
    
    
                Futility: The dictionaries describe it as the quality of being incapable of producing any result; ineffective; useless even. It is a word used commonly among the fine folk, even more so in trying times like these. However, only a handful know what futility really feels like. Most never know the hollowness, the worthlessness that assaults a man when he comes to terms with the fact that no matter how hard he struggles, no matter how much work he puts in, there will be no result to show for it.

Staring at the two roaring Hydra's heads, Kashi of the  daeben, for the first time,  felt his will crumble. His overactive imagination, which was usually his greatest strength, was now the stone that drowned him. Because he could picture his fights, he could see the outcome of this one. A thousand scenarios, a thousand plans, but no matter how many coursed through his mind, the result was the same inevitability: Death. 

“Ugh!”

By his side,  Kira suffered  Kashi’s  distress . The daeben’s depression   weighed  on her like a boulder hung from her neck. A low whine escaped her lips as she fought to withstand the pressure. For the first time ever, she realized the double-edged nature of their strengthening bond. She watched Kashi fall to his knees, eyes glued to Suvron as if mesmerized. 

Kira  hated it.

This was not the man she respected. This was not the man she feared.  This was not the man she wanted to kill.  This was not the man...

A deep growl grew from the pits of  Kira  stomach as she remembered . "Kashi!"

Kashi whirled around, stunned by the intensity  in   Kira’s  voice. 

Crick!

Kira's eyes burned, her teeth bared at her partner as she took a step towards him. "On the day of my mother's death, she gave me a mission..."

"A mission?"

Kira  stopped and lowered her head to meet his, teeth still bared. "She asked me to judge you when I am strong enough. Can you guess what my reply was?"

Kashi rested against the railings, eyes fixed on hers. "You decided to kill me anyway, didn't you?"

"That was... is my decision."

Kashi's eyes had no defiance, no fight. "So, are you going to kill me now?"

 Kira raised a paw and clawed away at his face. "I would like to. I very much want to. But something you said back then has always given me pause. Without once apologizing for my mother's death, you swore to do the impossible no matter how many lives you had to take. And you were not just talking. I have watched you pull off the stupidest, craziest, most hare-brained-"

"I wouldn't exactly call my plans stu-" Kira's snarl shut the  daeben  up. "Okay, go on."

"You have somehow always proved me wrong. So much so you had begun to earn my trust... But!" She edged closer  until  their faces  were  only centimeters apart. "If you wish to die here, I will kill you myself." Her voice was low and as real as the balcony they were on.

Crack!

Kashi's lips warmed into a smile. He took  Kira’s  head in his hands and nudged her forehead with his. He held it there a few seconds , and then whispered  "Thanks. You saved me."

Kira pulled back and backed off a few steps. "If you have the time to thank me, then think of a way to get us out of-"

Crick!Craaack!

Kashi and Kira heard it at the same time. The peered over the balcony and realized why their little session had gone uninterrupted. 

Both  of  Suvron's heads were trained at the red crystal. They were stiller than statues as they watched crack lines spread quicker and grow more prominent.

Suvron snapped out of its reverie as it realized what was happening. The building shook from its maddening roar. Whether it was joy or rage, Kashi and his crew could not tell. But it mattered not as what happened next wiped any stray thoughts from their minds.

The crystal exploded, releasing a concentrated beam of energy that blasted Suvron with extreme prejudice. Both its heads  blew  off, and the severed necks fell into the lake.

That was not all, though. 

Kashi, Kira, and Hektor were stunned as they were enveloped in a red mist that fully restored their health and mana.

Kashi counted the seconds until Suvron emerged, this time with four furious heads. Twenty. This he could work with. A grin stretched across his face as a new bold plan began to take form.

Kira sensed the daeben’s renewed confidence. "You have a plan, I presume,"  she  said, more a statement than a question.

Kashi's eyes lit up as he turned to her. "Remember how you called my plans stupid, reckless?"

The proud  dire wolf hung her head as she understood the meaning of his words. "You have something worse than any before."  The daeben's sheepish grin infuriated, yet rejuvenated her. She turned away from him and ran into the room, calling for Hektor to follow.

Kashi tossed a sack containing potions to the warrior. Hektor caught it and nodded at the daeben, then followed Kira.

The room's layout was the exact replica of the one a floor below. Its only difference was the orange crystal at the end of the room. As with the previous one, once they got close enough, they were repelled and soon after were surrounded by Skittles.

Kashi watched the fight start, but a deafening roar drew his attention to the four-headed hydra locked onto him. "Well, then." he pulled out an arrow with a rope attached to it. He tied one end of the line around his waist then jumped off the balcony,

Suvron attacked the airborne target, correctly theorizing he could not change direction mid-air. 

A head lunged for the daeben, but he shot an arrow into the wall as his reply. 

Suvron  assumed  he missed and charged, mad with rage.

Using the arrow as an anchor, Kashi swung out of Suvron's path. The snake smashed into the wall and reared back in pain.

Kashi cut his rope just before Suvron arched his neck and landed squarely on its head.  He slid down its throat, wincing as some of its scales cut his hands on the way down. At an appropriate height, he kicked against Suvron and jumped over the lake. He performed a front flip then landed upright on the bottom floor, feet pressed together, and arms out wide. "Nailed it."

Kashi  felt a bothersome brush of wind on his back  and  turned around.  “Hey, you…” He  managed a weak smile against Suvron, who 'stared' at him with all four heads. Their feelers wrapped around the daeben, inspecting every part of his being, "I don't suppose you guys will just let me go?"

Kashi did not know if Hydra understood human speech or not, but Suvron's reaction to the question suggested it at least had some idea.

The beast struck without warning. Kashi jumped back and away from the attack. He had no time to rest as Suvron's new heads granted it the advantage of simultaneous attacks.

The daeben abandoned grace as he raced around the room, hopping away from [Water Cannons] and Suvron's direct attacks. He activated  [Mind's Eye] , so he always had the bead on Suvron. He was thankful for the practice he'd had in Suvron's Pass. He was quite comfortable running at breakneck speeds and still being aware of everything in the vicinity. This eliminated any possibility of him ambushed by Suvron.

Their game of cat and mouse stretched on for over ten minutes, the only victims the unfortunate herbivores caught in Suvron's attacks.

A loud groan alerted the daeben. He looked up and saw a platform race from beneath the second floor to the third. 

Crick!   Crack!

Through layers of sweat and fatigue and the sound of rushing wind Kashi heard the blessed sound he had been waiting for. He screeched to a halt as the  orange  crystal exploded.

The concentrated energy released  once again beheaded  Suvro n .

Kashi dodged the falling heads as he did one last dash around the entirety of the room. He knew he did not have the luxury of time, so he ran like mad towards the wall where his rope hung overhead. He took up the wall with three powerful kicks, lunged, then grabbed the line. 

The daeben climbed with haste. When  Kashi  was high enough, he swung    onto the first platform , and then  slid down the platform to the first-floor balcony. He kicked off and  then  launched himself into the room just as Suvron burst from beneath the lake, now with eight heads.

Kashi watched Suvron's heads zip past his floor, their targets Kira and Hektor, who had just crossed to the third floor. They twisted past the bridges as they ascended. 

Kashi ran to the end of the room. He collected himself before the destroyed Crystal Shard, taking deep breaths to calm himself.  He listened to the sounds of explosions above him and prayed for his party's safety. 

Kashi  opened his inventory and hurriedly drew out a sack. He emptied its contents onto the floor and stared at them, hoping to the heavens he was right about his plan. 264 Obsidian ores: He had looted them from the remains of the herbivores caught in Suvron's attacks. Seeing as they could easily cut through the baby Hydra, he figured the same should be said of Suvron. 

Kashi  checked the raw materials in his inventory. He still had a good number of iron ore, but he only had about 200 planks left. One plank could be used to craft ten arrows, so that left him  with  2000 craftable arrows.  [Gilgamesh]  required one  thousand arrows, so he only had 1000 to fight Suvron with.

Kashi  took out the portable blacksmith workstation: an anvil and hammer for blacksmithing and a saw and workbench for carpentry/leatherworking. Once again, he was glad this was a game. He could craft even without a forge,  albeit at much lower quality.

Usually,  Kashi  preferred to craft semi-manually, but because of the urgency of the situation, he decide d  to go the swift automatic route. Both methods of crafting were akin to that of RPG's in non-virtual games. All he had to do was select a recipe . I f he had the ingredients,  he   place them into a sphere on the anvil/workbench. Then he would pound or saw away until they were crafted.

Where  Kashi’s  style differed from  regular Summoned crafting  was his obsession with detail.  Kashi  crafted parts of an item separately before joining them together. While the quality was excellent, the time used up was a significant detriment. Hence he only used it for original recipes and crafting personal items for him and his party.

On the other hand, the automatic method let him create a complete item in one go. He could even craft multiple items in a go as long as he had the necessary materials. The downside to using this method was that the quality was usually far below what one could create manually. Also, recipes stored were only those of items made previously or acquired through different means. This meant that completely original recipes could only be made manually.

What Kashi was about to craft was something he did not have the recipe for. First, he had to successfully craft what he had in mind on his own. He took a plank and crafted ten  shafts  for his arrows. Since he already had the recipe, that part took no time at all.

Kashi  picked up an Obsidian ore and held his breath as he hammered at it. His first attempt failed, and he realized he needed more ores. He tried again and got it right when he used three ores. It took three obsidian ores to craft one Obsidian ingot. Minus his failures, it left him with 86 Obsidian ingots.

Now came the tricky part.  

Kashi  was not sure how many ingots it took to craft one arrowhead. He was pleased when he successfully crafted five arrowheads from one ignot. But that would only allow him to craft 4 40  arrowheads. Far too small if he was to fight Suvron with any hope of success.

Rrrumblee…

The entire building shook as another  [Water Cannon]  exploded above him. 

Kashi was thankful for Hektor's newfound ability. If his weapon had not been coated in that weird power, they would have never stood a chance in the first place...

The daeben's eyes lit up as  he was struck with a bolt of inspiration . What if... 

Kashi  was not sure if what he planned was possible, but the game had never ceased to surprise him thus far, why would it stop now?    He took out an arrow from his quiver and placed it into the sphere. A prompt appeared in front of him.




	
Iron Arrow





	
Iron head. Standard.

Completed Work.








 

He  then  took out another arrow and Rosario's brush. He  then  painted the symbol for fire onto the arrowhead.




	
Iron Arrow [Fire Element]





	
Enchanted with  Fire  element.

Deals additional 20 Fire Damage.

+ 2% Chance to Inflict Burning.

Completed Work.








 

Kashi heaved a sigh of relief. Like most people, he only enchanted bows, and the element naturally transferred onto arrows. But if he could enchant arrows themselves, then his next endeavor might bear fruit. 

Another explosion rocked the building, and he decided to speed things up. Rather than take the safe route and test out his theory, he gambled. He added an entire quiver of arrows to the sphere, then placed two ores inside. 

He raised his hammer high. Sweat trickled down his brow as he gritted his teeth. This had better work! With a loud bang, he struck at the sphere with all the power he could muster, holding the image of the finished work clear as day in his head. Thirty-five strikes later, Kashi had the hugest of grins.

He raised an arrow and inspected it.




	
Obsidian Tipped Arrow





	
Iron Arrowhead with Obsidian tip.

Increases penetration by  200 %.








 




	
New Craftsmanship Perk Learned:  Enhance





	
No longer are you satisfied with finished work. 

Through your own knowledge, you can now improve items as you see fit.

Adds Refined Products to Recipes.








 

Kashi was overjoyed at the prompts. This meant he could speed run the rest of the arrows he had. He quickly improved all the arrows in his inventory, made 2000 new iron ones, then improved those too. 

When he was done, he was pleased to see he still had quite a few obsidian ingots left. He followed an old recipe, but instead of silver, he used all the obsidian he had left. He engraved a flame rune onto it, then marveled at his finished work.




	
Burning Obsidian Axe





	
Crafted with Obsidian from Suvron's Lair, this weapon carries the desire to cut through everything in its path.

Restrictions: 200 STR 

Deals +30 ATK

20% Chance to ignore armor.

Deals +25 Burning Damage.

+ 3% Chance for enemies to explode upon death.








 

Kashi tucked the ax into his inventory along with all of his crafting materials. He placed his arrows back in their quivers and placed the remnants in his inventory. He got to his feet and  then  stretched  his  sore muscles. He was about to leave when a much more massive explosion caused him to lose his balance. He fell backward and was lucky not to impale himself on the shattered crystal.

While  Kashi  mused on how ironic that would have been, he once again got to his feet. Only this time, something caught his attention. The wall behind the crystal had a mural carved onto it. Curiosity got the better of him, and he released a magelight to light the wall so he could get a better look. 

Kashi’s  eyes grew darker as he examined the mural. "Is that how it is?" He placed his hand on the carvings and winced as several images flashed through his mind. They were memories  –  memories of the creature he fought.

Kashi he turned away from the painting  with determined eyes . He walked out onto the balcony and looked up. 

Impressive. 

Not only had Kira and Hektor survived, but they had also gone up four floors.

Just from observing, he could tell what tactic they employed. Suvron's water cannons were wider than the doors ,  so each time he fired, they would hide just beside the entrance. The jet stream would then not only attack the skittles but flush them out too, sometimes delivering them right into the duo's reach. Sram's mark was used to wipe out the baby hydras, then after the crystals broke, they used the time between beheadings to cross. 

Of course, this meant that by the time Kashi got out, the number of heads had absurdly increased to thirty-two. 

Suvron itself seemed to have wizened. It shot water cannon into the fifth room, then plugged the door with one of its heads to force the duo to drown.

Kashi pulled out his bow.    He calmed his breath as he notched an arrow and pointed upwards at a very steep angle. He pulled the string till it threatened to break, then screamed. "FLY!"

The arrow whistled as it tore through the air. The air distorted around the leading arrow as it created a visible slipstream for five other s  released in quick succession behind it.

The first arrow penetrated Suvron's scales, but 'exploded' as it broke within the Hydra's head. It wasn't really an explosion. More of the concentrated air around the arrowhead was re leased the second it  stopped moving. The remaining five ripped through the head and out the other side, destroying its brain in the process. 

Suvron cried out in pain as its head, limp in death, slid out of the doorway. Water streamed out of the room, together with the bodies of skittles that fell to their respective deaths.

Kashi had no time to acknowledge his efforts as Suvron immediately turned 20 heads against   him. Kashi sized up the monster, each waiting for the other's first move.

Kashi  dashed ahead, and Suvron went absolutely mad.

Water cannons rained down around the daeben, fired indiscriminately by the snake. Unlike the bottom floor, he only had the platforms to run on, so his dodging options were severely limited. 

Kashi  jumped and barely dodged a cannon, then looked up to see another just meters away from crashing into him. 

Kashi  rolled off the platform, then fired his trademark rope arrows into the bottom of the platform. He swung and managed to hop back onto the platform. He  then  looked up to see three heads racing down for physical confrontation ,  mouths wide open to swallow him whole.

The daeben side-stepped  the  first  head,  shot three arrows into  it, and  then fired another six arrows into the open mouth of the second.

Suvron reared back in pain, but the daeben was not done yet. He grabbed onto one of the arrows buried in the first head and ascended together with the  beast.  

The remaining thirty heads noticed this and hissed with anger as they lunged at him. 

Kashi was thrown off the head he was on, but he shot another rope - arrow into an attacking head and used it as a pivot to launch himself onto the fourth floor.   He raced across the platform even as the fifth platform stretched above him, heading to the last level. 

To the daeben's surprise, Kashi and Kira raced out of the room.   His wonder was answered by six baby hydras running out of the room to attack them. 

Suvron noticed them and struck. Behind the duo, the lead Hydra lunged at them.

"Hektor!" Kashi called as he flung the battle-ax he crafted.

Hektor caught it mid-air, jumped off Kira, then roared as he struck the ax against the platform. To their surprise, a blade of wind flew out and sliced through the lead hydra. He rushed the other two, ax raised high.

Kira barked with rage as she doubled in size and bit down on Suvron's head that had lunged at them. Her grip was so firm it couldn't budge an inch afterward.

Kashi shot fired more arrows at the monster, realizing that its brains were its weak points. To prevent it from growing more heads, he had to destroy the brain without beheading it. 

Armed with this knowledge, he began attacking with chilling precision.

Suvron  realized its weakness had been discovered after losing eight heads and reluctantly went on the  defensive.  Unfortunately, it was dodging Kashi’s arrows  when the blue crystal exploded and once again beheaded the beast. 

"NO!" Kashi screamed at the falling heads. 

Shit !   W hen  Suvron  returned, it would have sixty-four heads !  What kind of a joke was that? That number of heads would fill out the entire floor area leaving no space to even think about maneuvering or escaping.

Still, judging by the increase in timing between the reincarnation of heads, they had about five minutes. He planned to make full use of that. 

Kashi  joined Kira and Hektor as they raided the last floor. Armed with his new arrows, they made short work of both the skittles and accompanying baby Hydras. Kashi smashed the crystal and prayed. 

The last crystal shattered, but only healed the party as it had no target to attack. 

The entire building rumbled as shards of the shattered crystals hovered off the floor.  Brilliant, rainbow-colored light escaped the shards, and then struck the crystal that bound the god .

Crash!  

The crystal shattered under the force of the attack and exploded in a wave of wind and light .

The god encased ,  unfurled her wings, revealing her in all of her naked beauty. Like the other gods, she was extremely tall but had an aura about her that was not as threatening. She opened her emerald green eyes and smiled at the daeben and his companions. 

"Thank you, brave warriors, for rescuing me from my prison." Her voice was beautiful, light, and soothing. It would be easy for one to get lost in it. "I would offer more, but I am afraid we do not have the luxury of time." She pointed to the lake below." I am afraid the beast is not yet dead."

"If I may, may I inquire as to your name?" Kashi asked head bowed.

"My name is Suvron, goddess of music, beauty, and love."

Hektor's brows furrowed in confusion. "But if you're Suvron, then what the hell have we been fighting?"

"As I thought," Kashi murmured.

"What d'ya mean?"

Kashi turned to him. "I'll explain later. Do me a favor and don't attack the next time Suvron comes out."

"Huh!?"

"Please." His eyes were serious. 

"Fine, fine," Hektor conceded. "I already fought plenty while you were busy."

"You too, Kira?" Kashi asked, straining his neck to look at the direwolf who now towered well above him.

Kira relaxed and  then reverted to a  smaller size, just level with the daeben's head.  "Are you sure about this?"

"Ah, I have to do this."

"On one condition."

"Name it."

"You will win."

"Definitely."

Satisfied with his reply, Kira took a step back.

Suvron watched the conversation with interest. "If you will battle this creature, then allow me to offer you aid. I cannot fight, but..." She raised her hand, and a ray of golden light enveloped the elf.
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Kashi watched bubbles pop out of the lake, followed soon after by Suvron's sixty-four heads. They avoided the bridges as they rushed up to the final floor, where Kashi awaited it.

The daeben stood on the railings of the balcony, bow in hand as he faced off against the beast. "Proud beast of the ocean, I challenge you to a duel to the death!"

Suvron paused, confused by the daeben's words. Was this some sort of trick?

"This is no trick, no game. I know your story, your past. I challenge you not as a hunter its prey nor as a prey its predator. No, I challenge you as a being in equal standing. One whom I have acknowledged."

"What do you know of me!" Its voice tore through the daeben's mind, and he winced under the intensity. Three heads attacked at the same time, but Kashi jumped up and onto the onrushing head.

He riddled the head with arrows as he answered. "Your name is not Suvron." He dodged another attack by sliding down the falling head. "I saw them. Your memories. I felt your anger as the gods slaughtered your parents." Another head tracked his descent and made to swallow him. He kicked against the beast's neck and fired an arrow through the onrushing head's nostrils.

It screamed as it missed him by a hair's breadth, but Kashi stabbed an arrow into the passing head and grabbed a ride-along. "I felt your hatred as you grew in the open oceans, nameless. Felt your envy as other beasts of the sea gained their names."

The head raced upwards, then suddenly stopped. Kashi was forced to let go to prevent his arm from snapping in two. Five heads converged on him without mercy. He rapidly fired off over thirty arrows through the heads. The closest died during the attack, and Kashi kicked against its nose. He watched as the other heads bit into the exposed neck and landed on another of his assailants' neck. "But not you. You were only ever called Hydra despite your numerous exploits in destruction and could not find any individuality. You despised and envied the Kraken who got its name despite being several centuries younger than you were."

Enraged by his words, all of Suvron's heads simultaneously  launched  never-ending attacks.

However, t he increased number of attacks gave the daeben many more platforms to dodge and attack from.  Kashi  ran, slid, surfed, and jumped from head to head, shooting and killing the heads one by one.  "Then you were captured by the Destroyer and forced into this prison to prevent Suvron's awakening. Centuries passed, and soon survivors or rather escapees from this tower began to mistake you for Suvron, whose name was on the dungeon. The pass and lair were even named after you."

Suvron bit off all the heads Kashi killed, allowing two more to grow in their place. The number of heads increased as did the intensity of the attacks. It now attacked with no care for its own body, but the daeben just kept firing arrow after arrow into the beast as he dodged its attacks, though it became increasingly difficult with each new head. "Like a child without a name, you have sought one and wanted to claim this as your yours. So you repeatedly tried to kill the real Suvron and own the name for yourself, but you are not and will never be Suvron."

At Kashi's words, the name Suvron disappeared from above the monster's Health Bar.

The beast cried out in wretched pain at having lost its name. It slammed against the walls, attacking all with reckless abandon.

"How about I na-" Kashi's words were cut off as a head swallowed him whole.

"Kash!" Hektor yelled at the top of his voice as he ran out  of  the safety of the room. 

The hydra's heads looked up to the ceiling as it cried out in pain. Its name was gone. Once again, it was nobody. It was-!

The cries suddenly stopped.

Hektor stared dumbstruck as head after head went limp and fell like sticks to the earth.

A huge splotch of red appeared in the lake, eventually spreading all around it. 

Kashi emerged from within the red and swam to shore. He pulled himself onto the floor and winced as a head fell beside him. 

The Hydra was barely alive, breaths rapid and shallow. 

Kashi placed a hand on the beast . His  his eyes and voice were solemn. "There are two ways to kill a fully grown hydra. Destroy its brain without beheading the creature or destroying its heart. The one thing all heads share to survive." He lifted its feelers and smiled. "Your name shall be Krakul, for I have fought the Kraken, and you are much cooler and stronger than it could ever hope to be."

The beast moaned loudly as its feelers caressed his face. Above its empty HP bar, the name Krakul appeared, signifying it had accepted its new name. Too late as it were.

Kashi watched as Krakul sunk deep into the lake, never to rise again...
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        Chapter 59: Suvron's Mark

    
    
    
    
                Beneath Suvron’s Pass.

27th   Mazem, 1092.

Kashi got to his feet as the last of ripples in the lake slowly died out. He stared at his palms, eyes solemn. He stayed that way a few moments, then drew a deep breath and clenched his fists. "Though I do not regret killing you, you have my respect," he said and turned away from the lake.

Kashi  went around the room and picked up numerous loot Krakul had dropped. They were mostly rare drops like its skin, teeth, and poison, which could be used for crafting. It also dropped a cloak, which he found particularly interesting. It was a dark , Level 85  coat that increased poison resistance. With his current boost in poison resistances, adding the coat's stats made him all but invulnerable to poison.

Till that moment,  Kashi  had always been dressed in a sleeveless shirt and arm bracers, only changing the materials used to craft the next one. Wearing a coat wasn't really Kashi's style -it was more Razznik's- so he hesitated on whether to wear it or not. The stats were tempting, but he decided against it. Later he would try to modify the coat into something more his speed. He placed the jacket in his inventory then looked to his teammates at the very top.

Kashi  grimaced.

Well now,  Kashi  had not thought this far ahead. Getting back to the top would be burdensome. He readied his arrow and aimed at the closest floor , but his aim was interrupted by streams of light  that  gush ed  from the earth and enveloping him. He set down his weapon and waited patiently as he was transported to his party at the top.

Kira and Hektor both regarded the daeben with blank stares. It was like their brains could not decide between respect, fear, amazement, or anger and just reverted to default settings.

Kashi fully understood. The entire plan was a ludicrous idea he had formed in the middle of the battle. There were too many factors he had to gamble on to succeed . Most importantly, he had to ensure  Krakul  did not catch on.

Every attack  Kashi  made ,  from destroying its brains to injuring the inside of its mouth ,  was  to test the beast’s vulnerability . Then there was the fact that if he had overused his mana, he would not have enough left for  [ Gilgamesh].  That was the primary reason he mostly dodged and refrained from using any mana attacks even if it put him at higher risk.

Above all, though, was the gamble of shooting from the right spot when inside the snake. The only reason he managed to get that particular timing right was that Razznik had once done the same against  an Elder Dragon. Drawing from that experience, Kashi could surmise where Krakul’s gullet ended, and his location in proximity to its heart.

It was a bold and daring plan in which even a moment's hesitation would have cost  Kashi  his life. But the daeben only truly felt alive in those hairy moments, and he enjoyed them like no other.

Suvron's warm smile helped calmed some of the adrenaline still coursing through the daeben's blood. "I am most impressed by your courage, but even more so by your kindness. Tell me,  daeben,  why did you give the snake a name?"

‘ Kashi took to a knee and bowed his head in solemn  ‘ worship. ’  "Through my travels, I have come to learn a great deal of true beauty hidden even in the darkest reaches of the world. Alas, I believe there is no being without beauty, and I see it as my duty to reveal that beauty."

"Then why did you slay the creature?"

Kashi hesitated. He already knew the gods could detect lies. So he has to choose his answer carefully. "I will not lie. Perhaps a wiser man may have found a way to resolve this situation without bloodshed, but I am not wise. I can only destroy. It is all my hands know how to do . However,  I have been given a chance to restore beauty to the world , and I will fulfill  that duty even if I must first destroy to create anew."

"Do you know you say the same as the  daebens  decades ago. They, too, wished to reshape the world in their own image, but the n  only destruction followed."

Kashi let out a wry chuckle. "It is only so as I myself am a  daeben . However, unlike my brethren, I have slept in a human cell for ten years, conferred with different races, and formed alliances with enemies. What they sought was domination; hence they forced all to bend to them and like broomsticks, broke all they bent. What I seek is unification, like a broom with all its sticks bound together by bonds of trust. To stand side by side as opposed to above each other. This is what I seek."

Suvron’s gaze locked onto the man’s searching his heart as she questioned, "And if you must harm innocents to achieve this dream of yours?"

Kashi raised his eyes to meet hers, cold determination in his stony gaze. "Then, so be it." Hektor backed away, taken aback by the daeben's words. He could tell from Kashi's tone that he meant every word. Kira watched her partner, many thoughts circulating behind her steely gaze.

Kashi continued. "I am not arrogant enough to say no innocents will be harmed either directly or indirectly by my actions, but I can promise that such a thing will never be done intentionally."

Suvron's lips fell into a sad smile. "You speak as my father once did.  As with my  father, I do not agree with your methods . Unfortunately, just as it was with my  father, I am hard-pressed to deny your results. Rosendun, once known as the backwater state, only good for a few crops is flourishing and growing at an alarming rate. You even managed to not only slay but tame a beast the gods had abandoned. For these actions, I am not ashamed to say I will concede to your judgment in this matter."

"I am humbled by your benevolence," Kashi replied.

"Like I stated previously, I am no warrior and I detest bloodshed, so I cannot help you in matters of war, but instead, I will assist you in beautifying where you have wrought destruction."

 Kashi raised a brow in question. "I will be most honored to receive aid."

Suvron knelt in front of the da eben, then  cupped his head, bent over, and kissed his forehead. The wolf insignia on the daeben's forehead lit up and shone brightly. Tendrils of light sprung from the tattoo, like branches from a never-ending vine tree. They spread along his body, winding down his arms and legs. They pulsed at his fingertips then died out, leaving a faint outline on his skin.

 Kashi winced. His skin burned where the newly formed tattoo lay.
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Kashi glanced at the prompts before waving them off. He bit down on his lips as the searing heat along his body slowly ebbed , and then  inspected his arm. The branches took up most of his forearm, but something about them seemed familiar like he had seen them somewhere before.

"Branches of Yggdrasil, tree of life," Suvron informed him.

"Oh,"  Kashi  whispered. He remembered the tree from both Riven's royal palace and Nekark's dungeon.

Suvron rose to her feet and took a step back. A book appeared in her right hand, which she offered the kneeling daeben. Kashi accepted the book with a nod.
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"This will serve you well in Merriheim. You will soon find that art is more powerful than the sword in these lands," Suvron said. She closed her eyes in thought. "As is the way of our world, this building now belongs to you and your guild. Is there anything, in particular, you would like to use it as?"

Kashi thought hard and long before he made up his mind. He told her what he wanted, and she nodded.

Suvron spread her arms, and the trio was wrapped in a cocoon of light.

Terrible vibrations reverberated throughout the building, as the walls shook with the angry rumblings of a titan woken rudely from centuries of sleep. The platforms receded into the walls, leaving Kashi's party suspended in midair. Stone rose from beneath the lake and begun to stick to the walls. They spread from wall to wall, forming floors and demarcations.

As the building reshaped itself, it groaned as the entire structure began its ascent. Kashi could hear the earth give way above them. He listened until he could no longer hear the ground above him. At that moment, sections of the wall fell off, forming natural windows.

The cocoons opened, and they landed on the newly made floor. The floor was empty save for the windows and a spiral staircase that led to the roof.

Kashi climbed the stairs. He smiled inwards as he stepped onto the roof and was awash with the cool morning breeze. "Mmm. Finally, some fresh air."

He then  took out a flag from his inventory and stabbed it into the floor. The howling wolf emblem fluttered gaily in the wind as it claimed its prize.
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Kashi  sheepishly  grinned , unable to contain his joy . Despite  Hopeful Maggots’  guild's achievements, they had always remained firmly behind the royal family in terms of influence. That was because Rosens were so elated to have the king bac k  that they listened to his word first off. Also, since Kashi refused to broadcast his involvement, only the soldiers and a few high ranking officers had known the truth of that night.

Since then, Leila had worked tirelessly to gain influence by making sure members of the guild completed missions around Rosendun and also renovating many of the destroyed garrisons and forts.

Now, with such a strategic location firmly belonging to the Hopeful Maggots, their influence had finally  pushed close to the Royal family’s ,  separated by a meager 3%.

"You seem pleased," Suvron called as she appeared before them.

Kashi nodded. "Yes, I am. Thank you for your assistance."

"I did not do much," she refuted. "This building was set to resurface after Krakul was defeated."

"Nevertheless, for the book of Divine Instruments, I offer my gratitude."

Suvron  smiled warmly. "I appreciate your gratitude." Her body gradually turned transparent much to Kashi's surprise. "No need for concern. I merely require a few hours rest after having my vitality continually drained for millennia. Be careful in Merriheim: There will be many foes you cannot defeat with the sword. If you find the dwarves, seek out Zeing Ashqoj. He is vital to your destiny." With those words, she vanished into the red sky as the sun awoke from its slumber.

"Whoa!" Hektor yelled as he fell on his backside. He heaved a huge sigh of relief as he stared at Kashi in disbelief. "Th at was a god! You were chatting with a god like it was Sunday dinner!"

Kashi matched his stare with an incredulous one. "You already spoke to a god, didn't you. In fact, you were quite rude if I remember."

"Well, yeah, but I was wasn't thinking straight. Also, no matter how you look at it, Suvron looks way more like a god than that amazonian- Ow!" Hektor winced as Sram's mark flared up.

"Not sure you should be insulting the god of war when she has a mark on you," Kashi advised as he took out a Rink. The spherical balls were the standard for long-range communication.

Kira lay down beside him and closed her eyes to sleep as he connected to his second-in-command.



GuildMaster's Office,

Hopeful Maggots' Guild House,

Riven, Rosendun.

The rising sun sneaked into the cold, dark room, teasing the bookshelves with promises of the morning. The light spread across the floor, buried under heaps of scattered books and sheaves of paper. It spread to the walls where a painting of a magnificent archer hung proudly beside other smaller pictures.  As if afraid, the sunlight inched slowly up a desk at the end of the room. Atop it, several piles of paper towered high, blocking the sun from the girl who slept in their midst.

An obstinate gust of wind brushed  the  papers aside. It's obstacles gone, the morning light lit up dark glossy hair, sprawled across the face of a beautiful young lady. Peaceful in sleep, her hair was uncharacteristically undone, hiding her face from the encroaching sun.

Brrr !

The stillness was interrupted by an incessant buzzing,

The girl woke from her slumber and  then  brushed her hair away from her face as she took out her Rink. Leila, shocked to see the call came from Kashi, snapped wide awake. She answered his call immediately, eager to hear from his side.

"Where the hell have you been?! I couldn't get in contact with you for days!" Leila scolded.

Kashi chuckled.  "Sorry, we were in an area where we could not contact anyone."

"Tell me everything."

Kashi went on to relay the events of the week to her, starting from the moment they entered Suvron's pass. She listened to his story in stunned disbelief. The story was so incredible, she found herself laughing at some of his actions, only to be shocked into silence by others. By the end of his tale, she had her hands high in surrender.

"I knew you were crazy," Leila mumbled. "But this... this is beyond the realms of crazy." She paused to recollect her thoughts. "And I suppose you won't reveal this achievement either?"

"I don't want the attention."

"You don't want the..." Leila sighed  in  exasperat ion . "That's why you asked me to take over the guild while you were out exploring."

"Why? You don't like it?" he asked, concerned.

Leila  shook her head. "On the contrary, I love it, It's hectic being a guildmaster, but I like being in charge."

"Do you have time to level? I know I left a lot of work for you to deal with."

"Don't worry. I still go on raids with Stryke and the guys to level up. There are still a lot of high-level dungeons in Rosendun."

"Ah, that's good. I felt guilty dumping all the work on you after begging you to join the guild in the first place."

"If I didn't enjoy it, I would have quit a long time ago. Anyway, since you called, I can finally give you the sit-rep."

"Thanks, but before that, how's Absalon doing?"

Leila rubbed her temple as she recalled another of her leader's crazy moments. "After you let him and his lieutenants into our guild following his loss, I promoted him to general and tasked him with claiming new territories for our guild." So she said, but the actual reason was she did not trust him at the time and wanted him as far away from the capital and Kerta where the guild headquarters was located.

"He must've done a splendid job. We were keeping pace with the royal family's influence until now."

"Yes. He surprised even me. I suspected he had above average tactical acumen and strength, but the speed at which he occupied the  bandits’  garrisons and forts showed his true strength. I think he may have won the battle at Riven even without our intervention."

"I thought so too. That's why I recruited him. You could also tell from his lieutenants he is loyal to those he trusts, and in return, they trust him."

"He returns at first light today. Anything, in particular, you want to relay to him?"

"No, not really."

"Okay, then. Here's our current situation as of this morning. Thanks to you, we're  just behind the Royal Family’s influence  by 3% , but I suggest we take care not to surpass their influence.  We also control most of the trade routes save for the sea route.  Rosenduns Residents  are mostly subsistence farmers, so we don't have a lot to export or trade with other countries. It doesn't help that most of the south is swampland. Fishes are the main commodity, but they spoiled when we tried to ship them to Serisis."

Kashi was silent as he thought up a solution. "What is the player density like?"

"It's becoming unbearable. More and more players are either migrating here or creating new characters to start afresh here. Most of the inns are booked, and most of the spare land for houses have been bought by different guilds. But still, more players are showing up every day. There is a fear of inflation as the demands will soon be far higher than the supply."

Kashi once again went silent. "Do you have a map with you?"

"Yes," she replied as she took out a map from her desk drawer and placed it atop the table.

"Help me check. I remember seeing solitary islands south of Rosendun in the Forever Sea."

Leila scanned the area he mentioned, and sure enough, they were there. "Found them. There are quite a number of them, some large enough to house a city or two."

"Good. Can you have Absalon take some ships to claim those islands."

"But why-" Leila paused as realization dawned on her. Once again, she was impressed by the shrewdness of the daeben. "Once he returns, I'll give him your orders."

"Thanks. One more thing. Has anyone successfully crafted a mage staff yet?"

Leila thought hard and long about it. "None that I can think of. Mages still either buy their staff or find them in dungeons. For now, nobody can craft one."

"I think it has something to do with the enchanted stones attached to the staffs. Could you find out more about those stones? They may be the key to a lot of opportunities."

"Sure. But why? Do you know somebody who needs a mage staff?"

"No. I'm less interested in the staffs than I am the stones themselves."

"I'll get some resident researchers on it immediately."

"Thanks again. Oh, sorry," Kashi said, laughing, "One last thing truly."

Leila playfully rolled her eyes. "What is it?"

"Could you commission some residents to construct the interior of this tower? And also build a chamber that leads to the tunnels below. I think it could be a fruitful mine."

"I already planned on doing that once you told me about the tower."

"If money's a problem-"

"Contact the royal family for help. I know."

"I'm lucky to have found you. Hopeful Maggots won't be the same without you."

"Sure, but I'm still going to find a way to change our guild name."

Kashi laughed at her sincerity. "Once you do, let me know." The pitter-patter of rainfall came through the line. "Sorry, got to go. It just started raining here."

"Alright, talk later."

Leila rested her head on the table as she replayed the last couple of minutes in her mind. Lots and lots of work to do. But first, she needed some more rest.

The sun agreed with her request. It receded behind dark clouds, casting the room in cold darkness. Raindrops played a soothing lullaby on her windows as she fell into a deserved deep sleep.

 

            

    
        Chapter 60: Family

    
    
    
    
                Kashi watched his companions sleep through the torrential downpour. He could not help but smile at their peaceful faces, especially considering how twisted their expressions had been moments ago.

To dodge the rain, they had descended to the top floor. But even then, the windows were really only gaps in the wall, so the rain got in regardless. To combat this, Kira and Hektor took up positions just to the side of a window. Hektor in his shining armor sat against the wall, head rested against the handle of his war ax, while Kira, darker than night, lay on the other side of the window, head turned away from the rain.

Kashi found it intriguing how they seemed to be divided by the rain coming in through the window. He was suddenly beset with a huge desire to draw, so he took out his sketchpad. Using only a charcoal pencil, he drew out the scene in front of him. his hands moving much faster and delicately than humanly possible.

Rather than a sketch, it turned out to be a black and white picture. Unknowingly,  Kashi  added every bit of detail he could, capturing both subjects perfectly. He also noticed just how much emphasis he had put on the incoming rain. It seemed alive like it had a will of its own. The shadows beneath the raindrops encroached on both parties, seemingly pushing them apart.

The  daeben  was not so sure why he interpreted the scene that way, but he found it interesting nonetheless. He looked up to see Hektor fall to the side, but he jerked back when hit by the raindrops. Even Kira, who turned her head during her sleep, was repelled by the rain.

Kashi found the unfolding events so impressive, he put them all to paper, drawing each reaction with frenzied enthusiasm. His hands got even darker from constant shading and manual cleaning as he finished page after page.

"When it rains, it pours," Kashi remarked after close to two hours of constant heavy rainfall. Well, it made sense  as  the rainy season was upon them. 

Having drawn every reaction  he  could possibly think of,  Kashi  closed his eyes to rest.

However, as if mocking him, the weather chose that very moment to calm and allow ed  the sun to sneak a peek through the clouds. The daeben was roused awake by a new wave of inspiration. He watched, fascinated as a little ray of sunlight broke through the midst of the rain pouring through the window. It cut right through the middle, then slowly began to expand drowning out the shadows.

Kashi's fingers moved before his mind did. He took out a set of colored pencils and started drawing the scene unfolding in front of him. The new pictures captured the moments the shadows were overtaken by light, to the rain ceasing, and finally, Hektor falling to the side, so his face was directly opposite Kira's.
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The daeben was not sure if it was because of Hektor's curled frame, but something about the scene reminded him of the Yin-Yang symbol. Even the sunlight that had broken through was not sufficiently bright as some of it was still hidden behind gradually dissipating clouds.

"The moment when light meets darkness, huh. The boiling point between justice and vengeance, the blurred line between good and evil. Okay, I like it."  Kashi  inputted the name and smiled.




	
Masterpiece: Twilight Wolf registered as your first storyboard .





	
Whoever views this creation will feel their spirits lifted as they transition from dark to light OR feel their souls darken as they transition from light to dark OR receive immunity to both elements.

Artistic Value: 250

Effects: Allows one to switch affinity from light to dark or vice-versa once a week. (Lasts for Three Hours)

It can also grant a 30% immunity to both elements but will lose affinity to either element for period effect is active.

It can be upgraded to a Story Painting.

Number of Masterpieces Created: 1








 




	
Level Up: Intermediate Painting Mastery [4]





	
Art rises by 50 {+50 Art)

Dexterity rises by 40 {+40 DEX)








 




	
Level up: Intermediate Handicraft Skill [7]





	
Enables you to craft Legendary items.

Increases attack power with melee and long range weapons. (+35% ATK)

Increases attack power with fists. (+40% ATK)








 

Kashi stared at the prompts in disbelief. Masterpiece? But he had only used a charcoal pencil for most of the pages, and he was positive the colored pages were nowhere as beautiful as paintings he had made with actual watercolor. Not until he flipped through the pages of his sketchpad did he get a glimpse of what the system found valuable.

On their own, the pictures were not that spectacular, but when flipped through in quick succession, their real value shone through. This was because the daeben had painstakingly charted the rise of the sun by only coloring the portion where the ray of light penetrated. Thus there was an illusion of a darkened world restored to light, but the shadows just by the window remained, signifying darkness always  lurked nearby .

Kashi was dumbstruck by how perfectly the storyboard encapsulated everything he was supposed to achieve. He placed the sketchpad and pencils in his inventory, shaking his head at how impossible it was to accurately predict the way the world worked.

He decided to give his companions a little more time to sleep. In the meantime, he checked his inventory for ingredients. As he thought, most of the meat had gone bad, so he destroyed them before they could contaminate the other ingredients. Luckily, he still had a few left from the beasts Suvron had killed.

Kashi cooked all the meat he had, then made two servings of vegetable soup. Once they were ready, Kira and Hektor were roused from their dreams by the inviting aroma. With an amused smirk, he gave all of the meat to Kira while he and Hektor drank the soup. It was not much, but it was the best he could do with the ingredients on hand. The stat bonuses they received were also quite welcome.

They finished quickly then began their descent down the stairs. The Twilight Wolf sat in Kashi's inventory, its owner oblivious to the significance it would have on his life...



GuildMaster's Office,

Hopeful Maggots' Guild House,

Riven, Rosendun .

27  th   Mazem, 1092.

Leila watched the streets below from her window. They were absolutely packed with adventurers and residents squeezing their way to their various destinations. The reason for this was that the only major cities in Rosendun were Kerta and Riven itself. The royal family had started constructions for new towns, but for now, the only places newbies could start were one of the two. There was also the problem of the significant institutions being only in the major cities.

A sharp rap on  the  door drew  Leila’s  attention from the window.

"Come in," Leila called.

The door opened, and a brown female cheschire walked in. She carried stacks of documents in her right hand, which brought a frown to the  halben’s  face. The chesch smiled ruefully at her boss as she placed the reports on the table.

"I'll never catch a break, will I, Marie?" Leila muttered.

"Sorry, it's the busiest period after all. Things should quiet down soon,"  Marie replied. She bowed and made to leave the room.

"Please wait," Leila interjected. "I don't think I can read through another of those. You already did, didn't you? Can you summarize them for me?"

Marie placed her hand over her mouth. "Oh no, I wouldn't dare. Those were for your eyes only."

Leila fixed her with a knowing stare. She caved.

"Okay. Maybe I had a little peek."

"Mhmm. And what did you see in this peek?"

Marie walked over to the table and lifted the first folder. "The  Royal Family’s Treasury  says that with our investments, they should be able to expand and put branches in lesser cities and villages. Thanks to the Rinks, the cashless system is more than just a dream, though there will still be a lot of research needed until it can become a reality. Oh, and we're second behind the royal family in shareholder rankings."

Leila nodded.  H olding a share in the  Treasury  presented a steady stream of income, which would increase when they successfully expanded. That was one worry taken care of. She shuddered as she thought of the hours of negotiating that had gone into the deal. If only they had a high-level merchant in the guild, she wouldn't have as many troubles.

"Is there anything else?" Leila asked, deciding not to dwell on could-haves.

"The rest are just reports on renovated forts, buildings and such. They need your seal to formally open them."

"Got it. Thank you."

"No problem. Oh, and Absalon's been waiting for a while. I didn't want to wake you. Seemed like you needed the rest."

Leila sighed heavily. "Alright, let him in." She left the window and  then leaned  against  her desk. With crossed arms, she trained her eyes  at the door , and then  steeled herself for the upcoming battle.

Marie opened the door and called out to the mage.

Moments later, the battlemage strolled in, confidence oozing from every step. Like always,  Absalon  was adorned in all red regalia, but his staff  was  left outside as per orders. He smirked as his eyes focused on Leila. "I can't tell if that is scorn, disinterest, or fear you regard me with .”

"Please excuse us, Marie," Leila suggested to the chesch whose ears were wide open in apt interest.

"Aww," Marie moaned. Her ears drooped as she shuffled out of the room and shut the door behind her.

"Now that we're alone, do you have anything to say to me?" Absalon gloated.

"What about?" The  vice- guildmaster asked, brow raised.

Absalon  coughed to suppress a chuckle. "Don't pretend you don't know. You were hoping I'd buy it, were you not? But thanks to me, we're  just behind the Royal Family’s influence.  Surely you owe me an apology at the least."

Leila closed her eyes in thought. The next step was crucial. She had enough arsenal at her disposal to belittle  Absalon’s  achievements until he learned his place to protect her pride. But she knew from experience that those who are put in their place through such methods only grew resentment.

 

 



2 Years Ago…

"What's so important about your pride, anyway?" Suzuki asked. He lay on the dojo floor, eyes closed.

A yumi  stood by the entrance, where she watched the students in the soccer field. Her brows were drawn together in an obstinate frown. "You wouldn't understand. Being a member of the illustrious Adachi household, I must uphold myself in a-"

"Yada Yada, thousand-year-old history, noble visage, princesses, bleh! I've heard you spew that rubbish so many times I could probably recite it in a poetry class." Infuriated, she spun around, but her glare was ignored. "Why don't you abandon that ridiculous pride and focus on self-esteem instead."

"What's the difference?"

Suzuki turned his back to her as he suppressed a yawn. "Don't know. I have neither."

"Then-"

"But you know," He turned around, so his eyes met hers, "One of them will make you lose everything eventually. I hope you realize which it is."

"You-"

"That's enough, *yaawn* I need to sleep. I stayed up all night."

Leila suppressed her natural instinct and looked at the mage standing in front of her.  She re ally looked at him for the first time. He was a  Summoned  like  her , with a dedication that rivalled ,  if not surpasses hers. Truth be told, she was not sure she could produce the same results he did.

"Fine," she conceded. "You have my sincere apologies. I underestimated you."

Absalon frowned, taken aback by her attitude. "Wait, why are you apologizing? What happened to the ice queen who kicked me to the boons before I could even see the restored capital once."

Leila found it funny how she could never escape that monicker. "Ice occasionally melts, you know?"

Absalon waved his hands in surrender and sighed. "This is no fun if you're like this. Tell me, why am I here?"

"We received a new mission."

Absalon's eyes sparkled. "So he's making another move? What is it? What do I have to do?"

"You seem enthused all of a sudden. Since when did you hold Kashi in that regard."

Absalon shrugged. "I've played hundreds of war simulators, MMO's and MOBA's. I've always been good in one-off battles no matter the scale, but I while I win individual battles, I never win wars. Unlike you and Kashi, I don't have that foresight to see three steps ahead on a larger scale."

Leila now understood the reason for his loyalty. Like Kashi had said, Absalon was one of the types who was fiercely loyal to whoever he recognized. Kashi's superior tactics must have impressed the mage so much he now saw the  daeben  as a mentor. At least now, she was finally sure Absalon would never stab them in the back.

"Listen," Leila said, "what I'm about to tell you is top secret and must be carried out in the utmost secrecy. We don't want the other guilds catching on and disrupting our plans." She relayed the entirety of Kashi's plan, also detailing the benefits the guild would reap from this venture.

Absalon's eyes widened as he listened to her. His jaw dropped when she finished. "Th-that's really ambitious! Can we really do that? Is that even possible?"

"As long as the islands are uninhabited, then yes it is."

"How do you know other guilds haven't planned something similar?"

"It's highly doubtful. And even if they did, our guild's the only one with enough seaworthy ships. No other guild invested in ships since most of Destia can be traveled to by land."

"And we have the ships from the garrison Kashi seized during the capital's liberation, so we don't even have to buy new ones."

"Correct. So, you interested?"

"Interested?!" A toothy grin spread across  Absalon’s  face. "I'm going mad with anticipation." He remembered something important. "But if we leave the capital, we will still draw attention."

Leila tapped her arm. "The ships are waiting offshore with the excuse they are delivering provisions to Serisis."

Absalon raised a brow and smiled. "That ,  right there ,  is what I'm talking about. Three steps ahead already. ” Absalon chuckled and then said, “ My men will split up and embark on different boats from Ranad, Norcha, Lew Creek, and the Capital. It  w ill take longer, but this way, we won't draw too much attention. By nightfall, we'll be ready to depart. Will you be coming?"

Leila shook her head. "Someone has to run things from here."

Absalon regarded her with both respect and pity. The greatest joy for RPG  gamers  was discovering new places never before seen by others. It took someone of great character to turn that down to stay in an office. "Okay, then. I'll be waiting. Once you're free, rush right over. Can't promise there'll be much left, though."

Leila nodded. She watched Absalon leave and sighed heavily. She wanted to go too. She badly wanted to go. She really wanted to go. She sooo wanted to go.

Having allowed herself a moment of weakness,  Leila Lightwood  collected herself. No point wishing for what cannot be. She returned to her desk to finish up her paperwork, a picture of absolute determination.



Lib Tahos, Merriheim.

East of Meilfour.

27  th   Mazem, 1092.

Four figures raced across the wasteland, leaving a trail of dust behind them. At the head of the pack, Lunette checked her map to confirm their position. "Only a few minutes more!" she yelled to her companions.

Syel, Shoko, and Shadow nodded their acknowledgments. They slowed to a trot to make last-minute checks on their equipment. The most embarrassing thing was to encounter a fight and realize you forgot to equip a sword.

Miote , meanwhile, had remained in Meilfour to let Kashi know  where they were headed. Their earlier attempts to contact him  by rink  had ended in failure.

Lunette perked up when she realized they had reached their destination.

Lib Tahos was a deserted mining town. Once a proud source of income for Merriheim, the mines had dried up from overuse during the wars. As the residents evicted the town, the Order migrated in. For what purpose no one knew.

Lunette tied her charge to a post at the entrance and hopped off. Her companions followed suit, then joined her.

"This is as far as the marker shows," Lunette said. "We'll have to find the entrance ourselves." She looked around at the size of the town. It wasn't that large. They should be able to find what they were looking for within the hour. "Let's split up. We'll cover more ground."

Lunette , Shadow, and Shoko went their separate ways while Syel sat on the floor and closed his eyes. He activated mana sense and spread its search radius as far as possible to detect any lingering mana prints.

A distance from him, Lunette searched the houses for any clues. She found some loot chests, but nothing of great import caught her eye. As she continued on her search, she happened upon a temple. Its doors were slightly ajar, and unlike the other houses, there wasn't as much dust on the handle.

Lunette  pushed the door open and winced at the sharp creaking sounds that followed. She called out to confirm none of her party was in. When no one answered, she walked in. Her steps were slow as she was drawn to the paintings on the wall and the stained glass windows. Above the altar, a sunflower glass window let in rays of light that danced circled the podium where the priest or priestess would have stood.

Lunette  ran her fingers along the wooden benches ,  lost in wonder. She spotted the largest organ she had ever witnessed and raced towards it. It was wide enough to accompany three players, with its brass pipes aspiring to the heavens. She made to dust the chair but was subtly surprised to see it had recently been wiped. Now that she thought about it, the organ itself was clean- It was the only neat thing in the temple.

Lunette took a seat and  then  tested the keys . She was pleased to find they were en tirely in tune. This was further proof someone had visited this place not only recently ,  but regularly. She turned to leave, but the call of music proved far too high. "Just one song," she promised to no one in particular.

Now,  Lunette  had to pick a song. She played some keys at random as she tried to think up what to sing. She found herself playing minor chords, their melancholy tone, reminding her of all the destruction she'd witnessed.  They made her recall Merriheim’s terrible history and  the desolate faces of those who'd abandoned hope.

Lunette’s  fingers waltzed across the keyboard, playing a sad,  mournful  tune. Without meaning to, she sang along. Her words held no meaning   - in fact, they were more sounds than words, but they were powerful nonetheless. As she sang, the hall seemed to dim around her, leaving only her in the spotlight.

A solitary tear trickled down. It grudgingly curved down her cheeks. It lingered a moment, refusing to fall any further. As she sang further, a second and third teardrop followed. They joined with the first. No longer lonely, the teardrop rolled down to her jawline, where it hesitated one last time.

Eventually, however, d rawing courage from its companions, it let go.

As  the teardrop  fell, it reflected her beauty, the magnificent organ on which she played, the paintings that seemed to sing along with her, and two men standing beside her with instruments.

The teardrop struck  hit  a  piano key and burst, just as a solitary drum and weeping violin joined the wailing piano. The violin and drum hid in the background, letting the organ take center stage along with its composer.

Though the song was still gut-wrenching ly  sad, there was the faintest of uplift when they accompanied her. Like, a light at the end of the tunnel or an oasis in the middle of the desert. It did not mean they were not still in a terrible situation, but that they could at least hope for something better.

Lunette, oblivious to her  a ccompaniment, continued her song, completely drowned in the harrowing piece. Her voice was low but always  trembled  with raw emotions, the organ ever-flowing, which filled its listeners with curiosity as to where it would go next.

Lunette  sang her final verse, and the drum ceased as the violin and organ comforted each other for one last bar. They drifted off into nothingness, and she finally let go of the keys.

Silence.

Absolute silence.

Lunette turned around to see Shadow, Syel,  and Shokō,  staring at her in wonder. Two  chocolate-skinned  men  dressed in formal attire  stood to the sides of the organ. The violinist wore a pair of round horn-rimmed glasses and had his hair slicked back, while the drummer had a more rascally appearance with his dishevelled green hair.

Lunette  was about to ask who they were when...
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Lunette looked  from the strange men who had accompanied her ,  to her companions. The song had started as mourning for destruction, but somewhere along the line, it had become a wish, a prayer for something else... "Family."
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"Thanks to you, we got some good stat upgrades," violin glasses said. "I must say, I have never heard someone with such a clean pitch and robust voice. Perchance are you an absolute pitch?"

"Um?" Lunette asked.

Violin glasses realized where he'd done wrong and immediately bowed. "My apologies. My name is Ignatius, but my friends call me Iggy. Over there is my brother Diegel, but we call him Diggs or diggy. My last brother isn't here, but his name is Ziegfried-"

"Let me guess," Syel interrupted. "You call him Ziggy. I sensed you both, but not a third ."

"Astute observation," Iggy commended. "Diegel and I were searching for companions to help rescue our brother. And we seemed to have found one."

"Sorry but we're bu-"

"Oh, you can come too," Iggy interrupted. "But it is her we're interested in."

"I would love to help," Lunette said, "but we already have a quest on our hands. We could help you later if you haven't found a party."

"Yo," Diggs called. "We's asking cuz we know why yous here already. Y'all here for da mighty sun ain'tcha?"

They were all taken aback by the heavy accent.

Syel turned to Iggy. "Your brother?"

"Yes," Iggy answered.

"Real brother?"

"Yes."

"Same family and everything?"

"Same mother, father, and grew up in the same neighborhood, yeah."

"Huh," Syel mumbled as he threw up his hands in mock surrender.

"How do you know about the sun quest," Shoko asked, cutting to the heart of the matter.

"Direct, like a sniper," Diggs whistled. "Love that."

"Forgive my brother," Iggy apologized. "He means well but lacks in the manners department." He took off his glasses and set them on the organ. "We first came to Merriheim months ago after a brief spell in Rosendun. We traveled in a company of thirty, but only ten of us survived the journey past Suvron's pass. Low on health, two more died in the burning desert. We few that survived made it Meilfour and accepted the quest, hoping to gain some rewards. Our party was slaughtered stupidly, and Ziegfried was captured. He was kept alive because of us all, he was the only one who chose to be a bard."

"Why was his being a bard important?" Lunette asked.

"Because in Merriheim, battles are fought with music, not swords. Without the protection of a bard, you can march into their chamber with an army and escape with only a handful of survivors. Zeigfried used his abilities as a bard to help us escape."

Lunette was confused by all this. "What abilities do bards have?"

"Nuh-uh," Diggs refuted. He leaned back against a bench, twirling his drumsticks in his hand. "Aint gon' be dat easy. You got' agree to  help us  before we  tells you  any-thaing." At Shadow's frown, he added, "Hey, fair's fair. Look at it dis way. Y'all get to remove dat annoying ass sun, we get our brother back, and we help y'all defeat the last boss. Oh, right, did we mention there's a whole orchestra of prisoners down there? We knows the place. Even if y'all don't require our a-ssis-tance, y'all get a spanking new choir orchestra to fight da big guy in the last chamber. Spanking deal ain't it?"

Diggs’  words were even faster than his drumsticks, and they had trouble following his words.

"Fine, I accept," Lunette conceded. There was no point dragging this out any longer than needed. "Now, about those abilities?"

"You will not believe how powerful a bard can become," Iggy said as he took out some books from his inventory. "You are familiar with these, I suppose? Just place your hand on them and accept them, and the ability inside becomes yours. Is there any other bard in your party?"

"My brother's  job is  a bard. His instrument is the guitar."

Iggy took out some other books and handed them to Shadow, who accepted them, eyes still filled with suspicion. He gave the rest to Lunette , who placed  them in her inventory.

Lunette  stretched her hand out with a warm smile. "I believe introductions are late on our part. My name is Lunette Falsetto; that's my brother, Shadow Falsetto. The elf's called Syel Rifatora and the handsome lady's Shoko."

Iggy took her hand in a firm handshake. "Thanks for your he-"

"Pfft... Hahahahahaha!' Syel bellowed, clutching at his ribs in pained laughter. "Handsome... Oh my God, she called you handsome! HA!"

Shoko hit him in the ribs with the butt of her sword. "That ought to give you a good reason to hold your ribs."

Lunette turned red as she realized her error. "I-I'm sorry! I didn't realize!" She could not be held entirely at fault for her mistake. Shoko did look like a bi-shoujo prince from the mangas in her outfit, including the way she carried herself.

Shadow watched with a half-smile as his sister begged for forgiveness while Shoko strangled the laughing  halben . Even Iggy and Diggs failed to suppress their giggles at the scene unfolding before them. The once silent temple was now filled with the joyous sounds of laughter. "Family... huh."

This incident marked the beginning of one of the most famous and most significant alliances ever...

 

            

    
        Chapter 61: Desert Song

    
    
    
    
                "rrrRRRAAA!" Hektor screamed out at the elements. Breathing heavily, he glared at the three suns above, which punished him with their unbearable heat. Beside him, Kashi trudged through the sand, stripped to a pair of pants and boots. His chest muscles glistened with sweat, which he wiped away with annoyed futility. Surprisingly, though Kira was the hairiest of them all, she was totally unfazed by the heat. Probably was a boon of being a lesser god or something.

Hektor arched his head back as he tried to squeeze the last drop of water from his goatskin flask. A single drop hung at the flask's rim. He shook it loose, but even that last drop evaporated on its descent. Hektor stared at the flask in raging disbelief, His body shook as he exploded into animated laughter, his voice echoing across the desert.

"Ah, he's finally lost it," Kashi mumbled.

They had been walking for over twelve hours, and the end was still nowhere in sight. To make matters worse, there was no nightfall in the burning valley as the artificial sun shone twenty-four hours every single day.

Kashi took out the last flask he had and tossed it to the warrior. Both their vitality had dropped dangerously low, and they had so many status penalties that after some time, the daeben just swatted away any prompts without looking at them. The only upside to the ordeal was that his resistance to heat magic and endurance also increased somewhat. A call came in as he watched Hektor take the smallest of sips and savor the taste like it was gold.

Chuckling to himself, he took out his rink. The call was from Lunette, and he mentally kicked himself for forgetting to contact their party. The heat must have fried his thought process. He accepted the call. "Hey, Lune."

"..."

"Hello?"

There was a sharp intake of breath, accompanied by the longest of sighs. "Wow, this is a first. I don't know whether to scream, kill, or be happy you're alive." Though her voice sounded calm, there was a distinctive sting in her tone that rendered the daeben silent. "Last time I saw you, you were falling into a bottomless pit, and last you saw us, we were chased by hell-bats. And the first thing you say is, Hey Lune!"

Kashi blinked, overwhelmed by the scolding. "I'm sorry?" He managed as he tried to figure out what exactly he had done wrong, "I knew from my friend log you were still alive so-"

"So you didn't think twice of it,"  Lunette  interrupted. She sighed again. "You know what, it's fine. You did say you were originally a solo player, so basic etiquette like this might elude you. Next time, don't forget to call, okay?"

Kashi noticed the warmth return to her voice."So what was really eating you?"

"Excuse me?"

"Earlier. That whole outburst was just you venting your frustration at me, wasn't it?"

"..."

"What? Did I say something wrong again?"

"No, no, that's not it." Momentary pause. "Did  anyone ever tell you you're too direct sometimes."

Well, not  Kashi  exactly, but Suzuki had gotten an earful from the Princess of Archery. "Not exactly. But it prevents misunderstandings, doesn't it? So, you going to tell me what the problem really was?" The  daeben  did not notice, but ever since he began his conversation, he had forgotten all about the heat.

"Well..."  Lunette drew a deep breath, and then  narrated the events leading up to her arrival at Lib Tahos , including  the young men , Iggy and Diggs . "... And since my skills were still low, we've been upgrading all the skills I learned yesterday. Never thought I'd get tired of singing."

Kashi chuckled as he pictured her pouting. "Well, too much of anything is bad, no matter how much you like it."

"I know, right!? Anyway, I was getting frustrated and needed a break, so thanks for answering this time."

"Quite honestly, I needed the distraction myself. I think I underestimated the burning desert."

"Wait, you're there now! But you don't have a horse! Don't tell me you guys are going on foot!"

"...That's exactly what we're doing. Why? Is it a bad idea?"

"Bad idea? It's the worst! Turn back now. It took us a day and half riding on some of the fastest horses. How long do you think it'll take you? And do you think you'll survive that long? You're probably out of water already."

"It's too late to turn back now. Besides, we could just drink the blood of any beast we pass, right?"

The stunned silence that followed was deafening. "Did you just say drink the blood?"

"Yeah. Not the prettiest option, but should keep us hydrated a little longer."

"And Hektor's okay with that?"

"Hektor's a war veteran. He's survived on much worse, believe me."

"You... no, you know what? I promised myself I would no longer be surprised by your crazy antics. Turn into a crazed, blood-hungry vampire lord if you want, just make sure you get here alive."

"That's the plan. More importantly, can you get a list of instruments the imprisoned orchestra require?"

"I can ask Diegel. Why do you need them?"

"He said the orchestra can help fight the last boss, right? Not too sure, but people who have been imprisoned for so long might not have the best equipment."

"How are you going to get them?"

"Not sure. Might craft them, or find an alternative."

"Since when can you craft instruments?"

"Since yesterday. Ran into a benevolent god."

"I. Want. Details!"

"It's a long story. How about we save it for when we meet up?"

There was a long silence as she considered his offer. "Alright, okay then."

The duo chatted amicably as Kashi's party traversed the never-ending sea of sand. Every now and then, a poor salamander would cross their path. Kashi would strike it down, and the  trio  would feast on it raw. The  daeben  was impressed by how they captured the steely taste of blood without making it overtly-realistic.

About an hour later, Lunette decided she'd had enough of a break. "Okay, I've got to get back to practice. Talk later."

"Sure..." His voice trailed off, and she picked up on it.

"What is it?"

"I have a request? Might sound odd."

"Since when do you care about how things sound. Shoot."

"Can you leave the line on during your practice? We need a distraction. We'll mute our end."

"We? Has this been on speaker the whole time?"

"Yeah. From the beginning. Why? Is that a problem?"

Lunette  sighed again. "Sometimes it's like I'm teaching you how to walk. Listen, it's fine because it's me, but next time you have to ask the person on the other line before you put them on speaker."

"Why?"

"It's courtesy. Plus, some people don't like others listening in on their conversation."

"Okay, got it. So, about the favor?"

"Sure, I'll leave it on. It's not like we get charged for the call or anything. But you have to promise not to laugh at me. If you do, I'll know ."

"How? My side  wi ll be muted."

"I'm cutting the ca-"

"Okay, okay," Kashi surrendered, laughing. "I promise I won't laugh. How's that?"

"Better. See you soon."

"Yeah ," The  daeben said, and then  muted his microphone.

Kashi listened as she greeted some people. A few words were exchanged, then the sounds of a piano. Both Kira and Hektor made their paces match his as  Lunette’s  practice began. She started with 'Family,' and they could feel their fatigue wash away along with the song's rolling notes. After that, they began to perform various different pieces; some he knew well, others not so much.

Lunette's songs rid them of half the status ailments. They could feel their energy return with each piece rendered.

While listening, Kashi felt the slightest of vibrations beneath his feet. He got to his knees and placed his ear against the ground. "Five four-legged creatures. Very large mass, charging in our direction at full speed from the North." He looked to Kira for confirmation, and she nodded her consent.

The trio ran to the top of a sand dune and squinted at the horizon. Sure enough, out in the distance, something was kicking up a storm of dust.

"Friend or foe, you think?" Hektor asked.

"Out here in the middle of the desert? It pays to always think foe. Be prepared," Kashi replied as he muted Lunette's call. He equipped his bow and wrapped his quiver around his bare chest. Because of the heat, he still decided to forgo his top. He retrieved Hektor's ax from his inventory and tossed it to the youth.

"Thanks," Hektor said as he caught the weapon mid-air. He rested the weapon on his shoulder as they slid down the dune to meet  the newcomers.

Kashi's eyes widened at the sight that drew closer. He loved this world!

What could only be described as prehistoric giant rhinos charged toward them, stocky legs kicking up dirt behind them. On their backs were full-body saddles designed for warfare, with tribal markings painted under the saddles. They had what looked like ivory steel spikes set up on leather straps buckled around the beast's neck. Directly on its back was a saddle placed atop two layers of padding for comfortable riding. The rest of the beast's body was also protected by the leather armor to prevent the creature from easily being slain by arrows and spears. The absence of reins caused the daeben to wonder how they were steered.

The Therium Rhinos, as their HP bar revealed, surrounded Kashi's party on all sides then stopped, allowing them a closer look at the riders. Atop the largest sat a woman whose outfit caught the dark elf's eye. She resembled a gypsy in her brown linen free-flowing garments. A low cut V-neck accentuated her ample bosom, but headdress did enough to cover up that it was less erotic yet more attractive. A blood-red scabbard with inlaid bronze highlights hung loosely from her hips, other bronze accessories accentuating her dress.

As he laid eyes on her, Kashi was consumed by an artist's envy. Her clothing was so different from what he had been used to . It was simultaneously  a slap in the face and a refreshing drink of water. He had to design something even better!

Alongside her, the men were not as interesting. They wore dark brown leather armor with linen skirts, leather jackboots, and an iron helmet. Pretty standard stuff.

Kashi eyed the leader. "What brings you fine folk all the way out here?"

"Do not speak elf. You are not welcome here!" She glared at him from atop her steed, brown eyes hotter than the desert sun.

"I am afraid I do not follow. Why do you refuse me passage?" Kashi continued in an even tone, showing no signs of being put off by her commanding voice.

"All of Merriheim belongs to the Supreme Priest. Trespassers are not allowed."

Kashi scratched his head in mock-thought. "That cannot be right. You, as well as I, can see that tower beyond. It belongs to a certain guild in Rosendun, so your claims seem to be false. How can I trust what you say after such an obvious lie?'

If her glare burned any hotter, Kashi was afraid it would burn a hole through his chest. "I will not play word games with you." She paused, and after considerable thought, added, "I will be kind and let you ride with one of my charges back the way you came."

Kashi shook his head. "I am afraid we are in a bit of a stalemate. I want to venture forward, but you wish me to return. What shall we do to resolve this?"

"I sincerely wish you would return. It is not my desire to sully my blade with worthless blood today."

"Even if I am Kashi of the  daeben , the man responsible for that tower rising?"

The woman’s  countenance immediately changed. Her eyes darkened as she drew her sword out of her scabbard. "What did you say your name was again?"

"I never gave it. You see, I have received  many  lectures on mannerisms lately. It is only courtesy for the instigator to introduce themselves first, is it not so?"

"Very well. I am Zaram Karim, captain of the 3rd Independent Attack Unit, under the military flag of the  Chaos Order , followers of our vengeful god, Lord Razznik."

Kashi's eyes betrayed nothing,  but  his heartbeat quickened considerably. So much so that Kira heard and turned to him, concern and question in her eyes. He subtly waved at her to let her know he was alright. "That so? My name is Kashi of the  daeben ,  guildmaster of the  Hopeful Maggots, and the man directly responsible for the tower rising."

"So it seems," Zaram said. "There are explicit orders for you to be found, dead or alive. Though I heard you had perished in Suvron's Pass."

"Apparently not the case," Kashi replied. "So, I suppose you'll be taking us into Merriheim after all?"

Her eyes narrowed at his words. "You seem quite confident. You really believe you can escape once we cross the burning desert, don't you?" She pointed her sword at his neck. "I could just as easily have you killed here."

Kashi shook his head again. "We survived the fall into Suvron's abyss, battled a Hydra, and rescued a god. Do you really think five men riding rhinos will be that much of a threat."

Zaram smirked. "I've seen many like you. Confident in your strength and ability. Didn't you know before you came here? Battles in Merriheim are not fought with steel."

"Yes, I have heard that a lot recently, actually." Kashi paused as a quick thought entered his mind. "Say, if I wanted to switch your allegiance to my guild, how would I do that?"

"Impossible. You would have to defeat the entirety of the Chaos Guard." She realized what she had just done, and her eyes burned with embarrassed rage. She had been so thrown off by the sudden tangent of his question that she had answered without knowing.

Kashi's lips curled upwards. "Well then, I suppose I will just have to defeat this Chaos Guard you speak of."

Enraged, she raised her sword. "Worry more about leaving this place alive."

The other soldiers drew out flutes from satchels tied to the saddles. They placed the flutes to their lips on her signal began to play the dreariest tune he'd ever heard. Filled solely with minor notes, the slow, arching melody was like the embodiment of despair in the form of sound.




	
You listened to "Song of the Lost Wanderer!"

You have been inflicted with Slow!

You have been inflicted with Dread.

You will be inflicted with sleep in five seconds!








 

Kashi waved away the prompts as he fell to his knee. His heavy eyelids looked up at Zaram, who regarded him with scorn. Kira and Hektor suffered as he did, and both fell as they tried to resist the wave of fatigue that swept over. Just as he was about to fall asleep, he shot to his feet and disappeared. A half-second later, one of the men slumped forward on his saddle. Behind him, the daeben stood a confident grin on his face, and waved at the remaining members.

"How are you?!" Zaram cried, but the daeben totally ignored her as he hopped off to the next Rhino. "Stop playing!" she cried. "Attack him. Kill him if necessary!"

The soldier atop the next Rhino made to draw out his sword, but Kashi stomped it back into its scabbard before it could be drawn. The soldier cried out in pain as he let go of his sword's hilt. His cries were cut short as Kashi stomped his head onto a lever on the rhinos saddle. The soldier passed out from the sheer force of the blow.

Woosh!

Kashi dodged, then caught an arrow as it passed by him. He flung it back at his attacker, and it smashed the bow to bits. The remaining soldiers ordered their rhinos to charge at him, prepared to skewer the rhino he sat on.

"You animals!" He yelled as he jumped off the head of the rhino. "Rhinos,"  smack  "are,"  thump!  "endangered   species,"  crash!  "Show some respect!"  Tumble crash doom!

Zaram stared at her fallen soldiers in disbelief. She instinctively knew she was no match at present for the daeben. She jumped off her steed and approached the daeben. "I request a duel to the death."

Kashi looked at her and blinked. "Sorry, I cannot hear anything right now, so I cannot respond to what you are saying."

"Wha-"

"However, I will let you take your men back alive and well, as long as you take my party and me to Meilfour and leave two Rhinos with us."

"Why-"

"Like I said, I cannot hear you right now. So, just nod if you accept my terms. You not only get your men back but my location and a chance to report to your superiors. A good deal, right?"

Zaram balanced the weight of her decisions against each other. She only had one life, and she could always capture him later with more reliable back-up. "Very well." She nodded.

Kashi deactivated  [ Keen Sens e] .   The daeben   inwardly  chuckled  upon realizing  he had been saved by a skill he had learned at level 1 .  He once again appreciated what people meant when they said to always study the basics and that a good foundation is most important.

Kashi  put Lunette's call back on and was pleased to hear her singing a more upbeat song. Freed from the flutes, Hektor first lugged the sleeping soldiers onto two Rhinos, then hopped onto a Rhino himself and pilfered the satchels for  flasks of water . Kira jumped onto the Rhino Kashi sat on, tired of walking around in the desert sand.

Zaram looked at the unusual picture and cursed at the gods for their cruel joke. She  then  hopped onto the lead Rhino and  led the group  to Meilflour .

 

            

    
        Chapter 62: Chaotic Dungeon

    
    
    
    
                36 Hours Later,

29  th   Mazem, 1092.

Lunette rested her head against the temple's doors as she watched the early morning moon with distracted interest. Soon the sun would come and take its place, for it did not belong in the morning sky. Still, she found it oddly beautiful, maybe because it reminded her of herself.

Her name was called, and she shook her head to clear all unwanted thoughts and doubts. She had practiced for almost 48 hours non-stop, and it was time to see if all that work bore any fruit. She had managed to raise the new skills to the intermediate level, though her actual Performer class had only gained a level. Probably because of a lack of ingenuity. She had only been able to create one more original piece since then, and even that had been a Fine Piece.

She met up with the others at the grand organ.

"Are you ready?" Iggy asked.

"Yeah," she replied. "Whenever you are."

Iggy nodded. "The actual entrance to the dungeon i s a mine inside  the village, but  it’s  crawling with monsters." He started playing a curious tune on the organ. "Diegel and I found this entrance by chance while following one of the Order's agents." The tune ended abruptly. Soon after, the floor shook with the rumblings of old gears. "This way."

Iggy  led them beyond the altar to a secret trapdoor that had opened up behind. A spiraling flight of stairs descended into darkness, the air from beneath cold and moist.

"Great, another underground cavern," Syel cursed. "What happened to towers and prisons?" He released  a few magelights  to light their path.

Iggy nodded his appreciation as he took the lead as they ventured down the steps.

Diegel dragged Lunette aside before she could enter the trap door. "Oi, you, you're strong, right?"

Lunette frowned in confusion. "I suppose you could say so? Why do you ask?"

"Take this." He took out a book from his inventory and handed it to her.

"What is it?"

"J'st take it."

Lunette accepted the book. It was dark violet, with chains wrapped menacingly around it. Purple smoke belched from its pages , giving it a  menacing and mysterious  air .




	
Do you want to learn this skill?

YES NO








 

Lunette  chose, yes. The book disappeared as a status window appeared, explaining the contents of the skill she'd just learned. Her eyes widened in shock as she read and understood what she'd just learned. "W-Why did you give this to me?"

Diegel shrugged. "Had to. Yer da strongest singa I met yet."

Lunette grimaced. It took a few seconds, but she calmed herself. "Thank you. You're right. This might be useful in the future. Just don't tell my brother you gave it to me."

With those words,  Lunette  turned around and joined the others down the stairs, with Diegel bringing up the rear.

The walls were wet with moss, and more than once, different members of the party had to stifle their frightened surprise as slimy beings slithered across their hands placed on the wall for support. They reached the end after about five minutes. The stairs landed at the door with a minotaur carved onto its face. 

Iggy placed his hand on the door.

"What is it, our lord bringeth?" a disfigured voice echoed from inside the door.

Iggy sang out precise notes, which ended with a long drawn out sooo...

"And it shall be as it were."

The door grated on its hinges as it grumbled open. Iggy took a magelight that hung by the gate. "This entire area is an abandoned mine. There are too many interlocking roads that it can seem like a maze to first-timers. Stick close, so you don't get lost."

Lunette and Shadow nodded, while behind them, Syel and Shoko had already begun making mental maps of the paths they took.

"Where we headed?" Syel shout-whispered.

"First to the prison. Ziegfried and the orchestra members are captured there."

Lunette stopped in her tracks.

"What's the matter?"

Lunette  frowned as she picked something from the floor. "Why was this mine abandoned again?"

"Its resources had dried up. Why?"

"I'm definitely not a blacksmith or a miner, but doesn't these look like those ingots smiths use? I think this is iron or steel, not sure."

Iggy took the item he held in her hand. His eyes widened in amazement as he realized what she had found. Th-this is neither steel nor iron. It's Platinum Ore! The only ores higher than these are Obsidian, Mithril, and Orichalcum ores! Judging by its durability, it's only been recently acquired."

"Yo, slow down, bro," Diegel interjected. "Wha you soun'ing all excited for? It's one rock. Most likely, some guy bough' a whole pack o' dem rocks 'n' forgo' dis one."

Iggy's elated eyes deflated in an instant as he realized his brother's truth. "Sorry, I think he's right," he apologized as he handed the ore back to Lunette.

"It's fine,"  Lunette  said, as she accepted the ore. "I just thought it odd for a moment. It seems I was wrong." Despite her words, she placed the ore in her jacket pocket.

Iggy lead them to an opening from which they could see the next sector.

At the bottom, a bridge connected the current sect or across a sea of lava to a separate cavern system . A sea of lava flowed on either side of the bridge towards the north, its silent rage heating up the cavern.

"We're here," Iggy said, pointing across. "That's where they keep the prisoners. I don't know what else they do there, but it also heads down to the basement where the last boss is. If we defeat him, the suns should also be destroyed."

Syel leaned out of the clearing, eyes scanning the architecture. "Who built this place? The dwarves?"

Iggy nodded. "Most of them are collapsed now, but there are several places like this in Merriheim. High-quality ores deep in the earth were mined from places such as these."

Syel whistled. He made to turn but stopped when a group of people caught his eyes. "Who are those?" He pointed at a procession of men and women in black robes with weird symbols.

"They're the cult that captured Zeigfried. I suggest avoiding them. Their songs have serious debilitating effects."

The side of Syel's lips curled in a toothy grin. "...That so?"

"Syel, NO!" Shoko shouted.

However, her rebuke was far too late as the  halben  had already jumped .

Syel shot to the ground like a missile.

BOOM!

The earth cracked beneath his feet, running all the way to the procession.

The explosion caught their attention, but before they could register the cause of the disturbance, the man at the rear screamed out in pain as he fell to the ground. The remaining nine opened their mouths, but the songs never came.

Syel stomped the earth and a slab shot up at one end of the bridge, he whipped it across the bridge and into the river of death. It forced off seven of the procession into the molten lava, where their anguished cries died out in a short time. He grinned as he once again stomped the earth. Spires of rocks shot up, impaling one of the survivors. They smacked the other into the molten river, only missing the last because of her superior reflexes.

The  halben  dashed towards her, fire and rock coating his arm to finish her off.

Crash!

Syèl’ s fist stopped a few centimeters short of her face. The heat emanating from his arm drew beads of sweat from her forehead.

"We need her alive," Shoko warned. Despite having moved so fast, she showed no visible signs of strain or fatigue.

Syel's eyes traveled from his companion to the blade that had blocked his punch, then settled on the female cultist. The frightened  wisben  fell back, overwhelmed by the intensity of his glare.

Syèl’ s gaze relaxed somewhat alongside his stance. He pulled back his arm and kept it by his side, though notedly, the flames still coated it. "You, did you hear that?" He asked pointedly. "I am supposed to keep you alive." His menacing grin held a promise of her demise. "Say, is there any reason you could think of for me to keep you alive?"

"Ah~ah," Shoko sighed, interrupting him. "This one is damaged beyond repair." She inspected her sword's drained durability with a wince. "It was expensive too." She smacked Syel's head with the butt. She ignored his exaggerated cry as she tossed the sword over the edge.

Syel whistled as he watched the sword melt into nothingness. "That was really expensive. Are you sure you shouldn't have gotten it fixed?"

"Whose fault is it I had to toss it away?"

"Hey, I didn't ask you to stop me. If you had let me kill her no-"

"Your captive's escaping."

Syel turned around. "Wow, it's true." He tapped the earth with his fingers. A crack raced along, chasing after the runaway prisoner.

The  wisben  cried out and collapsed, clutching her foot. Tears poured out of her eyes as she pressed down on the hole in the middle of her foot.

Syel walked over and sighed loudly. "Why did you run?"

The woman’s  eyes went wide with fear. She rolled onto her front, struggling frantically to crawl as far away from him as possible.

Syel closed the gap in a split second. He squatted in front of her, blocking her path with a bored expression. "Oi, are you trying to make me look like the bad guy here?"

Tears streaming down her eyes, she bounced onto her behind. "P-p-please, don't kill me. I-I'll tell you anything. Please! I only joined as a joke, I never knew they were this bad."

Syel frowned,  and  the playful light in his eyes  disappeared . "Oi, you. Stop crying."

"Eh?"

Syel  drew close, his eyes burned hotter than the surrounding lava. "I said, stop crying."

He'll kill me!

"Hey, you guys, alright!" Lunette's call drew the  halben 's attention from his captive. She and the rest of the party had taken the long route through flights of stairs and tunnels.

Syel smiled. "Just fine. Would have killed them all, but our Prince wanted otherwise."

Iggy nodded his approval. "That was a commendable decision. That building is well guarded. With her help, we should be able to infiltrate without drawing too much attention."

Diegel whistled as he walked up to them. "Fuck man, yous a stone-cold killa. Ya snuffed eight guys like that." He squatted next to the  wisben and chuckled,  "N scared her half ta death."

"Thanks for the compliment," Syel said with a grin.

Shadow helped the captive to her feet. Her momentary smile of appreciation was cut short by the cold steel that kissed her jugular. "Lead us to where you keep the prisoners. Try anything, and I will end you." His voice was even but had the desired effect of terrorizing the poor  wisben  even more.

The wisben   frantically nodded , eager to keep her head on her shoulders.

Lunette grasped her arm and smiled warmly. "What's your name?"

Something about the bard's voice relaxed the  wisben . "H-Heri."

"Listen, Heri. We only want to save our friends. If you cooperate, I promise no harm will come to you."

"Y-you promise?"

"Yes, I promise."

Heri kissed her hand in gratitude. "C-come, follow me." She whirled around, frightened by the amused look in the blood elf's eyes. "There is only one unguarded entrance to the dungeons. Y-you might not like it, though." She led them along the edge of the building to the right side, where they stopped at the mouth of a tunnel. A foul stench emanated from the tunnel, forcing them to cover their noses with their sleeves.

"What's wrong with it?" Iggy asked.

Heri hesitated.

"Spit it out, woman," Syel warned.

"I-it's the tunnel we use to get rid of failed bodies." Heri hung her head at the ensuing silence.

Iggy was the first to break the silence. "What do you mean by bodies?"

Heri pointed at a crate in the tunnel.

Syel, Shadow, and Iggy walked over to the crate and propped it open.

!!!

"FUCK!" They screamed in unison.

"What is it!?" Lunette asked as she made towards them.

"Don't come!" Shadow yelled back. "Syel, please!"

"With pleasure." Syel's eyes darkened as he razed the contents of the crate with his most vigorous flame. He marched over to Heri and lifted her by her collar. "Explain yourself right now."

Iggy, still visibly shaken,  muttered,  "That should not be possible. How is that possible?"

"I-I don't know." Heri cried.

Flames burned around Syel's hand, searing her chest. "Then you're of no use to us. I'll make your death especially painful."

"Wait, wait!" Heri pleaded. "They'll kill me if I say anything."

"I don't know who  'they'  are, but I am here, and I will kill you if you do not start talking."

"O-okay, I'll talk, j-just please stop. It hurts."

Syel released his grip, and she fell to her knees.

Heri looked around. There was no escape, and if she dawdled any longer, she would most definitely be killed. She had no choice but to risk it. "We are  a branch of the  Chaos  Order  and we serve Lord Razznik, the strongest god and chaos personified. Eons ago, when the cowardly gods realized they could not defeat him in straight combat, they created a specialized seal, or more accurately, a barrier between our world and Hell preventing Razznik from entering earth again. We are those who seek to return the harbinger of chaos to this realm."

"What does that have to do with t his ?" Syel seethed.

"You know that when life ends, both the body and soul turn to spirit particles, but the presence of skeleton monsters and dru gher s prove that not all bodies turn to spirit particles. Even presently, every now and then, a body would not turn to spirit particles immediately after death. Our pioneers surmised some unseen power decides which bodies turn to spirit particles and which do not."

Yes, the game system, Syel thought to himself.

"However," Heri continued, "they found that it was possible to prevent a body from returning to spirit particles by the use of Necromancy . Not only that, t hey also found that this dark process released pure negative energy,  a  potent and  extremely  powerful energy source. But harnessing this energy was difficult as it dissipated or destroyed its immediate surroundings soon after it was released."

"That explains the bodies," Iggy muttered. "How did you finally harness this energy."

Heri pointed at Lunette. "That stone, let me have it."

Lunette hesitated. Encouraged by Syel's nod, she took out the ore she had stored and handed it to Heri.

Heri examined the stone. Her eyes lit up as she clasped her hands around the ore. "Nerut!"

Bright light escaped from cracks between her fingers. Shadow's blade iced the back of her neck as she slowly opened her hands.

!!!

The party could not believe their eyes. Where there was once rock, now sat a cloudy amethyst gemstone. Its glassy red surface mirrored the lava flowing quietly just outside.

"How did you do that?" Syel questioned.

"This is transmutation, the ability to refine certain products," Heri replied. She frowned at the stone. "My ability is not that high hence the cloudy nature of this particular gemstone."

"The gemstone, do you, by chance, use it to harness this dark energy?" Iggy asked.

"Yes, the purer and rarer the gemstone, the greater the power it can store," she replied.

"I see. Useful information indeed."

"Ah, there's one more thing I forgot to tell you."

"What is it."

"Even if dark energy dissipates or is stored away in stone, there is always residual energy left in the source."

Syel frowned. "So?"

"So, it is very possible for even a cloudy gemstone to amass this residual energy given time."

Electricity sparked around Syel's hands. "Hand the stone over."

Heri grinned triumphantly. "I think I'll hold on to this. Meirut!" A burst of energy knocked her captors against the cave walls.

Syel struggled against the overwhelming pressure. "Wait!"

"See you," Heri boasted as she was swallowed by black miasma.

The pressure eased with her disappearance.

"She got us," Shoko said, staring at the empty spot left behind.

"Not exactly," Syel announced with a wink.

Shoko's eyes widened. "You, You did not?"

"Finally got it to work."

Diegel frustratedly asked, "Hows 'bout ya clue da rest of us in?"



Elsewhere, a black mandala shone on the brown earth, dark energy seeping from its markings. Nearby members of the  Order  gathered around, recognizing the mandala's patterns.

Heri appeared in the center of the mandala as its energy died down. A priest ran over to help he r, but s he rebuffed his aid, brows scrunched in an ugly rage. 

"Heri-san, what happened?"

Heri  turned to the man. "Prepare yourselves, we have int- Uack!" Heri fell  to  her knees, clutching her stomach as she coughed out blood. Her body shook with pain as her temperature rose to dangerous levels.

The priests gathered around her as they attempted futilely to find the cause of her pain.

Several layers of mandalas appeared on her stomach, with various elements bursting out of them. Heri's eyes widened in shock as she realized what it was. "RU-"

BOOM!

An instantaneous explosive chain reaction of elements destroyed everything within ten meters without leaving the slightest bit of matter left.



DUN! Gugugugugu!

The cave shook from the explosion several floors above them.

"Finally perfected the elemental bomb," Syel announced. "Figured since I'm a blood mage, why not power the elemental bomb with the blood of my targets. Far more effective, and I can even make them conditional now."

"That is impressive," Iggy noted.

"What was the condition you put on her?" Lunette asked.

"For it to explode if she was more than ten meters away from me." He had a most satisfied, sadistic smile. "Impressive, no?"

"It's quite the skill," Shadow said as he sheathed his dagger. "But we have to get moving, We just alerted the entire mine to our presence."

"It is said  that  when a man who doesn't talk much speaks, one must pay attention." Syel joked. "Okay, then, I'll lead." He activated Will o' the Wisp to light their way.

The party raced down the tunnel, each one trying to ignore the numerous crates they passed. Half an hour later, they stopped in front of a steel door. Light shone from within the cracks, letting them know they had reached their destination.

Syel placed his hand on the door. Ice spread from the point of contact until it covered every inch of the door. He punched, then shielded his eyes as it came crashing down, releasing frosty smoke.

Diegel coughed as he brushed away the smoke. "Di' ya even try opening da door?"

"Where's the fun in that?" Syel walked past the smoke into a dungeon from every videogame ever.

The air was damp with the smell of blood and sweat,  and  the floors and walls  were  reinforced with dirty stones. Each cell was demarcated by several layers of the dull rock. The cages were locked with what seemed like rusty iron, but something about them seemed off.

"Iggy, over here!" Lunette called, waving them over.

Iggy ran up to meet her. His fist clenched around the bars as a relieved smile spread across his face. "Finally found you. It's been a while, Coach."

Inside the cell, a rather muscular man raised his head. Locks of dirty blue hair was brushed aside to reveal a man in his early fifties. He twirled a baton in his right hand as he got to his feet. "As I live and breathe, if it isn't Iggy-kun. I didn't think you would make it."

"I promised, didn't I?"

Coach let out a raspy laugh. "Yes, you did."

"Oi pops, where our brother at?" Diegel asked.

Coach pointed to his left. "He's a few cells that way."

As Diegel and Iggy ran over, Syel stepped forward. "Step back, old man."

Coach complied.

Syel placed his hand on the cage and muttered an incantation. Several mandalas appeared on the cage, preventing his magic from affecting it. "Spelled huh?" He smiled to himself as he increased the output of his spell. The mandalas multiplied, popping up all over with warning sounds. The  halben  ignored them as he continued to raise output levels.

The mandalas cracked in several places before finally bursting apart. The gate exploded from the sudden release of energy from Syel's hands. 

Coach walked out from the smoke, dusting himself as he did so. "Well done, son. My name is Lufer, but some people call me coach." He held out his hand.

Syel shook it. "Name's Syel, but some people call me monster." He added after a pause, "right before they die."

Lufer opened his inventory and equipped a white formal shirt and pants. "It feels good to finally be in my own clothes. The cage somehow prevents prisoners from using powers or accessing the  inventory ." He stretched and flexed his muscles as he turned to the rest of the party. "Forgive my rudeness, I forgot to ask for your names."

Shoko relaxed her grip on the hilt of the sword. "My name is Shoko. I'm a swordsman."

"I'm Lunette," When Shadow did not speak, she added, "and he's my brother Shadow. I'm a bard."

Lufer's eyes shone at her revelation. "You're a bard? What instrument do you play?"

Lunette nervously chuckled. "Well, I play  most instruments,  but I mostly use my voice."

"A singer," Lufer took her hands in his, beaming brightly. "The others would love to meet you."

Shadow suddenly tensed. "We better make this quick, I sense people running in our direction."

Iggy and Diegel returned with another of themselves. Unlike his brothers, his hair was blond.

Ziegfried took Shoko's hand, a warm smile on his face. "I would love to thank the beautiful maiden, who saved my life. Ah, the peri-"  Smack!

"Not now, Zieg," Iggy reprimanded. "We have larger worries. Our friends are logged out, so someone will have to go call them."

"How long will that take?" Shoko asked as she drew her sword.

"About an hour to round them up in real life, thirty if they can be rushed."

"So we have to hold this position for at least two and a half hours . M aybe even up to five hours if luck isn't on our side?"

"Yes," Iggy declared. "We will stay to help while Coach goes and calls them."

"That's perfect," Syel said as he walked up to them. "I've lost a lot of blood and mana forcing these cells open." His toothy grin raged with excited bloodlust. "I think I'm due a refill..."

 

            

    
        Chapter 63: Belrug

    
    
    
    
                4 Hours Later,

29th   Mazem, 1092.

"Uaak!" The last desperate cry of man was buried beneath the even louder songs and war cries of those engaged in the battle for the dungeon floor. Locked in position, Lunette's party fought to protect the remaining bodies still logged out. Their adversaries comprised soldiers backed up by the buffs from songs by priests at their back.

Syel and Shoko led the defense at either end of the dungeon, destroying their enemies at the entrances. Luckily, the only entries were sets of staircases at either end, which meant they only had to face a handful at a time. Shadow assisted Shoko in dispatching any stray warrior that managed to squirm through. Neither of the three warriors knew how to fight defensive battles, so they had resorted to 'attacking to a certain point' (a strategy which entailed pre-emptively dispatching anything that came into view, but never leaving the dungeon floor itself.

After fighting for four hours straight, not only should their mana have run out, but they should have exhausted all of their stamina. However, thanks to Lunette, the triplets, and some of the orchestra members who had returned, there were sufficient musical buffs to keep them energized.

Lunette had also proposed that the support group alternate, allowing time to regenerate mana for the songs. With this system, the warriors always had songs not only backing them up but also protecting them against ailments/debuffs from the enemies' songs.

The battle had revealed  a few  denominations of the  Chaos Order . They seemed to use a ranking system similar to those used by  religious organizations . The lowest-ranked -and most numerous- members were  grunts,  lead by slightly more powerful  deacons . So far, the party had only encountered a handful of priests, and they were significantly stronger than both Deacons and Laites combined. There were sure to be higher denominations, but they had yet to encounter any.

Suddenly, b eside Lunette, Lufer's body twitched, signaling his return. Moments later, he got to his feet, baton at the ready. "Thank you for protecting my body, Ms. Falsetto."

Lunette signaled for someone else to take her place. She rested against the wall, breathing heavily as she waited for her mana and stamina to rise. "You should thank them," she said, pointing at the warriors. "They're the ones who have been fighting nonstop for hours. It's a wonder they haven't collapsed."

"They owe that to your invigorating songs, no doubt," Lufer observed the rotational system she had put into play. "Impressive strategy. Most would have wanted to use the full force of the orchestra and burnt out within an hour."

Lunette shook her head with a wry smile. "I just learned from watching two of the most brilliant strategists I have ever met."

Lufer smiled. "I would like to meet these strategists sometime." A loud cheer from the orchestra drew his attention. "It would seem all our members have been gathered. " He took out his baton and chanted something under his breath. His baton glowed bright blue, then released waves of light that encompassed the entirety of the dungeon. He looked to Lunette. "Have you ever been led by a conductor before?"

Lunette  shook her head. Confused, she asked, "Conductor? There's a class like that?"

"Not exactly." With a wave of his baton, the orchestra entered formation. "I created the class myself."

"Wha-"

"Now, Ms. Falsetto, would you do us the honor of taking the lead? I assume Iggy taught you most of our songs already?"

"Well, yes he did, but-"

"Do not fret. You will do fine. You're about to be part of power like you've never seen before."

Lunette decided to surrender. It looked like it would be fun.

Lufer nodded his appreciation. "Now then, we'll go with Rite of the Third March. Iggy, Diggs, and Zeig, you're the only one with instruments, so I'll need you to use  [ Amplify ]  and  [ Layer ]  as much as possible. ”  [Amplify],  as the name suggested, increased the volume of a bard’s singing or instrument. Skilled bards could amplify their voice to fill up a whole stadium without the use of any external tool.  [Layer],  on the other hand, was a mana skill that recorded and then played back pieces of music. This skill could turn a single bard into a whole orchestra with the right amount of expertise. “ The rest of you will back up Ms. Falsetto. Is everyone ready?"

Unanimous nods answered him.

"Alright then, Let our counterattack begin." He raised his baton high, then dropped it with commanding force.

A burst of wind blew past everybody present, accompanied by the explosive blows of Diegel's drums and Zeigfried's trumpet. Syel, Shadow, and Shoko each felt a sudden surge of power pound its way into their very veins. Iggy brought order to the chaos as his violin granted control over the power they had gained. But not until Lunette started their song did they truly know the meaning of overwhelming force.
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Syel let out a bloodcurdling laugh at the buff alert. "Well, now, ain't this a sight." H is  eyes met those of the numerous  grunts  and  p riests. "Good news, boys and girls," Flame and Ice danced around his frame as he took a step out of the dungeon. "No more waiting, we can all have fun together!" He punched two soldiers out of his way and took their place at the bottom of the stairs. He looked up and saw several  grunts ,  p riests, and  ordinary s oldiers, making their way down towards him.  "Could you make this any easier?"

Syel  raised a slab to block the entrance, then proceeded to punch the earth. Flames spread from his hand along the ground to the corners of the circular landing. He started a chant but was interrupted by one of the soldiers he had punched earlier.

The man bore down on him spear aimed at his throat. Syel blocked with his palm, and the spearhead shattered on impact. Before the warrior could process what had happened, the elf's fist was in his chest. Ice spread from within the man's chest, freezing him from the inside out.

Syel saw the reflection of the second warrior attacking from behind him on the sculpture. He deftly sidestepped the blow and watched in amusement as the warrior shattered his partner to pieces. He snatched one of the broken pieces midairs and stabbed the second warrior in the neck.

The warrior yelled in agony, but the  halben  wasn't done. He tore down the soldier's spinal cord with the jagged ice. The soldier's cry died in his throat as he fell to the floor. Syel manipulate d  the dead warrior's blood such that it exploded, splattering blood all over the stairs above him and on a mandala that had been formed from his earlier flames. "[ Hell's Pillar ],"  h e muttered as he encased himself in the earth.

The flaming mandala sparked as blood came into contact with flame. It grew excited and began to grow as if fanned by the gods of flames themselves. The flames spun in place like a tornado, increasing in height, velocity, and intensity with each passing second.

Within the span of a few seconds, the entirety of the staircase was consumed by never-ending flames, the cries of the damned giving way to the crackling of burning flesh. The fire died down as quickly as they had begun, and Syel checked his MP. While the skill required half his MP, the buffs made sure his mana was already at 60%. Two minutes later and they would be full again.

Syel disengaged his earth armor - and the slab he had used to shield the dungeon from his skill - as he scanned the stairs for survivors. A few priests had survived. He prepared a skill but stopped as a shadow flitted past his vision. Within  the  blink of an eye, the priests  fell with their  hands  clasped around  their necks .  "Not bad."

Shadow stopped next to him as the priests rained down around them, blood spurting from their severed jugulars.  "I must admit you would pose a formidable foe."

Syel laughed. "Why foe? You could have said 'powerful ally.'"

"Sure, why not?" Shadow sheathed his blades. "After the damage you've done, taking these stairs would be suicide. Come, Shoko's already cleared her side."

"Seriously?" Syel shook his head in amused bewilderment. Whenever he thought he had surpassed her, she managed to pull off something like this. "Honestly, who do you think is scarier?"

Shadow paused. "You are scarier, but I would rather face you than her anytime."

Syel shivered as Goosebumps ran up his skin. "Don't you get embarrassed answering so honestly. It's creepy."

"I'll take that into consideration." Shadow resumed his walk, signaling the end of the conversation.

At the other end, Shoko sheathed her sword as she returned to the orchestra. "Our last attack seems to have given them pause. They are retreating for now."

Lunette stepped forward, eyes filled with the purest admiration. "You're strong. I must admit we could not have done this without your partner and you. You have my thanks."

Shoko shook her head with a hint of a smile. "I can tell from the few moments without your songs to back us up. Without your protection and buffs, we would have been easy prey for their debilitating effects. At most, we would have lasted half an hour, and that's being generous." She held out her hand. "You are quite strong, Lunette-san."

The bard took her hand with a smile. "Please, call me Lune or Lunette. No need for honorifics."

"In that case, I'll have you do the same. Your brother already dumped the honorifics."

Lunette chuckled as her brother walked up to them.

Shadow looked from one laughing girl to another. He could ask, but what was the point. "I'll scout ahead. You guys rest and regain your stamina."

"Be careful."

"I always am." The next second he was gone from their sights like he was never there.

"That's a neat skill," Shoko muttered with a slight frown at the vacant spot where he'd stood a second ago.

"I know right," Syel called as he joined them. "Almost makes me want to be a ninja too."

Lufer and the triplets walked up to the group. "We've been trapped here for weeks. Can we ever repay you for saving us?"

Syel smirked. "Why yes, of course. We need you guys to follow us to the boss's ro- Ouch!"

Shoko grabbed the back of his head and forced him to bow. "My partner apologizes for his rudeness. What he meant to say was, we would be glad if you offered your assistance. From what we've seen, we'll need all the help we can get to beat the boss."

"That's right, Coach," Iggy said. "They risked their lives to save us. I think it only fair we offer the same graciousness we have received."

"That's right, Coach," Zeigfried seconded. He had quite the charmer's voice: silky, yet not so much that it seemed fake. "We would be remiss to let such beautiful ladies risk their lives for us, then leave them to fend for themselves against such savages."

Syel coughed.

"Oh yes," Zeigfried muttered in a clearly irritated voice. "Their maids are here too."

Syel's arm caught fire as a vein popped on his forehead. "Maid you s- ouch!" The flames died out as Shoko  once again struck his stomach .

Lufer smiled. "We would gladly help. Nothing like a good fight to relieve the rage built up over the past weeks. Though you guys will be doing all the fighting. Haha."

"Thanks for your help," Lunette said with a polite bow.

"It's only returning the favor. So what is your plan?"

Lunette nodded. "First we need to get you some instruments and some new clothes. The durability of your current ones should be quite low."

Shoko picked a set of priest armaments from the floor. "These should suffice."
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Durability: (65/65)
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Robe belonging to Priests of the Unsung Chaos
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"Thank you," Lufer said as he accepted the clothes. The orchestra members climbed the stairs and equipped the fallen cultist's clothes and accessories.

"I gat a bone ta pick wi' da GM's," Diegel complained as he pulled down his hood. "Why in da hell do warriors gi' all da badass clothes and we're left wi' these."

"I know, right?" Syel said. "I say the exact same thing all the time."

Iggy frowned. "You're not wearing a robe, though."

Iggy  was right. Syel was dressed in a blood-red jacket on a black shirt and dark red pants. The jacket even had those unnecessary buckles that looked cool in anime but made absolutely no sense in reality. Which, of course, meant it was badass in the game.

"Oh, these?" Syel waved them off. "I had these made as a reward when I was still around level 40.  H ave been using them since. Can't find a decent replacement that isn't a robe yet." His eyes rested on Lunette. "Wait a minute. You're a bard too, aren't you? Your clothes are pretty cool. How's that?"

"Our Guildmaster's pretty skilled with a needle and thread," Shadow answered.

"Holy Fuck!" Syel yelped in fright. "Will you stop doing that?"

"Sorry,"  Shadow  apologized. He turned to Lufer. "I located the storage room where your instruments are kept. I also followed the retreating cultists to what I believe to be the boss' room. I saw about a hundred of them, but I'm sure there are more waiting there. Whatever they  kept  there is quite important to them."

"Thanks, Shadow," Lunette said as she gave her brother a quick, tight hug.

"Anything for you, sis."

"Well now, I think our path is clear," Lufer said.

Lunette nodded. "We'll wait until everyone's mana has refilled, then follow Shadow."

Zeigfried joined his brothers as part of Lunette's party, bringing their number to a total of seven. The maximum numb er of people  an ordinary party could have was ten.  Individuals with extremely high  Leadership  stats could extend this number, but unfortunately, none among those gathered had improved that stat. 

Thankfully,  groups called companies could be formed  by  joining two or more parties. They functioned similarly to regular parties, allowing members to share certain buffs or debuffs.

The orchestra used a similar approach to their party organization. Because they were forty-three in number, they couldn't all fit into one party. So they divided themselves into smaller units with similar instruments per party. The coalition of all these individual units formed the full orchestra.

A couple of minutes later, the last orchestra member raised her hand to signify she was ready.

Shadow led the company up the flight of stairs and into a hallway. A few doors  led  to different parts of the underground building, but he ignored them all, stopping only when he reached a particular entry. He took out a key from his pocket and fitted it into the lock. It unlocked, and he swung the door open.

The orchestra members beamed with joy as they rushed at their respective instruments. Upon further inspection, they noticed the durability of their tools had dropped considerably, most likely due to the terrible conditions they had been kept in for so long.

Once Lunette was sure every member of the orchestra had regained possession of their instruments, she signaled to her brother to continue his lead.

Shadow led the company through a network of hallways until they reached a massive door made from a material no one could place. A mural of robed men bowing before the double suns was carved onto the face of the door. 

Shadow put his hand on the door.

The door  opened of its own accord as if inviting them in. It opened to a circular shaft about a hundred meters in diameter ,  and about a thousand meters high. A spell was cast on the ceiling so it was translucent, allowing the light of the yellow suns to shine down into the shaft.

Beyond the doorway was a platform suspended in midair. Shadow jumped onto the platform and motioned for the others to follow suit. They did so, and the platform descended about fifty meters to the floor.

"So this is where they ran," Syel said as he jumped off the platform. He referred to the hundreds of robed figures around them, heads bowed as they recited a rather ominous chant.

Shoko  grasped her sword’s hilt  as she walked towards an altar at the center of the room. Holograms of the twin suns hovered over the altar with some inscriptions hanging around them. She made to touch it, but suddenly the ground slid open beneath the alter, swallowed it, then slid shut. "A safety mechanism."

"Any ideas on how we bypass that?" Syel asked.

"Kill them all?" she proposed.

"Works for me," Syel agreed, grinning madly as he fashioned blades out of his own blood.

"Back us up," Shadow said as he too drew his blades.

"That's our cue," Lufer said as he raised his baton. "' No Amnesty,' Diegel and Ms. Falsetto. This song will heavily tax the both of you. Can you handle it?"

"You kidding?" Diegel said as several drums of different sizes appeared in a semicircle around him. "I love dis song."

"I'm ready," assured Lunette.

As Lufer raised his baton, the cultists' chants reached a crescendo as if trying to drown out all sound. However, the second the baton dropped ,  a scene unbelievable exploded in the room as Diegel and Lunette ,  with the force of a thousand choristers ,  swallowed all sound.

By the time the orchestra joined ,  the duo had already arrested and seized the attention of everybody in the room, enemies included.




	
Mana Regeneration Rate increased by 200%

Stamina Regeneration Rate increased by 190%

Resistance to Sound related Magic increased by 130%

Haste: Party Agility increased by 148%

 








 

"Hahahaha," Syel laughed maniacally. "She's stronger than I thought." He turned to the cultists as he got into a crouching start. "Now, I wonder what their response will be." He kicked off, and sped towards them, sparks all over his body.

"Do not falter!" A voice rallied from within the cultists' ranks. "They are but a few. Rise, brothers of Chaos, and destroy these heretics!"

Whoever he was,  this man’s  voice electrified the cultists. Hundred and fifty members dashed to face the onrushing trio, swords, pikes, and spears at the ready. Behind them, three hundred of their members were left in charge of musical back-up. Hundred and fifty versus three and three hundred singers versus forty-three orchestra members and one singer. So the battle for the mines of Lib Tahos began, the odds heavily stacked in the cultists' favor.

However, numbers are never everything.

Grinning madly, Syel jumped high above the cultists. Many stopped as they glared at his frame above them. "Taser" He fashioned a destructive ball of electricity and fired it down at his admirers. They raised mana shields, but it completely bypassed them like they weren't there. The ball smashed against the earth and exploded within a radius of ten meters, momentarily paralyzing everything for three seconds.

More than enough for a certain assassin. A mass of black zipped through the paralyzed cultists at improbable speeds. Shadow stepped out of the ten-meter radius after three seconds had passed. A Laite laughed as he raised his sword to slice the assassin. Shadow ignored him as he sheathed his blade.

The Laite screamed bloody murder as blood spewed from several cuts on his body. He and everybody in the ten-meter radius fell to the floor, never knowing what it was that killed them.

"Jump!"  Shadow  heard Syel scream.

Both men jumped high as sharpened wind tore through the crowd, separating torsos from legs. Those it did not kill, it severely injured or maimed. Shadow landed on the shoulders of two Laites, marveling at Shoko's sword skill. His mounts, clearly displeased with his use of their shoulders, had their partners thrust at his legs.

Shadow  hopped and stomped his feet against the blunt end of the blade. The sharp end dug into their shoulders. They cried out for mercy, but the assassin had disappeared along with their heads.

Shoko, Syel, and Shadow tore through the enemies ’  ranks like crazed monsters, ripping, tearing, and slicing everything to shreds. Their incredible strength came from the quality of music back up they had. Despite the poor durability of the orchestra instruments, the fervor, will, and drive in Lunette's voice outshone the enemies' three hundred voices.

"Mages, aim at the orchestra!" The enemy commander ordered.

Twenty of the three hundred stopped singing and fired several different elemental spells across the room to the orchestra.

Syel made to interfere but was interrupted by a group of priests who had a decent mastery of magic arts.

"Do not worry!" Lufer assured. "Keep it up!"

The spells crashed against the orchestra and exploded. However, quite notably, the song never stopped.

"Impossible!" The enemy commander screamed.

The smoke cleared to reveal the orchestra unscathed, a translucent blue mana shield protecting them.

"A conductor's job is not only to instruct the orchestra," Lufer said. "He must also protect them from slander from an ungrateful audience. I call this skill,  [ The Show Must Go On ].   Don't worry about us, fight to your heart's content."

"That I will," Syel declared with a huge grin. He controlled the blood of the fallen and solidified them into rotating discs around him. He released them, and they tore through the enemy alongside him.

At the other end, enemies backed away from the female swordsman whose blade brought with it a tempest of death. While retreating, they failed to notice an extra body that was not one of theirs. Shadow's blades danced as he sped through them, his presence hidden as his  dagger  sliced through jugulars.

At this point, the enemy commander identified himself. He stepped forward and dropped his hood. His HP bar identified him as a  Monig. He was a priest higher than priests. A boss of priests, one might say. His eyes held contempt for their party, though a tinge of amusement played on his lips.

"You heretics dare to defile this holy land with your presence." Though filled with rage, his words were oddly calm. "You shall pay for your audacious stupidity. Unleash, Belrug!"

There was a sudden chill in the room at his orders. Experience told Shoko she could not let this go through. "Syel, Shadow, forget the small fry and stop that man!"

"We would if we could!" Syel cursed. Whatever order that man gave ignited a fire deep within the pits of the cultists. They no longer fought to survive or to kill, but to hold them all back as long as possible.

The cultists changed their song. The ferocity and vileness of their voices broke through the trio's protection and began hitting them with debilitating effects.

Lunette, however, refused to give up. She also raised the force and intensity, putting her all in her voice to counteract the effects. It worked, but it was all she could do to hold the debilitating effects back. Most of the extra buffs the songs had been given them reduced drastically as a result.

Syel looked up and could not believe his eyes. One of the twin suns grew dark like it was being swallowed by something or someone.

"Watch out!" Shoko screamed as she dashed past Syel, carrying him roughly along.

Shadow joined her side as they escaped a giant mandala.

The devoured sun rose from within the mandala, though it no longer retained its scorching heat. Everyone watched, transfixed as the sun cracked like an egg. The cracks ran along the entirety of the sun before it exploded in a wave of very dense mana. From within emerged, what looked like  a  Chimera, curled in a fetus position. But as it unfurled and stretched, they realized it was far worse.

The beast they faced was about fifteen feet tall with a massive, muscular frame. It had the head of a lion with massive ram horns and a majestic black mane that stretched down its back. Its torso and arms were like that of a homo-sapien. Though its fingers ended in huge pointed claws and its arms sported the dark fur. Rather than a snake, its tail ended in a monstrous mouth that had six pincer teeth for latching onto its targets. Its legs, though, were like the hind legs of a dog, though the size and muscular strength allowed it to stand on them.
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Belrug  dropped to the earth and let out a bloodcur d ling roar that paralyzed everybody in the room. It whipped around and made to punch the Monig that had summoned it, but its blow slammed against a barrier that repelled its attack with an angry shock.

The cultists retreated behind the barrier, so the monster's rampage would destroy only the heretics. They would seal it up once again once it had taken care of the intruders. Until then, they would focus on defense alone.

Syel frowned as he absorbed some blood. "This will not be easy."

Shoko dashed forward, hand on the hilt of her sword.

Belrug noticed her attack. Its tail curled like a snake and struck. The swordswoman danced around its mouth, then jumped onto the tail. She continued her dash, then jumped to its chest.

"Watch out!"

Shoko  barely noticed its claws in time. She drew her sword and released a shockwave that blasted the hand away. However, the skill froze her for a split second. She had no time to dodge the follow-up.  Belrug’s  left hand smacked her so hard ,  she smashed into an opposite wall and was suspended there for a second. Its tail moved to swallow her, but Syel's manipulated the wall around his partner.

Spikes jutted around  Shoko , and the snake retreated if only for a second.

Meanwhile, Shadow appeared at the nape of its neck and struck with all his might. His blade broke against the superior strength of Belrug's skin.

Belrug shrugged, and Shadow was tossed off with nothing to hold for support. It slapped the assassin, and he slammed against the floor with the force of a bullet. He coughed up blood as he fought to keep consciousness. It raised its head high as something welled in its throat, then roared down at the assassin.

Syel stomped against the earth, and a crack ran alongside it to the assassin. The ground flipped and tossed Shadow roughly away from the blast radius. Compressed air from Belrug's lungs crushed the floor then exploded, creating a massive dent in the earth.

"Buy me some time!" Syel shouted.

Shoko and Shadow recovered from their respective blows and dashed towards the beast.

Belrug roared as it jumped high into the air and latched against the wall. It ran along and  then  jumped from one end of the wall to another with surprising agility for its size. It picked its moment and shot down towards them like a rocket. Its force caused the earth  to  quake madly, but both warriors had timed their jump perfectly.

Shadow equipped his spare blades and dashed towards the beast, keeping his speed just at the level that Belrug could see him. Its tailed coiled and repeatedly  struck at the assassin, but he quickly dodged the blows . He attempted to slice its legs, but still, his blades refused to sink into its flesh. It's not like there was no damage at all.

There  were tiny scratches, but dealin g  12  damage  t o a monster who had  656000 HP  was stupid and futile. It would take almost eight hours of constant nonstop hits to bring it down. Before then, if the monster didn't kill him, lack of stamina or mana, the orchestra's mana finishing or even a slip-up would render them dead.

Shadow  had to find its weak point and fast.

Shadow ran up its body slicing away, but the beast showed no sign of being overly disturbed.

Belrug roared again, this time expelling force from all around its body. It blasted Shadow away, but Shoko soon took his place.

The swordswoman dashed forward , her  sword  held  backward over her shoulder. Blue light enveloped the sword  as  her speed doubled. Belrug's tail charged at her as the beast itself got on all fours to crush her with more ease. The tail and hands attacked  Shokō  with reckless abandon, but she somersaulted over the snakehead, releasing her shockwave as she did so. Since precision did not work, she decided to rely on brute force.

The shockwave slammed against  Belrug’s  exposed chest, forcing it onto its hind legs, but she wasn't done. Using the momentum from the first, she released another shockwave, then another, and another in a series of wicked nonstop volleys.

Belrug cried out as he was pushed against the wall, unable to retaliate against the successive blows.

Shoko's barrage ceased, and she fell to the floor, paralyzed b y  exhaustion.

Syel nodded his appreciation as he ran past her. He prepared the largest  [ Elemental Judgment ]   he had ever created. The elemental spears of death crashed against the beast and exploded, enveloping it in smoke.

Syel wobbled to his feet, exhausted by the continued use of his blood.  "Did we get him?"

Shadow zipped past and hoisted him out of the way as Belrug's tail crashed where the elf had just been. The assassin helped the blood mage to his feet as he stared at the clearing smoke with trepidation. He understood the meaning of fear as Belrug emerged from the smoke barely scratched.

HP: 600000

The orchestra stopped playing as they had run out of mana after nearly thirty minutes of nonstop playing.

Everybody present doubled over as debilitating effects hit assaulted them endlessly.

The Monig's laughter echoed throughout the hall. "It's over. Finish them."

Belrug stood tall as it welled up massive amounts of concentrated air in its throat.  It stomped against the earth for improved balance, then roared at the immobilized trio.

"Shit," Syel could only curse as the compressed ball of death tore towards them.

"NO!"

Compressed air fashioned like spears burst through the onrushing ball, and they exploded, knocking everybody aside.

"What the hell ! ?" Syel voiced aloud the thought in everybody's mind as he whirled around.

There, floating in midair above the orchestra, stood Lunette, shrouded in a blinding glow.

"Lune, what are you doing?" Shadow asked as he too could not comprehend the sight in front of him.

"Ya decided, huh?" Diegel whispered to himself as he readied his drumsticks.

Shadow s  crossed the faces of the orchestra members as they readied their instruments.

Lufer raised his baton. "Be prepared. You have to defeat him within the next hundred seconds." His tone was grave, his voice low and hard.

"How?" Shoko asked. "None of our attacks work."

"They will," Zeigfried said as he placed his trumpets to his lips.

Lufer whipped the orchestra into a frenzy. Zeigfried, Iggy, and Lunette led the charge with a tune so desperate, the warrior trio felt the very cells in their bodies kick into overdrive.

As if sensing the danger, the Monig marshaled his brethren into a fever of their own.

However, afterimages of Lunette began to appear in several places along the walls of the dungeon as  [ Projection ]  and  [ Amplify ]  was temporarily maxed out. Her song not only drowned out the enemy but became physical weapons of compressed air that assaulted Belrug without mercy and also bypassed the enemy's shields  to directly  attack them.

Shadow, Shoko, and Syel watched as their MP's filled in a second.
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Shoko charged immediately, sword at the ready.

Belrug's tail snaked towards her but slammed a block of reinforced earth that burst out of the ground. The debris rotated in place till the sharpened wind was visible around them. They drilled into the tail, finally breaking past the tough skin.

Belrug roared at the pain, but it was far from over. Shokō  zipped next to Belrug  in the blink of an eye and t hen t hrust her sword into  its  heels. She swung high and released as shockwave directly into its leg. The monster cried out as it lost its footing and landed on all fours. She jumped and unleashed wave after waves of attacks against it exposed mid-riff.

The shockwaves blasted the monster high into the air and kept it there as she mercilessly continued her assault.

Shadow appeared on the beast's back and dug his blade into its spinal cord. It screamed in agony as the assassin ran across its back, slicing away. Shadow jumped onto the end of its neck and hacked away, ignoring the constant critical hit messages he got.

While the two warriors ravaged the helpless beast, Syel started the longest incantation he had ever done. The skill he wanted to perform was beyond his current level, but thanks to the infinite MP, he could do it. Runes appeared and hovered him, entering his right arm as he chanted. After a point, he ceased his chant dashed towards the center of the room.

Shadow and Shoko saw his charge and stopped their assaults. Shadow jumped off the beast and stabbed his blade into the wall. Shoko meanwhile charged her most potent attack in her sheath then drew it sharply. The shockwave knocked the beast even higher into the air, then she retreated quickly.

Syel stopped at the center of the room and punched the floor. Rune markings appeared and hovered around his right arm. Like a drill, they spun around his hand and sunk into the earth. A giant mandala encompassed the battleground and glowed blood red, as the cavern trembled under the enormous magical pressure.

All the remaining blood splattered across the battlefield lifted off of the ground and hovered menacingly midair.

Belrug recovered from its blows and dove headfirst at the blood mage.

Syel stood tall, drew back his arm, and punched the air with so much force it cracked. From that crack, unleashed a torrent of wind that knocked the beast back against the wall. The maelstrom gathered velocity and size, forming a tornado that spun  Belrug   until  it was dizzy and sick.

The storm vomited the beast and dissipated, leaving Belrug suspended midair.

Syel clapped,  summoning  spikes  that  jutted out from the walls and  then  dug through the beast. The spikes retracted, and  Belrug  fell a long way towards the earth. The blood that had been hovering coagulated into huge funnels with pointed ends. They dug into the opened wounds then drilled their way into the beast's bloodstream.

[ Elemental Judgement ]   followed soon after, sealing the wounds and making sure no blood spilled out.

With a maniacal cry,  Syèl  clenched his fists.

BOOOM!

The foreign blood exploded inside the beast, the elemental spears ’ chain reactions  exponentially increasing the damage. The explosion rocked the surrounding walls, and they crumbled over  Belrug , burying it as it hit the ground.

"Fuck," Syel cursed as he fell to a knee. He had felt it. The beast wasn't dead.

Belrug burst out from the rubble, roaring madly. Its eyes, mad with rage, glared at the blood mage.

HP: 100000

Syel tried to summon some mana, but time was up.

Lunette's afterimages dissipated as the song came to an end. The glow around her morphed into a purple fog that enveloped  her. Moments later, the fog constricted around the songstress’ throat an d  then  beg a n to choke the life out of her. Her HP  rapidly dropped  as she struggled futilely against the invading smoke. Tears streaked down her cheeks as she whimpered. "I don't want to die."

"I won't let you!" a familiar voice cried.

Lunette  looked up at the mass of black falling towards her. "I'm sorry."

Her vision turned black as the game showed the prompt:




	
GAME OVER!

 

YOU ARE DEAD!








 

 

                                             

 

            

    
        Chapter 64: Negotiations Successful!

    
    
    
    
                2 Days Earlier,

Rine's Bar,

Meilfour.

27  th   Mazem 1092.

The sun had fallen, and weary citizens of Meilflour flocked to the bar to drown their sorrows in hard, bitter, alcohol. A golden ches c h sat at the counter, listening to the conversations and watching them out the corners of his eyes.

Miote took a sip from the mug he held in his hand. He scrunched his nose and smacked his lips at the horrible taste. The foul drink almost made him miss the stale bread he ate at level 1. Nothing he could do about it, though. It was either that or suffer adverse stat effects from hunger. Though the drink might kill him regardless. 

Miote  twirled the glass, idly  watching  the murky liquid.  Bang! Suddenly, a  man burst into the bar screaming at the top of his lungs . In his panic, Miote almost  drop ped  his drink.

The man grabbed a nearby mug and downed its contents in a jiff as he tried to collect his thoughts.

"Spit it out, man! What's the matter?"  a wisben  shouted, having lost his patience.

The messenger coughed and panted as he managed  to squeeze out."Rhi- ha- Rhinos! War Rhinos! The Order's coming!"

Whoosh.

The bar was deserted in mere seconds.

Miote marveled at the organized way in which the residents panicked. Within mere minutes, they had all returned to their respective  homes  and locked their doors and windows. It was like a scene from old wild west movies. He could swear he even saw a bramble branch roll past.

Miote downed the contents of his mug in one swift gulp. He paid the barkeep and made his way to the door.

"I wouldn't do that," the barkeep advised. "You seem like a nice quiet guy. You don't want to get caught up with the Order."

"Thanks for the advice," Miote said. "But why is it only your establishment is still open?"

"Soldiers need a place to stock up on food and water. Unfortunately, I'm the only functioning bar in this town. If I close, the entire town would be in trouble."

"Is that so?" Miote flashed an appreciative smile. "Well then, I'd like to see these Order members for myself."

"Your funeral."

"Not today," the merchant said as he placed two silver coins on the counter. He exited the bar, intrigued by what could cause so much fear.



Elsewhere, Zaram led her charges into  Meilflour, her skin flushed from embarrassment and rage. Her men, though conscious, were bound and plopped on the Rhinos like pieces of luggage. Meanwhile, her captor had been asleep ever since they began their journey. The daeben clearly did not view her as a threat. That or he trusted the demon beast that guarded him that much. For the sake of her pride,  Zaram  preferred to believe the latter  as s he brought the Rhinos to a halt in front of Rine's Bar. "We're here."

"Finally!" Hektor jumped off the mount and stretched, clearly relieved the journey had come to an end. "Couldn't feel my ass for a while there."

Kira swiped at her companion, and he shot up, holding his face in pain.

Kashi massaged his face as he glared at her. "Can't you be cuter and wake me with a lick or something?"

"In your dreams," she rebuked as she jumped down from the rhino.

"Thankfully, you're not in my dreams," Kashi muttered. "Some nightmares should stay in reality only."

"What was that?"

"Nothing," Kashi replied as he too jumped down from the beast. He walked up to the lead Rhino, where Zaram sat. "You kept up your end of the bargain. You could have easily taken us to a trap. After all, we are not familiar with the lay of the land." He smiled as he raised his hand. "It is always pleasing to see honorable characters, even if they are of the enemy."

"Think nothing of it." Zaram refused his shake with a scowl. "The next time we meet, I will end you."

"You made some friends," Miote called as he stepped out of the bar. He looked up at Zaram. "And she's quite the looker too."

"We are not friends," she refuted.

"It's a work in process," Kashi said. He motioned at Hektor. "You can untie them."

While the warrior set about freeing the soldiers, the daeben turned his attention back to Zaram. "Is there no chance you will join my guild now? I could really use someone like you."

"None."

Kashi raised his shoulders in surrender. "Well, you wouldn't be trustworthy if you switched camps so easily. Till we meet again."

Without so much as a backward glance, Zaram and her warriors sped off, no doubt rushing to report the event to her superiors.

The daeben himself only watched them for a few seconds, then turned his attention to  Miote . "I must apologize. I asked you to come with me, yet abandoned you to fend for yourself. I hope you didn't face too much trouble?"

Miote shook his head. "No complaints on my part. Aside from the foul drink served at this bar, it's been a nice experience. I assume you'd like to get to work immediately."

"Yes, I would." Kashi scanned the area. "Where's Drixlia?"

"No need to worry. He's tethered at the inn."

"Good."  Kashi  wiped the sweat from his brow. "Let's head in first. This infernal heat hasn't improved one bit."

"Sure, but." Miote pointed at his bare chest, lips curled in amusement. "I think it's a no shirt, no shoe, no service establishment."

Kashi shook his head as he equipped a sleeveless shirt with a cowl attached. He then handed Hektor some comfortable leather gear to wear in the meantime.

Hektor thanked the  daeben , then walked away to find somewhere he could change (Residents could not equip clothes like players could.)

Miote led Kashi and Kira into the bar, where they were greeted almost immediately by the clearly shaken barkeep. He nervously wiped a glass over and over again as he waited for the gentlemen to take their seats.

The men sat next to each other at the counter. After giving it some thought, Kira hopped onto a stool at Kashi's right.

The daeben regarded his partner with a raised brow. She replied with a glare that seemed to dare him to say anything. 

Kashi signaled the quaking barkeep. "Two of your finest drinks for my friend and I, and a gallon of milk for her."

The barkeep placed a huge bowl in front of Kira and filled it to the brink with his freshest milk. He ran to the backrooms, returning later with two identical bottles in his hands.

Miote shook his head. "Don't bother. The drinks here are beyond terr-"

"Our finest non-alcoholic drink, the Yarcon Juice, made from freshly squeezed Yacorn fruits," the barkeep called as he popped a bottle. He filled two mugs and slid them over to his customers.

Miote took a sip. "Well, I'll be," he muttered as he set the cup on the counter.

"M-my apologies sir, if I had known you were acquainted with the Order, I-"

"We are not acquainted," Kashi interrupted.

"P-pardon?"

Not one to prolong the inevitable,  Kashi  finished his entire mug in one go. "I said we are not acquainted."

"B-but the Theriums... they even left two behind for you."

"We forced their hands."  Kashi  had no desire to play twenty questions. He placed seven silver coins on the counter.

The barkeep shook his head. "This is too much!"

Kashi's voice lowered. "I know."

The barkeep's eyes lit up as understanding dawned. He accepted the money and addressed his customers with apt interest. "What would you like to know?"

"I desire an audience with the mayor."

The barkeep shook his head. "Impossible. The mayor hardly receives visitors. The only time he comes out of his mansion is during the monthly inspection."

"Inspection?"

The barkeep  visibly relaxed  upon realizing  his life was not in any immediate danger. "Yeah, the Order comes once a month to make sure no one's hiding any art-related objects."

"When's the next inspection?"

"We just had one a few days ago, so a month from now, I suppose."

Kashi shook his head. "Not good enough. I need to see him now."

The barkeep raised his hands. "I can't help you with that."

"Why don't we just bust in?" Hektor said as he took a seat next to Miote. He accepted a mug from the keep, downed it, then held it out for a refill.

Miote laughed. "We can't break into the mayor's mansion. It'll be seen as a declaration of war."

"So?" Hektor groaned. "It ain't like we got time."

"True enough. However, a hasty act of aggression could see us lose all chances of future negotiations in this land. What do you think?"  Miote  directed his question at the daeben.

While mulling over the matter, Kashi distracted himself by trying to identify the ingredients and recipe used in making the juice  –   a  perk he gained from advancing his cooking skill to the Expert Level. Using taste, smell, and sight, he could discern the contents of most foods. The ability extended to other items also.

"You are both correct," Kashi said as a prompt only he could see appeared on the mug. "We do not have the time to wait for an official audienc e. H owever, it would be foolhardy to appear as a hostile force to all of Rosenheim..."

Miote nodded. "Yes, I th-"

"Is what I would normally say."  Kashi  waved the prompt and got to his feet. "But our partners are on a B +  Quest, and I have a bad feeling about it. If we make future proceedings more difficult by appearing hostile, then so be it." He placed a gold coin on the counter. "You can point us to the Mayor's, can you not?"

"I'll do you one better," the barkeep said as he accepted the coin. "I'll take you there."

Kashi frowned. "Would you not be endangered by revealing yourself like that?"

"A lot of us have no love for the mayor. If you're really going to cause trouble for him, I won't miss it for the world."

"Why's that?" Miote asked.

"It's better, I show you."

"If you insist, then I suppose I have no reason to stop you," Kashi conceded. He held out his hand. "I am Kashi of the  daeben . I do not believe I have had the pleasure of your name."

"Muko, sir .   T he name's Muko."

"Okay, Muko, lead the way. We'll follow."

"You might want to get your horses first. It's quite a way from the town."

"A mayor that doesn't live in town," Hektor smirked. "Now, this I got to see."



30 Minutes Later,

Aside from Drixlia trying to chew Kashi's head off, the reunion of rider and steed was quite uneventful. They rode alongside Hektor, Miote, and Kira while Muko led the way ahead of them.

The barkeep had not been kidding when he said the mayor's house was a ways off. It was well removed from the town, and they'd had to traverse a vast expanse of wasteland to reach their destination.

"There it is," Muko said a rough outline mansion lit up by hundreds of magelights came into view on the horizon.

Being an archer, Kashi had much better vision and range compared to his comrades, second only to Kira. As he focused in on the building, a shadow crossed his face, and his brows furrowed. "Remember what I said about not being hostile?"

Hektor and Miote turned to him.

"Forget it!" He spurred Drixlia to a full sprint ,  eyes set on the target rising above the horizon.

Kira, Miote, and Hektor raced alongside the mage, each with their own thoughts about his sudden change.

However, the reason for his sudden shift became more apparent as they drew closer to the mayor's home. No, to call it a home would be a gross understatement. It was a mansion   lavish enough to be called a castle. Unlike the barren wasteland that surrounded, its yards were filled with luscious plants that drank from numerous fountains placed around them.

True, any warrior of real honor would find such a sight disgusting. A mayor who would hide away in such lavi sh splendor  miles away from his suffering people would certainly cause ire in any pure warrior's heart.

But, that's not why you changed your stance, is it, Kashi-dono ?  Miote watched the daeben's expression with awe.  ‘ Rather than for some righteous cause, the reason you chose to attack was for something far more straightforward. ’

Once they were within 200  meters  of the front gates, Kashi nocked two arrows onto his bow. However, th ese  were quite different from his traditional arrows. Ever since the siege on Riven, the daeben always kept some of those special rods he used for infiltration in case he needed to break through something similar.

Kashi drew the string to full length, "Fly."  then released. With a loud bang and an explosion of wind, the 'arrow' tore through the wasteland. They emitted a shrill whistle as they tore through the gatemen and blew the gate open.

Kashi led his party thr ough  the smoke , ignoring the guards’ plight .

Miote, on the other hand, took a good long look at the guardsmen.  ‘ Yes, you are not a righteous man who will raise his bow for the weak and down-trodden. You calmly look at the circumstances and objectively decide the best solution. ’

Grunt s and soldiers poured out of the mansion and, like a pack of rats, charged at the party.

"Kashi!" Hektor yelled.

The daeben retrieved the Obsidian ax from his inventory  and  then flung it in an arc ahead of them.

Hektor spurred his steed ahead, jumped off, and grabbed the weapon midair. The ax glowed red as he slammed it against the earth. The ground ruptured for several meters around him, but none of his party's steeds lost their footing as they quickly raced across.

Hektor placed the weapon on the earth as he called out to all Laites and Warriors present. "The name's Hektor! Remember it well! It's the name of the man who'll be known as the God of War in years to come! Now, come, sacrifices to my path!" He kicked up the weapon, caught it, then rested its shaft on his shoulder. A crazed grin twisted his features as he challenged, "Your deaths will become songs for my legend." WIth a madly joyous roar, he charged the mass of enemies, ax raised high.



Kashi destroyed the entrance once he, Kira, and Miote made it through, leaving Hektor to fend for himself. The daeben dismounted and scanned his surroundings. The inside of the building was even more extravagant than the outside. The walls held the finest of paintings with jewels scattered all over the building as decorations.

The entrance was immense ,  large enough to hold a ball. Above, a chandelier made from several precious stones reflected its beautiful lights on the intruder. The daeben averted his eyes from the splendor. A staircase ran up the middle of the room, then split into two, leading to the East and West wings. The daeben could feel nothing from the bottom floor, so he chose not to expend energy searching there.

"Are you sure it's wise to leave Hektor on his own out there?" Miote asked. "There seemed to be over thirty of those soldiers."

Kashi nodded. "Two weeks ago, he might not have survived. But after what he faced in Suvron's Pass, fighting those guys will be a piece of  cake."

The trio climbed the staircase to the landing. Kira shut her eyes as she forcefully enhanced all of her other senses. A few seconds passed, then she opened them. "Both hallways eventually meet up at the north. However, I can sense a good number of soldiers in both."

Kashi nodded and then said, "Kira, you take the east. Miote and I will take the west."

Kashi led Miote up the stairs to a wooden door. He made to open it  but  froze  when he sense d enemies directly behind the door waiting to attack.  Chuckling inwardly, he nocked  a si e ge arrow ,  drew his bowstring,  and  then fired the missile.

BANG!

 It burst through the door and tore through several soldiers.

Kashi burst through the door without giving the warriors a moment to recover from the shock. He fired off arrow after arrow, the narrow hallway working perfectly to his advantage. Their superior numbers and tightness of space limited their options, and they could only cry and curse as they were mowed down without mercy.

Miote walked beside Kashi, marve ling at  the speed of the daeben's hands.  Kashi  could release four arrows in the time it took a normal man to release one. And those did not count the times he fired off four to seven at once to stop a charging group.

Not once did the daeben stop or retreat.  Kashi  kept a steady pace as he advanced, killing all before they reached a meter of him. On their way, they passed many doors, but the daeben opened none as he was not interested in their contents.

Eventually, they rounded two corners, leaving a nasty trail of blood and loot. Kashi was impressed to see Kira waiting by a huge double-door, her fur coated red with blood.

"How many?"  Kashi  asked as he placed his hand on the door.

"Three."

Kashi nodded, then pushed the doors open.

They entered what looked like a throne room. A long dining table was situated close to the door, while a large, well-decorated chair sat at the opposite wall, elevated above the room by a raised platform accessed by a few steps.

Kashi looked at the life bar of the man on the throne and his two bodyguards. The man's name was Mayor Tedril, but the bodyguards just had 'bodyguard' as their identifiers. Which meant they either kept their identities hidden or the game deemed them irrelevant to have real names. Kashi believed it was the former.

"What do you intruders want!?" Tedril demanded. He was a man of considerable size, and his vast voice reflected his size very well.

Kashi placed his hand on his chest and bowed. "Forgive our impertinence. I am Kashi of the daebens. My partners are Kira and Miote. W-"

"I didn't ask for your names, brat! I  command you  to speak your purpose!"

Kashi's lips twitched, but he held his composure. "My apologies. We are here to negotiate some lucrative business."

"Liar! Then why did you attack my mansion? Do you know how much it will cost me to repair all the damages you've caused?"

"I pray, only listen to our offer, and you will find yourself rich enough to buy another mansion."

"Bwahahaha!" Tedril guffawed. "That you will say such a stupid thing shows you know nothing." His eyes narrowed. "Kill them!"

His bodyguards dashed forward, blades at the ready.

To everybody's surprise, Kashi calmly pointed at Tedril. "If you want your boss to die, continue your attack."

The bodyguards stopped and whirled around. Their eyes widened in fright at the arrows that hovered above Tedril. The arrows descended, then formed a dome around the mayor, cutting off all avenues of escape.

"Coward!" A bodyguard yelled. "You would take a hostage!?"

Kashi shrugged. "Now, Ted, order your men to choose one. Slay each other or jump out the window."

Tedril gritted his teeth. "And if I refuse?"

"I have very little control over those arrows. If I am even the least bit distracted, they will all pierce through you. As such, it would be wise for you to remove all distractions, no?" This was not a bluff. The daeben was still trying to learn how to control the arrows independently of each other  when summoning  [Gilgamesh] . However, while he had gained some control, he could only control them as a single entity.

Tedril's face reddened with rage, but he waved them off anyway. The bodyguards nodded and jumped out through the windows.

"Now that we are alone, W-" Kashi started.

"Won't you take these away?" Tedril yelled, pointing at the floating death arrows.

"Of course not," Kashi refused. "They are insurance you do not try anything funny."

"I thought you wanted to do business."

"Yes, we do," Kashi said. "Just forget they are there. If you do not try any underhanded tricks, like summoning your soldiers or something, then you won't have to worry about them."

"And when the business is concluded. Will you free me?"

"Yes, I will. Knight's pledge."

Though still shaken, Tedril faced the daeben with a cold glare in his eyes. "Very well. State your business."

"I am pleased you saw to reason. There are two main propositions I have for you. The first is the matter of where you have stored all the seized musical equipment over the past two years. I wish to obtain these items," Kashi said.

"For what purpose ?"

"I do not believe you need to be privy to those details. Do you have these items or not? Oh, and do not bother lying." Kashi motioned to Miote. "My partner here can read you like an open book. Lies are a waste of both our times."

Tedril frowned as he nodded. "Yes, I did keep the seized items in storage. There are quite a good number of them. I will sell them for 10000 gold."

Miote laughed. "You're definitely joking."

"What do you mean, cat?"

"10 , 000 gold? No Merchant would pay 1000 gold. If I was feeling generous, I might consider 500 gold."

Miote's words were like a slap to the mayor's face. He slammed the armrest as he sat upright. "Surely you jest. Some of those materials are top class-"

"Items which have been locked away for two years without maintenance," Miote interrupted. "Can you imagine how much it would be to restore them, not to talk of those that have been damaged or rusted beyond repair. There is also the fact that you are not the legal owner of these materials. You 'obtained' them from your own citizens, thereby they could even be considered stolen goods which would further drop their value."

Tedril stiffened, gripping the armrest tight. His eyes narrowed as he considered Miote's offer. Unbeknown to him, he was under the effects of Miote's 'Charm.' A skill that enticed him to the chesch's words and will. The merchant's high 'Bargain' skill also granted a bonus effect of manipulating rates during business deals to suit his needs. "5000."

"1000," Miote counter-offered.

"4000."

"1200."

"3000."

"1500"

"2500, and that's as low as I'll go."

"15-"

Kashi raised his hand. "We'll take it."

"I could have gotten him down to 1000," Miote whispered.

"I know. But we need to spare him some dignity, or it will jeopardize the next deal," Kashi replied.

Miote's pupils narrowed ever so slightly, just enough that Tedril did not notice. He was stunned by the depth of Kashi's vision and mentally kicked himself for not following sooner. It seemed like the assignment might prove to be worthwhile after all.

The chesch returned his attention to Tedril as he took out a parchment, quill, and ink from his inventory. He sat on the floor and placed the ink beside him. He dipped the feather in the ink, then proceeded to write on the contract.

This was Kashi's first time watching another user ply his trade with the assistance of the auto-skill system. Miote's hand moved with incredible speed as it wrote out all the information in the  c hesch's mind, then modif ied  it accordingly to produce an even better contract. The quality of the contract produced depended heavily on several different merchant skills, most of which Miote was already an expert in.

With a final flick , Miote finished writing . A prompt appeared on the parchment detailing its quality and a summary of its contents.

Kashi browsed through the contract.  Shortly after, he smiled and then nodded, satisfied with the contract . He handed it back to Miote  and  then turned to Tedril. "On to the second order of business, then?"

"What is it?" The irritation in Tedril's voice was  evident . Despite his predicament, the corrupt mayor refused to appear weak to the intruders.

"My guild is looking to expand into this region. We-"

"A fool's folly," Tedril interrupted. "There is nothing to be had in these dead lands."

"That is for me to decide, is it not?"

"Whatever. So what? You want to buy some land from me?"

A smile played on  Kashi’s  lips. "I am glad to see you understand my intentions. It should expedite the process."

"What land are you interested in?"

"West of Meilfour, there is an abandoned mining town: Lib Tahos it is called, I believe."

Taken aback, Tedril froze as he considered the daeben's words. "D-Did you say Lib Tahos?"

"Yes, I did."

"How did you come to know of that town ?"

"No offense, but you are not qualified to be privy to such information."

Tedril reddened but held his composure. "Then, can I, at the very least, ask why it is you are interested in that particular town."

"That I can tell." Kashi strolled over to a window as he spoke. "My guild needs a base of operation in Merriheim. An ideal location would be a town of minimal distance from Suvron's pass."

"You never asked for land in Meilfour."

Kashi shook his head. "A splendid location I agree, but already too populated. We can have a building or two, but it will never truly be 'our' town."

"And you think you can make Lib Tahos into your town?"

Kashi turned to face him and rested against the window. "Yes, I do believe so ."

Tedril tapped his chin. "It is true that a lot of the property deeds went missing or were damaged during the war. If you stake a claim to a lot of the land, very few will be able to dispute."

Kashi's eyes twinkled. "Thanks for that information. I actually was not aware of that fact."

Realizing the folly of his words, Tedril quickly made to rectify the issue. "H-however, no matter how much land you stake claim to, it'll never be legitimate. I actually have some property deeds I obtained, and the mine is one of them. Without that mine, there will be no reason for anybody to travel to that forsaken town."

Kashi pushed off the wall with a fervor, a massive grin on his face. "Which brings us to our second order of business: I wish to purchase that mine."

Tedril whitened, his knuckles rattling against the throne. He realized much too late that he had fallen right into the daeben's trap. Without his claim, he could have easily denied having the mine's deed. However, he had been cajoled into boasting about the mine to save face.

Tedril’s composure  crumbled. Sweat drenched his clothes as he fought to find a way out of the hole he'd dug himself into. "N-no, please. That mine is not for sale."

Kashi's expression soured. "Do not insult me, mayor. I know you have the deed." He made his way towards Tedril. "In fact, I would say it is the reason you are so highly protected by the Order." Tedril's sudden fit of cough answered the daeben's suspicions. "As to where you'd keep it for safekeeping, a coward like you would keep it close." He stopped in front of the throne. "Not on your person, of course, as they could easily murder you and take it for themselves." His eyes narrowed as they focused on Tedril's. "You keep it somewhere very close. Very Very close..."

"IIHII!" Tedril shrieked. Kashi's overbearing presence had chipped continuously into the mayor's confidence until he was almost shriveled. This was as a result of the daeben periodically hitting the unsuspecting man with minor waves of bloodlust and fighting spirit; not so much that he consciously felt it, but enough that his subconscious slowly broke down. "P-please, I can't just give it to you."

"What do you take us for?" Kashi asked, incredulous. "We wish to purchase the land legally, not criminally. We are also ready to pay."

The smell of money restored the mayor's confidence somewhat. "P-pay?"

"Yes, pay."

"How much?"

Kashi folded his arms. "Name your price."

Tedri l  mulled over the issue. "1000000 gold."

"Do you even think before you come up with these prices?" Miote asked.

"Wh-what do you mean? It's a mine!? Do you know how much the mine-"

"But the mine's run out, isn't it?" Kashi asked. "Or is there a different side to the story that would warrant such a payment."

Tedril slumped in his seat and shook his head. "No, no, there is none." He could not believe it. How much information did this man already have? He could not have entered Merriheim more than a few days ago, yet he already knew this much. From the beginning, there was no hope to cheat him off a deal. "Fine. You win. How much do you want to pay? It is basically an overgrown basement at this point.

"Considering we'll have to clear out the monsters and cultists, map the mine and perform safety checks ourselves, I say 15000 gold is a fair price."

"Please, if I sell the mine, then my own life will be in danger. I need more money before I can agree to anything."

"17000."

"25000."

"We'll give you 50,000," Kashi interrupted. "And take this house as an added bonus."

Tedril's eyes lit up. With 50000, he could flee to  Jatakem  and  live  in luxury for the rest of his life. "I will accept your deal once you remove this damned arrows."

Kashi nodded, and the arrows fell out of the air.

Miote made some revisions to the contract then handed it to the mayor.

Tedril accepted the parchment then scanned through it. Satisfied with its contents, he took the quill and signed his signature.

Kashi took out a huge sack filled with gold coins and dropped it in front of the mayor. "50000 gold coins as promised."

Tedril confirmed the contents of the sack then nodded his approval, allowing Kashi to sign his own end. Hel double-tapped his armrest, and a secret drawer slid open. He took out a document and handed it to Miote, who grinned from ear to ear after reading it. "It's legit."

Kashi smiled. "I guess that concludes our business."

"I suppose so." Tendril shot off his throne, sack in hand, and headed to the door. "It was a pleasure doing business, but-"

Thwack!

Tedril fell forward as an arrow tore through his brain.

Kashi walked over to the body and withdrew his money. "Thank you for being who you are."  Returning the bag to his inventory, he spat,  "If you were a half-decent person, I would have been forced to really pay you."

Negotiations  S uccessful !

 

            

    
        Chapter 65: In Your Arms

    
    
    
    
                "You killed him." The ambiguity of Miote's tone made it unclear if he meant it as a statement or a question. "Why?" That clarified things.

"Wrong question." Kashi stooped over the mayor's body as it returned to the circle. "It's not 'why did I kill him,' it's 'why should I not have killed him?'" He picked a master key and blueprint left behind as loot. "There was simply no reason not to."

"Not that it matters, but you did make a pledge," Miote retorted.

"Technically, I am the furthest thing from a knight," Kira scoffed. "That was going to be your answer, was it not?"

Kashi flashed a glare, which she glibly ignored. "Technically, I'm no knight," he ground out through clenched jaws and tried his best to ignore Kira's  chuckle .

Miote watched the scene with fascination. There was not the slightest hint of guilt in the daeben's features, but at the same time, no justification either.  This was because, to the daeben, killing the mayor was an action akin to crushing an ant. There was neither a need for guilt nor justification for such basic actions.

Kashi opened the blueprint and examined it. It was a blueprint of the mansion itself, detailing the structure and rooms in the house. It also revealed many hidden passages, storage rooms, and hideouts. Judging from the blueprint alone, the daeben knew the house would be a goldmine.  Unfortunately , he did not have the luxury of time to fully explore.

Instead, he headed straight downstairs. He looked to the destroyed doorway and shook his head. Maybe he had overdone it. He led Drixlia by the reins to a nearby window, which he smashed open. The group jumped out the window then circled to the entrance, where they were greeted with a most intriguing sight.

Hektor rested against one of the fountains, battleax beside him.  Blood-soaked  hair fell around his face like a curtain, his eyes fixed on the splotches of blood that caked the earth. His foes vanquished with nary a scratch on him, the warrior awaited the return of his charge.

If it wasn't for the urgency of his mission, the daeben would have sat down right there to paint a portrait. Instead, he took a mental picture, then called out as he walked up to Hektor.

"Hey, how'd it go?"

Hektor grunted. "Barely a challenge." He frowned as a thought crossed his mind. "Was like I could see without seeing. Never felt anything like it before."

Miote's brow rose in question. What the heck did that even mean?

It was not the merchant's fault he could not comprehend the warrior's words. Afterall the phenomenon Hektor experienced was one only veteran fighters achieve after maximizing the use of all their senses. Unlike Kashi, who at least had  [ Dark Eyes ],  Hektor had fought blind throughout his stay in the canyon. To survive, he had unconsciously pushed every sense he had to their limits.

The result was a phenomenon similar to Mind's Eye but not as clear. Instead, it was closer to  an advanced form of   [ Warrior's Instinct ],  where one could instinctively perceive movement. Thus the 'seeing without seeing.'

Kashi nodded and patted Hektor on the shoulder as he passed. He led the party to a bungalow at the back of the house. He used the master key to open the lock, then stepped aside, letting Hektor pull the doors open.

A burst of dust engulfed them as trapped air escaped all at once.

Kashi shielded his eyes from the dust as he approached the entrance. The wind died down, and he was finally free to really look into the building.

His eyes widened as magelights lit up the interior.

This was no storage room. This was a storage hall!

It was filled to the brim with paintings, sculptures, musical instruments, paint, brushes...

If there was an item related to art one could think of, it was present in the densely packed hall. However, most were severely damaged  to  the point of no return.

To an artist, this was like arriving in paradise only to find some annoying animal had defecated all over the place.

For the first time, Kashi felt joy from killing. If he had not killed that mayor, he would probably have regretted it for a long, long time.  Unfortunately, a s much as he wanted to go through all the artwork present, he had a mission to do.

Hektor and Miote assisted  Kashi  in clearing out only the musical instruments, numerous as they were.

The daeben took out his blacksmith tools, then set to work on the damaged instruments. While he would have loved to rush the process, he knew  too  well the folly of a rushed work.

Night gave way to day, but he was not done until the sun was at its apex, scalding heat chipping ever so slightly from his stats and health.

Bang!

With a final swing of his hammer,  Kashi   finished  the final instrument.

Kashi heaved a sigh of relief as he got to his feet and surveyed his work. Somehow, he had been able to restore every single one of the instruments . This included tho se  that  were supposed to be damaged beyond repair.  Unfortunately, hi s reserve raw materials  suffered  a heavy blow .  There wasn't much more he could craft, so  Kashi  decided to craft a new set of weapons.

From Lunette's information,  Kashi  knew there were two new additions to the party, and one was a swordsman. As he set to work crafting the new weapons, he was once again faced with the fact that he was incapable of crafting magical items like staffs, or charmed bracelets.

Sure, Rosalio's brush granted some bonus based on the element used. Still, even the brush was limited in the amount of power it could offer, and there were some stat bonuses even the brush was incapable of granting. From the enchantment books he had obtained in Rosendun, he understood the theory behind enchanting. In fact, just from reading, his enchant ment  skill was at Beginner level  7 .

However, to date,  Kashi  had been unable to put the theory into practice.

Kashi shook his head. Best to focus on one thing at a time. Within half an hour, he was done crafting the new set of weapons. He placed them in his inventory, then looked to the instruments.

There were simply too many of them. There was no way he would be able to fit them all into his inventory. With that in mind, he took out most of the materials in his inventory, including his leatherworking and tailoring tools, and all materials he should not need for the next two days.

Even with the extra space, there was still no way he could fit all the materials into his inventory. How the hell was he supposed to transport the instru- Wait, he was asking the wrong question. How did they transport the materials here in the first place? He shook his head. His train of thought had been flawed from the beginning. He had been thinking in line with the terrain of the desert, where it was almost impossible to use wheels. The ground here, which resembled the wastelands from wild west movies, was far more wheel-friendly. This meant they most likely used a carriage, or something similar.

A proud mayor like that probably had some carriages around for his visits to town.

Kashi circled the compound, and sure enough, he found a carriage and even better, a caravan at the back. Six  h orses stood at the caravan's helm in series of two, heads bowed as they awaited their masters.

"Well trained," Kashi mumbled to himself as he inspected the beasts. Most horses would have panicked and run off because of the noises from the earlier fight. These must have been trained to suppress their natural instinct to flee. Most likely, they were repurposed war horses.

"So it ain't only humans who long for the battlefield," Hektor remarked as he walked up to the daeben. He patted one of the horses. "These are some fine beasts. The fire's long since gone from their eye s , though."

"The training's not gone though," Kashi replied. He took the reins of the lead horse and led the caravan to the front. "Help me load these instruments into the caravan."

Hektor did as asked and assisted the daeben in loading the instruments. When they were done, he entered the house, then returned with a sack of provisions which he tossed into the caravan. He then clambered onto the rider's seat while Kira hopped into the caravan. Miote made to join her, but Kashi placed a hand on his shoulder. "You are not needed there."

Miote raised a brow. He had not yet fully decided if he should be offended by that statement or not. "I assure you I can take care of myself."

"Your prowess is not in doubt. However, I do require your expertise here."

Miote looked around the compound, then nodded. "I understand."

Kashi handed him the master key and blueprint. "I'll be counting on you."

"No problem," assured the chesch. Kashi mounted Drixlia, then led the caravan out of the compound. He didn't once glance back as the compound receded into the horizon. His eyes were now fixed on a target far away, and he could not afford to waste even a millisecond.

If he had not been in such a hurry, then perhaps he might have realized that a significant clue to his enchantment problems lay inside the fountains, their blue light pumping an endless stream of water.



Rine's Bar,

Meilfour.

Next to two Therium Rhinos, a despair ing  Muko sat on the bar's porch, head buried in his hands. What had he been thinking!? He had been overwhelmed by the strength of that daeben and foolishly placed a massive bet on his success. If he failed, the cost wouldn't be a few Syros,  but  would be his life! But even as his hands rattled and his feet shook, behind his hands, a faint smile played across the barkeep's face.

This was because deep inside, he realized that these feelings of fear and anticipation were his first real emotions in over a decade. Some might call him crazy, but the feelings were almost worth the ultimate price he would have to pay.

Just then, the town bell cried out as it was smacked desperately with an iron rod (the bulb had long since broken, and there were no funds to fix it.)

Three sharp rings, a pause, then two sharp rings.

That was the signal for the mayor's caravan.

Muko paled. There were no inspections due, so if the mayor's caravan approached, then it only meant the Order's soldiers were in the back. And those soldiers only knew mayhem and destruction.

"What have I done?" Muko got to his feet as the sound of the caravan got closer. He clenched his fists as the caravan rounded the corner and came into view. He was tired of being afraid. He would face them head-on. Perhaps they would focus on him alone and leave the rest of the tow-

Wait, that driver...

Muko could not help but scream out a triumphant shout as Hektor and Kashi pulled up alongside him. "Looks like I get to live another day. How did your mission go?"

"The mayor's dead," Kashi stated as he got off Drixlia. He walked over to the caravan and begun releasing the horses from their harnesses.

"He is?" The barkeep could not decide if he was shocked or pleased. "How? Why?"

"Like I told my partner, there simply was no reason not to." Kashi released the last of the horses, but as he expected, they didn't even attempt to run off. "More importantly, could you help me to care for these horses until my return. I will reimburse whatever expenses you use."

"Never mind that," Muko refused. "For someone who's given me two days of thrills, the least I can do is care for a few horses."

"Thank you." Kashi guided one of the Therium Rhinos to position itself in front of the caravan. He then proceeded to attach harnesses to its sides. He was not oblivious to the strange look he received from the keep. "Is there a problem?"

"No, not that. It's just, I've never seen a Therium used as a work animal. They are bred and used solely for war."

"Really? A direct opposite of the horse then."

Confused, Muko raised a brow in question.

‘ Oh, yeah, their history's different. ’  "In other worlds, the horse was bred as a work animal and used only as such for a long time. At least until someone had the idea for chariots, and much later, someone had the grand idea to actually ride one."

"Would that not mean that you are the first in this world to do this?"

Kashi shook his head as he tightened the last harness. "There have definitely been one or two who have tried this. They might have run into complications, or they were not famous enough to be trendsetters."

"Trendsetters?"

Kashi was impressed. So the developers had made it, so some words did  not make  sense to them as it had nothing to do with their history. "It means those who influence the actions of others."

"Ah, you mean like heroes and kings?"

Kashi walked over to Drixlia and patted the beast. "Yes, I suppose you could say they are prime examples."

"Then wouldn't you be one too? After all, you're a hero."

Kashi's eyes darkened as he mounted his ride and steered him towards the road. He nodded his goodbye, then trodded off. "I am the furthest thing from."



Kashi switched the horses for the Theriums because of the latter's superior speed. Regular horses moved at almost 28mph, but since he didn't have a speedometer, he experienced the pace as fast. Higher grade horses were very fast, but the Therium's were super fast.

Drixlia though was one of those rare horses that defied logic. He easily kept pace with the Rhinos, and Kashi got the feeling he still had not hit top speed.

Kashi glanced at the caravan and almost felt sorry for Hektor.

Ironically, the Rhinos were not a traveling phenomenon because of their speed. Most caravans would have broken apart from the stress, but even those strong enough to withstand the pressure were beyond uncomfortable. The high speed caused the caravan to shake terribly, causing its contents to mix and smash against each other like a smoothie.

Kira had long since abandoned the caravan, opting to sprint alongside them as a better alternative to being hit upside the head by an instrument for the umpteenth time.

Hektor, on the other hand, had no such luck. Charged with keeping the Rhino in check, he could not leave the driver's seat where he bobbed up, down and sideways like a bubblehead. It was quite hilarious to watch, though the man himself most likely did not find it the least bit amusing.

The trio raced across the wasteland at full sprint, desperate to meet up with their mates.



Lib Tahos

Hours later, Kashi and his crew arrived at the village. Both men and steeds were exhausted as they trotted to a halt, weary from the journey.

As much as he wanted to rush into the mine right away, the daeben had enough experience to know a tired party was a dead party. Instead, he took out the provisions from the caravan and shared it amongst them. It was not much, mostly fruits and vegetables. The technology to preserve meats, fish, and other foodstuffs were still interestingly foreign to this world.

Kashi finished his fruits at lightning speed, then instructed the rest to get some sleep once they too were done eating. After telling Hektor to wake him in an hour, he entered the caravan to inspect the instruments. Sure enough, some of them had been damaged from the ride, but none too seriously. He started fixing them and was done within half an hour.

Satisfied, he placed his tools in his inventory then closed his eyes for a quick nap.



Kashi stretched as he woke from a deep slumber , realizing  he had not slept this well in a long ti-

What!?

Kashi  dashed out of the caravan and frowned when he saw the sun beginning to set. It was around noon when they arrived. He had been asleep for hours!

"You're finally awake," Kira called as she walked up to him. The alertness in her gaze let him know  that  she'd been awake for a while.

"Why didn't you wake me?"

"Sorry, Kash," Hektor called from atop the caravan. "But you needed the rest. You haven't slept since Suvron's."

The daeben sighed. What's done was done. No point arguing over it.

Because the mine was now his property, the entrances were marked on his map.  Kashi  led his party to the mine's entrance, pleased to see it was wide enough to fit the caravan.

He left Drixlia outside, then entered, followed closely by the caravan.

The journey through the mine was not entirely smooth. On his way,  Kashi  encountered a spider-like beast. Only, it stood on two stumpy legs, with four legs on its head, which it used to fight. It also could spit out acid. Hence why the game had so rightly dubbed it 'Spitter.'

It took some time, but Kashi dispatched the beast with relative ease. What interested him, however, was the stone it dropped as loot. Just touching it, he could feel the power welling inside. "Inspect."

 

 

 

 




	
Tier 1 Soul Stone





	
Stone with the soul of a spider captured inside.

Imbues certain abilities when used.

It can be melded into a weapon or garment.








 

The party encountered many more of these soul stone creatures, even of different species, one of which was an electric hamster-fox. With each encounter, Kashi gathered more of the stones. Sure, he didn't have the time to really figure them out, but he had a feeling they would be instrumental in the future.

As they descended even deeper into the mine, he realized they had not been attacked by anything but beasts. Shouldn't these places have guards or something? Where was the-

BOOM!

The mine quaked as a massive force reverberated through its workings. Kashi quickened his pace, as the quakes became much more violent and frequent. From the occasional pauses, he knew this was no earthquake, but the effects of a fight happening nearby.

Kashi  deferred to Kira, who guided them even deeper into the mine. They could not run, or they'd leave Hektor behind, who could not afford to go too fast.

As  Kashi  neared his destination, he began to hear a song. He could not make out the words, but something was wrong. The singer's voice had a lot of desperation in it. As his pace quickened, even more, the prompt came up:

 




	
You are under the effects of  a  Forbidden Song





	
For the Duration of the Song, MP is infinite.

ATK increased by 500%

D EF   d ecreased by 80%








 

Kashi  froze, staring at the prompt in disbelief. Even as he stared, he realized he knew the owner of that voice. This was Lunette's song, but when did she become powerful enough to create a song with these stat bonuses?

She didn't. She couldn't. No amount of training could have raised her level and stats sufficiently to create this song in a few days. Then how was she singing this?

Forbidden... The word 'Forbidden.' In a video game, that could only mean one thing...

Kashi  shared a thought with Kira then raced on ahead, sprinting as fast as he could. Her voice began to fade as he rounded a corner and saw an opening at the end. He dashed towards the opening  just in time to see L unette's apparitions beg in  to dissipate.  Without hesitation, h e jumped off the ledge, then scanned the room.

Kashi  paid no heed to the monster bursting out from behind some rocks, nor to the Order who smugly watched over the battle. He searched and found her directly below him.

Lunette’s  tears suspended, then shattered against his face as she cried, "I don't want to die."

For the first time in his life, Kashi made a real promise. One he intended on keeping. "I won't let you."

But he was too late.

As he grabbed her hand, he felt it go limp.

She was gone.

Kashi’s  eyes widened in fright as his chest burned with an unfamiliar feeling.   He dragged her close, took out one of his arrows, then stabbed it into the wall to break his fall. Because he was already so close to the ground, he couldn't shave off enough of the momentum. He smashed into the earth and lost more than half of his HP as a result.

Kashi paid no heed to that as a dull glow emitted from his right hand. He raised it high, then pounded against her chest. "Resuscitate!"

The skill sacrificed a thousand health points, but it was worth it.

Lunette gasped and coughed as she spluttered back to life.

Kashi's brief smile was cut short by the realization that life wasn't that simple.

The purple smoke appeared again and  resumed choking her, even  more violently this time.  Kashi  helplessly  watched  her HP  drain . There was nothing he could do. He was powerless. She would die here, in front of him, and he would not be able to bring her back since  [ Resuscitation ]  could only be used on c e a day.

"No, no, no, no, no,"  Kashi  muttered to himself, arms shaking as he tried to come up with something... anything! Then he realized. There was something he could do, but it was something Suzuki would never do...

Ask for help...



Restricted Sector,

Central Observation Hub.

Alarms blared as warning signs popped up on most systems.




	
Extreme Parallel Detected!








 

Akari frowned as he barked out orders. Where was this coming from? There had been very few cases of Parallel reported, and even then, they had only been mild at best. "Force eject immediately!"

Next to him, Yukari paled as she read the prompts on her PDA. "He's manually overridden the process, sir! He's refusing to eject."

"What!?" Akari could not believe this was happening. There hadn't been a case of extreme Parallel in years. Taiga's sacrifice had ensured that. Hadn't it? "Which subject is it?"

The door slid open, and James walked in. "Mato Suzuki."

Yukari frowned as she checked her  phone  "He's right."

"That boy again," Akari said, eyes narrowed. "If I recall, he's the one you recommended. What's going on, James?"

Shouyou looked at the warning prompts on a screen, with an indiscernible expression. "Rebirth," he whispered.

"What?"

"Not important," Shouyou said. "These warning signs will soon go away."

Just as  James  said, the alarms died as abruptly as they had begun.

"Mato Suzuki's vitals are fine," Yukari said. "Whatever that was, it's passed."

Shouyou shook his head. "No, it hasn't. In fact, I would say it's just the beginning."

"You speak like this has happened before," Akari said in an accusatory tone.

"It has," Shouyou said wistfully. "Four years ago, the day I met Mato Suzuki and Y'Terlow Razznik for the first time."

 

            

    
        Chapter 66: Rebirth (1)

    
    
    
    
                Over a Millennia ago,

K'iol Valley,

Zytra.

The events of this day would be broadcasted worldwide in the real world, but for now, it was aired all around Zytra through the help of modified Rinks.

The eyes of the world watched the desperate battle as a lone adventurer challenged the might of the feared Perians. The adventurer , who joined  the Perians' tournament of strength and valor , had, against all the odds, fought his way to  Roth, their ruler and strongest fighter.

To understand the gravity of the situation he faced, and why it was important enough to be broadcasted on such a vast scale, a little context is necessary.

The Perians were a warring, conquering race. They lived for battles, slept for battles, and died for battles. The odd thing about them was that they never set up roots on conquered soil. They simply razed everything to the ground then moved on to the next land  f or conquest. As such, they were akin to a natural disaster, as unstoppable and unpredictable.

To make matters worse, several areas in Zytra had been cursed by a troublesome hidden sect to nullify the effects of the circle. As such, beings who perished in these zones died for eternity. For players, this meant permanent death.  Because of this, several countries prepared numerous plans to deal with t he Perian threat.

That was at least until the Dungeon Conqueror had so brazenly challenged them at their own tournament.

Since this was a battle with the continent at stake, it was only fair, it had an equally large audience.

Boom!

With an anguished cry, the warrior tumbled across the earth, then crashed against a fallen boulder. It crumbled from the impact and landed around the warrior, covering the crash site in dust.

Explosive war cries screamed from surrounding mountains as giants cheered on their great leader. The pressure from their voices alone could pound the dignity from the proudest of knights and send him running for his life.

The leader of the giants was a huge brute, even by their standards. He was more than twice the height of an average adventurer and boasted a body that would put Hercules to shame. In his hands, he sported two clubs made from Dunner Wood, the strongest and heaviest wood in known existence.

Roth  pointed to the rubble, a charged grin twisting his features. "Is this all you have, adventurer? Surely, the fabled Dungeon Conqueror can offer far more of a challenge."

Inside the  dust cloud , the adventurer rested his back against the boulder as he replayed the fight in his head. In terms of strength and speed, he was almost evenly matched with the brute. If this was a console game with limited movements and telegraphed move markers, then his stats were good enough for this fight.

But this was not a console game.

Retreat.

Every cell in his body warned him of the inevitable failure of this battle. That was right. In this world, fights were unpredictable, save a few markers for ultimate moves. As such, most battles relied on reaction speed and speed of thought as opposed to just stat numbers.

While battling Roth, he had realized something most others never would. There was a time lag between thought and action. This lag was less than a millisecond, and most people would not feel it, but it was present.

It was to be expected. After all, this entire world functioned by taking, manipulating, and returning information from his brain. That there would be a lag, however small, was only natural.

But now, that harmless lag was dragging him to an early grave. Those milliseconds were what differentiated a dodged strike from a blow to the side of his head. This lag was not something he could overcome with hardwork, certainly not in the middle of a fight. It did seem the best option was retre-

"NO!" Razznik refused as he struck the boulder. "I will never retreat!" Yes, he would never retreat, even if it meant going against hi- "Argh!" He cried out as he clutched his head and fell to the earth.




	
WARNING!

Extreme Parallel Detected

Commencing Forced Logout in 60s .








 

Logout? If he was logged out here, this would be the end. Roth would destroy his body before Suzuki could log in again. No! He did not want it to end like this! Not like this!

"RRRrrraaaaHH!!!" His defiant roar released a wave of pressure that blasted away the dust surrounding him.



Present time

Kashi's eyes widened as he observed his surroundings. He was suspended in white space as far as the eyes could see.  Suddenly, a few meters away, a light  ripple distorted some of the area. Mato Suzuki stepped out of the distortion and made his way towards the daeben, eyes expressionless.

"This makes it the third time I've been brought here," Suzuki said as he drew closer.

Kashi involuntarily took a step back, but then caught himself and held his ground. "So, what are you going to do?"



Suzuki regarded Razznik with a blank stare. "Good question. What do I do with you? If you share my memories, then you can understand my hesitation."

Razznik's eyes narrowed. "My life is only beginning. I won't let you end it!"



"That's right," Suzuki said. "I don't doubt your desire to live. After all, it's that very desire that is about to end you."

The white space cleared, and they stood beside Kashi's motionless body, several warning signs around which counted down to zero.

Kashi looked to Lunette's anguished expression and made up his mind. He took to his knees and bowed before Suzuki. "Please help me. If only for a few minutes."



Razznik folded his hands and stared Suzuki down. "I will not beg for my life. If this is the end, then so be it. I'll be grateful for the few seconds I was me."

Suzuki nodded. "That's what I like about you. Till the end, you'd rather die than abandon your pride. Fine then."



"Until you save the girl, is it?" Suzuki asked as a hint of a smile crept up his face. "Oi, don't tell me you've fallen for her?"

Kashi did not reply but held his dogeza.

Suzuki walked up to, then stood beside him. "So, for the sake of others, you'll abandon your pride and seek help." He closed his eyes, took in a deep breath, then opened them. "That's okay too. There's a lot I can learn from you. However, I don't think I have to tell you about my rule."



Suzuki walked up to Razznik and pounded his fist against his chest. "I respect your stupidity. Fine, I shall lend you my assistance. After all, I can learn a lot from you. However, I have one condition."

"Speak."

"You shall exist only in this world, and never fight for supremacy in mine. From now on, we are parallel entities, running on the same path but never meeting."

Razznik nodded. "Done."

"Alright, then. How  about we get rid of that annoying Logout warning?"



Suzuki extended his hand and helped Kashi to his feet. "One last time."

Kashi nodded his appreciation as they both began to fade away.



Dark aura began to emanate from Kashi's body, increasing in intensity as his fingers begun to twitch. H is  eyes snapped open, and the warning windows shattered under the force of the pressure. He looked to the heavens and screamed out. "Save her!"

To his surprise, the world around him froze, including the other players. He had no time to ponder on it as several arrows of light struck down in front of him. Fermes, Sram, and Suvron, along with a few gods he did not recognize, hovered above , e yes trained directly at him.

Any other day,  Kashi  might have felt awestruck by the sheer pressure and presence they exerted, but not today. Today, he held a dying guildmate in his arms. "Please save her," he begged.

Alure, goddess of death shook her head, eyes downcast. "Sadly, we cannot directly interfere with your realm. This was decreed by our father at the beginning of time." She looked to Syel and Shoko. "That said, I do owe my life to some persons in your party, and three of my siblings are directly indebted to your guild. I will do what I can to block her return to the circle. Be warned: I can only block her path for minutes at the most. You must find a solution by then."

Kashi hid his dissatisfaction. "Thank you," he said as she and the angels shot back into the sky, leaving only Suvron behind.

Suvron regarded Lunette with a sad smile. "There is a way to save her. However, it poses a great risk to yourself, and is forbidden."

Kashi's eyes lit up. "What is it!?"

Suvron shook her head. "I am not allowed to tell you."

"Bu-"

"What I can tell you is that what ails your friend is ancient, powerful magic. Only magic as ancient and powerful can hope to counter it. And should you find such magic, you will need to deliver it to her as directly and intimately as possible." She raised her hand before Kashi could protest. "I have said far more than I should, and this was only because of the debt I owe you. The rest is in your hands."

Kashi blinked, and time resumed its course. Suvron was gone, and Shadow, Syel, and Shoko were trying to draw Belrug's attention away from the downed songstress. Kashi replayed Suvron's words in his head as he watched Lunette's HP gradually decrease. True to her word, Alure had slowed down the rate at which Lunette's health declined, but she would still be dead in a few minutes.

Kashi  raised his arm and stared at it as an idea formed in his head. A wry smile crossed his lips as he realized what Suvron had been talking about. He took a deep breath to calm himself, periodically shutting his senses one after the other. He searched deep within his soul for the source of Suvron's mark. A small ball of light shone at the center of the darkness. He reached out and grabbed it.

Whoosh!

Kashi's body exploded with energy,  and  the air around him charged with electricity. His hair stood on end, and his eyes burned bright as he looked down at Lunette. He raised her head, then clamped his mouth against hers. The two shared a deep kiss as he gave all of himself over to her.

The sparks of electricity slowly seized, as his hair and eyes returned to normal. The energy exuding from his body concentrated, then assaulted Lunette's. She shook violently, and Kashi held her tight to prevent her from harming herself.

The purple smoke shook as if being choked by the light that assuaged the songstress. Eventually, it was wholly chased away, and Kashi smiled as  Lunette’s  HP  sharply  climbed.

Exhausted, he smiled, even as a prompt popped up.
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Kashi clutched his chest as he fell to the earth, his HP reducing just as quickly as Lunette's once had. He spotted Lunette's fingers twitch as she regained consciousness. Hell, his crazy plan had worked. But damn was he tired. Maybe just a little rest, he thought as his eyes vision gradually clouded over.

Kashi's actions did not escape the Monig's attention. The enemy commander upon seeing Lunette alive screamed a t  the top of his lungs. "Archers, Kill Her Before She Wakes!" At the same time, Belrug smelled the scent of the woman who had damaged him so badly. He brushed the weakened Shoko, Syel, and Shadow aside  and then  lunged for the defenseless songstress.

Out of the corners of his dimming vision,  Kashi  saw the host of arrows and Belrug.

.

.

.

You know, there's a saying 'Let Sleeping Dogs Lie.' The person who coined that phrase must have suffered some severe treatment after disturbing a dog who had chosen to ignore him. This phrase is both accurate and terrifying. Because sometimes, when a beast is forced out of its slumber, its first reaction/instinct is to destroy . 

And what better target for destruction, than the entity that disturbed its sleep.

As Belrug and the arrows raced towards them, Kashi felt  neither  fear  n or futility, but unbridled rage. He felt anger like he had never felt before. It burned the pits of his stomach and threatened to engulf his entire being in its wrathful heat. Like an inferno, it consumed his mind, ripped off his skin, and burned his eyes.

Kashi  deliberately got to his feet and stood in front of Lunette as thick, soot-black fog enveloped him.

Belrug's claws, accompanied by the arrows, rushed down at him.

ROOOOOOAAAAAAR!!!!

BOOM!

Belrug staggered back  as its arm was blown  by Kashi's roar.  The arrows directly shattered to pieces and then crumbled around  the daeben . Wait, no. Kashi’s current state could not be described as a daeben.

Kashi’s  ski n  peeled off to reveal dark, dragon scales. His pupils narrowed, and his teeth were far more pronounced, especially his canines. Smoke belched from between his lips, accompanied by the growls of a raging beast. The dragon tattoo on his right hand glowed as it snaked its way up his arm,  and  then disappeared behind his shirt.
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Stage 1: Rebirth

Congratulations! You have awakened the Dream of the Drakul within you. Before the energy settles, your stats will be considerably boosted.

DEF increased by 300%

STR Increased by 200%
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Bonus Effect

Rage Induced  Awakening : All abilities increased further by 200%

Will last for as long as rage lasts.
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Blood!   Rage! Destroy! Kill! Kill! Kill!

Kashi was so consumed by rage  that he nearly lost his mind. Fortunately, just before he fell over the edge,  something grabbed him from behind. He turned around to see Lunette holding him tightly.

"It's okay. You saved me. It's okay,"  Lunette  said to his back, clutching as tightly as possible. There was a long pause, then Lunette felt the daeben's muscles somewhat  relax .

"Thanks, Lune," Kashi said, his voice exhausted. "Seems you saved me."

She shook her head. "You did all the saving today."

Kashi looked at his fists as he clenched and unclenched them. The effects of Rebirth were still active,  but  he lost the Bonus effects. He closed his eyes as he took a deep breath, then released it. When he opened his eyes, Shadow, Syel, and Shoko stood beside him.

Kashi  looked to the warriors beside him.

"Don't ya dare forget me!" Hektor yelled as he and Kira landed next to them.

The caravan pulled by the War Rhino descended on the hovering platform.

As the orchestra obtained new instruments from the caravan, Kashi took out the new weapons he had crafted and handed them out, all of which had obsidian edges.

Kashi turned to Lunette. "We'll be counting on you."

Lunette smiled and nodded as she ran to join the orchestra.

Kashi looked at his party and  then  smiled. That's right , h e was neither Razznik nor Suzuki.

The man called Kashi was neither alone, nor did he fight alone. He had allies and partners he could trust ;  men and women who would lay their lives on the line for him, and for whom he would do the same.

Kashi’ s expression was a mix of pleasure and bloodlust as he took out his new bow and nocked an arrow. He  then   trained  it at the raging behemoth  and said,  "Well then, shall we begin our counter-attack?"

 

            

    
        Chapter 67: Rebirth (2)

    
    
    
    
                Kashi assumed the position of  party  leader from Lunette  and then performed  a quick scan of all his allies' HPs and MPs . Afterward, he looked at  the beast who had recovered from the shock of his earlier attack. 

Belrug clawed and roared at them while jumping back and forth as if trying to intimidate, yet test their real strength.

Kashi  drew  his  conclusion: This was a beast. An intelligent one, but a beast nonetheless. This should go without saying, but video games and fantasy stories had many sentient beings that only looked like beasts. From its mannerisms, Kashi deduced it wasn't one of those - or, at the very least, wasn't at the present time. Then it should be hunted like a beast would. After all, it was basically an overgrown lion.

Kashi's fingers gripped his compound bow: The weapon he had conceived after realizing the level of freedom craftsmen actually had. The weapon had a lot more kick to it compared to a regular recurve bow, but also so many rules and restrictions governing its use. He had planned to test its effectiveness and limitations in this world after the fight, but one look at Belrug, and he knew he would need a lot of force and penetrating power to break its hide.

The Monig and his followers still hid smugly behind their shield, but the daeben knew that there was no way they could keep it up continuously for so long without running out of mana. No, they had something else that powered the shield. He concentrated on the Monig, then saw it: a small bump under his coat, Whatever it was had a glow to it almost hidden by the priest's clothes. Almost.

Kashi shut, then opened his eyes. "Syel, I need that barrier open, if only for a second."

Syel grinned as he realized just who he was talking to. "Would love to help, but ain't got any MP left."

"You're a bloodmage, right? All you need is some blood to gain back your MP."

His brow rose in surprise. He didn't recall ever mentioning how he regained MP to Suzuki. "Yeah, But I already drained every dead body for my last attack."

The daeben gritted his teeth. "...There's a living being with lots of life energy."

Syel looked behind the daeben. "Wow, you're colder than I thought," he said as he walked past the daeben and headed to the Rhino.

Kashi glared at Belrug. "The rest of us are to keep Belrug busy until the orchestra regains their MP. The objective is not to slay, but to stay alive." AN obsidian-laced arrow tore into Belrug's arm before anyone even registered the shot being fired. This was an effect of the compound bow doubling the arrow's speed.

Kashi's choking bloodlust, coupled with his terrible visage, served to draw Belrug's aggro. Maddened by the daeben's bloodlust, it charged, forgetting all notions of caution. It dove for  and  then swiped at the daeben, but four arrows ripped through its paw, then pinned to the opposite wall, thin cables pulling the leg along with them.

Before Belrug could react, four arrows tore through its shins, opened up into claws,  and  then clamped the back. With a roar, Kashi pulled hard. The beast was yanked clean off its feet, and it collapsed to the earth on its back. "Go!"

The warriors ran past and jumped onto the Belrug torso, hacking away with their obsidian tipped weapons. Of them all, the most effective was Hektor, who was not affected by status ailments from fatigue, however even he was not dealing so much damage.

Kashi dropped to a knee, his breathing heavy as he watched the battle. The scales cracked, then crumbled of his skin, disintegrating to dark, steamy vapor. Even as Kashi reverted to his normal state, he noticed the dragon tattoo did not return to his arm. His confusion over the shortness of the upgrade was answered by a prompt that appeared in front of him.
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So, this incident wasn't enough to fully awaken the drakul's blood inside him. Though  Kashi  felt a tinge disappointed, the brief awakening still served to save his life, much like Suvron's Mark had saved Lunette's. However, unlike Lunette, his HP and MP had not been recovered by the slight boost. In fact, the little HP he had took a minor hit from the change. He currently had 200 HP and 500 MP. Definitely not enough for a prolonged fight.

Kashi noted his teams' MPs. The orchestra needed another 10-15 minutes before they would be ready for another song, Except Hektor, the other warriors' MPs were dangerously low, and as a result, could not effectively damage Belrug. A warrior's  Ki  recovered much faster than  classes that used MP . Most of the warriors present needed only 5 minutes to regain their  Ki , but Belrug would definitely recover from the shock in a few seconds and retaliate.

As Kashi drummed up a plan, Syel walked up beside him. Without looking at the  halben , he asked. "How did it go?"

Syel conjured a ball of ice in his palm. "The beast had enough blood for one major attack." He noticed Kashi's hands shake slightly. "You really are not Mato Suzuki, are you?" He walked past, heading towards the Monig. "Don't worry, Kash," he called over his shoulder. "I made sure it had a swift, painless death."

Kira noticed the pained expression the daeben wore. It was the same one he held when he slew her mother. He was still willing to do what it took to achieve his goals, even if it went against his moral s . She closed her eyes and called out to her mother.  ‘ Guide me . ’  With that, she charged Belrug.

As Syel charged across the room, Belrug let out a savage roar as he tore to his feet and flung the warriors off of him. With blinding agility, he slapped their suspended bodies into all corners of the room.

Syel noticed the attack but kept on his own path. His eyes met the Monig's, his sinister grin causing the priest to falter, even behind his protective barrier.

Meanwhile, Kira calmly called out to her partner as she neared the raging beast. "I'll give you the time you need. Let the others rest."

Kashi frowned, but he knew better than to question her once she'd made her choice. "Fine, be careful."

As the  d irewolf charged, thick black smoke engulfed her frame. Like a massive living cloud, it expanded exponentially as it approached Belrug.

Syel punched the Monig's barrier, wincing as raging sparks of electricity rejected his advance.

"Fool!" the Monig gloated. "Even Belrug could not break this barrier. What do you think a dumb elf like you can do?"

"Now that wasn't very nice," Syel said as he placed his free hand against the barrier. To the Monig's surprise, the electricity stopped assaulting the elf. Instead, it seemed he had somehow made his body a relay junction: transferring the electricity back to the barrier without any damage to his own being. "Evil, disgusting, annoying, diabolical: I can be called many of these things and more, but I definitely ain't a fool," he said as his fingers dug into the barrier.

With a loud shout, he tore a hole the size of a small man in the barrier. At precisely the same time, a giant direwolf burst from the dark cloud and pounced on Belrug, now just a bit shorter than the beast.

As soon as the hole  appeared, an arrow stabbed into the Monig’s skull and sent him flying back . Before Syel could process what happened, Four arrows pierced the Monig: through his heart, his gut, and the last tearing through his spine. All fatal shots in their own rights. A final arrow ripped through the priest's abdomen and shattered an object in his pocket.

The  l aites and  p riests screamed as the barrier dissipated, leaving them at the mercy of the rampaging beasts.

Syel jumped out of the way as Kira crashed onto some of the  l aites, crushing them beneath her weight.

The  d irewolf sharply got to her feet and charged  at  Belrug. Belrug's tail struck at her, but its teeth could not penetrate her hardened skin. She tackled Belrug to the ground and snapped at its neck, but the beast just managed to hold her off. It grabbed her neck and attempted to strangle her, but she phased out of his grip, bit down on its arm, and flung the beast against a wall.

Kira rushed at Belrug, but it kicked against the wall and rushed at her, arms spread to tackle her. Kira ducked under its arms as she ran past, lunged against the wall, then sprung back onto Belrug's back, claws sinking into its fleshed for added grip. She made for  Belrug’s  exposed neck, but its tail coiled around down hers and pulled her down, causing her to almost lose her grip.

Before Kira could regain her balance, Belrug grabbed her front shoulders and flung her off itself. Kira righted herself midair and landed a few meters from the daeben.

Her eyes met Kashi's for a brief moment, then she resumed her assault on the mad beast.

Meanwhile, the other warriors, no longer threatened by Belrug, turned their attentions to the panicked  l aites and  pr iests assisted by Kashi's covering fire. It was also an opportunity to test the weapons Kashi had crafted for them, and they were beyond impressive. It seemed after his battle with Suvron, the theme of his new set of arms was "Maximum Reach."

Shoko sported two gleaming twin Katanas. Their thin naked blades were almost as long as she was, with ordinate metal guards and a hilt designed to enhance grip and dexterity. The weapons had been crafted with the mindset that she was initially a one-sword user. While they could be used both independently and as dual weapons, they truly shone in the added bonus that they could be joined at the hilts to form a single- double-ended weapon. The widened grip ensured she could freely rotate the weapon about her while fighting, covering all angles of attack.

Kashi's compound bow was only one of the weapons he'd crafted for himself. Once he'd found out he could alter arrows in Krakul's lair,  Kashi  could not wait to find out just how far he could take the customization. What he'd discovered in the now-deceased mayor's home was  that,  as long as he could picture it clearly, he could make it. He'd proceeded to make several new arrowheads, each with a different function. He'd had to destroy some of the overly damaged instruments and other art forms to gain the raw materials needed, but desperate times...

In crafting the compound bow,  Kashi  copied the design used in Suzuki's Archery Club for advanced competitions, then added a few features, including the ability to use it as a makeshift grapple hook, and making it collapsible, the latter being purely aesthetic. (Suzuki had seen a movie once, and it looked badass, and Kashi agreed with that sentiment.)

Shadow, however, got the most defining weapons. Though he was an assassin and his skills reflected his class, his weapons had made his fighting style too direct to indeed be called an assassin. Kashi had seen this issue and rectified it with a series of weapons and accessories. First were the daggers. Though they seemed normal at first glance, with a push of a button embedded in the hilts, the blades  could be shot out , but were still connected to the hilt by a thin, flexible cable. The blades could then be retracted after use. The entire process barely made a sound as the gears in the  dagger  were designed to reduce friction as much as possible.

Shadow  was also granted a new arsenal of   kunais, shurikens and throwing knives. He also had a gauntlet on his right arm from which he could shoot out needles (poisoned or otherwise.) Finally, that same gauntlet also had a mini-grapple hook installed for when he might need to infiltrate certain places.

The weapons would all fetch exorbitant prices in the market, but at the present time, the warriors were content with decimating their enemies swiftly and efficiently. All except Syel, who barely attacked, spending the majority of his time absorbing the blood of the fallen. Only when his MP was full did he join the rout, and with the crazed blood mage by their side, what a swift rout it was.

A few minutes later, Syel was draining life from the last surviving Laite. He grinned as his HP also increased to the max. He was almost an invincible character, but his greatest weakness also lay in his invincibility. In a one-on-one fight against an equally strong opponent, he wasn't sure how well he would cope - especially since he would definitely be forced to draw on his HP.

Syel looked to Kashi, who, in turn, had his full attention on Belrug.

Kashi  stood in front of the orchestra ,  bow trained at the ferocious beasts. Whenever the battle got too close, he would fire off warning shots into Belrug, forcing it back.

Meanwhile, Kira finally outsmarted Belrug. She feinted a lunge, and the beast took a step back to reduce the force of the expected blow. As its foot retreated, Kira accelerated past it, knocking the pivot leg before the other landed. Belrug toppled to the floor, so disgruntled it landed on its own tail, crushing it beneath its weight.

Kira jumped onto the beast's torso and crunched the right arm it raised to defend its right arm with her teeth. She spat out the limp limb and pinned it down with her right paw, doing the same for the left. Enraged and frightened, Belrug roared hell as jerked back and forth in an attempt to break the  d irewolf's grip. When that failed, it resorted to futilely attempting to bite Kira's head off, but its head couldn't get anywhere near the Direwolf's.

Taking a page from the humans' textbook, Kira slammed her forehead against Belrug's. Belrug fell to the earth, dazed by the attack, its brain still rattling in its shell. It lost consciousness for half a second, and within that second, a dark purple shard as large as a man revealed itself from within its chest, its horribly dark energy causing Kira to falter for a second.

A massive concentration of energy shot out from the shard and blasted her sky-high. Unprepared, she took the full brunt of its attack on her least protected region: her abdomen. The blast reduced her HP to just about 20% of its original state and knocked her unconscious. Her transformation collapsed in a dense cloud, and she emerged, reverted to the size of an ordinary wolf.

Whatever the purple shard was ,  pumped Belrug with intense energy. It shot to its feet and shot above Kira in a single leap. Its paws hardened as it raised its hand to strike her.

"Who gave you permission to harm my Guild?"

Belrug's raised arm shook as it stared at the daeben poised on its fingernails unperturbed by the heavy pressure he should have felt from the rapid ascension.

"I believe I asked you a question?" Kashi's voice was calm, but something about his darkened eyes and the dark aura seeping menacingly from his body served to choke the beast.

During the brief questioning, they reached the apex of their rise. Belrug growled as it swung down at Kira, but a gust of wind knocked its raised arm backward, even as an arrow dug into the space between nail and flesh, causing it to yelp from the excruciating pain.

Kashi jumped down, hanging on to a rope tied to the arrow.  Then,  using the arrow as a lever, he swung around ,  grabbed Kira,  and  then swung back onto Belrug's back as they began their descent. He held onto one of the spikes jutting from the beast's back for balance, then jumped off just before it landed.

The daeben slid to a halt, then gently placed his partner on the earth. He examined her for injuries. Though she was severely bruised on her underbelly, it was definitely not life-threatening. With her rapid healing, she would be strong enough to walk unaided in a few minutes.

Kashi patted her on the head. "You were magnificent. You can take a well-deserved rest and let us finish the rest."

"I can still fight!" Kira protested as she struggled to get to her feet.

Kashi could not resist the chuckle that bubbled from his belly. "It's just like you to say that. Stubborn to the end as usual." His eyes were warm, but there was a finality to his tone as he said, "You've more than proven yourself. Give us a chance to show-" His words were interrupted as a strong gust of wind brushed past him.

He looked behind to see Belrug's fist held back by Shoko, whose swords were buried to the hilt in the beast's knuckles. She was assisted by several pillars of earth between her and Kashi that had slowed the beast's drive, and Hektor, who had dared to stop the assault with his bare hands.

Kashi looked to Kira one more time. "We are not fighting alone, so we don't have to do it alone."

Kira reluctantly conceded and limped behind the orchestra so she would not get in the way.

Kashi looked to Lunette, who nodded.

"We're ready," she mouthed.

Kashi nodded and turned around as Belrug's fist retreated. He notched an arrow as he thought of his days since he arrived in this world.  From the moment  Kashi  was born, he had been surrounded by people. Leon, Serti, Leila, Kerta’s warriors, Lunette, Hektor, and so many others. He had experienced grave danger on many occasions, but now that he thought about it, there was always someone at his side.  Through it all, there had been one constant by his side, her watchful gaze judging every action he took: the  dire wolf who walked the thin line between life and death with him.

As he trained the bow at the beast,  Kashi  was reminded of the drawings he'd made of Kira and Hektor. "Twilight Wolf." When he coined the name, he'd felt it reflected the situation best, but not until this moment did he see its actual value. Twilight Wolf wasn't just a name - it was Kira herself.

The direwolf was a being of the twilight ,  trapped between being the god she was and the earthly wolf form she was consigned to. Her visage was like that of a savage beast, but she displayed intelligence on par with humans. Even her attitude, which seemed nasty at first glance, hid a kindness that surprised even him at times. She was neither good nor evil but nestled snugly between light and darkness: A pure being of the twilight.

It was embarrassing to admit, but  Kashi  sometimes found himself looking up to her straightforward, honest, distorted personality. In a way, it was what he wanted to be - not that she'd ever know any of this.
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"Change of plans," Kashi called. "Aim only for that stone in its chest. Do not kill it."

Syel laughed as he generated wind around his arms. "You sure make things easy."

Kashi's eyes narrowed as he shot three arrows at Belrug's chest. Belrug raised an arm to shield itself, but the bolts tore through, assisted by the skill  [ Power Shot ] . "I aim to please," he said as the arrows slammed against the shard and shattered, but not without leaving a small crack.

The successful attack rejuvenated  everyone . As the warriors prepared for the last round, Lunette led the orchestra as they burst out a forceful song that seemed to scream, "Destroy Him!"

Encouraged not only by the stat bonuses but also the motivational nature of the song, the warriors dashed towards the beast.

Belrug, though enhanced by the shard's power, was still severely damaged from its bout with Kira, and it showed in its slowed reactions. It got down on all fours and charged at them, swiping away once it got close enough.

Shadow slid under its paw's swing as Shoko's sword sunk into the open paw, her feet spread out to absorb, and slow the impact. Shoko retrieved her sword, then dove out of the way as Hektor roared and swung down his fully charged ax. The red beam of concentrated energy tore the beast's paw off, and it reeled back in pained agony.

Shadow latched onto its open injury and was launched into the air where he hovered above the beast. He then fired several needles directly into its eyes.

Belrug screamed and clawed at its eyes in futile efforts to get the needles out, but the assassin was far from done. He landed on the back of the beast's neck and jumped off, blades buried in the beast's spine.

Belrug screamed in agony as it clawed at its back, but the pest was already gone. It was finally able to open its eyes and was greeted by a thousand arrows pointed directly at its forehead.

Gales of wind picked up around each arrow, rotating and repositioning them till they all formed one giant conical drill, with each arrow still spinning with fantastic speed in place. Belrug took a step back in fear as dark, dense lightning clouds appeared within the drill, sparks shooting off in all directions.

The lead collection of arrows tore off towards the beast, and it raised its damaged arms to defend the strikes, but the drill seemed to shoot off into an invisible pocket of space and disappear. Before Belrug could process what just happened, the arrows reappeared right in front of its chest and began shattering against the shard. With each arrow destroyed, larger crack s  formed on the buried shard, until the  final  arrow shattered. The cloud of lightning assaulted Belrug through the crack s  and shocked the beast from the inside out.

Smoke billowing from its body, a weakened Belrug fell forward and crashed to the earth next to Kashi and Syel, the men responsible for the last attack. With the orchestra's song as a catalyst, they  were  able to sync their assaults because of their similar affinities.

Kashi walked over to the beast and placed his palm on the shard. The beast was too weak to attempt retaliation and resigned itself to its fate. "Syel."

Syel walked over and examined the shard. "It's definitely magic, and I've seen something similar before."

"Can you remove it?"

"When it's dead, easy. But I suppose you want to keep it alive."

Kashi's reply was a measured gaze.

Syel sighed. "Okay, I'll try." He placed both hands on the shard as Kashi removed his. "No promises, though. The unlimited freedom the game gives means I have to come up with stuff like this on the go."

Kashi nodded. "I understand."

With that, Syel concentrated on the shard. He seeped some of his own blood into the cracks as he struggled to gain control over the shard. A few agonizing minutes later, he yanked his arms off the shard.

"How'd it go?" Kashi asked.

"See for yourself," Syel said with a faint smile.

The shard eased out of the beast's body then hovered midair. The shattered fragments around the room hovered alongside it, then affixed themselves to it, restoring it to its unblemished state. It then shrunk till it was the size of a small gem and fell to the ground.

Kashi picked it up and examined it.
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Kashi placed the shard in his inventory, then retreated as wafts of dense vapor oozed off of Belrug's skin.

The beast cried as its body began to disintegrate, short burst of pained cries that caused some of the men to falter in their conviction of its madness.

Syel forged a spear of ice in its hand, intending to grace the beast with a swift death, but Kashi placed a hand in front of him and shook his head.

"Wait. Let's see what happens," Kashi urged.

Kashi observed the dying beast as the mist swallowed up its frame. His hands tightened around his bow as a silhouette rose from within the fog. It grew in size as it approached, then its owner stepped  into  the open.

Kashi and the rest of his party gawked at the majestic creature before them.  It possessed f ur the color of gold, with two sapphire horns  that  sat atop a head of mane fit for a king. Amber eyes regarded them fondly as wings the size of a man furled by its sides. A king cobra with teeth sharper than steel, and a sapphire tongue coiled above, eyes locked onto the party.

The griffin bowed its head in reverence. "My Saviors, you have my utmost gratitude. I h ad  been trapped as this Belrug for far too long."

"And who the hell are you supposed to be?" Syel questioned, his amazement gone as quickly as it had arrived.

If the griffin was exposed by his tone, it did not show it. "I am one of the Divine Creatures, a guardian against the Nether like your friend." He gestured with his head to Kira, who had walked up to her partner's side. "Although it would seem she did not undergo the binding."

"Binding?" Kira urged Kashi to question further.

"You haven't learned speech yet," the griffin observed, much to Kashi and Kira's surprise. "You can already access so many of your powers. That should also come shortly." He took a step towards them, and Kashi could not help but notice its massive frame. The beast stood three heads above him, an intimidating sight for most people. "The binding is a ritual all divine creatures undergo when we reach maturity. It binds us to the 'free' realm from where we battle for eternity against the Nether. That you did not undergo this means you lost your guardian much too early."

Kira's furs stood on end, irritated, and a little frightened by his insight.

The griffin looked to Kashi, eyes solemn. "I do not know if it is luck or fate, but while she might one day access the gifts of the free realm, she can never become a true god. Her fate is to battle in this plane until she dies, much like mine is on the other side."

Kashi glanced at Kira,  who did  not seem disturbed by the news. She had probably always considered this outcome a strong possibility. He took a deep breath and turned to the griffin. "You have my thanks for this information. May I ask for your name?" Ever since he shrunk, the griffin's bar no longer showed Belrug as its name. Instead, its HP bar was shielded by a mist.

The griffin paused in thought. "A Divine Creature's true name is its life. It is not something that can be given away easily, as I'm sure your friend can attest to."

Kashi raised a brow as he glanced at Kira, but she rebuffed his gaze with a steely one of her own.

"However," the griffin continued. "I am forever indebted to you, for not only did you free me, but you also kept me alive when most would have slain me, and with good reason," he said as he closed the gap between them. "I will give you and only you my true name. Until the day one of us perishes, when you call, I'll answer. This is a powerful tool, do with it as you will." With that, he lowered his head and whispered his name into Kashi's ear.
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The griffin backed away and regarded the full party with a solemn nod. "To show my appreciation for your help, I will reveal to you the riches you stand on." He raised his head and roared, his voice a rich timbre that echoed through every passage, hall, and cavern in the mine. The mines shook as decades-old enchantments were forcefully ripped off its walls.

Kashi's eyes widened as the walls of the mines dissipated like they had never been there. Behind them, dirty stones jutted irregularly out of the walls. He did not need to inspect them to know what they were. Gemstones. The kind used in the creation of soul stones, and for enchantments. He could hardly suppress his joy as he knew that if this chamber held gemstones, then the walls of the massive mine would have several other minerals.

Now he understood why the Brotherhood had placed such a heavy watch on the mayor.

Kashi had suspected that the Brotherhood had vast stores where they kept gemstones mined before the mine died out, and he had pressured the mayor so he could get his hands on them. Not in his wildest dreams did he consider that the mine was still functional, a fact he almost felt foolish for.

"I hope you are satisfied with this," said the griffin. "I am weak and must regain my strength. I will see you in t-"

"Fools!" A disembodied voice screamed out between coughs. "You Heretics will Pay for your Crime!"

Syel whistled. "Damn, he's persistent, I'll give him that."

The Monig knelt beside the altar at the center of the room, which had risen from beneath the floor. He raised his arm to strike the sun, but two arrows burrowed into his skull, knocking him back into four rock spires that tore mercilessly through his body. He coughed and spluttered blood, but his bloodred eyes remained fixed on the altar. He stifled a cry as he struggled to stretch just close enough to touch the altar. An arrow severed his right hand as his left arm spontaneously combusted. He cried out in pain as he rained curses and threats at their group, then an arrow through his forehead finally silenced him.

Kashi set down his bow, a decision he soon regretted.

"rrrRRRAA!" With the vigor of the living dead, the Monig sprung back to life, fueled solely by willpower. He lurched forward, grotesque cries as flesh and sinew were torn apart from the strain and slammed his head against the floating sun. Blood seeped from his forehead and disappeared into the floating hologram. The Monig held a satisfied smile as the light faded from his eyes. With the last of his energy, he chanted, "Long live the god of Chaos; Long live the Destroyer; long live Lord Razzn-" Three arrows tore through his mouth, shutting him up for eternity.

"I hate religion," Syel muttered, oddly severe for once.

"It is not religion, but man, that is the problem," Kashi suggested. His fists gripped his bow with an intensity shortened its durability.

Lunette walked up to Kashi, expressing a mixture of fear and amazement. "What do you suppose he was trying to accomplish?"

"That is what I am afr-"

Sparks shot out of the hologram, accompanied by several waves of energy that pushed them all back a few steps. Little by little, cracks begun to form on the sun, and their eyes drew to the ceiling, which showed the sun in the sky. A similar phenomenon was occurring, and before they could make sense of it, a being begun to emerge from it, its low growl reaching them all those meters deep into the earth.

Kashi fell to the ground and clutched his chest, his heartbeat a thunderous tempest. Steam seeped from pores as his blood burned him from the inside out. His pupils narrowed, and he threw up his head to the heavens, screaming at the being that emerged from within the sun.

He wasn't the only one to react this way.

Both Kira and the griffin had their teeth bared . Their  furs stood on end , their  visage a mixture of rage and fear.



Across the world, all manner of beasts looked to the east, then began to run as fast as they could, caring not what they ran into or if they became easy prey for the adventurers.



Fladnag looked up from his table to Bert, who returned his solemn expression.

"He has risen," Fladnag said.

Bert looked out the wizard's window at Yanakal who had tied the forest together, leaving not even enough space for an ant to breathe. The great tree was just as unsettled as the rest of the world. "Now he's awake, this world will surely descend into chaos."

"And that will summon  him ."

Bert closed his eyes. "We cannot interfere, but somehow it feels like we're allowing this to happen just so we can be released from our curse."

"You may or may not be right," Fladnag said as he got to his feet. "But it does not really matter. As you said, we cannot interfere."



The dragon rider soothed his wailing dragon as he looked up at the sun. Following the adventurers had been  the  right decision. If it was them, they could be of use someday.



Imperial City.

Deep within the temples, a young shaman's brush flowed across a parchment, her eyes glowing.

"Madness Without Equal, Destroyer Beyond Measure,

An Army of Death Shields the Light of the Sixth Moon.

Thunder Deafens the World, Yet no Light Breaks the Darkness,

The Earth Bleeds Where Chaos Reigns,

The Destroyer Returns"

A priest sitting next to her paled when he saw the words. "Call everybody!" he screamed. He stared at the prophecy, hands trembling as a cold sweat broke from his brow. He prayed to the gods  that  his translation was wrong, but he knew deep inside what this meant. 

The Herald of Chaos had risen...



Kashi grated his teeth in agonizing pain as the sun exploded to reveal the beast it had housed within.

Dirty gold scales  that  burned brighter than the exploding sun. Wings the size of cities unfurled as Skyrm, lord of all ,  cast his red glare across the burning fields of sand. It let out a bloodcurdling roar as a soul stone the size of a small building protruded from its chest. The great beast clawed at its chest as it screamed, each releasing burst of winds that felt like hurricanes several leagues away.

Skyrm took to the skies  and then flew  to the north, leaving a trail of destruction in its wake.

Kashi gasped for air as the attack stopped. He looked up to see Kira and Lunette staring at him, the latter with fear, then relief in her eyes as he sat on his back.

"W-what was that?" Lunette asked, confused by the paled expressions most of the orchestra members had.

Kashi wobbled as he got to his feet, but steadied himself as he answered. "Skyrm, King of Dragons-"

"-and greatest divine creature to grace the realms," the griffin finished, just as overwhelmed as the others.

Kashi was about to speak when a prompt appeared.




	
WORLD QUEST





	
Skyrm, Former King of Dragons is Now a Crazed Beast.   His rage Knows no Limits, and He Will raze all to the ground.   Slay him before he regains his full power and awakens his army.

Time  Limit : 6 Months

Rewards: Title: God Slayer

Any Province in the Imperial Kingdom

Any Position up to General in the Imperial Army.

3,ooo,000,000 Syros.








 

Kashi stared at the prompt in disbelief. Was this how Skyrm was supposed to meet his end?

He made to stand, but another quake - a heavier one this time - toppled him. "What is it this time!?"



A ways off from Kashi's location, the Burning Desert collapsed on itself and sunk, as if swallowed by a hidden abyss. The banks on either end of the abyss shook as a heavy rumbling sound approached growing in intensity with every passing second. Seconds later, a tsunami gushed past, somehow confined only to the abyss. The tsunami continued for several miles east, where it came to a stop near a small village. The newly formed river channeled into several smaller, abandoned networks of streams that spread across the southern part of the  Merriheim.



Kashi got to his feet and studied the prompt one last time. He made up his mind much faster than expected. Kashi reached out and smashed the prompt. Skyrm was not some game to be hunted. The cause of Razznik's toughest battle was not going to be brushed under the rug by some ignorant, glory-seeking idiots.

Kashi raised his bow, a determined look in his eyes. He would personally take care of Skyrm. As to whether that entailed killing him or not, the daeben would figure out when they met...

 

            

    
        Chapter 68: Bridge 

    
    
    
    
                Later That Morning,

29th   Mazem, 1092.

The morning sun showered a daeben and direwolf in its warming glow. The daeben sat on the banks of a newly-formed river,  looking  towards something far off. He placed a newly painted portrait into his inventory and  then  gazed at the scenery before him.

"Wow." Kashi swallowed hard as he stared at what had once been the Burning Desert. The expanse had been swallowed up by an equally large river whose origins he guessed were from the Forever Sea. If this was true, then the river now served as a natural border between Rosendun and Merriheim.

The river itself seemed calm enough, but there was no telling just how fast the undercurrents actually were. It would be dangerous folly to attempt to swim past even if one had the stamina for the entire breadth. As he observed the silent river, Kira sat down next to him, having cooled herself in the shallow ends of the river.

Kashi patted her head then called up his second-in-command.

After a short pause, Leila answered. "Hey, Kashi! What you been up to? I received a notification saying our guild has increased influence in Southern Merriheim. Also, something about a new river splitting up both countries ?"

Kashi thought about the best way to summarize the last couple of days. "We saved a bunch of people."

"Isn't that always the case? It's the details I want."

"Maybe later. ” Kashi felt too lazy to go into detail. “ Right now, we have a lot of work to do. Time and speed are of the essence."

Leila picked up on the urgency in his voice and switched to an equally business tone. "What do you have in mind?"

Kashi looked to the impossibly large tower which stood at the other end of the river. He couldn't be precisely sure, but judging by the fact he could not see the base of the tower, the opposite bank was at least beyond the horizon.

Kashi  examined the bank he stood on.

Given how long it had taken him to reach Meilfour on foot before the rhinos,  Kashi  estimated the burning desert to have been around sixty kilometers. But that didn't add up. The river ahead of him should be twenty kilometers at the most, and that was being generous. This revealed a somewhat troubling fact.

The Burning Desert had not just been an expanse of scorching land. The suns had affected all travelers with some sort of illusion - a genjustu if you will. Now ,  whether this was an effect of the divine beasts or the Chaos Brotherhood,  Kashi wa s not sure. But either way, he had been under the influence of an illusion so convincing, the game never even prompted it. That alone was cause for concern.

Kashi  planned to deal with that soon, but that wasn't his course of action for today. "We need to build a bridge connecting Merriheim and Rosendun. Use the tower..." He paused to think. The term tower was good and all, but he was looking for a connection between two different countries. Tower wasn't quite the right term. "Use Suvron's Gate as the starting point."

"How long is this bridge going to be?" Leila asked.

"Give me a second." Kashi held his breath as he activated almost all his skills at once. His MP drained at a rapid pace, but he paid no heed. His eyesight sharpened and zoomed-in till he could clearly see the cracks on Suvron's Gate. He quickly measured the height of the building he could see, then shut his eyes, gasping as he clutched his chest.

The daeben's breathing evened out as he did some calculations in his head. "The bridge  will  be about twenty-four kilometers give or take a kilometer."

Leila gasped. "Twenty!? Do you realize how large that is?"

Kashi chuckled. "Yes, I do. Which is how I know I cannot do it on my own."

She knew by now not to question his logic. "How do you propose we go about building this bridge?"

"Oh, building it is easy," Kashi replied. "What I want to accomplish is much more complex than the bridge itself."

"And what, pray tell is that?"

"I'll tell you in person."

"And when will that be? There's a whole river between both countries."

"Yeah, but I'll be there in a few minutes."

"How exactly?"

Kashi took out a painting from his inventory. It was of Fera's statue in Ranad's square. He held Kira with his left hand as he chanted, "Teleport!"

The duo was encased in bright light, which forced their eyes shut. When they opened it, they stood in Fera's square.

Kashi released the painting, which burned to dust as it floated away.

The duo drew a lot of curious glances from the players present. No one had seen a successful teleport in this game yet, which made Kashi and Kira highly suspect. Before they could question the visitors, an old man barreled past, excitement in his eyes and voice as he stopped and bowed before the daeben.

"Kashi-dono!" Elecurb cried. "It is an honor to welcome you back to our humble town. Your absence has been sorely missed."

Kashi laughed lightly as he helped the older man to his feet. "No, no elder. It is I who am honored to return." He admired the village, which was now more of a mini-city. "I see you have made strong progress with the town."

"Yes, sir," Elecurb agreed. "Though we could not have done it without the assistance of Ms. Lightwood. She has been a revelation."

"I am sure she has," Kashi affirmed. "I would be pleased if you would escort me to her office. I have matters of import to discuss, and I believe you should play a major part in it."

Elecurb's eyes shone. "Yes, sir! It would be my honor."

Kashi, Kira, and the mayor made their way into the guild, leaving many confused adventurers behind. Even more so when he entered the headquarters of the Hopeful Maggots without a single question thrown in their direction.

Kashi made to open the door to Leila's office, but it swung open on its own. Leila regarded him with amusement. "You sure know how to make an entrance. Thought you prioritized a low cover?"

"Was an emergency," Kashi replied as he entered the room. A smile crossed his face as he checked out the office. The books that lined the massive bookshelves were terribly organized, betraying the fact they had been hurriedly replaced, much like the unruly sheaves on her desk. As always, the wood elf had been engrossed in her work before he disturbed her.

"I gathered that when you suddenly popped up in the square," Leila replied. "What was so urgent you had to come down in person?"

Kashi raised a brow. "You almost sound displeased?" He asked as he took a seat.

"No, no," Leila shook her head. "You caught me off guard is all." She sat opposite  Kashi  and motioned for Elecurb to join them. She relaxed in her seat, but her eyes were as sharp as ever. "If I'd known you were coming, I could have made the place a little less unsightly."

Kashi shook his head. "Don't worry about it." He took out some blank parchments from his inventory and placed them on the table. "I have something I need to show you."

"What is it?"

Kashi took out a pencil, then paused to think for a moment. An image formed in his head, and he guided the pencil rapidly across the parchment. "Crafting a monumental object is not like crafting a statue. The more craftsmen participate, the faster it will be built."

Leila marveled at the speed and accuracy of the daeben's hands. He was drawing perfectly straight lines and calculating angles without the use of any instrument. Sure, the system was assisting him - confirmed by the abnormal speed - but there was a limit to how much help he could get. "Yes, I do understand that. No worries, we recruited some craftsmen into our ranks. Outstanding ones too."

Kashi nodded. "That'll help, but it's not enough. In this world, anything not done manually depends heavily on our imaginations."

Leila rubbed her temple as understanding dawned. "In this case, too many artists with different ideas for what the bridge should look like would hinder its creation."

Kashi nodded. "The building process could fail, or even worse, the structure collapses soon after completion, probably with people traveling on it."

"...The backlash would be severe."

"I know, which is why I decided to do this."

"Do what?"

Kashi raised his pencil and handed the finished work to Leila.

A smile spread across her face as she examined the work. It was a concept art of what the bridge would look like. "Brilliant. If all the craftsmen have similar images in mind, then there should be little-to-no margin of error."

Kashi nodded as he took out another parchment. He set to work, drawing with immense speed and concentration. When he was done with that one, he took out another and started again. He continued for close to an hour, then sighed as he finished the last work.

He organized them carefully and examined the contents. A prompt informed him of having finished a 'blueprint.' Kashi handed the entire bundle to Leila, who, in turn, brightened when she looked through them.

If the first was concept art, then these were the exact blueprints of what the bridge should be like, including measurements. With both sets of works to go with, no craftsman working on the bridge would have a vague idea of what the final product should look like.

Leila set the blueprints down, then returned her attention to the daeben. "How do you propose we handle this? We can have craftsmen there without anyone knowing to start the process."

Kashi shook his head. "No, in this matter, secrecy is the last thing we want."

Leila raised a brow, surprised by his words. "You don't want secrecy. You? Please explain."

Kashi chuckled as he stood up and went to the window. "I have two major reasons for this. The first is the cost of the mats (gamers usually call materials mats). Building a bridge that size is no small task. I don't yet know the exact amount of mats required, but I would wager so much it would put a significant dent in the guild's account."

Leila nodded. That made logical sense. They didn't have as many gatherers, so they would be forced to purchase mats if they wanted to keep it secret, and that would cost a ton. "And the second?"

Kashi  rested against the windowpane as his gaze pierced hers. "I have plans for Merriheim. But I need help for those plans to come to fruition. Merriheim, much like southern Rosendun, is not a place frequented by players. I need a way to attract both Summoned and Residents to it without letting them know what I intend."

"And this bridge is your answer?"

"Yes, it is," Kashi replied. "But it is not enough just to build it. The process is as important as the result."

Leila sat up straight, her interest well-piqued. "I assume you already have a plan?"

Kashi nodded. He directed his gaze to Elecurb. "For this, I will require your assistance, elder."

Elecurb immediately nodded. "Just name it, and I will see to it."

"I would like to send a notice to all the citizens of Rosendun asking for their assistance in building the bridge. Consider it a grand quest if you will. They will be rewarded with gold and unique weapons crafted by our guild."

"I can arrange that," Elecurb confirmed. "But it will take a while."

Leila frowned. "But the cost? That's far more expensive than if we bought the materials ourselves."

Light sparked in the daeben's eyes as he laughed. "Naturally, this would cost more than three times whatever it would be to buy the materials ourselves, but I promise you we will make back all we spend within a month."

Leila sighed as she accepted his words. So far, he had not led her astray. Why doubt him now. "Let's say this plan of yours is possible, we are currently investing in far too many projects already. If we need the capital, we'll have to ask the crown for support. Do you want to bring them in on this?"

Kashi nodded. "Definitely. We might be competing for influence, but we're on the same side in the end. We need each other."

"I see. Alright, what's your plan? Specifics."

Kashi turned, so his shoulders rested on the windowpane. He looked down at the adventurers rushing about on their various quests. "I will go to the local blacksmith to get his opinion on what and how much mats we need for the construct. When I find out, The elders will send notices to every city and town, informing them that we need the materials to be gathered at the Suvron's Gate. We'll also tell them the purpose: Providing a pathway between the two countries."

"Hmm," Lunette pondered on the daeben's words. "The gold will gather them, but curiosity will make them stay. Is that it?"

Kashi's brow rose in pleasant surprise. "You're sharp."

"I might be sharp, but you're dangerous. You are far too skilled at manipulation."

Kashi shrugged as he pushed off the wall. "See it more as persuasion. Sounds less evil, don't you think?" He said as he walked to the door.

"I take it you're heading to the Smith?" Leila said as she picked the blueprints from the table. "You'll be needing these."

Kashi shook his head with embarrassment as he accepted the documents. "Thanks, I might have forgotten those." He placed them in his inventory, thanked Leila and Elecurb, then exited the building accompanied by Kira.

As soon as he left the building, Leila contacted Riven for an emergency call with the crown, while Elecurb returned to his office, where he began readying dispatches.



Kashi was pleased to note there was no longer just one blacksmith shop in the bustling town. Many residents, summoned and guilds, had set up shops, providing for healthy competition and good quality products at reasonable prices.

Kashi  weaved his way through the crowds, ignoring the many curious stares he, and especially Kira drew. It was not every day one saw a tame direwolf, and certainly not one that large - not that Kira had been in any way tamed.

He grinned when he finally reached the store he had been searching for - the oldest of its kind in Ranad.  Kashi  entered and was pleased to see it had been renovated. The forge had been moved to the basement to prevent the customers from being inconvenienced. New weapons and armor were displayed on the walls and in display cases. The room was filled with this soothing pine scent that relaxed the daeben.

Kashi  walked to the counter and rang the bell.

"Comin'" called a familiar voice from a door behind the counter that led to the forge. Seconds later, the door swung open, and Iason walked out. "Sorry, was dealing with a de-" His eyes pupils widened when they laid eyes on his customer. "Holy, Mera! It's you!"

Kashi braced himself as Iason grabbed him from beyond the counter and gave him the tightest bear hug in history. "Was wondering if you'd forgotten bout little ol' me!" Iason laughed. He placed the daeben down as he turned to Kira, who accidentally yelped in fright.

Iason was over the counter and lifting the poor direwolf before she could consider an escape route. "Look how much you've grown! Hey, boss, what you feeding her!?"

Kashi laughed at the scene. It was fun seeing Kira so out of her depth. "Oh, you know, the usual. Beef, Chicken, the occasional Hydra..." He let his voice trail off as Iason spun around, eyes wide.

"You defeated a hydra!? When!? How!?"

Kashi chuckled as he patted his friend's arm. "That is a story for another day. Come on, we've got work to attend to." He took out the blueprints and spread them across the table.

Iason released Kira, then examined the blueprints. With each parchment, a new crease was added to his forehead. "This is quite the project you're attempting."

"I know," Kashi agreed. "What I need to know is what materials we require to construct the bridge and how much time it'll take."

Iason considered the scale of the project. "This could take years if done manually. But if you pray to Gerber, the god of construction, he can handle it. The time taken would depend on the number of craftsmen who pray to him. Fortunately, Gerber was saved centuries ago, so you do not have to worry about finding his crypt."

"Convenient," Kashi muttered. The programmers probably realized it would be asking too much to tell players to craft buildings manually. They had chosen an easy cop-out. Not that he minded.

"I assume we still need to provide the materials ourselves."

Iason nodded. "Definitely. The gods don't create something out of nothing. That honor is reserved solely for Ferulic and Aethir."

"Do you have an estimate?"

Iason scratched his chin. "I do, but something's been bothering me.

"What is it?" Kashi asked.

"This bridge. Does it need to be this wide? You can fit a dozen houses across it."

A wicked glint appeared in the daeben's eyes. "Yes, it does. You'll see why soon enough."

"You're not gonna tell?"

"And spoil the surprise? Where's the fun in that?"

"Fine," Iason conceded as he once again studied the blueprints. "We're talking rapid waters, so wood's out, and steel is far too expensive for a project of this magnitude. We should go with quarry stones. Rosendun might not have the best mines, but we still have enough quarry stones for a project like this. We won't need to import that."

"How much quarry stones we talking?"

"Two million give or take half a million."

Kashi swallowed hard. The reward would have to be much to entice miners to dig for that long. The good thing was, quarry stone was a Tier 1 Beginner mining resource. Any beginner could get in on it. "Anything else?"

"Fifty thousand iron ores. We'll refine them to steel to serve as reinforcements for the stones. And ten thousand marble-stones for the finish. That, we'll have to import. Then we'll need some of..." He called out some miscellaneous materials that would be easy to acquire.

Kashi listened aptly. "After gathering these materials, how long do you suppose it would take if say, 10 master craftsmen and about twenty regular craftsmen pray to Gerber."

"I'd say about two to three weeks."

Kashi sighed. It seemed he would be doing another marathon in the virtual world. "Place an order for those marble stones in the guild's name. Leila will handle expenses."

Iason sighed. "You really overwork that poor lass."

"I wouldn't do it if I didn't think she could handle it," Kashi said as he placed the blueprints in his inventory.

"So, you do know you stress her out."

"Of course I do. I'm not blind," Kashi said with a short laugh as he grabbed Iason's forearm.

"Leaving already?"

"Such is my fate. I cannot rest for too long," Kashi said. "Till we meet again, friend."

"I'll be waiting, boss."

Kashi bid farewell then exited the building satisfied with the information gained. He swiftly returned to Leila's office and was pleased to see she had been waiting for him.

"We completed the deal," Leila announced as soon as he entered. "Pari - no, the king is especially excited to see how this plan of yours aids Rosendun."

Kashi stared slack-jawed. "T-That was fast," he stammered as he tried to regain his composure. "You already secured a loan?"

"Yes," she replied. Her tone implied this was matter-of-fact. There was simply no doubt she could have brokered the deal in that short time-frame. "The crown promised to aid us monetarily in our endeavors."

"In return?"

"We return half of the investment shortly and make it public they are assisting in this project."

"Awesome!' Kashi exclaimed, unable to contain himself. She must have told them she would make it public if they reduced the price the guild had repay. The funny thing was, she knew Kashi always intended to make it public knowledge. She was quite adept at negotiations. "I have the list of mats needed." He handed a parchment to Leila.

The wood elf read through, grimacing at the materials needed. "Acquiring these won't be easy."

"No, not exactly," Kashi said. "There's a system I had in mind for the mines in Merriheim, but I guess I can do a prototype test run with this bridge. Let's use a pay-as-you-bring system."

"Huh?"

"Well, we pay for any materials delivered to Suvron's gate. The more, delivered, the higher the pay. We track the number of deliveries, and when it reaches a certain extent, we give a top-grade weapon as a reward. The higher they go, the rarer and more exotic the weapon or armor or whatever gained. What do you think?"

"It's a solid system," Leila agreed. "It would weed out the unserious ones, but also be tempting enough to entice the mildly curious to assist. I like it."

"Good," Kashi said. "Let's go with that." He took out the blueprints and handed them to her. "I'll be leaving this in your hands. I have preparations of my own to make in Merriheim."

"And here I thought I could go on a vacation," Leila teased.

Kashi chuckled. "I swear, once this is finished, I won't pester you for a few months."

She sighed. "I'll take you up on that."

Kashi took out a painting from his inventory, then placed his left hand on Kira. "See you sometime."

"You too."

Kashi invoked the teleportation spell, and Leila was left to the peace and quiet of her office.

 

            

    
        Chapter 69: Expansion

    
    
    
    
                Rine's Bar,

Meilfour.

29  th   Mazem, 1092.

Rine's Bar was awash with joyous cries as violins played an energetic Celtic tune. The citizens of Meilfour laughed and cried as they downed one drink after another, bolstered by the songs of Lunette and her entourage.

The fever in the building was contagious, and even Hektor could not resist the festivities. He downed several jugs of Merkil Mead with his left hand while he took on two wolf-men in an arm-wrestling with his right. "Yer tink ya gat wat i' takes ta bea' da future god of war!?" In his drunken state, his accent which he working to mask slipped out, but he was too drunk to care. "oOH!" With a loud grunt, he crashed both fists the table, smashing it beneath them. He laughed as another table was placed before him. "Who's next?"

Syel watched from across the room as men and women lined up to challenge the warrior. He swiped a bottle from a passing drunk and took a sip of its contents, wincing as it scorched his throat. "Damn, that's some strong alcohol." He raised it to his lips, only to have it similarly swiped from his hands.

"You sure you can hold your drink?" Shoko teased. "Wouldn't want you passing out now, would we?"

The elf attempted to snag his drink, but she held it just out of reach. "Pompous princess like you, I can definitely hold better than, at the very least."

"Is that so?" Shoko tilted her head back and downed the bottle in one gulp. She wiped her mouth as she placed the empty bottle on a table, then raised a challenging brow at him.

"Oh, you are so o-" Syel stopped, having sensed the presence of the one he had been waiting for. "... He's here."

Shoko turned to face the entrance just as the tavern door swung open.

The room fell deathly silent as the fabled dark elf, and his demon wolf stepped into the establishment. Men and women swallowed hard as they parted, clearing a path to the Bar.

Kashi walked to the counter, his gait measured. He signalled Muko who served him with a pitcher of his Yarcon Juice. Aware of the tensed atmosphere behind him, he raised the pitcher high as he turned around. He swallowed a deep breath then cheered at the top of his voice, "Drink Yourselves Dead! Today, All Drinks Are On Me!"

"OOOOO!" The Bar erupted once more in cheers as the patrons raised their glasses high and resumed their celebrations.

Kashi finished his drink then placed a pouch of gold coins on the counter. "Here. This should cover everything."

Muko shook his head. "No, I cannot accept this. You've done so much for us already. Consider this on the house."

"I wasn't asking," Kashi maintained. "You need this for what is to come."

"You best accept," Syel advised as he hooked his arm around Kashi's neck. "He looks the stubborn type."

Muko relented, and reluctantly accepted the pouch. "What is coming?"

"Yeah, Kash," Syel urged. "What're you planning? Where'd you go after you gave us the slip back at Tahos?"

"Is there somewhere private we can talk?" Kashi asked pointedly at Muko.

Syel raised a brow. "Hey, you're not thinking of ignoring me are you? Or you gonna pretend you don't know who I really am."

"You are you." Kashi turned to Syel, eyes cold as he shrugged of his arm. "However, I do not know you well enough to trust you. Your relationship with Suzuki is of little importance."

"Ouch." Syel feigned a chest pain as he stepped back. His lips curled a snide grin as he proposed, "Well, how's about I gain your trust?"

"How do you suppose to do that?"

"For now, I'll accompany you. I'll get my chance eventually."

Kashi's eyes narrowed. "Why would you do that."

"Two reasons! First, you're intriguing. I've never seen someone use parallel to their advantage the way you do. You make an exciting case study."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Kashi refuted. "...And the second?"

Syel shrugged. "I don't know about Suzuki, but Kashi's blessed by fate. I can tell your life won't be a boring one. If I stick around, I'll get to kill some strong guys."

"You wish to kill?"

Syel's grin widened to a ferocious snarl. "More than anything. But I can't kill in the real world without getting some scary people angry. You could say this world was built so I can fulfill these desires."

"Understood," Kashi muttered.

"What's that?"

"I now understand the kind of man you are."

"Oh? What kind is that?"

Kashi's glare seemed to rip right into the light elf's eyes. "You have no ambition or desire. You're a pawn, a powerful one, but a pawn still. Such a man will never pose a threat to me."

Syel's grin shrunk to a shorter, but even more sinister one. "Heh? I pegged you as the type to pretend to be friends, while plotting ways to use or kill me behind my back. Why the hostility?"

"Is there a point in attempting to sneak through an open field in high noon?'

"With the right gear, it'll be hard but not impossible."

"Only if the reward is worth the trouble."

Syel sighed and shook his head. "Stop, stop, riddles and metaphors were never my thing. In regards to your statement, I find nothing wrong with being a pawn. It's a position that often gets the first kill."

"And is usually always the first to perish in battle."

Syel laughed. "You shouldn't underestimate pawns too much. If they survive till they reach the end of the board-"

"They can become anything they want," Kashi finished. "And something tells me you're the surviving type."

"Quite the compli-"

"It's not," Kashi interrupted. "To survive you'll have to sacrifice both your enemies and allies. Very few can shoulder such burden."

Syel's smile disappeared and his eyes narrowed. You're saying I can do something like that?"

Kashi's glare was like an ice-pick. "I'm saying you have. Countless times."

The air around Syel grew thick. "How much do you know?"

Kashi, unperturbed by the obvious bloodlust replied, "Nothing." He stood up straight and held out his hand. "But enough to now know I want you in my guild."

Syel's bloodlust dissipated instantly as a huge grin appeared on his face. "Why didn't you just lead with that then?" He asked as he grasped the delf's hand.

"My apologies. I needed to investigate your true nature by instigating you."

"Hah! There's the sneakiness. Method might've been different, but I was right about you. You don't show hostility unless it's of some benefit to you."

Kashi looked to the gallery they had attracted. "You guys come too. You'll all play a part in the next phase."

Shadow sighed. "You never stop scheming do you?"

"Couldn' care less," Hektor said. "Lon' as i' means I git ta figh'."

"Perfect then," Kashi said. "Your part starts now. You're not too drunk to fight are you?"

"Course no," he drawled. He shut his eyes, then released a massive shockwave from his body with a roar. "What do I have to kill?" He asked, eyes and voice sharp as a nail.

Kashi blinked, surprised. "Where'd you learn to do that?"

"In the army. An attack can be sprung at any time. Soldiers had to learn to expel negative toxins from their bodies."

"I'll have you teach me that sometime," Kashi said. "But for now I want you to get these for me." He handed a list to the warrior.

Hektor's brows furrowed as he read the contents of the list. "You want me to go on a fetch quest?"

"I promise, you won't be disappointed," Kashi assured. "I met some of these beasts on my way here, and I had difficulty besting them."

Hektor's eyes sparked. Monsters even the delf had trouble fighting would prove a great challenge. He gripped the list with an excited grin. "Fine then. I'll do it."

Kashi handed identical lists to Shoko, Syel and Shadow. "If you can, please help in gathering these in your spare time."

"Hey!" Hektor protested. "Can handle this on my own!"

"I'm sure you can, but we're working against time."

Though dissatisfied, Hektor relented. He left immediately, determined to cover as much as possible on his own.

Kashi returned his attention to Muko. "About that private room?"

Muko nodded. "You can use the cellar in the basement. No one'll hear your conversation down there."

With Kashi's approval, Muko led him and his party to the cellar.

The cellar was notably bare of stored drinks. Kashi could guess as to why procurement of drinks had become so difficult for the Bar. Well, it was all part of what he planned to rectify.

Kashi, Kira, Syel, Lunette, Shadow, Shoko, Iggy, Zeigfried, Diegel, Lufer and Muko gathered round a long table which was situated near the entrance.

Kashi ran his index finger along the dusty table. "Hmm, I get the feeling this is not the first secret meeting held here, is it?"

Muko's expression betrayed nothing. "Sometimes, certain parties hold certain negotiations down here."

The corner of Kashi's lips rose in a knowing smile."You're not a simple bartender are you."

"We're never what we seem to be."

Kashi knew a formidable man when he met one. This Muko character was not going to give up any of his secrets; that was fine. The fact he had secrets meant he was a man of strong character, which meant he would be useful.

The delf shook off thoughts of the bartender as he turned his mind to the matter at hand.

He took out his system map of Destia and laid it on the table. Unlike the others', his had been updated because he had been to the river, and also had the new road formed when Suvron's Gate rose from the abyss. Unlike normal maps bought in game, the system maps were of ancient and old magic. They had every location, known and unknown already stored in them, but unless its owner actually travelled to an area, it was blacked out. The only way to artificially update them were to buy maps, or receive very specific descriptions of locations from people, or quests. 

Each Summoned had one, and the maps could be used in their windows or laid out in paper form. Either way, the many features of the maps were excused with the power of 'magic'. A convenient tool for any game developer.

Kashi tapped the border between Rosendun and Merriheim, and the map zoomed into the location. He told them of his plan to build a bridge connecting Rosendun and Merriheim.

Lufer frowned. "Sounds like a solid plan, but are you sure you can get enough engineers to actually get the job done?"

Kashi nodded. "Yes. Of that I am sure-"

"-But this is not why you called this meeting is it?" Lunette interrupted. Her eyes bore into his as if searching his soul for answers. "You're planning something big. What is it?"

Kashi was stunned, impressed and just a little bit scared. Maybe he needed to practice more if he could already be read so easily. "Something like that." He zoomed out of the map and pointed to the nine (and a half) countries, that made up Dreiza. Before I got here, I stopped by Riven and bought some information on the political powers in Dreiza right now."

"Gah!" Diegel gacked. "Politics! Coulda stayed home if I want ta hear dis bull-OW!"

Iggy and Zeigfried punished their brother with blows to the back of his head. "We apologize. Please, continue."

Kashi nodded. "Rosendun is the most politically stable country. All the cities are united under the king's flag, and though there are moments of unrest, they are swiftly dealt with. Monoch is always embroiled in civil wars, but they are rumored to stand together against any threats of invasion. Markoth, like Rosendun is quite stable and are rarely disturbed by other countries. The Elysian Cove is home to the pirates. They have no rules but there is rumors of a Pirate King who supervises over their codes. Daggerfall is quite large, but there is no concrete intel on their activities. The woodelves of Ederwood live in small settlements in the woods and follow a council rather than a single head. Serisis is by far the poorest state, the people live in squalor and there is huge civil unrest, but even that's nothing compared to Merriheim which has no stability whatsoever. Matter of fact it never has. There are independent cities and villages networked by roads but that's as far as their co-operation goes. With such alienation, it's no wonder they've been invaded so easily."

Syel stifled a yawn. "Does this history lesson have a point?"

Kashi turned to Muko. "The mayor's dead. Who takes his place? Is there a vice-mayor or something?"

Muko shook his head. "If the Mayor is slain, there's a forty-eight hour time limit for a citizen of the town to stake a claim. If there are more than one claims, then there is a voting process."

"And if there is no claim?"

"The one who slew the  m ayor becomes the default mayor."

Kashi thought about it. "Can I meet those who have staked a claim?"

"That's going to be difficult," Muko said.

"How so?"

Muko swallowed hard. "No one has."

Ten pairs of eyes looked to the delf as realization dawned. "No way," Kashi muttered, but as luck would have it..
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Kashi winced at his new alignment. That could get him frowned upon at a lot of places, and rates at shops would increase as a result. He would require some tremendous good deeds to shift it back to a positive place. He shook his head, then focused on the significant information. He was now mayor of both Lib Tahos and Meilfour.

Both were the only two towns in the south-south region close to the border. The next settlement was several miles north, which effectively gave the entire territory to the mayors in both cities.

Kashi opened his menu, then went to an option called 'Politica.' It was from this option he could make decisions  for the Hopeful Maggots , but his aim were the two new tabs added: Lib Tahos and Merriheim. As mayor, he could make executive decisions for both towns, and he was about to make the most significant decision of all. His finger hovered over a particular option as he looked to his mates.

"We have had it easy so far because we have operated fairly below the radar," Kashi started. "However, with this, our names will definitely reach the caves of Markoth. We will meet strong opposition the likes of which we've never seen, and would be starting a war that will claim thousands of lives. Do you still wish to follow me down this path of carnage? Now is as good a chance as any to leave."

Lunette smiled warmly. "No offense, but if we were worried about that, we would never have joined up in the first place. You're a disaster magnet, you know?"

"Hahaha!" Syel laughed. "It's as the lady says, Kash."

Shadow placed his daggers on the table. "I owe you a life debt. Until I pay it, I will follow, even to the pits of Gyllenhal."

Shoko followed suit and placed her katanas on the table. "I am loathed to admit, but Syel's instincts are usually on point. If he says going with you will be interesting, then odds are it very well will be."

Across from her, Syel raised a mocking brow. "Did you just praise me?"

Shokō’s  eyes flashed, and he playfully raised his arms in mock surrender.

Lufer bowed his head in respect. "I speak for the orchestra when I say we will assist you in any way possible should you ever need our help. Also, with your leave, we would like to join your guild."

Kashi shook his head. "No, it is our guild that would love to have your group. It would be our honor for such a great orchestra to fly our banner." He looked to his party, then to Kira, who had silently watched the entire proceeding with detached interest. "Well then, here's to a new chapter..." He let his voice trail off as he pushed the option.

Immediately all Summoned present experienced a loud ringing in their heads as a rapidly blinking notification appeared in front of them...



Throne Room,

Imperial Palace,

Riven.

The King of Rosendun had to stifle a laugh as he read the report just handed to him. "Damn  you, Kashi , give me some warning next time." He looked to his advisors with a stern, but excited expression. "Well, what are you waiting for? Mobilize the army as quickly as possible. Other countries will not take kindly to this."



Vonred's Watch,

Monoch.

The hands of a  halben  shredded his report as he let out a crazed wail. The windows in the palace burst and the walls cracked from the pressure. His crazed, blood-shot glare locked onto the nearest living being: his personal guard. He grabbed the poor man's neck and tightened his grip. "Find me the leader of this Hopeful Maggots!" He yelled to those present in the throne room. "Bring me his head!"



Imperial City

The shaman dropped the report and looked to the priests gathered. "It has been ten long years since the last war. The continent, still licking its wounds from the previous war, has been in a state of strained tranquility. This fragile peace paid  with  blood  the innocent  is about to be destroyed by the greedy ambition of one man. Blood will dye this earth if we do not act fast. We must find the leader of this Hopeful Maggots guild before he plummets this world into another decade of war." Her brow creased as she looked at the prophecy she received before. "Honestly, I am unsure which shall cause a greater disaster: Skyrm or this Maggot."



Merriheim

Men and women scattered as a dragon landed in the middle of the town. The rider hopped off, then walked to Rine's Bar. He had been right. This guild was the one he had been waiting for.

The land of Destia was in utter chaos at the prompt that appeared to all Summoned. This prompt served as an opener to the rampant chaos that would envelop the land in the coming years...




	
Expansion Confirmed!





	
Method:  Defection

Territories:  Lib Tahos, Meilfour and all land South-South of Merriheim

Expanding Nation:  Rosendun

Facilitator:  Hopeful Maggots

All territories in the South-South Merriheim, all citizens, infrastructure and natural deposits therein are now subject to the rule of the Royal Family of Rosendun under the laws governing conflict. Any opposing party can gain possession of land only by negotiation or force as per the old laws...








 


Kashi swallowed hard as he matched the stares aimed in his direction. "Now, here's what we have to do..."

 

            

    
        Chapter 70: Rider

    
    
    
    
                Second Under,

Merriheim.

29  th   Mazem, 1092.

"NOOOO!" Froy flung the report against the wall where it combusted to dust. "That damned Maggot! How did he survive the hydra!?" Sweaty hands futilely tried to wipe the sweat that lined his forehead. "No, no, more importantly, what is he doing? We cannot afford the attention!"

Froy’s  eyes darted around the chamber in a panicked rage then rested on Aygor's hammer. He screamed as he reached for it, "If you would only give me wh- ARGH!" He yelled as his arm was blasted away, leaving it severely singed. A fire burned in his eyes as he glared at the hammer. "I will have you."

"I assume you mean Chaos will have it."

Froy whirled around in shock as he turned to the source of the voice. He paled as he retreated, unknowingly entering the hammers barrier field. A reverse shock, louder this time, flung him to the altar where the bowl was placed. He landed on his knees, shaking with fright and as a result of the barrier. "P-Prime!" Froy stammered, bowing his head immediately.

"What is happening, Froy? You assured me the maggot was dead." The voice was calm, serene, but with a hollowness that chilled the bishop's veins.

"I-I swear, he fell into Suvron's abyss," Froy managed through chattering teeth. "My brother confirmed his fall personally. He should be dead!"

"Ah, yes, your... brother." The prime made the word sound like an infectious disease. "This is his second failure, is it not?"

Froy paled as he realized the implication of that question. "Ye-yes sir, but I assure y-"

"Do not beg Froy," the prime interrupted. "It is beneath you." He paused, allowing his words to sink into the bishop's core. "Your brother's fate is sealed. He will be sacrificed to Chaos tomorrow."

Froy's breath caught in his throat. He could not beg. If he did, he would join his brother in damnation. His hands shook as he struggled to think of something, some way to remedy the situation.

"You can not save your brother." Short pause. "You can, however, seek vengeance against the man who caused his death."

Froy looked up as mist rose from the bowl. The fog condensed  in to a mercury-looking liquid, which then solidified into a round mirror. An image formed, and Froy seethed with rage at the  daeben  it depicted.

"His name is Kashi, a summoned from the  daeben . The guild leader for the Hopeful Maggots. His last known location was at Meilfour."

Tears welled up in Froy's reddened eyes as he glared at the image. "I will hand-"

"Do with him as you wish. However, two accompany him of whom the  Order  is interested."

"Yes?"

Images of a beautiful aqua-blue haired girl and a silver-haired  halben  with mad eyes took form on either side of the daeben. "We do not yet know  the halben’s identity,  but the human is a songstress called Lunette Falsetto. Last night she helped defeat Monig Ocell in the mines. I have not heard a voice as pure as that even from the gods. She must be captured."

"And the  halben ?"

"He uses blood magic. He slew some of our cousins in Monoch, and stole the ' Book of the Dmaned .' Capture or kill him, but the book must be retrieved at all costs."

"Yes, Sir."

"Contain your fury Froy, that you might unleash your wrath on our enemies."

Froy stiffly shook his head. "For the return of chaos."

"May we stand strong."



Rine’s Bar

Kashi sat at the counter nursing his drink. His guild members, spurred on by the expansion notice, had dispersed to complete his requests. They were not the only ones. The bar's patrons also fled when Muko announced the news, most likely to get their things in order.

Kashi  gazed at his reflection in the yellow liquid. "So, this is the face of those who rely on others." His gaze, unlike Razznik's, was calm, almost soft, but his brows were still creased in a frown. Yeah, relying on people might be nice, but his fundamental nature was to trust himself above all else. Which was why he was still uneasy despite the level of trust he accorded his guildmates.

Still, it was an improvement. Slight, but an improvement nonetheless. With every passing day, he became more Kashi and less Suzuki, which was his motive in the end.

"We need to talk," an intense, deliberate voice called from directly behind the daeben.

Kashi hid his shock well. He had not felt the man's presence at all. In fact, he still could not sense him, but he was definitely there. He repositioned his cup, allowing the face of the man behind to be reflected in the drink.

A pair of eyes - both somehow green and red - glared at him behind a curtain of straight jet-black hair. The dark, young man's chiseled square jaw clenched when he noticed the daeben's actions. "I said we need to talk," he repeated, more  an  order this time.

Kashi turned around to look at  the strange man  and was hit with his second wave of artistic jealousy since entering Merriheim.

The man had the best apparel he had seen since he started, and its almost all-black color, coupled with the palest skin, served to darke n  the atmosphere around  him . He wore a black knee-length leather jacket on a fitted blue and black   top, and loose-fitting trousers. His naturally dark hair was slicked backwards, leaving only a few stray strands on either side of his forehead.

However, it was the intricacy of the clothing's design that got to the daeben. Dark chrome plating placed strategically at his shoulders and on his armguards added protection without contrasting the man's atmosphere.

The perfect blend of armor and aesthetics. The pinnacle every craftsman should aim for. The picture every artist wishes to paint...

"I do believe I said we needed to talk" Tall, dark and handsome repeated, his voice a mix of annoyance and dark humor.

"My apologies," Kashi said with a short nod as he got off his seat. "My mind was otherwise engaged."

"Sure," the man dismissed with a wave. Dark grey eyes focused on the daeben. "You're Kashi of the  daeben  right?

Kashi's brows furrowed as he attempted to identify the man's apparel. He was rewarded with multiple failure prompts for his efforts. The daeben swallowed hard as he realized the implications of his repeated failures.

Despite  Kashi’ s rapidly increasing unease, he maintained his  calm  demeanor. "Yes, I am. May I ask who seeks me out?"

The man flashed a smile, possibly relieved he had finally met his target. However, what really caught the daeben's attention was the prominent canines he sported. Unlike Taiga's his were far too long to be considered slightly longer than usual. However, before the daeben could process it, the fangs were gone all too fast. Maybe he had seen wrong.

"My name hasn't been uttered in so long, I don't recall what it was. You can address me as Rider." He said with a swift bow.

"Rider? That's a peculiar name."

"It's a reminder of my past. I belonged to a sect called 'Sunset Oblivion.' We were-"

"Riders of nature's wildest beasts," Kash i’s face turned white as a sheet as he  finished in a strained whisper. "... Including dragons."

Rider frowned. His tone darkened as he asked, "How do you know that?"

Kashi took in a deep breath. When he released it, his eyes and voice were once again sharp. "I read about it in Riven's archives."

Rider was about to say something when -

"Dragons..." Syel called as he joined up with them. He regarded Rider with suspicion. "You're a rider, right?.  Own  a dragon?"

Rider stiffened at the word 'own.' "I don't own a dragon. I do, however, have one as my partner."

"Semantics," Syel said, rolling his eyes. "So, when do we meet him?"

"Her."

"My bad," Syel apologized with a grin. "When do we meet her?"

"Hopefully, soon."

"That is not why you are here," Kashi said, returning them to the subject matter. "Why did you seek me out?"

"I've been trailing the blood elf and his companion for weeks," Rider informed them.

Kashi and Syel raised their brows in unison. It was not every day someone openly confessed to being a stalker.

"Very well," Kashi said. "Was there a purpose for that?"

Rider nodded. "Yes. For many centuries I have sought a strong and fearless guild, and from their strength, I judged them to one day be summoned by such a guild."

Kashi's brow creased. "Is the Hopeful Maggots the guild you speak of?"

"With your leave, it has the possibility."

Kashi got to his feet as he thought on  Rider’s  words. "How good are you with a horse?" He cursed under his breath when he realized just what he had asked.

Kashi’ s question was rewarded with an incredulous glare from Syel. The man had just revealed himself to be a rider of dragons. Did he really need to be asked if he could ride a mere horse?

R i der frowned, causing Kashi to wince slightly as his skin felt the coldness of leaking bloodlust. "Did you read about Zeno in your archives too?"

Kashi swallowed hard. He had really messed up by asking that question. He could not let this man know what he knew. "I am personal friends with Rosendun's King. It allows me such privileges to browse sections of history never released to the public. It was there I read of the legend of Zeno and the Sunset Oblivion."

Rider relaxed. It was plausible. The continent placed significant importance on history's preservation. All manner of forgotten tales and legends were hidden in the secret chambers and vaults of many royals and high personnel. "Did you also read of her end?"

"Only that she got betrayed and the sect destroyed."

"Did they say who betrayed her?"

Kashi shook his head. "No, it was not written."

Rider looked away, eyes downcast. "Probably for the best. Knowing that man's name only ever brings misfortune." He returned his attention to the daeben. "Why did you ask if I was good with a horse?"

"I have somewhere I wish to visit. It would save us both time if we spoke as we rode."

"Smart," Rider acknowledged. "I h-"

"Slow down gents," Muko called from behind the counter. "Before you go running off on another adventure, I've got something for you."

Kashi turned to the barkeep with a sheepish grin. "A recipe for all your drinks?"

"Ha-ha," Muko laughed sarcastically. "Like you haven't already gleaned them all."

Kashi shrugged innocently. "Not all. Some have been proving rather difficult."

"That so? Then I might stay in business just a little bit longer."

"Uh," Syel interrupted. "People waiting here, just saying. Might wanna get to the point?"

Muko apologized and took out three huge books and a map which he placed on the counter. "The map's of Merriheim, most accurate and current in the region. It has the only known entrance to the dwarven kingdom."

Kashi took the map and studied it. His system map updated immediately, and he knew it was the real thing.

"The first book is for advanced-level enchantments. The second is on beginner rune-marking and precious stones, while the last is on the history of the dwarven kingdom." The barkeep patted the books as if patting a lost son. "These aren't spelled books, so you actually have to read them cover to cover. Think you can handle that?"

Kashi nodded with a smile. "No problems with reading. I happen to enjoy it." A pause. "Why do you bestow unto me such gifts willingly, though? You could sell them for a for a fortune."

Syel raised a brow. Was it because of tall, dark, and handsome? The daeben had been speaking like some Edo Period wannabe.

Muko grinned. "Hunters help each other out... if they feel like it."

Kashi's eyes widened in shocked surprise. "You are a brethren of the Hunters' Brotherhood?"

"That I am," the barkeep confirmed. "I'm less of a fighter. I hunt secret recipes in deserted regions such as these. You never know what magnificent fauna you can come across."

"Yes, I understand your meaning," Kashi said. "But how did you know I was a hunter?"

"You mean despite the fact  that  your badge is safely tucked away in that 'inventory' of yours." Muko brought out a badge of his own. Unlike Kashi's brown one, his was gold. "Higher ranked badges can detect lower-ranked ones. With that said," he took out a silver badge and gave it to the daeben. "Uniting Rosendun, finding and defeating a hydra, joining two countries, and starting a war. You've done more as a hunter in the past months than some in their entire lifetimes. You get a jump over a couple of ranks as a result and these free gifts."

Kashi examined the badge as a prompt informed him of his increase in rank.

"One last piece of advice. If you are planning on fighting the church, Brotherhood of Chaos, or whatever those mooks are calling themselves these days, make sure you either learn magic or how to fight with your aura. We used to have a training arena that taught that, but it's been long since destroyed. Restoration will take some time."

Kashi nodded. "Do not trouble yourself over that. We have all met with misfortune in the past years. Also, I am well versed in the art of aura-fighting. I should not require an excess of time to pick it up."

"Another thing you read?" Rider asked, tone drier than the sands outside.

"Yes," Kashi lied. He really could not let this man know the truth.

Kashi placed the books and map in his inventory. There would be time to read them later on. For now, he needed a change of scenery. If he was going to talk with this man, it needed to be on his own battleground. He looked to his senior-ranked brother. "It feels odd asking this of you now that I know your rank..."

Muko urged him on with a brisk nod and wave.

"Could you oversee, or appoint someone you trust to run the mines in the name of my guild?" Kashi took out a parchment from his inventory and handed it over. "There are instructions there for how it is to be managed."

Muko glanced through the contents and whistled. "This says you want at least sixty percent of the primary workforce to always be made of residents, and citizens of Meilfour get special privileges. Why is that?"

Kashi shrugged. "Honestly, because I cannot trust the Summoned. We are a selfish and crude bunch. There is also the fact that your people could use the work. Not just for the money but to rejuvenate them. This city will be a splendor soon, but it needs its people to accomplish its potential."

Muko thought on it, then smiled. "Well then, I suppose I should let you in on one last secret."

"Pray, tell?"

"Next time you're in Meilfour, I'll introduce you to a stylist, put some order to that chaos you call a hair."

Kashi frowned. "A what now?"
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Stylist:  Legends are made not only by the sword, but by a hero's appearance. Take a moment from the killing to beautify yourself in the salons of Destia. The noble stylists will treat your body like a canvas, creating a picture of beauty, ferocity, or pride as your wish desires.
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Kashi's eyes widened in amazement at the prompt. This was because no amount of monetary value could be placed on what he had just unlocked.

For RPG gamers, character customization was a huge deal. They must be able to interchange clothing, weapons and actually see the changes for it to be considered to have a sound customization system. However, even of the games that had these, very few actually granted the chance to change up your character's facial and body appearance mid-game.

There were no salons in Razznik's time. Back then, nobody complained because they figured it was an unnecessary vanity. But the daeben knew. He knew that just like many things in life, they simply could not appreciate it because they did not have it yet. With its release, players would swarm like rabid dogs for the opportunity to spice up their character.

After all, it was the same reason his alternative armor and clothing designs had sold like hotcakes and were now being used as the standard by most craftsmen.

Kashi pushed his thoughts back to the present. "How many stylists are there?" He asked, brow raised.

"Five in the continent," Muko replied immediately. "All five reside here."

Kashi could scarcely swallow his laugh. The monetary value was now clear to him. It lay in the fact that the stylists were all here in this town. This place would be flooded soon, both with summoned and residents looking to learn the skill so they could perform it in their own cities. Whichever way, it would take this city's economy to the sky on the wings of a garuda.

All of these thoughts ran through the daeben's mind, but his calm exterior betrayed nothing. He clasped hands with Muko as he bade him goodbye, then made his way out of the establishment accompanied by Kira, with Syel and Rider close behind.

 

            

    
        Chapter 71: An Enchanting Tale

    
    
    
    
                Merriheim,

Meiflour Mayor's Home.

Kashi, Syel, and Rider got off their respective horses and made their way towards the mansion. On their way, Rider divulged as much information as possible.

Apparently he needed the Maggots to break some sort of curse that had been placed on him. He wouldn't say how exactly nor did he share what exactly the curse was, just that it could not be broken by his own will. There was some sort of rule limiting the actions he could take, and that's why he needed champions in his stead.

Rider  was also over a thousand years old, which would have emphasized the theory that he was a vampire, except that to the daeben's memory, vampires never lived passed  a  millenni um  - one of the traits given to them in the old game. Which meant he was a survivor of the old world like Fladnag.

Now that Kashi thought about it, if the wizard was from the old world, then he must be over a thousand years old - the old coot did not look a day over seven hundred. So he wasn't just a crazy powerful old man with too much spare time; he was a crazy powerful REALLY old man with too much spare time.

Kashi chuckled as they walked past the fountain.

It was not functioning - a fact Kashi noted at the back of his mind as they entered the mansion.

Kira led them to the common hall where a pleasant sight greeted them.

Miote sat with his back to them, immersed in a book he was studying. He nursed a wine glass with his right hand, flipping the pages with his left. A pleasing scent escaped from the embers of a grand fireplace, crackling of wood the only sound in the serene picture.

Kashi however had no time to appreciate the image for too long as -

"Yo," Syel called as he walked toward the chesch. "We meet again."

Miote placed the tome he'd been studying on the armrest as he turned around to look at his visitors. His gaze, distant and hazy travelled from the blood mage to Rider, before resting on the daeben. A smile brightened his features as his eyes sharpened. "Well, took you long enough," he said, both as a reply to Syel, and a greeting to the daeben.

"Well, you know, saving a whole town and all that," Syel countered in jest. "Never mind that. This' a sick place you got. How'd you get enough cash to buy it?"

"Oh, it's not mine. It's his," Miote corrected as he got to his feet.

Syel turned to Kashi. "Well, aren't you a regular old bag of surprises."

"Technically it belongs to my guild," Kashi clarified. "So, have you gleamed anything new from this place?" His question was directed at Miote.

Miote shook his head. "First, introduce your guest. Don't you think that's only proper?"

Kashi blinked twice. He had been trying so hard to get Rider off his mind, that somehow he had succeeded - too well. "My apologies." He said as he turned to Rider. "The gentleman's called Miote. Miote, meet Rider." He waited for both men to exchange pleasantries, then returned to his question. "So, you find anything of value?"

The Chesh's eyes sparkled behind a mischievous grin. "Did I?" He parroted, obviously relishing in the information he had to share but Kashi's impatient scowl urged him on. "Earlier we thought this mansion was guarded because of the mine deeds kept here."

"Yes," Kashi confirmed, a hint of impatient curiosity in his voice. "What of it?"

"Follow," Miote said in reply. He led them out of the mansion to the storehouse that housed the instruments. "You were in a hurry when you left, so you never stopped to consider. Why exactly did they store all these instruments here? They clearly had no intention of using them, so why not just destroy them? And even if not, why here of all places?" He widespread hand, indicated he meant more than just the compound.

Kashi eyed the Chesch. He had wondered the same. Why had they gone through the trouble of building the mansion so far from the town? But he'd been preoccupied with getting to his party on time, so he hadn't given it much thought. "What did you learn?"

Miote chuckled as he led them back into the home. "Well, we have to change our train of thought first. What if this was more than the Mayor's home? What if it was a base of operations of sorts."

Kashi nodded in thought. "That's a possible theory. They did have a major operation in the mines. If they did not want the villagers to know the mine was still functioning they would need a base of operations away from prying eyes."

Miote stopped in his tracks, brows furrowed in mock fright. "You. Are you sure you were not an evil warlord in your past? I only figured that out after exploring."

"No," the elf replied. "I think I'd remember that."

"Nah, nah," Syel interrupted. "He wasn't an evil warlord in his past."

"Than-"

"He's budding impressively into one before our very eyes," Syel pointed out with a grin. "Wouldn't you say so, my dark friend?"

Rider realized he was asking for his opinion, and reluctantly offered it. "From him I sense a maelstrom of darkness, measured, and contained in a mask o-"

"Ugh," Syel groaned. "Basically he's evil right?"

The older man sighed. "Yes, he's evil."

"There, was that so ha-"

"Returning to the matter at hand," Kashi interrupted. "Care to continue?" He asked pointedly to Miote.

"Ah, yes," Miote answered, resuming his tour. "First clue I had of the true nature of this place was its rather unusual basement," he explained as he stopped in front of a door.

"You waiting for us to ask what's unusual?" Syel mocked.

Miote shook his head in disappointment. "C'mon man, I'm trying to make a damned tour interesting."

"Watch it cat, your act's crumbling."

"Well, you'll see what I mean soon enough." WIth that, he opened the door and led them down a flight of stairs, to a sight that made the daeben's eyes widen in pleasant surprise.

The basement was a forge-cum-laboratory. A large stone pit was situated at one end of the room, with several ores and ingots of different materials arranged neatly by it. The pit wasn't lit, but he spotted a vent from which any smoke would be expelled. The rest of large basement housed rows of cupboards and cabinets along its walls, which upon closer inspection held several materials from fauna and trees. Cauldrons, philters and flasks revealed them to be ingredients for alchemical formulae.

However what piqued his interest the most were the round tables with runes etched into them at the centre of the room. He recognized them. There were a few differences, inevitable given how much time had passed, but the structure and runes gave it away for what it was: an Enchanter's Table!

They found several gemstones placed in cabinets carved into the tables. Kashi inspected them, intrigued by the runal markings etched into their sides.

These were new. In Razznik's time, Rune Marking and Enchantments were two completely different fields. Most items with embedded gemstones could not be enhanced with Runes lest risk a high chance of explosion in one's face - something about their energies being contrary to each other or something.

Razznik had been able to successfully crafting a few weapons with both Rune Markings and Embedded Gemstones. Those logic-defying weapons would later become the Demon King's twelve series weapons. At the time the King thought that the pinnacle of magic technology.

The little stone in his hand proved that wrong.

"A millenia's a long time," Kashi murmured to himself. He failed to note Rider's piercing gaze as he continued to study the markings and some journals placed on the table.

Judging from the texts, the Brotherhood had devised a way to etch runes directly onto gemstones to achieve various spectacular effects far superior and specific to a mere spelled gemstone. He was still trying to understand exactly how it worked when Miote tapped his shoulder.

"Already studied those," Miote informed him. "You'll find a demonstration far more explanatory."

Kashi tore his eyes off the journal long enough to see the merchant holding a blue gemstone with rune markings on both ends. It was the size of an egg, with a smooth, clear surface.

Miote held it up. "Syel, can you please release a gentle breeze into this stone?"

Amused, Syel agreed readily. He manipulated a small gust of wind and fired at the stone with a little more force than 'gentle'.

"You'll regret that," Miote said as he quickly turned the gem around.

BOOM!

Syel was knocked against the wall by a powerful gale released by the stone.

Kashi stared, unable to hide his shock.

"It's quite simple really," remarked Miote with a snide smile. "It absorbs from one end, and releases it with increased force from the other. Beyond that, I don't really understand the intricacies of how exactly it works."

"No surprise there," Kashi commented. "May I?"

"Sure," Miote acquiesced, handing the gem over.

Kashi accepted the stone, noting at the corner of his eye Syel getting awkwardly to his feet, only for a jar of something's innard to fall on him. The daeben paid no heed to the tirade of curses launched thereafter, instead focusing his attention on the gem before him.

He twirled it this way and that, inspecting the runal markings, laid it flat on his palm, then proceeded to blow air onto it. To his amused surprise, it jumped off his palm, propelled by the force exerted from its opposite end. "I recognize some of the markings, though never seen them combined this way - or used like this. Where'd you find this?"

"The fountain," Miote replied.

Kashi's brow rose in surprise. "Why'd you search the fountain?"

"Curiosity," Miote confessed. "Wanted to find out what technology they used to work it."

"Ain't you heard what curiosity does to cats?" Syel interjected, having wrestled the last of the disgusting entrails off himself.

"I like to think of myself as special," Miote countered.

"So does every other cat, the selfish buggers."

"Don't like cats?"

"It's a mutual feeling."

"I can see why that would be. You do resemble a rabid wolf sometimes."

"You-"

"Got it!" Kashi's elated cry interrupted their exchange.

"What?" Syel asked, mildly intrigued by all this nonsense.

Kashi held up two gemstones. "Like Miote said, it's easier to show than explain." He handed one to Syel and held the other one in his hand. "Alright, now inject that stone with minor flame magic."

Syel did as he asked, and subsequently let the molted mass drip to the earth.

"All gemstones need to be enchanted on an enchantment table, else they are ordinary stones and will be destroyed by whatever you are trying to charm them with," Kashi explained. He placed the other stone on the enchantment table and implored Syel to try again.

This Syel did, but this time, small magic circles appeared around the stone, and begun to rapidly spin in place. The stone lit up splendidly, then the light died down, leaving the stone as it once was. "Nothing happened," Syel pointed out, unimpressed.

"That's only how it seems on the surface," Kashi proffered. He picked the stone, then flung it into the forge at the other end of the room. He then flung an arrow soon after which struck the stone right in its middle. A crack appeared, followed soon after by an explosion of flames that lit the forge brilliantly. The stones in the forge oddly released a nice scent as they burned, their cackling the sole sound in the silent room.

"Okay~" Syel whistled. "Bonus marks for presentation, but I'm still lost."

"This is the standard for enchantment of gemstones," Kashi explained. "The table acts a catalyst and facilitator for any enchantments to be made. I never considered it before, but in lieu of Miote's discovery, it is clearly because of the runal markings on the table itself. The reason enchantments and runemarking never mixed well was because of their contrasting energies causing any work bearing both to be destroyed, save a very select few crafted by skilled craftsmen."

"I sense a but," Syel urged.

"But the existence of enchantment tables contradicts that very theory," Kashi pointed out. "These tables facilitate the enchantment of gemstones directly with a ninety three percentage rate of accomplishment. The Brotherhood of Chaos somehow found a way to decipher the runes of the enchantment tables so that they could apply that technology directly to the gemstones for various effects."

"And? How does it work?"

"I recognized the runal markings on the gemstone, and upon closer inspection recognized those on the enchantment table itself. They are actually words and letters from an ancient text, a language most don't even kn-"

"The Aelusian Texts of the Daebens from before their land came to be known as Markoth," Rider who had been silent until then spoke up. "Again elf, you seem privy to information far beyond your means."

"Of this I speak true," Kashi assured him, and took out a huge tome from his inventory. He tossed it to the older man who caught it."I've been researching the Daebens. Their rise from grace to power, and their subsequent fall. I did not wish to be blindsided by hatred of my kind without sufficient knowledge of their exact sins." (especially since he was now following a similar path to theirs.)

"This is the stamp of Rosendun's royal library," Rider observed. "I suppose your claim of friendship with the royal family isn't entirely false, except of course you procured this book through less legal means."

"I assure you I did no such thing," Kashi said. .

"Don't wanna play the ignorant fool," Syel confessed, " but what's so important 'bout this Daebens' language?"

"If you're familiar with this world's history, you'll know that the Daebens ran mad after they began etching runes onto themselves," Kashi started. "What the lore doesn't tell you is that after the Calamity, the continent descended into a state akin to the Stone Age. The soil was barren, the climate harsh, and the weather monstrous. Over half the population perished in the ensuing chaos, and without the gods all imprisoned, dead or in hiding, they could not summon magic to aid their everyday lives. The High Elves, proud of their bond with the magic of the gods, and the wood elves, close to the spirits of the forest fell into despair from having their connections severed at their greatest time of need."

"To sum it up using the words of you Summoned," Rider offered, "We were royally fucked."

"Now that I understand," Syel seconded. "What then?"

"The Daebens, upon finding out their cousins had lost their enchantments frantically searched for a solution," Kashi paused, and placed a hand on the enchantment table. "At the time it was common knowledge items could only be enchanted with the aid of an enchantment table. What very few people realized however, was that there were a specific number of enchantment tables in the continent."

Syel frowned. "What do you mean?"

"You could not craft an enchantment table, only buy it from a store that has it in stock," Kashi explained. "And the tables were not being made anywhere. They were relics unearthed from an ancient civilization, very old and very powerful, but like all ancient powerful civilizations, mysteriously vanished. The Daebens, learning these turned to these tables for an alternate solution."

"Wait a moment," Miote pleaded. "If there was no magic, how did the tables work?"

Kashi took out another gemstone and placed it on the table. He closed his eyes and willed Ferulic's spirit into the stone. The gemstone reacted in a similar manner to the first, but there were no mandalas this time. He handed the stone to Miote who caught it, then proceeded to inspect it.

"Whoa" the Chesh murmured amazed. "I thought only mages could enchant materials."

"A common misconception," Kashi corrected. "Enchantments made on an Enchantment table require only an input of energy. It just so happens that the purity, strength and mass of a mage's mana surpasses any amount of spirit a normal person like you or I could release. Hence it was left solely in the hands of the mages-"

"And with time that became the convention, and less and less people thought such an alternative existed," Miote finished. After a short pause to collect his thoughts, he urged Kashi to continue with his tale.

"The Daebens figured the truth of the enchantment tables, and decided to decipher the runes themselves," Kashi continued. "This they did successfully, then adopted the language and writings as their own once they saw the power it held, lest it become lost in time." He paused for a moment as if trying to recall something. "But that's as far as the history books tell of that age, though it does go on to say the Daebens used this new knowledge to gain unprecedented power and begin their conquest of the continent."

Kashi picked up another stone, and an engraving blade that sat on the table. "I am unsure exactly how exactly they figured it out, but, the Daebens discovered that certain runal markings if used rightly, could enhance the abilities of a gemstone, allowing it to be used even without the continuous input of magic, much like the stone Miote showed us earlier."

"I would think you'd be happy about this," Miote observed. "Why the scowl?"

Kashi shook his head as he began carving something onto the stone. "This means the Brotherhood of Chaos is far more versed in Magitek (magic technology) than the rest of the continent. This is how they were able to create soul stones, probably we haven't met any mages from their guilds either. They don't need magic. It's a helpful tool, but not one they are bound to or rely on like the rest of us." A smile crept up his features as a different possibility took root in his mind. "On the other hand, if this was to be utilized properly, it could unlock possibilities unheard of."

"I assume you have a plan in mind already?" Miote asked, apprehensive of the glint in the daeben's eyes.

An evil grin corrupted the daeben's features as he tossed the newly marked stone up in the air. "Oh, I do," he remarked, watching with glee as the stone stopped mid-air and begun to rotate in place, propelled by gusts of wind released from different parts of its frame. "Oh, I most certainly do."

"See?" Syel remarked with a chuckle. "Classic villain line there."

 

            

    
        Chapter 72: Dirge of the Emperor

    
    
    
    
                Meilfour.

2  nd   Ryzul, 1092.

A few days passed since the discovery of the underground laboratory , and  Kashi  had   spent the entire time confined to the lab, eagerly exploring its secrets. Not even Miote could pull him out with treasure and gold found in another room.  

No, it appeared the  daeben  had been sucked into one of those moods which haunt craftsmen of every ilk, and until he satisfied his yearnings, nothing would tear him from his work. Luckily, though consumed by his work,  Kashi  still had enough of his own mind to issue out requests, some of which were very strange.

Miote, upon the daeben's request, traveled to Meilfour to meet - and if they did not have one, set up - its trading council. The Chesch did as asked, pleased with the change of pace. He obtained from each of them a list of materials they needed for their respective trades as the church had taken anything that might have furthered the arts, and the monsters that roamed the land were too powerful for men who had not fought a real battle in quite some time.

Miote promised the Hopeful Maggots ’ assistance  in obtaining these items, but in return, volunteers  had  to join in the hunt. They readily agreed as they had many young men and women eager to brave the wilds, and it seemed most had been trained directly or indirectly by the good old bartender.

As per Kashi's request (and much to the merchant's chagrin), he also provided them with capital procured from the now christened 'Deserun' meaning 'Rune of the desert' (Kashi named it himself, a fact Miote made sure to point out whenever someone asked after the peculiar name.) Being the merchant he was, he negotiated a deal for the capital.

In return for their investment, the  Hopeful Maggots  would own  a 15%  stake in  the shops . Secondly, no external investors  could buy into their enterprises without the guild's knowledge . Finally,  and most importantly,  the Hopeful Maggots would permanently hold the second-highest stake.

The council  eagerly agreed.  They could not fathom a situation where any other person would want into their enterprises anyhow. However, credit must not be taken from the golden merchant. Not all were so easily fooled. Some in the council were incredibly long-sighted and challenged the chesch's proposal. But Miote, well versed in the art of negotiations, blessed with a silver tongue reminiscent of the dwarves, and possessing high charisma and charm was able to win even the most bull-headed of them all.

Miote was also charged with negotiating a deal in which the merchants would help mass-produce then sell some of the merchandise the daeben would provide in the coming weeks. This was where Miote realized a dreadful fact. Kashi, wise as he was, and always viewing a larger picture than the rest, was quite simply... a terrible merchant.  Imagine,  he dared to ask for a 70-30 split... in favor of the merchants!

The daeben failed to realize how much of a dangerous precedent that was.

Miote  almost asked for an 80-20 split in the guild's favor, but then understood that the daeben was trying to earn goodwill and not money per se from these people. But, before all, he was a merchant, and profit always comes first to a merchant. So, he switched to a 60-40 split in favor of the guild, and they were accountable for their own materials (meaning any the guild brought would be bought as per the market price - with a partnership discount, of course). This way, he gained the goodwill of the merchants of Meilfour but maintained the guild's economic superiority.

Miote  could  not help  but laugh at his own vehemence. This was supposed to be a spy job, but he was thoroughly enjoying himself parading as a merchant. Well, it wasn't like Kashi was really doing anything of real interest for now, and as long as he was here, Suzuki, the other assignment and the most difficult one wasn't.

Miote’s days were not spent alone, either.  Sometimes Kira would accompany him, somewhat intrigued by the Chesch's skill (though admittedly very few times). In contrast, the majority of her time was spent with the hunting party, tasked with a mission that seemed quite deplorable at the time.

Kashi had asked them to not only procure the ingredients from Miote's list but also to hunt down the local wildlife to the brink of extinction, bringing back as many alive as possible. For this, he gave them poison he brewed, which would knock out the beasts once they were within 10% of their maximum HP, and keep them sleeping for weeks.

If,  for any reason, the  hunting party  ran out of poisons before they could renew their supplies ,  they did not have to worry as Lunette, augmented by Suvron's mark ,  could produce   the same effect with her voice or flute even at 35% HP. This was because Suvron, a goddess of beauty and music, was far more compatible with her than with the warring daeben.

As part of their pact, Lunette received some new abilities, but her favorite was  [ One ]  written in English. This was a double-layered skill. Its first boon was to give her the knowledge and expertise to play any instrument she touched, but Lunette could already play every instrument currently known to man, so that didn't change much. The second allowed her highest proficiency to be applied to whatever instrument she used.

Now, that was the killer part. Even if she could sing play perfectly, this was still a game, and games had stats. No matter how rich and enrapturing her voice, someone who relied on the system, leveling up his/her voice or instrumental skill to learn, would be preferred in a functioning party.

Because while  Lunette’s  voice was perfect for a show or an audience, in the field, stats from enhanced skills ruled the day. Monsters, after all, don't really care for music.

Hence, the fact that any instrument  Lunette  touched automatically gained an equal level to her highest proficiency, which happened to be singing, was a real steal. She'd begun using the flute and lute she never used from then on, as they just fit the battle atmosphere more than her voice. 

Thanks to  Lunette’s  various skills, she was respected by all in the party as a highly valued and much-needed member even if she was not gouging out eyes with the rest of them.

Returning to the  hunting party’s task , it mattered not if the party killed or tranquilized the beasts, they obtained EXP either way because the game recorded wins and not kills. This was why a duel between two players would give EXP even if neither player was killed, as long as one admitted defeat.

The difference with monsters was that after tranquilization and transportation from its zone, the system or no, should we call it the spirits recorded it as a death, a loss of life, and strove to restore the balance. To do this, they hastened the breeding process between the survivors and babies that would usually take four to five days to reach adulthood (Kira  was  an exception because of her divine status) would only take a day or two.

This was the 'Respawn' nature of Live No Evil . T he designers inten ded  to keep things as natural as possible - well, as far as nature and gaming could mesh at least. 9 - months pregnancies and years of maturation did not cut it in a world where thousands of players were hacking down beasts left and right daily. An RPG without monsters to kill? Laughable.

The Respawn spirits acted in tandem with Mera, goddess of the earth, to keep life at an equilibrium. So, in a land like Merriheim ,  where monsters were rarely hunted, the Respawn rate had dropped to  an  almost natural level with full 6-month pregnancies and weeks to months of maturation.

Kashi, however, knew that would not do at all. If all went to plan and Meilfour became the powerhouse he hoped it to be, then there would be a rapid influx of players uncaring of the fragile ecosystem. They would hunt these high-level creatures to the last of them, and the way this world worked, if there were no mammy and pappy to birth babies, then suck it, no monsters would appear anymore. 

Hence, Extinction!

The hunting party, which Syel had also joined, began to see  the Respawn effect  when the monsters started  multiplying  faster than they could kill them. It was at this point that Kashi allowed them to rest, saying there was no longer any need to hunt the beasts so wildly. Now, they could kill for fun, or for materials as they desired.

One day after a challenging hunt, the party huddled around brilliant fires in the last whispers of the evening, the weather having begun its warning of the winter. Kira, having struck an unlikely bond with the assassin, lay by his side while the party of close to fifty chatted amicably about their loot and fights.

"When was the last time you saw him?" Shadow asked, softly strumming a guitar the daeben had repaired. A ways off, the triplets matched his solemn rhythm, filling the camp with peaceful tranquility ,  alien to these times.

"I don't remember," Lunette replied. "Don't think I've seen him since -"

"Since he stole your first kiss and disappeared?" Shadow teased.

"No, "Lunette  replied deadpan. "That wasn't a kiss. It barely even counts as CPR, don't you think?"

Shadow searched his sister's features. As he thought, not even a hint of an embarrassed blush. "This sister of mine, beautiful but not cute at all. Your brother is worried for you, you know?"

"Ho, ho," Lunette mock-laughed, eyes scarier than the Bakut they just fought. "Someone's all big and strong now, eh Assassin-kun?" Her voice was so sweet, yet carried a menacing threat underneath, and her thin smile drew shivers up the poor boy's spine.

Shadow’s  hands screeched the guitar strings , and he quickly  ra is ed them in surrender. "Eh, C'mon sis, you can take a joke, right? Joke, Joke ."

"Of course," she happily replied. "This Onee-san can take a joke well. She just thinks it's been a while since she showed her brother some love, wouldn't you agree!" With that, she pounced on him faster than Belrug and wrestled him to the ground, where she proceeded to torture him. "Ara ara, what happened? Weren't you all worried about your sister? Keep talking, and I'll show you something to really be worried ab-"

"Eh, Lunette-san?" one of the volunteers called.

Lunette  released her victim, who was sprawled in pained laughter. "Yes?" she replied warmly.

"We were wondering if you would sing for us. Like, not the type on the battlefield, a real heartfelt song," he realized with horror what he had just said. "N-n-not to say those are not heartfelt. We just um-"

"Do not fret,"  Lunette  appeased, holding his hand. "I fully understand what you mean."

Elated, the volunteer called the rest of the hunting party to gather around for the show. Once all were present and s ea ted comfortably, beneath the silent moon, warmed by the light of a warm flame, a solitary song blessed the badlands of Merriheim, all who heard, instantly spelled by its haunting beauty. The songstress sang of heroes past and present, of their sad valor, and the humanity they were forced to give up for the sake of those they wished to protect.

All of nature played a backdrop to this song. The wind seemed to pick up and die down along with her pace, brushing the grass such that it produced sweet shimmers, enticing its listeners to relax.



“ In this world of hate, these times of discord,

When rage, our natures be,

Rise up men of great, the world your accord,

And slay, the monsters we .

Stand strong, Shield!

Oh Pierce through, o Sword!

Let my brave warriors be .

Stain their hearts,

With darkness blood,

But bring them back to me.

For in this world ,  this broken world

My home, my heart, they be... ”

The maiden's sad song carried across the winds far and wide, over rivers of blood and bone to a broken king in fitful sleep, every whip of his magnificent tail a crater in its wake. As the maiden's song reached his ears, the thrashing ceased, his heaving dropping to a soft mellow as he dreamt of a time far gone - an age he would never reclaim.

In his dream, he saw her, proud, strong, defiant as she approached reins in hand. Purple hair and eyes danced under the watchful moon as she raced towards him, only to suffer yet another defeat.

"Why do you suffer yourself these defeats?" he asked, amused, as he had lost count of how many times they had experienced this never-ending waltz.

"Hmph!" She declared as she rose to her feet and dusted herself. "Tis only a matter of time! I was closer today, wasn't I?"

"Perhaps," he countered, "or perhaps I allowed it." He watched her turn beet red with embarrassed anger and couldn't help but chuckle to himself. In this mundane reality, she was his sole source of entertainment .

But alas, such peaceful dreams were not to be, for nestled within the king's aching breast was a force of malice so thick, so repugnant, it allowed no space for such happiness. A loud roar tore  across the realm s as he was tormented with images of her death ,  a fate she had taken in his stead . He recalled her  death   at the hands of a man he had once called his Durkin*.

Poignant veins bulged across the proud beast's frame, cursing him with the pain of a thousand blades, tormenting him with a thousand deaths. The creature forced itself  to  rise, and strove to ascend the mountain it resided on. Each claw that stabbed the rock  caused  pain  that  no mortal and even the proudest of immortals could endure, but he persisted in his rise.

As it so happens, he was impossibly large, so with but a few strides, he made it past the ashen clouds to the top of the mountain where a beautiful garden was nestled within a basin of rocks. He could scarcely believe his eyes. Neither the Calamity nor the ravages of time had been able to spoil the beauty of this sacred ground.

The king's magnificent form dissipated, and a man fell in his place into the waters of the garden. He arose moments later, his injuries healed, and bulging veins relaxed. As he'd hoped, the waters still retained their healing properties. Perhaps with this, he could st-

GRAAAA!

His scream tore through the serene picture as he clutched as his chest, eyes wide with fear at the pulsating gem. Without regard for his own life, he attempted to pierce his own chest and tear it out, heart and all, but fate was not so kind. The gem, seemingly with a mind of its own, strengthened the skin around itself, and his claws could but bounce off with nary a scratch.

As if in retaliation, a black miasma shot out of his chest and engulfed the entire basin. There was a strained pause as if fate was deciding what to do next.

Panting heavily, the king realized what the miasma was. It could do a being like him no ill-effect, but, "Please stop!" he begged desperately. "I shall surrender my will and body if it is thy will!"

What a truly pathetic sight it was. To see a King so proud, so powerful, plead to a being not even living,  to  a little gem.  N ature itself  seemed to  decide  this was a scene none should bear witness to. T he winds stopped, and the moon hid its light behind the clouds. 

“ I can no longer hear the song." With those words, Skyrm made one final defiance of fate. With a roar so loud, so painfully wretched, he invoked  [ Martyr's Bridge ] .  Portals appeared around the continent as rifts between worlds were torn open. "My brothers and sisters!" he cried out in a foreign language. "The time has come to fulfill your oath! Restore Order, and save this Realm from Cha-"

"So predictable," a voice interrupted.

The miasma was sucked into a ball in the hands of a fox-man. His fur, white as snow possessed an ephemeral glow, holy, yet terrifying, his eyes resembled ice brands, as frightening and cold. "Remember me, King of Dragons?" he asked,  and  his reply  was  a strained growl. "My bad, where are my manners?" He bowed ever so gracefully. "It is my honor to meet you again, Great One. Your servant Cathek maketh himself known once more."

"I could not forget you if I tried," Skyrm replied. "I would like to know how you are still alive, then rip out your beating heart, but alas, you have interrupted me at an inopportune time. So I suppose I would have to let you live."

"My, my, such mercy I cannot fathom," Cathek said. "In return, I cannot let you pursue your current line of action. What would this world be without a presence like yours?"

"Do not presume too much!" Skyrm bellowed. "Though weakened, I can still easily slay one such as you."

"Of that, I have no doubt," Cathek agreed. "However, do you believe you can slay me before I destroy that maiden that sleeps eternally in those waters?"

Skyrm gave no indication of surprise, though he did ask, "How did you come to know of her?"

"I know everything that concerns our Lord."

Skyrm shook his head. "Still you serve him, even after a millennium. He will never answer your cries. He is no god concerned with the affairs of mortals."

A sad smile crept up Cathek's face. "And yet we serve .   F or his glory, and power surpasses those lesser gods  that  claim to care for us, yet destroy and toy with our lives at their whim. A true god should be unreachable, unattainable, something we aspire to, but can never be. Do you not agree?"

"I serve no one," was the dragon's only reply.

"I suppose so. After all, in all the realms, you are the only one our lord would consider a challenge."

Skyrm snorted. "Speak your mind prime. I grow weary of this."

"As I am sure you have," Cathek agreed as he looked to the silent spring. "After all, you had wasted enough time to transport her to the free realm." He paused. "However," he said as he snapped his fingers. A woman encased in ice appeared by his side. Dark purple hair covered a face so serene in sleep it drew even Cathek's eyes. "I must admit. She is beautiful."

"Get away fr-"

"Now great king, drown in despair and let Chaos rule you." With a snap of his fingers ,  the woman melted from the inside out, till there was naught but blood encased in ice. Cathek let the ice explode, and the scent carried over to the king.

It was her. It was her. It was her. No mistake, no mistake, no - Urgh!  Curse you! Damn you! Damn you all!  She never deserved this. She did not!!!

The dragon lord struggled to control his rage, the despair, but his mind addled by grief, and weakened by a cursed millennium could not stop the corruption that spread from the gemstone. 

The Lord of Dragons exploded in fury.

Skyrm’s  visage, corrupted beyond recognition cursed Cathek, Razznik, and all of creation to eternal damnation.

"Such as is decreed, Such shall it be," Cathek muttered as he looked to the heavens where runal markings corrupted and distorted the portals.

The portals spread across the lands, appearing even in the holiest of places, and from them rushed out all of hell, mangled and disfigured, rage their blood and their reason. Twisted souls and Undead rose from the earth. Wyverns, drakes, Meytrites, several ancient beings were awoken from their slumber. The world trembled as colossal giants and monsters rose from beneath the surface and headed to the nearest villages, their aim its destruction.

But more than all this, what drew the world's attention and fear was the moon. For the ever-watchful guardian had been eclipsed by a portal so large the entire continent bore witness to it.

Cathek bowed solemnly, eyes closed

All of creation fell into despair as a gloved hand protruded from the portal, followed by a mask white as snow, with a crack in its middle …

 

            

    
        Chapter 73: Fate (1)

    
    
    
    
                Thirty Minutes Earlier,

Deserun, Maggots Guild HQ,

Merriheim.

2  nd   Ryzul, 1092.

Four horses pulling a large caravan carrying three Desert Snakes and five Minbisons trotted to a halt behind the mansion, where several monsters lay sleeping inside newly crafted cages.

Miote and two Mer tians  hopped off the caravan and opened the latches.  W ith a speed that  revealed their familiarity with the task , the trio transferred the beasts to new cages .

"Don't matter how many times I see it. Will never get used to a sleeping minbison," one of the Mer tians  observed as she shut the doors to the cage. "That daeben's got some serious voodoo."

"Ain't black magic Heru .   B oss says he's some sort of Alchemist," the other  m ertian corrected.

"Hmm... That true Mi-mi?"

Miote nearly fell over, trying to lock the cage. He cursed the  halben  that gave him that nickname under his breath. "Yes, he uses them for his experiments." He made sure all the cages were securely fastened, then administered to each beast their daily dose of Nyte-Nyte, the daeben's original cocktail. 

Miote  made a mental note as he gave the final dose never to tell a soul its name. Now he understood how such a badass guild ended up being called Hopeful Maggots. Well, at least he prevented the daeben from naming them Nytol (not after the real drug. No... Nyte All) .

"Well," Heru said as she closed the latches and hopped onto the caravan. "Tell the boss we said hi, will ya?"

"I promise." The Chesch watched them make their exit, then similarly made his way into the building.

Miote  was about to retire to his favorite spot by the fireplace, but the mansion shook from a mini-explosion. Syel was with the hunting party, so the commotion could only have been caused  by  one person. Dreading his own curiosity,  Miote  made his way towards the basement door, which for a good reason had been modified, so it was airtight.

As  Miote  placed his hand on the door's handle, Syel's mocking words about what curiosity does to cats repeated in his head. "Well, we supposedly have nine lives too." Steeling his resolve, he pulled the door open.

‘What the fuck!’

It took all of  Miote’s  mental capacity not to throw up or pass out on the spot. In fact, his body wanted to do both, as his poor sensitive nose  was  assaulted  by  the worst assortment of smells possible. It was like decay, mold, and sewage all mixed into one.  The chesch  retrieved a  scented  napkin from his inventory and wrapped it around his face, so it covered his nose, then began the descent to the basement.

Miote was lucky he was a beast-man as the entire basement was choked with smoke from the forge. This was confusing as they had doubly made sure the vent worked before Kashi even got started. He activated  [ Thermal  Vision] ,  an eye skill given to all feline races, and scanned the basement for signs of life.

"Hey Mi-mi," Kashi called, not too far from where he was. "Over here!"

Miote located the source of the voice and trudged over, cursing when he bumped into enchanting tables. "What's with the smoke?"

"Sorry," Kashi apologized. "I'm training my senses."

"Thought you were practicing your crafts."

"I am," the daeben replied. "Multi-tasking."

"Naturally," Miote said with an exasperated sigh. "Mind getting rid of the smoke, least until I leave?"

"No problem." The daeben walked over to a wall and did something. Immediately, the soft hum of rushing air could be heard, and soon enough, the vent had expelled enough smoke for one to see clearly.

Miote examined the room, and immediately regretted venting the smoke. "What are you even doing here?" He demanded, stricken by the state of the room.

Some of the beasts they brought in  were lying  on examining tables, their bodies torn apart, but somehow still breathing. Just as  Miote  was about to wonder how such a thing could be, he notice d makeshift  I V bags  linked to each of them. These certainly were not of this world, so only Kashi could have crafted them.

Miote  identified the contents of the drip and was quite surprised to see  Tier 3  health potions inside. It was these potions that were keeping the beasts from joining the circle.

"Hmm?" Kashi's eyes traveled the room, seemingly only then realizing just how terrible it looked. "Oh, apologies. Should have warned you about those."

"Forget the warning," Miote chided. "Explain what this is all about."

Kashi nodded distractedly as he carved runes onto some gemstones. "Well, you see, the thing is I met this Grandmaster Alchemist in Rosendun, and she had all these jars filled with raw materials for recipes. I always wondered how she managed to get so many. It's not like she was a warrior, and she definitely wasn't receiving monsters daily."

Miote watched as he placed the gemstones on an enchanting table then walked over to the forge. "How'd she get them?"

Kashi paused for the briefest of seconds. "Well, I still do not know. But that is not the point." He picked up a flaming mass from the flames, placed it on an anvil, and begun hammering it into shape.

"What is?" Miote called over his shoulder as he studied some finished(?) works left on a workbench.

"Syel told me about something he was told in the caves. The  Order  could use dark magic or something to force a target to not return to the circle after death."

Miote whistled as he picked up and  then  examined a pistol. As expected of the daeben: Magnificent craftsmanship. "Remind me to apologize to Heru. She called you out on using black magic."

"Who?"

"Never mind."

"Oh, Heru. Yeah, I remember her. That was the day I succeeded in synthesizing Nyte-Nyte." The thing he hammered took the shape of a saber, which he placed into a trough containing Slief blood   (Slief's were the ninjas of the wasteland. The little monsters , which  looked like hairless monkey s,  hunted in the dead of night with brilliant camouflage and speed. They were semi-intelligent and housed their treasures in underground caves. Kashi had found that soaking weapons and armor in their blood during the manufacturing stage gave an increase to speed and stealth.

"Yes, she was especially thrilled to meet you," Miote confirmed as he stopped at what seemed to be a bow made solely of crystals (it had no clean shape, the crystals jagged and rough.) Conversely, it had no bowstring, and had a placard tagged 'Ginyx.' Something about it drew his hand...

"Don't touch that!" Kashi warned, his voice unusually sharp. "Unless you plan to kill us both."

"Yeah, sure," Miote muttered as he shook his head and continued his self-tour. "You were saying something about stopping targets from returning to the circle?"

"Oh yes,"  Kashi  said, placing the length of the cooled saber into the craft sphere that appeared above the anvil. He picked up a guard and handle he had made separately and also added those to the sphere. "Well," he continued as he struck the sphere, "While practicing with the materials in this lab, I found that most of the items which rarely or don't at all fall as drops were really effective, and had interesting side-effects."

"So, what? You decided to turn into Dr. Frankenstein."

"Frankenstein gave life to an inanimate object. I'm simply prolonging the death of living things."

Miote sighed. "It was a joke."

"Oh, I know," Kashi said with a smile as he raised the newly formed saber. Beautiful, but he was far from done with it. Using the colored blood of different beasts, and pigments from some plants as paint, he designed the hilt and blade, increasing its deadliness and beauty even further.

Miote walked over to one of the examining tables, where a minbison was sprawled, both horns, eyes, and tongue gone. It  was declawed,  and its skinny frame suggested it s blood had been drained.  Game or not, this was one of the most inhuman things he had ever seen. And he couldn't reconcile the reality in front of him with the good-natured daeben.

Kashi must have sensed  Miote’s  discomfort because he said, "Don't worry. From the moment they were caught in the field, none of them have woken up or felt any pain."

And there it was. A reality  Miote  could reconcile with. Kashi was one of those who, as long as he could rationalize an act to himself, would go along with it, world view be damned. Suddenly, the  c hesch felt a lot more at ease. "How'd you manage that? I don't think sleeping pills can stop me from feeling my leg being sawn off."

"You clearly haven't used the strong stuff yet then," Kashi commented. He was done with the designs   and began inserting tiny button-sized gemstones into sockets  embedded in  the s aber’s hilt . These were merely for aesthetics and had no additional effect. "I used poppy to knock out their nervous systems."

Miote whirled around eyes wide. "Poppy? As in the drug?"

"Well, no. Not exactly," Kashi corrected. "There's a plant that grows here that emits a knockout gas, then eats any living thing near it. When you mix that with the toxins from a desert snake, and a few things here and there to regulate the effect, you get a drug that wipes out all feeling of pain temporarily."

"Hmm.. that might be usef-"

"It's not," Kashi said with a grimace, remembering his experience. "For lack of test subjects, I tried it on myself. The damned thing not only knocks out pain but every single stimulus your body would normally receive. That is, you go blind, deaf, lose taste, can't touch, can't smell, and none of your muscles work. But your mind is still active." He shuddered. "Never felt anything worse."

Miote could not help but laugh at the daeben's misery. "Serves you right, I say. Divine punishment and all that."

Kashi clucked his tongue as he picked up the gemstone he had been working on when the Chesch walked in. He inserted that into the blade just below the guard and waited...

Nothing happened, and he could not be happier for it, which he highlighted with an elated "Yes!"

"What happened?" Miote called distractedly, eyes fixed on rows of new styles of armor neatly arranged on wooden posts, while several cloth armors of different designs lay on the workbench. He really envied the daeben's creativity sometimes.

"This enchantment, rune-making thing still is hit- or -miss for me," Kashi explained.

This was because  Kashi’s  enchantment skill was comparatively lower to his other crafting skills, which were on the brink of entering the Master level. He had no time to start training the enchantment skills from scratch, so he'd been performing only high-level enchantments. His high handicraft skill helped, but every 1 in 3 gems broke, and every 2 in 5 enchanted stones placed in a finished work exploded. Tiring, to say the least, but the boon was that each successful work gave a significant boost to the field. He placed the saber into a scabbard made from the tufts of a  m arch bird indigenous to Rosendun (It increased draw speed.)

Kashi put the saber which he was yet to name on a rack by the wall, then picked up a magnificent rapier, hilt as bright as the morning sun, sheathed in a golden scabbard. He walked over to the chesch and handed it to him. "Here, this is for you."

Miote accepted the blade and examined it.
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"Gorgeous," Miote murmured in English. "It doesn't have a name?"

Kashi shrugged. "Figured it would be better if you named it."

"Thank God for small miracles," the chesch muttered under his breath as he strapped the weapon to his side.

"I heard that," Kashi called as he went to another workbench littered with gemstones. "Want to see something cool?"

"Surprise me."

"Kashi picked up a small gemstone no larger than a button, released some of his  ki  into it, then tossed it to the chesch. "Say something."

Miote caught it. "Why?"

Sighing, Kashi retrieved the gemstone from his confused hands. He took out something from his inventory that made Miote's eyes almost bulge out of their sockets: headphones. The daeben held a pair of headphones in his hands.

Intrigued beyond belief, Miote watched as Kashi inserted the gem into an open socket on its left ear. The daeben beckoned him closer, then placed the headphones on his head. What happened next filled the chesch with so much awed amazement, he couldn't cease his foolish grin.

"Whywhywhywhywhywhywhywhywhywhywhywhy~" His voice repeated without end, yet he could not bring himself to take the headphones off. This was a man who listened to music every day in the real world, but whether from disbelief or amazement, he found himself transfixed.

Kashi removed the headphones and took out the gemstone. "Yeah, I had a similar look on my face when it worked for the first time."

Miote blinked, recovering from his initial shock. "How did you do that?"

"The headphones are were easy to make using materials from beasts," Kashi explained. "There're no enchantments on them yet. The runes, however, were a lot more work." He went on to explain how it worked..

On the first day, the daeben had deciphered the rune markings to be words, but he had later discovered that they weren't many words per se but single words stacked on top of each other like building blocks. For example, the gemstone Miote had found was tagged with 'absorb' on one end, and 'eject' on the other. Then another rune translating roughly as 'amplify' was tagged above the 'absorb' rune, thereby changing its function a little bit.

To test his theory, Kashi tagged both ends of a gemstone with the absorb and eject runes, then tagged 'flame' on the absorbing end. He found that no other stimuli were absorbed by the stones except for fire. He also found that the order in which you tagged the stones was important. If you inscribed the flame rune first, then it turned into a flame gemstone and would instantly reject the 'absorb' and 'eject' runes. Using this as a base, he discovered several tricks and ways to manipulate the runes.

Kashi  inscribe d  'absorb' and 'eject , ' then 'sound' onto the stone, but discovered that after it repeated once, the sound stopped, having been ejected from the stone. This was where he found a bit of trouble. After several trials and errors, he finally had a semi-working model.

Kashi  scrapped the eject rune, then inscribed 'absorb' 'sound' onto one side, then on the other, 'speak' 'within' 'repeat' in that order, as the language apparently did not have a natural replacement for 'replay sound.' The length of the recording also depended on how much  mana or ki  was put into it.

While Miote was busy marveling at the intricacies of how it worked, the daeben picked up another gemstone. This one was shaped like a ball and was slightly larger than a tennis ball. Its entire frame was marked with runes.

"What's that one do?" Miote asked.

A broad grin spread across the daeben's face as he tapped it twice.

Immediately, a picture of the daeben, eyes furrowed in a worried expression, was projected onto the wall. Kashi slid his fingers across the ball, and the images changed, showing the daeben in different positions, working on various experiments.

"You made a bloody camera!?" Miote demanded  the  know-how.

"Wait for it," Kashi teased and triple-tapped the body of the ball. The projection switched to a five-second clip of Kashi clapping, a relieved smile on his face. "That's the longest it can record for now." He paused, remembering something important. "Oh, yeah. You can upload... or is it download?" He shook his head. "Either way, you can put anything recorded by this into your Virtual Drive and use it in the real world. The sound gems don't yet have this function, though." He frowned. "It's not perfected yet. Still need to extend the time, and make them store energy, so you don't need to constantly waste mana replenishing it. Hmm, maybe if I? No, that won't work. It would interfere with the-"

"Holy Mother of..." Miote exclaimed. "You're still not satisfied? Do you have any idea what you just made?"

Now, Miote wasn't this excited because Kashi invented a glorified video camera - impressive as that was. His excitement was caused by the value of the invention. Till then, the Virtual Drive could only record what you saw with your own eyes, and the  m odified  r inks from the old game were nowhere to be found.

So, no selfies... The tragedy!!!

With these, not only would people be able to take their own photos, but they would  also  be able to record any fights they got into or any places they explored. And the fact you could download the images to your Virtual Drive? That was just priceless!

"How long you had this idea?" Miote asked as he fought to regain his composure.

"For a while now," Kashi replied. "Have two major projects I'm working on, which would benefit greatly from having these up and functioning." He walked over to a cupboard and opened it. "The first is in the islands south of Rosendun. The second," he said as he took out an instrument and brandished it, "I call Project Fame."

Miote, who didn't think he could be surprised any further, felt his resolve shaken. "Is that what I think it is?"

Kashi strummed the electric guitar and grinned as it produced a sweet  'jiaangg'  sound. "Yup. It even works without amplifiers. You can thank the Rachus we fought in the mines for that. Their whiskers make good strings."

Miote accepted the guitar and strummed a quick melody himself. "It's the real deal," he said, surprise evident in his voice. "What's Project Fa-"

"Get down!"

Miote  ducked as Kashi took out a drumstick and flung it behind him. A disgruntled cry rang out, and he turned around to see a ghoulish beast that looked like a cross between an orc and an even uglier Nekker clutching its eye in pain. Its palish skin bulged in rage as it raised its club to clobber the merchant.

"Kashi, behind you!" Miote warned as he whirled around and blocked the blow with the guitar. The magnificent instrument shattered under the strike. "That was a nice guitar, you asshole." He shot up with blinding speed and tackled the beast, but it slammed its elbow onto his exposed back, knocking the air out of his lungs.

However, Miote refused to let go. Instead, he tightened his grip around its w ais t, and with surprising strength, lifted it off the ground. Enraged and surprised,  the beast  relentlessly clawed at the chesch's shoulders and back, but Kashi's garments were as durable as they were fashionable. Gritting his teeth, Miote bent backward and punished it with a german suplex, crushing it headfirst into the floor.

Miote  stood up and  then  brushed his jacket. "Barbaric, but effective as always."

The beast made to rise again, but he stomped its head to the floor, took out a sword from his inventory, and  then  slid it into its heart. He waited till it went still then retrieved his blade. He cleaned black blood off it with a cloth, then tossed the fabric into the forge where it burned to ash.

Miote  turned to check up on the daeben and was met with an incredible sight.

Three of the beasts were kneeling in front of him, black eyes wide with fright.

The daeben had no expression as he administered large doses of Nyte-Nyte to each of them until they dozed off.

"H-how did you do that?"

"Bloodlust," Kashi answered matter-of-factly. "Useful when I don't particularly feel like fighting." He looked around. "Seems that was the last of them."

"A portal appeared behind you. I think that's where they came from," Miote said, picking up the damaged guitar.

Kashi examined it. "Don't worry. It can be fixed. More importantly, who would attack us here? And with that kind of magic?"

"No idea," Miote confessed. "You think we should check on the others?"

"Syel's with them," Kashi said. "They should be fine."

"Just in case, though."

"Yeah, okay," Kashi agreed. He took out a  r ink and tried contacting Lunette.

That failed.

He tried Shadow.

That failed too.

Panicking just a little, he contacted everyone he knew, but there seemed to be a universal block on the  r inks.

He placed the  r ink back in his inventory, then attempted contacting them using the Friend List.

Still no contact, but at least their names were still on the list, so they were definitely alive.

"I seem to be blocked out," Kashi said. Miote's confused expression revealed he had the same problem.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The ceiling trembled under the force of something, while the sound of something punching the entrance door reached their eyes.

Irritated, and a little worried, Kashi took out a newly crafted bow and his signature quartet quivers. "Come on," he beckoned to the chesch as he walked up the stairs. "You would say it's rude not to greet our guests, wouldn't you?"

Sighing, Miote placed the as-yet-unnamed  saber  in his inventory and drew out another sword, identical to the first. "Suppose I have no choice," resigned the chesch as he sheathed the thin blades in the scabbards that had appeared by his side, then followed the daeben up the stairs.

Kashi pushed down the door handle, then slammed against the frame with as much force as he could muster. He registered a cry as the door flung open, but barely had time to process its source as the claw of one of the earlier monsters reached for his face.

Kashi  closed his eyes and suppressed a scream as the putrid lengths ripped his skin off. However, the pain was just a message to the brain, and currently, he chose to ignore that message. He grabbed the beast's arm with his right and yanked it towards him. He heard a satisfying scream as its face slammed against the door.

Kashi reached through the gap and  grabbed the beast's head before it could fall . He then  slammed it against the door one more time, but this time, it exploded from the force, sending brain matter everywhere.

Kashi wiped the gooey substance off his face as he tentatively opened his eyes, which stung from poison embedded in the beast's claws.

"There's another one!" Miote warned, but the daeben was way ahead of him.

Kashi stomped the floor, and a slab of stone shot up, protecting him from the Ornek (beast's name) he had flung when he pushed the door open. The beast's blow struck against the wall but couldn't pierce through. He punched through the wall with his left hand, grabbed its throat, and slammed it against the wall a few times to vent his anger. When its sound of resistance died down, he ripped out its jugular and let the limp mass fall.

Satisfied, Kashi  finally got a chance to clear the gooey substance and open his stinging eyes. He surmised the poison was supposed to render him blind, but because of his high poison resistance, it only stung very painfully. Quite honestly, at this point, he preferred blindness, especially since it seemed eye drops did nothing to avail the pain.

"You okay?" Miote asked.

"No, not really," Kashi replied. "But it won't be a detriment in battle."

"Battle? There's more of those?"

Kashi removed a pair of earplugs from his ears. "Yes," he said, closing his eyes. "Thirty on this floor, about seventy or so upstairs and two huge ones outside."

"What? First Frankenstein, now you wanna be Daredevil?"

Kashi turned to him with a mischievous smirk. "I could never be Daredevil."

"Why not? You've got the blind - hear - all thing going for you."

"Well, for one," Kashi said as he nocked an arrow. "He doesn't kill."

The arrow flew into the brain of an  o rnek rounding the corner. It perished instantly.

"Can't argue with that," Miote agreed.

Kashi  led the charge across the hallways,  and Miote  never ceas ed  to be amazed by the  daeben’s accuracy with the bbow . And this was while he was blinded. Then there was the fact  Kashi  wasn't using any skills, which meant that the game was not assisting his aim in any way at all.

Scary. Very Scary.

They eventually fought their way to the entrance, where they decided to make a stand.

Kashi slung the bow diagonally over his shoulder and drew four arrows per hand from his quivers. With his back to the entrance doors, he listened and waited. His muscles stiffened as he picked  up the enemies  charging from the dining room to his left. He activated  [ Drill ]   and then  flung the arrows.

With their pen etrating power magnified by  [Drill] ,  the bolts burst through the wall and tore into a good number of the Orneks before they could register what was happened.

Enraged, the survivors broke through the weakened wall and prepared to pounce on the daeben.

Miote, however, appeared before them in a flash, swords pointing to the earth.

The closest lunged at him, arm drawn for a strike.  Swip!  The outstretched arm fell to the earth, and Miote looked to the startled Orneks with a strangely friendly smile. "Now, now. Come, friends, let's play." The monsters stood transfixed, unable to move because of the  [Trance]  Skill. Miote disposed of them before they could break free of his hold. He turned to Kashi, something witty on the tip of his tongue, but a torrent of Orneks chose that moment to rush down the stairs.

Unbelievably,  Kashi  was grinning! He was excited!

Miote shook his head as he awaited the  o rneks at the foot of the stairs.

Kashi, however, was not as patient. He flung a gemstone above the stairs, drawing the beasts' attention. An arrow followed soon after and shattered it on impact. Untamed flames burst out and struck down against the monsters. Those directly beneath the blast were burnt to a crisp on contact, and those closeby cried out as they were set ablaze.

Kashi  rushed ahead of  Miote  and kneed the closest beast as he jumped. The force flung it into the air in a similar flight pattern to his.

Elated, Kashi stabbed its chest, somersaulted in the air for added momentum, then slammed the beast onto its burning companions ,  crushing them beneath him. He  then  rose slowly amidst the flames, fingers clenching and releasing slowly.

Kashi  snapped to his left as an  o rnek recovered from its shock and attacked.

The  o rnek lunged from beneath, but Kashi had the advantage of higher ground. He spun around and crushed the heel of his boot into the beast's face, shattering several bones in the process. It zipped back the way it came and crashed into the others with the force of a torpedo knocking them back.

Uncharacteristically, Kashi did not take advantage of this opening. Instead, he whirled around as five Nekkers simultaneously lunged from above. He retreated down two rungs, activated  [ Angel Step ] ,   and  then shot forward, also enabling   [ Automatic ]   and  [ Extra Round ]  simultaneously.

In the span of a breath, he had passed all five, several arrows in their confused frames. He reached the closest Ornek from the top party before the first five felt the force of his attack. His fists, augmented by  [ Gaia ] ,  crushed the surprised  o rnek as the first five were blown back into their companion from the initial attack.

Kashi did not let up for a second, overcharged by the numerous skills and Ferulic's Sprit. For you see, the poor daeben had not had  a good  close - combat fight in which to practice his skills in a long time. The number and fodder-level strength of these monsters were perfect for venting his frustrations.

Kashi  emptied an entire quiver, shooting arrows with inhuman speed and  then  listened, disappointed. What his fists had not destroyed, the arrows had finished off. Cursing, he deactivated all his abilities. Maybe he would have more of a satisfying fight this way.

Kashi glared at the monsters gathered at the foot of the stairs. Amusingly, they completely ignored the chesch as they backed away towards the door. So they understood fear... Amusing.

Kashi activated  [A ngel Step ]  and dashed down the stairs. He zoomed past a bemused Miote, jumped, and  then  delivered a punishing kick to the first. Without stopping, he dropped to the floor, cut an arc with his leg, spun around again, and struck another arc, higher this time.

Taking a page from Shoko's skill set, his kicks had enough power and precision behind them to release shockwaves of air with each arc cut. The unsuspecting  o rneks were swept off their feet by the first swing, then blasted against the wall by the second. Kashi flung eight arrows, pinning four by the shoulders to the wall.

Kashi  let the remaining fourteen fall and listened as they circled around him. They seemed to have wizened, choosing to circle around him.

Kashi grinned as he said, "Come."

They shrieked in rage as they pr-

"Can you all stop ignoring me?"

One of the  o rneks looked to its chest in confusion, where  black blood leaked around a  thin  protruding blade.  The blade twisted, so its sharp end faced the ceiling, then zipped up with impressive speed, slicing through like a knife through butter. The severed halves fell on either side, revealing a less than pleased golden chesch.

Kashi pouted as Miote sliced through four more. Then he remembered. Yeah, there were two giant monsters outside. Excited, he decided to leave the small fry to the chesch. He ignored the pained cries of the beasts pinned above as he made his way out of the mansion.

Luckily, the poison's effects had worn off sometime during the fight, so he opened his eyes, pleased by the lack of pain, but annoyed by the sight before him. Two giant beasts he did not recognize lay in front of a  familiar figure , all seemingly knocked out.

The culprit was looking towards the night sky.

"Hey!" Kashi called as he approached Rider. "Those were mi-!" He promptly fell to the ground, clutching his head. "Damn it! Not again!" he cursed and cried out in pain as his blood and spirit reacted violently to something, instinct guiding him to look towards the moon.

Kashi  instantly forgot all the pain as his face blanched. He recognized that mask. Nothing could replicate the dreadful feeling the simple design suffocated its observers with. "...Razz," he unwittingly muttered.

Rider spun around, eyes somehow both green and red. Unmistakable fangs grew from his canines as he lifted the daeben by his throat. "What did you just say?" His only reply was the expression on the daeben's face, which had gone from disbelief to real terror. And it was not directed at him. He looked to the sky, and what he saw caused him to release the daeben in shock.

Kashi fell to his knees, unable to tear his eyes from the moon.

The mask-

No...

Razznik, the Destroyer, was looking straight at them...

 

            

    
        Chapter 74: Fate (2)

    
    
    
    
                It is not often that a man of such mental fortitude as Kashi of the Daebens gives in to his emotions. But that night was one such night as the proud daeben could do naught but tremble, consumed by fright borne from the malignant glare of one he understood was his superior both in strength of mind and body – an opponent he had no hope against.

Rider glanced from the daeben to the silent mask, heaven, and earth still against their reunion. He knew not their relationship but could sense that it was one of great importance – a fate that could change the world itself.   He was not alone in his line of thought, for across the continent, many bore witness to the terrifying mask, its owner seemingly less interested in entering the world, and more in an object that had grabbed his interest.

Cathek was one of such observers, and he too could not understand the reason for his Lord's strange actions. He   knew the truths of their revered god and his indifference to the affairs of humanity. What then could have captured his gaze so much that he had even halted his advance on the earth?

A shadow appeared next to him.

"Find it!" Cathek ordered, and it promptly disappeared.

To further compound his increasing irritation, a multitude of mandalas appeared above them from which he knew  they  would arrive, and the portal from which Razznik looked into their world destabilized, slowing his entrance into their world.

"Graaa!"

Skyrm defiant cry drew his eyes, which expanded ever so slightly at what he saw.

Skyrm had bitten one of his fingers off, the sharp pain temporarily restoring his faculties. He panted heavily, each breath a struggle against the poison within that sought to take over his body.

"Why do you persist, Great One?" Cathek questioned. "Rest. In a few months, you will regain enough strength to expel that virus."

"A- urhg!" Skyrm winced. "And what would become of this world... this realm?"

"It would be as it should be," was Cathek's reply.

Skyrm closed his eyes in thought. "I care neither for this world, nor its inhabitants."

"Then you would not inter-"

"However," Skyrm said, cutting him off. His voice was like the last embers of a flame, smoldered, yet ready to burst with the slightest excitation. "She  cared for this world and its inhabitants. Because of who I am, I can neither mourn nor exact revenge for her sake. But..." His scales burned black, then fell off, revealing a dirty gold interior. "I can make it my charge to protect the realm she loved against all."

"You still possess this much power. As expected of our Lord's herald. However..." The air around the fox-man grew cold with whispers of death. "You would betray your  Durkin ?"

A giant mandala appeared behind Skyrm, who stood majestic, despite the apparent corruption he suffered. His answer was harrowing, almost sorrowful. "I have no  Durkin . The only man I called that met his end on the battlefields of K'iol."

"You-"

"Come mortal. Let us see who Fate graces today."



Kashi had always believed that whenever he met Razznik, he would be able to brush him aside as an impostor created by the game. But, staring into those eyes above, he could feel it in every fiber of his bones. That  was  Razznik Y'Terlow, no doubt about it. Shouyou that bastard had actually made the impossible possible.

Kashi was not sure how long it had been, but eventually, he shut his gaze from the looming figure above. And just like that, his fear and unease dissipated, replaced by a new-found desire to defeat the impossible monster. A slow grin crept up his face as his fingers clenched and unclenched.

He raised a hand to Razznik, then folded all his fingers, save the middle finger.

It was a message so clear and concise, yet carrying with it a multitude of emotions underneath: an acknowledgment, salutation, farewell, and final rejection of the man named Razznik Y'Terlow – messages Suzuki had not deemed fit to send before his death:  You lived well. Now  Fuck You , have a good life, and I'll bloody have mine!

The mask threw its head, whether, in laughter or rage, they could not tell. What happened next formed a quick opinion, though.

"Show off," Kashi muttered in amused, frightened excitement as he stared at the enormous portal that appeared above. He did not even bother running because he absolutely knew that by the time one saw that portal, it was already too late.

"What is he doing?" Rider called, breaking the daeben out of his trance.

"[ Meteora ]," Kashi replied, his voice low and distant.

No complicated explanation needed. One word. That was all Rider needed to understand the gravity of the situation. Like the name implied,  [ Meteora ]  was a high-level skill that transported one of the many rocks floating in space through a portal to their world where it would fall on a crash collision course with whatever its target was.

It was  an extremely  difficult skill to learn and even more to stop once it had been successfully cast.

But like all skills, its execution was left to the hands of its user. A typical caster might summon a meteor 10-20 meters in diameter, but Razznik, the asshole, had a mandala  wider  than 60m. If the meteor he summoned was anywhere near that size, it would annihilate anything in a  k ilometer radius.

Kashi grinned wryly as the rock in question slowly showed itself, knowing it would accelerate madly once through the portal. He turned to Rider and was stunned to see the older man calmly assessing the meteor.

Those were not the eyes of someone panicking in the presence of danger. They were more the eyes of someone pondering how best to deal with minor irritation.

Rider sighed, took off his jacket, and rolled up his sleeves, revealing a tattoo the daeben instantly recognized on his left arm. He placed a finger on one of the broken swords and 'slid' it down along his arm. It appeared in his hand as a broken dagger, then melted into blood, which pooled to form an orb. "My apologies, little one, but I will be borrowing your power."



Fladnag glared at the figure that had eclipsed the moon, air around him charged with electric rage. The tattoos on his back glowed, then shattered. This phenomenon pulled him out of his murderous reverie, his expression a mix of shock and amusement. "Ho, ho," he muttered as he peered across the horizon. "It would seem the old man finally decided to make his move. Still," he said, wincing in pain. "I wish he would choose someone else."



Rider swallowed the orb, and his countenance changed instantly. Rough dark hair grew out from beneath his arms and along his face. His eyes morphed, so his cornea was like blood, and his iris the fields of the earth. His teeth grew out and sharpened as his features wrinkled.

A stage 1 werewolf!

However, that notion was quickly abandoned when Rider raised an arm to the sky and summoned a portal beneath the meteorite's, its purpose to swallow and transport the meteorite to the forever sea.

Werewolves could not use any form of magic even in their most basic of transformed states.

Hobgoblins jumped out of portals that appeared around him – Razznik's method of dealing with the unwanted interruption. These nasty beasts were nothing like the Orneks he just fought. They were the ultimate henchmen of evil. Intelligent, yet deadly, with a sickening love of torture and destruction.

Kashi looked to Rider.

The werewolf (?) did not seem too bothered by them. He looked to Kashi, his eyes conveying a clear message:  Deal with them yourself or die.

Kashi had a mixture of emotions as he drank an elixir from his inventory. On the one hand, he was elated for a more challenging fight. But on the other, he was irritated because of Razznik .   Then there was the   fact he knew  that  Rider could  easily  deal with  the monsters  while maintaining the portal.

Kashi  counted fourteen hobgoblins. Three were mages, four were archers, and the rest were warriors.

Kashi activated Ferulic's Spirit, a move which drew Rider's attention, nocked six arrows, and shot at the mages (two per mage), assisted by  [ Drill ] . No sooner had those six taken flight, that he released another barrage, this time aimed at the warriors. The final torrent were homing arrows aimed at the archers.

The arrows reached their respective targets at almost precisely the same time.

The warriors blocked or struck the arrows out of the air with their clubs  while  the archers scattered. Finally, the mages, knowing the warriors and archers did not require their help, first released fireballs to burn the arrows. But the bolts had been dipped in Salamander blood, making them mostly immune to fire, so they simply zipped through the flames.

The mages, caught off-guard by this, barely erected shields in time. However, augmented by  [ Drill ] , the arrows did not bounce back  as expected.  Instead, they doggedly tried to penetrate the stubborn shield. In return, instead of a full-dome, the mages concentrated  the shields  to stop the stubborn arrows.

Within  the two seconds which  all his  transpired, Kashi activated   [ Angel Step ]  and zoomed across the wasteland .   He grabbed six arrows from his quivers as he sped past the mages, stopped, activated  [Drill] ,  and  then bolted to their exposed backs.

The mages intelligently kept distance between themselves to prevent being routed all at once, but that was of no consequence once  Kashi  got behind them. He flung the arrows into two of their exposed backs, then crashed against the third, knee sinking deep into its spinal cord.

All three released their shields  as a result of the  shock and were s ubsequently s kewered from the front and back by  arrows. 

The triple cries of pain drew the attention of the other hobgoblins, and they realized they had been tricked. Roaring with madness, the archers shot relentlessly, while the warriors tore towards him, clubs raised high.

Kashi shielded himself from the barrage of arrows with the mage's body, which he pushed towards the nearest warrior once they got too close for the archers to continue their bombardment.

Kashi raced toward the warrior who smacked the mage out of the way with his club, only to see three arrows advancing on his face.

With surprising speed, the hobgoblin raised his club, and the arrows could only get stuck in the durable wood. However, the act of raising the club blocked his vision, and he failed to see Kashi's agile approach.

The daeben leaped, flat in the air with his chest to the sky, and kicked against the arrows' tails, launching them right through the club and into the beast's head. Still suspended in the air, he wrapped his legs around the beast's neck and threw his weight towards the earth.

The motion guided the brute through the air in a half-circle, where it crashed skull first against the earth.

Kashi had no time to admire his work, however, and got upright by pushing against the earth in an explosive push-up, barely dodging a downward swing by another hobgoblin. Though he dodged the first, he was off-balance and could only block another's strike with the back of his arms.

The swing, however, launched him towards the fountain (which was now functioning again), and the archers fired their arrows, finally having a free target.

Kashi could not see but heard the arrow's feathers rustling in the wind and conceived their flight pattern. The first grazed his arm, but he caught the other two mid-air and used their added momentum to back-flip into the fountain.

The archers were far from done and released a skill exclusive to the archer class:  [ Rain of Arrows. ]

With this skill, one arrow fired into the air multiplied into several that rained down on a particular area.

Seeing this, Kashi could think of more than ten conventional ways to dodge the attack, but Razznik's display and the existence of Skyrm, augmented by the amount of fun he was having, inspired him to risk it and attempt something new.

The daeben spun around in place, cutting the waters of the fountain, speed, and power augmented by  [ Angel Step ]  and  [ Gaia ]  respectively. His rotation increased rapidly as he descended and ascended in turn till the waters began to form a spiral around him.

With one final revolution, he kicked towards the heavens. A dragon of water shot towards the sky and smashed through the arrows that would have hit the daeben.




	
Dragon's Blow [Original Skill]





	
Infusing your surrounding with Ferulic's Spirit, and the innate dragon within you, you can now attack enemies with a manifestation of the noble beast.

ATK + 50
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Kashi's grin was brighter than the moon as he released another wave at the shocked archers. He saw the warriors charge at him, and  then  kicked the  ground,  raising a slab barely an inch over the earth.

The first two tripped warriors tripped over, upsetting the rest of the company. However, two made it out of the confusion and charged towards the daeben, clubs poised for a strike.

In reply, Kashi charged to meet them. He fired three arrows in quick succession at one of them,  and  then  rush ed the second.

The second had anticipated this move and swung down its club with considerable speed.

Kashi, unable to stop his charge, crouched low and accepted the blow with his right arm raised above his head. The strike forced him down, but he instantly retaliated by jumping high, knocking the hobgoblin's club arm above its head. He caught its head during his ascent and delivered a crunching blow to its chin with his knee.

Rattled, the beast staggered away from the daeben.

Kashi was prevented from finishing him off by the approach of the first hobgoblin, which attacked with  a  malicious roar  because  one of Kashi's arrows had pierced its eye. The daeben boosted to the side with an enormous force, and his elbow sunk into the fiend's belly, lifting it slightly off the ground. To his horror, it doubled over and vomited a good chunk onto him.

Kashi quickly repositioned himself and slammed the beast onto the earth. Its weapon rolled out of its opened hand, and it was used to bludgeon it to instant death. Not forgetting the earlier which now attempted to escape, Kashi flung the club, and it rammed into its back, felling it.

In the minutes it took Kashi to dispose of the remaining hobgoblins, Rider successfully transported all of  Meteora  and to some other dimension or location.

The daeben returned to his side, smile dampened by the older man's relaxed countenance. That spell which would deplete the mana of most Master Mages did not seem to have fazed him at all.

Upon noticing Kashi's return, Rider asked, "You have been to see Fladnag, have you not?"

Kashi glanced at the mask above, which seemed to have gone still as if contemplating its next move. "Yes, I have. How did you know?"

"You are of Ferulic's Spirit then?" asked Rider, completely ignoring the daeben's question.

Slightly irritated, but wise enough to know not to provoke the older man, Kashi kept his retort to a simple, "Yes."

Rider closed his eyes, seemingly in deep thought. "I suppose that would explain how you came to know of Razznik, and why he is interested in you. The spirit within you calls out to him."

At this time, Kashi had no desire to correct him, nor was he entirely sure his corrections were a hundred percent correct. He listened as the werewolf debated some matters with himself.

This slight pause was interrupted by three giant portals, out of which three Mutogres came. The unworldly beasts  were  stories large  and wielded terrifying axes  of the utmost quality.

Kashi, excited for the prospect of a new fight prepared to meet them. But in the shortest of seconds, all three lay dead, clutching their throats in confused horror.

Rider, weary of another pointless battle, ended their lives with nary a flick of his finger. He did not stop to gloat ,  however, as he had important things to do. He seemed to have come to a decision as he resolutely got down on one knee and placed his palm on the earth.

A mandala appeared below his palm and expanded until it was almost two meters wide, after which it began spinning in place.



Far off, in a temple abandoned by the passages of time, a similar mandala appeared on its sacred grounds. Seven shards laying on the forgotten marble stones were sucked into the mandala, whereafter, it promptly disappeared.



Rider's right hand gripped the shard he knew the other six now held in their hands...
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                Fladnag stared, eyes wide at the shard in his hand. His brow furrowed as he looked up to Razznik. "More than any of us, you awaited this day. Yet, this is your decision?"



Jatakem (Also known as Imperial City)

"Lady  Sayen !" an old priest yelled  and then  reported ,  "There are reports of goblins and demons attacking the villages!"

"Dispatch all the Paladins," the shaman ordered, eyes on the shard she grasped. "Hunt down every last one."

"All, Your Holiness? What about the capital?"

"Do not worry about the capital. As long as I am here, no demon shall set foot in this city," she promised. The priest bowed, then hurried out of the shrine to carry out her orders as she examined the shard once more. "Seven become one, one becomes Seven. Godless souls bound by blood, by your rage, shall the world be saved." She wiped a tear that escaped her veiled eyes and took a deep breath to calm herself. "If this is your decision, elder, then I suppose we must abide by it."



Rider chanted something under his breath, and a glow emanated from the shard he held. The light encompassed the shard, then grew in length. The glow died down, and Rider held a blade with irregular curved edges.

"My apologies," he said to no one in particular. "We must extend our sentence a little longer. The world is not yet ready to receive Chaos." The blade rose off his hand till it suspended vertically above him.

"What is that?" Kashi asked, unable to curb his growing curiosity.

"A key," Rider answered, eyes downcast as he got to his feet. He looked up at Razznik. "We shall meet again," he promised and raised his right arm.

Kashi was forced to retreat as a column of light burst from the earth and shot to the heavens .  The irregular blade shot up through the column of light, growing as it did. It reached the light's apex where it completed its transfiguration to a divine sword, white as an angel's wings.

Six similar beams appeared in the horizon around them, each reaching, and then piercing through the clouds.

Rider  solemnly nodded, and then  closed his palms...



???

The garden lay silent, its trespassers gone. The lake's surface trembled, for though they had gone, they were still very close. Another explosion shook the garden, and a piece of the great mountain fell off, then tumbled carelessly down the mountain's side. Its descent was halted as a fox-man crashed onto the mountainside, destroying it.

Cathek slammed both fists against the mountain, and two ice demons larger than a caravan burst out of the fissure created. The winged monsters rushed the  king  of dragons, claws poised to rip him apart.

They clashed against two lesser drakes who had been summoned by portals beside the king.

Cathek could not help but be impressed by the impossible beast. Somehow, he was keeping Razznik from entering by destabilizing the portal, summoning dragons around the world to combat the demons, and reducing the number of portals the soul stone was creating using him as a power source.

All of this  was  done while fighting off corruption from the soul stone . Despite the fact that  each action decreased his defense.

Cathek glared through the throng of battling beasts. "Well, Great One, I must apologize for this rudeness of mine. But you will succumb to that stone eventually. Why do you still struggle so?"

"Your apology is accepted, mortal." Skyrm stood in the air, on the other side of the beasts. "I suppose there's order even in chaos. Your conduct has continually spared your life today."

"You give me too much praise," Cathek said as he hovered off the mountainside.

"Look," Skyrm said. "Seems Fate has chosen her side."

Cathek let out a wry smile as he looked at the light hovering above . "Well, Great One, I suppose there is no longer any point to our battle."

"Ah," Skyrm agreed. "I have done enough. They will protect the primes until my return. Till then, my body is yours to do as you wish." With those words, he closed his eyes, and would have fallen, had Cathek not caught him mid-air.

"Your sacrifice is a noble one, unnecessary though it is," Cathek said as he flew to the mountain top.  He dropped Skyrm on the ground, and then ordered,  "H eal your wounds. We have work to do, Gunder."

Skyrm's eyes snapped open, its fiery-red replaced by a consuming blackness. "Yes, my lord," Skyrm (?) answered.

Cathek looked to the rising blades of light. "You have only stalled the inevitable. You cannot stop what is to come... brother."



The blackened skies exploded as seven blades of light simultaneously sped upwards through the night sky, converging on the fluctuating portal above.

Razznik must have considered them a considerable threat because  black streaks  burst out of the portal. The spinning missiles exploded, and dozens of hell   ghasts tore out of the chaos, rotten beaks aimed at the encroaching key-blades.

The seven blades engaged in a dogfight with the beasts, ripping through the early vanguard, then twisting, turning and banking as they struggled to dodge the plumes of darkness released by the creatures. Concentrated beams of light shot out of the key-blades as they skirted through the throng of avian monsters, ripping through any that got too close.

Eventually, the  keys  successfully broke through the world's atmosphere and continued their race through the darkness of space, their target the giant portal that had blocked the moon from sight.

As they raced onwards, six adopted a circular formation with the last a little ways ahead of them in the middle. Like the planets, the six began to rotate in place, and also revolve around the seventh.

Turbulent holy energy amassed in the space between the six, sparks shooting out as their respective pilots struggled to keep their powers in check.

The seventh also began to rotate in place, and the mass of energy concentrated into six beams that were continually absorbed by the seventh, even as they got even closer to Razznik's portal.

Razznik knew what was coming and raised his hand as a shield to block the incoming blow.

When the key-blades were close enough, the seventh discharged all of the energy it was absorbing and enhancing. The condensed beam crashed against Razznik's outstretched palm, illuminated the entire continent with concurrent explosion s  of light.

Razznik's literally fought single-handedly against the combined efforts of the seven key-blades, yet was able to fight their charge to a standstill, arm trembling against the unrelenting force. But  he was not worried  as he knew  that   the casters would  eventually   run out of  mana.



Kashi could scarcely hold his surprise as Rider channeled everything he had into the key-blades, teeth gritted and grinding as he fought to surpass Razznik's superior strength. Nor was he alone in his struggles.

Around the world, the remaining casters were in a similar predicament, each sacrificing their even their life-force to combat the stubborn god.

"No choice," Rider ground out, nearly falling to the earth from the pressure. "There is no merit in dragging this out any longer." He chanted something in a language Kashi could not understand...

Uaak!

Kashi cried out as he was launched off his feet by an unseen force. He righted himself but struggled to stay upright, impossible pressure weighing down on his entire being. He managed to raise his head as the dust surrounding the werewolf (?) was expelled by a second gust of wind.

Kashi raised his arms, shielding his eyes from the onrushing dust. When the onslaught settled, he dropped his arms... and his jaw along with them.

Long dark hair nestled between dark bat-like wings furled behind Rider's back. The being turned to the delf, regarding him with yellow pupils swimming in corneas of blood. "Daeben , do you fear me?" he asked, canines now clearly more pronounced than the rest of his sharpened teeth.

"Frankly? Yes," Kashi replied. "But not because of your physical appearance." He pointed to the battle raging above. "You're holding your own against that monster. That's what's really scary." That was only half-true. Upon seeing this visage, Kashi instantly  confirmed  what specie this man belonged to, but also his real name and what he wanted from Razznik.  Kashi guessed his identity the moment they met, but not until now was he 100% certain.

A ghost of a smile played on Rider's lips. "I suppose I should have expected such a reaction. You are somewhat different from other primes." He focused his gaze on the battle above, "Now, let us postpone this unfortunate ending for just a while longer."

Amplified by the increased energy, the key-blades overpowered Razznik pushing him all the way into the portal.

Once Razznik’s hand  disappeared behind the portals, the streams of light spread out from the point of contact. They formed six cardinal points on a  mandala  and joined together to form a Star of David.

The six key-blades stopped their rotations and inserted themselves into  their  respective cardinal points. The seventh key slowly hovered into place at the dead center and began advancing to the portal.

When it was but a few meters away, Razznik's arm shot out and grabbed it, clenching tightly in an attempt to smash it.

"You come!" Rider shouted.

Kashi did as he asked and approached the pillar of light, half-expecting to be launched into the sky by its force. However, it seemed the force he could clearly see was more spiritual than it was physical because though he could feel it, there was no physical evidence of the experience.

"I will be borrowing some of your power!" Rider informed him, then grabbed his hand before he could protest. The hybrid's claws sunk into his bloodstream, drawing energy from Ferulic's Spirit.

Kashi passed out instantaneously, unable to withstand the massive drain of his spirit.

The last key blasted Razznik's grip wide open, while concentric circles formed from the six shrunk towards the center, each cutting deeper into his arm.

Razznik  reluctantly  retreated, and the circles formed a final lock which the seventh key slid into.

The keys simultaneously turned in their locks, shutting down the portal . To the continent’s relief, Razznik was once again sealed to  his Realm.



Though the portals around the world closed in unison, this hour changed Dreiza forever, as the links between worlds weakened considerably. Many demons that entered Dreiza survived the swift rout that followed after the portals closed.

Those that survived found places to hide and breed - create more of their kind. There were also areas where the boundaries weakened to the extent that periodically portals would open, releasing the demons back into the world.

To some adventurers, however, it just meant more monsters to kill...

            

    
        Chapter 76: Time-Out

    
    
    
    
                Genaco Compound.

19  th   June 2043.

The full-body Virtual Drive released a long sigh as its hatch yawned open. Its helmet retracted off the head of its occupant as he opened his eyes.

Suzuki gazed silently at the ceiling above, mind occupied by the meeting between Kashi and Razznik. The dark elf had been booted out of the game without warning because of the shock from Rider's drain, which meant Suzuki could not return for six hours. But there was no need to panic. He knew Rider would protect Kashi's body until he returned, and nothing could beat that monster.

Suzuki breathed deeply as he sat up, drawing his right knee to his chest. He rested his forehead against his knee, eyes closed. "You're really alive. I wonder, do you hate me, Razz." As expected, he received no answer to his question. "Not that you have a right to be." He said as hopped off the Virtual Drive. "You did get to live a thousand years longer than I ever will."

He glanced around his room – scratch that. This place could be compared to an apartment. It was large enough to house a kingsized bed, a bathroom and not one, but two 3-D holo-projectors. A fact he was happy with since they really assisted with his work. The only source of natural light and air was the balcony ,  which was shut and  had its  curtains drawn, as he had not stepped onto it once.

Kashi  flexed his shoulders as he walked across cold, tiled to the white-washed wall by his bed. He placed his palm on it, then watched as a section of the wall slid open. The bed was raised, then promptly swallowed by the hole. He never slept on the thing anyway.

Struck by the sudden vastness of the room, Suzuki marveled at how the loss of a single bed revealed just how stark the space actually was. Not surprising too, as the only things in the room were the virtual drive, his workstation, and the holo-projectors, which added no substance as they were little more than metallic circles on the floor.

Kashi's busy schedule had left Suzuki with no time to furnish the place. Well, he really was not sure he wanted to in the first place. The pristine walls and ceilings were a welcome canvas to try something new, but beyond that, he had everything he needed already.

"Turn on TV, Channel 23," Suzuki called as he  performed  a few stretches.

The voice recognition software complied. The wall opposite  Suzuki’s  bed slid open, revealing a ridiculously large television. He could have also used the holo-tv, but there was something about  flatscreens  that holograms just couldn't replicate.

Channel 23 was a news channel.  Suzuki  had a lot of anime and manga to catch up on, but he figured six hours would only whet his appetite, rather than sate it. So, he chose to check if anything interesting was happening in the world itself.

Suzuki  listened to the reporter drone on about nothing as he rapidly jumped in place to restore blood flow, and check his current stamina. T hirty  minutes later, his breathing labored, and he promptly stopped. Prolonged stay in the Virtual Drive had weakened him as expected. But it was within projected parameters. Absolutely no need to reduce Kashi's sessions.

Satisfied,  Kashi  walked over to his workstation, where his  phone  sat next to an all-in-one desktop computer ,  flanked by holo-screens on both sides. He plopped down on the wheeled chair, put on a pair of synth-gloves (devices that were used to operate holograms), then turned on the desktop. The young man was not sure what to do with this extra time. He had a timetable of his own to follow. In it, he was not supposed to have returned for another couple of days.

"Thirty hours wasted," Suzuki muttered as the screen displayed L.N.E's home site. "Well, I can gather some information if nothing else." A prompt on his  phone  notified him of an increase in rank to level 6, allowing him to comment on sites and contact the outside world using a secured chann el .

Suzuki picked up the device and inputted an array of numbers. His finger hovered over the call button, but then he put the device to sleep and placed it face down on the desk. There was no point to it. That chapter of his life was over and done with.

Suzuki  swiped the monitor's screen  to  transfer its contents to the holo-screen to its left, then opened a different site. This was where he secretly uploaded all his works, his very own black site, courtesy of James Shouyou. A 3-D armor popped up, and he pushed that to the holo-screen to the right. He then 'dragged' it out of the screen and 'flung' it to the closer of the two holo-projectors.

The image  settled, then expanded till it was human - size d , allowing him to inspect every single detail as it would appear if it was crafted. It was an impressive piece of craftsmanship, combining the light and fashionable cloth armor of the east with heavyweight western armor.

Suzuki gave it a once over, snorted,  and  then clapped, crushing the armor and sending it straight to the trash bin. It was time to try something different. Kashi's discovery of the gems had opened up a whole new realm of possibilities.

Suzuki  returned the L.N.E site to the primary monitor and went to the chatroom, curious as to the happenings around Dreiza. He scrolled through until he found one that seemed like it might contain something useful, then entered the chatroom as  Ragnarouge.

@Wastertime98: Well, well, seems we got a fresh one boys and girls. Yo, what's up Rogue?

...

@Wastertime98: Silent type eh? No sweat, observers are welcome too. We into all kinds of kinky stuff in here. Ain't that right Sensei?

@The Instructor: Give it a rest Waste.

@pwnnewbs247365: Yh man, ain't nobody's fault you gt played by an NPC girl. Don't gotta tk it out on the new guy.

@Wastertime98: Hey! Dat was private!

@Draculgun: Hey guys! Jst logged off. You guys see that giant mask in the sky?

@Wastertime98: Nope! Was dropping my damned sis off at work. Missed the biggest event of all time!

Suzuki kept silent as the group raved on and on about how 'ill' the masked boss was, his significance, and other theories. He was about to log out when...

@TheInstructor: With everything that's happening, you guys still think Janez is going to make his move?

@Draculgun: Don't think even demons can stop that madman. He wants blood. You saw his declaration on the forums yesterday.

@Wastertime98: Yh man, 1mil fr info on d Hopeful Maggots. Dat's crazy!

@pwnnewbs247365: Y'all heard bout d bridge in Rosen? Tink Janez gonna let dat slide?

A sharp knock on his door drew Suzuki's attention from the animated discussion. He picked his  phone  and almost smiled when he saw the person standing outside. "Open."

The door unlocked, and Jade waltzed in with the confidence only an owner should have, decked out in her goth-inspired clothing as usual. She had switched up her hairstyle, though. It was now tied to the back, the ends somehow standing like the ends of a broom. Finally, he could see her full face, left eye no longer shielded by her bangs.

Chocolate-brown eyes scanned the empty room, before resting on its occupant, brows raised in disbelief. "How can you even live like this?"

"Hello to you too," Suzuki replied, the tiniest bit of amusement in his voice.

Jade Yuhi stormed across the room and smacked the back of his head in one swift motion. "Oh, no. You do not get to play that card. "

Suzuki massaged the back of his head, suppressing a chuckle at how she tried to hide her stinging hand behind her back. He swiveled on his chair, so he could face her. "Can I ask what I did to deserve that?"

"Sure," Jade spat. "After you put on a shirt. It's a nice view, but quite distracting." She pointed at his bare chest, amiably suppressing the heat that rose to her cheeks. Could you blame her? That body had been chiseled to perfection. Muscles just in the right proportions, sweat from a recent workout glistening softly under the artificial light. It was every girl's fantasy...

"Don't wanna," Suzuki refused. "Haven't showered yet. Be a waste of clean clothes."

"What do you care!? Laundry's free, bozo."

"Gotta save the environment."

"Energy's free too. Nesla coils, remember?"

"I meant the detergent."

With a loud groan, Jade gave up. This guy was even more stubborn than her father. And that man once got police officers to give up on arresting him till he finished his apple pie. "Fine," she resigned. All she had to do was not stare at those MichaelAngelo crafted muscles. That should be easy. She scanned the room one more time. "Do you even have anywhere I can sit?"

Suzuki looked around. "Well, I didn't think I'd be having any guests over. Only got the one chair. You could sit on the bed if you want?"

Jade shot him a look that could freeze a phoenix cold. "Not in this lifetime."

He shrugged as he returned his attention to the chatroom. "Suit yourself."

Jade closed her eyes, suppressing the urge to smack him again. That only ended badly for her. Her eyes caught the images on the black site. "What're you up to?" She took out a pair of synth-gloves from her pockets and slipped them on.

"Hey, wait!" Suzuki's protests fell on deaf ears as the intrigued girl had already grabbed his latest experiment and displayed it on the projector.

"Hey Suzuki, is this what I think it is?" Jade asked, marveling at the intricate design in front of her. It was far from finished and was in pieces, but she could make out the unmistakable hull. "Why are you using such an old-fashioned design? It's almost fantasy-like. Has no aerial advan – wait. This. This is for L.N.E?"

Suzuki sighed. No use hiding it now that she had seen it. "Yes, it is. Can't get it to work yet, though. Most of the things I need do not exist in L.N.E. Trying to find a way around that."

"Hmm. I never thought you were smart enough to pull off something like this."

This was a line that coming from anyone else would be viewed as an insult. But  Jade threw  it off her shoulder so nonchalantly,  Suzuki  knew it was her honest opinion. He couldn't bring himself to be even slightly offended by her remark, but for the sake of saving face, "Well, sorry for not looking intelligent."

"Oh, don't worry,"  Jade  soothed, focus still on the working parts of the machine. "Your physical appearance  is more than redeeming ." She whirled around, eyes gleaming. "I'll be right back! Keep that door open." With that, she was gone before he  could get a word in.

Suzuki slumped in his chair. Well, he had just over five hours to burn anyway. She might make this less of an ordeal. His attention was once again pricked by the conversation in the chatroom.

@Draculgun: Like I said, HM's not gonna last long. They might hold the upper hand now, but they have so few members.

@Wastertime98: Yh! Buncha proud c@#$&uckers. They don't let anybody join. Like no-one! You gotta go through some stupid examination! Like chill! It's a fking game!

@pwnnewbs247365: Tru, bt ya gotta admit. They've got some real badasses over dere. Forget Absalom, you seen that twerp Stryke's party?

@TheInstructor: Yes I have. Well balanced, and insanely strong. Their fight patterns are so unconventional. I don't know who taught them, but he/she is terrifying.

@Wastertime98: Who gives a fck? Janez got like a thousand men. In war, size does matter.

@pwnnewbs247365: Maybe, bt Absalon's got the Royal Army on his side. Dat's gotta count for something. And I hear Leila's no joke either. She's gt so many deals under the table no one knows where her influence ends.

@Wastertime98: yh, she probably bends under the table too

@TheInstructor: -_- really Waste? A female derogatory joke? Really?

@Wastertime98: Ok, Ok, yeesh sorry! This world's gone to shit.

@Draculgun: Um, guys, you won't believe what just happened.

@TheInstructor: What?

@Wastertime98: No one's playing the guessing game kid. SPILL!

@Draculgun: Janez did it again. He just increased the bounty to 10mil

@TheInstructor: Well damn...

@Wastertime98: LOOOOL! SWEET SWEET MULA CHEDDAR GREEN! Guess I'd better get maggot hunting then

"Hmm... Janez is it?"

Suzuki nearly jumped out of his skin as Jade's voice tickled his left ear. "What are you, a ninja? When did you get back?" He looked over his shoulder at the young girl who, in turn, withdrew from the close proximity.

"Just did," Jade answered. "You got beef with Janez?" She had one knee resting on a wheeled chair similar to his. She kicked against the ground with her free leg and rolled to a stop next to him. Luckily, the workstation was designed to hold more than one person, so there was ample room for her to place her laptop, notebook, and other stuff he did not recognize.

"Apparently, Kashi should," Suzuki replied with a frown. "We didn't know there were guilds at odds with the Maggots."

Jade shook her head as she turned on her laptop. "We,  huh? I will never get used to hearing that."

"I'm surprised you're even cooperating. Would have thought you'd keep referring to me as Kashi, and vice-versa."

Jade rolled her eyes. "I learned at an early age to accept people and their fetishes. It's just part of what makes you ,  you, I guess."

"Fetish, you say. Now, that I haven't heard," Suzuki replied in a calm, almost amused voice. Try as he might, this girl's words couldn't get under his skin. Not like  hers  could. Then again,  she  had the advantage – or was it a disadvantage - of being the first real companion he ever had. Back then, he could not differentiate between honest opinions and judgy remarks. "Narcissist, megalomaniac, Personality disorder, freak... yes. Fetish, never."

"Wow."

"What?"

Jade’s  eyes twinkled, lips curling into a mocking grin as she said, "Funny how all those words perfectly encapsulate your character. I owe whoever called you those a big thank you."

Suzuki paused, imagining the fiery  Yuhi Jade  with the cold, reserved Adachi Ayumi. Polar opposites the two were. Ying and Yang Incarnate. "I have a sinking feeling you two would get along well."

"That so?" Jade walked over to the floating hologram and shrunk it till it was within her palm. "Who was she?" She took the diagram to her laptop and 'fed' it to her system. All of its data came up on her screen, then the object itself was suspended on a mini holo-projector by her  computer .

"Why do you assume it's a she?" Suzuki asked, now more than intrigued by what she planned to do with his experiment.

"A guy would call you an idiot and be done with it,"  Jade  stated matter-of-fact ,  fingers already running tests on the machine.

"That is a very sexist thing to say."

"Doesn't make it any less true. Now stop deflecting and answer the question."

Suzuki sighed as he recalled their very first meeting. 

A sunny April afternoon, Sakura's still in full bloom, a young girl meditating alone in the vast training hall  with  a magnificent longbow on the floor in front of her. "She was my club captain."

"Sounds like she was more than that."

Suzuki folded his arms across his chest – not that she could see him, what with how enraptured she was with her new endeavor. "Anyone ever tell you you're nosy?"

"I told you I'm a hacker. Think I became one because I like to stay in my lane?"

Suzuki sighed. "Nope." Eager to change the topic, he asked, "Tell me about Janez?"

"We're not done with this club captain business," Jade said. "But I am far too distracted to truly enjoy your back-story anyway. Will table it for later."

"Gee, thanks. So, Janez?"

"Madman Janez, leader of the largest guild in Rosendun. He and his zergs regularly raid all the toughest dungeons in Rosendun. He loves fighting and women in equal parts."

Suzuki raised a brow. "What does he want with Hopeful Maggots?"

"He's been recruiting aggressively. Some hypothesize it was for some big conquest or another. Probably pissed Kashi took off first. Only thing stopping him is that terrifying right hand of yours."

"What?"

"Leila, stupid. She's made so many alliances with the local chiefs that any attack from Janez might get him stabbed in the back."

Suzuki frowned. "She's been doing that?"

"And much more. Seriously, that chick is what femme - fatales aspire to be. Never met her in person, but everyone who has say they can't speak in her presence."

"That's... I didn't know that."

"No surprise. From what I've heard, she doesn't exactly scream out her accomplishments for the world to hear... There!"

Suzuki blinked twice, taken back by her sudden exclamation. His eyes widened when he saw the source of her elation. The hologram was moving. It bloody worked. How the hell?

"Ain't your fault," Jade said, "You aint an engineer."

Suzuki raised a brow. "You are?"

She grinned. "Just graduated."

Suzuki rubbed his temple. "Is everybody in this group a genius?"

"Well, no. There's you."

Suzuki could not help it. The well-timed jab, coupled with the relief of finally having that thing work forced out a giggle, the sound foreign and strange to his own ears.

"D-Did you just giggle?" Jade burst out in laughter, intensified by the embarrassment in the young man's eyes. "My God, I haven't heard anyone giggle since I was what... five? The hell was that?"

Suzuki killed the dastardly sound instantly by clamping his hand over her mouth. "Nothing. You heard nothing." Hot, labored breath frayed against his palm, her eyes wide in shocked surprise. The intensity of her burning gaze made him realize just how close they were.

In his haste to shut her up,  Suzuki  had rolled over so quickly, she barely had time to raise her legs onto the chair, so he didn't crash into them. Now, those thin pale legs were pressed against his chest, the rhythm of his beating heart, sending shocks down her exposed laps.

Neither moved, not an inch.

Suzuki wasn't sure how much time passed with their gazes locked, but Jade recovered first. She stuck her tongue out and licked his palm, causing him to reel back in shock.  Jade  then kicked his chair, and he rolled a safe distance  away  from her. 

Jade’s  heart pounded so loudly, she swore he could hear it. But this was just lust. He did have a beautiful body, after all. No reason to lose it. She calmed herself with a few short breaths. "Come on, we don't have all day. I'll show you how it works."

Jade  could have sworn it was there for a moment: a flicker of desire that mirrored, If not surpassed hers, but now those dark pools held nothing she could see. Those depressing orbs that had attracted her attention in the first place.

"Sure," Suzuki said, voice even. "Go ahead."

Jade directed her attention to the model with a vengeance, hoping the experiment succeeded in throwing her mind off unnecessary things.

Luckily, it worked. In time, the two were too engaged in improving the model, the earlier awkwardness was all but forgotten.

"We got a way to make it work," Jade said. "But we still need a power source."

Suzuki nodded. "I have an idea. Kashi made some discoveries recently. They might help." He revealed Kashi's recent exploits, sparing none of the gory details.

"Hmm... If he can master those, we might actually have a chance."

Suzuki raised a brow. "We?"

"Well, yeah," Jade challenged. "You didn't think I was gonna be the only one in the group who didn't join Kashi's guild, did you?"

"Don't know. Where've you been? In-game, I mean?"

"Around. Ice mages aren't in high demand, so I wander a lot."

"Ice?" Suzuki frowned. "Thought you were a fire mage."

Jade  brushed aside his comment with a wave. "Same difference."

"No, they are not the same. They are nowhere alike. As opposite as night and day."

"Yeah, yeah. No need to be so dramatic about it."

Suzuki's eyes narrowed. "You're not going to tell me your real class ,  are you?"

"And ruin the surprise?"  Jade’s  lips curled in  a  mischievous grin. "No, of course not."

Suzuki sighed. "Fine." He picked up his sketchpad and flipped through the pages.

They sat in silence for a while,  Suzuki  absorbed with his latest sketch, and  Jade  in whatever it is she did on that laptop.

"How long are you out for?" Jade asked, breaking the silence.

Suzuki glanced at the  phone . "Three hours give or take."

"How long till you get out again?"

"A couple of days. Maybe a wee k…   D epends."

Jad e swiveled  a round to face him. "Is the Virtual World that much fun? That you spend so much time in it?"

Suzuki tapped the table with his pencil. "I wouldn't use the word 'fun' per se. I use it to learn certain things I've forgotten."

Jade sat up, curiosity piqued. "Like what?"

"We all have our secrets," he replied. "Only told you this much cause you're... well, you."

"Yeah, I know. I'm awesome like that."

"And you call me a narcissist."

"Hey, when I do it, it's cute."

"Such baseless confidence. I'm almost impressed."

Jade chuckled, bringing an end to the rally she knew would never end. "Question: when you finally get out, how long you plan on staying out."

Suzuki rubbed his chin in thought. "A week, maybe more."

"Yeah, right." She snorted. However, his expression gave her pause. "Wait, you're serious? You won't go into  L ine  for an entire week... You?"

Suzuki shrugged as he finished his sketch. "Don't act so surprised. Already dedicated two months to Kashi. He can self-train from now on."

Jade's eyes narrowed. "Self-train? What's that?"

Suzuki felt like slamming his head on the desk. He had let his guard down big time and gifted her one of his biggest secrets. Now that she knew, there was no point in hiding or deflecting the truth. She would wring it out of him one way or another. "Yes, self-train. Your avatar can undergo training even while you're not logged in."

"How!? Your avatar ca n’t  move! Wait, can you somehow separate you and Kashi's consciousness, letting him stay behind?"

Suzuki blanched. "NO!"

Jade shrunk back, terrified by the ferocity in his voice.

Suzuki shot off the chair and paced to the other end of the room. He  then  returned a few seconds later, as calm as ever. "Self-train is an ability every player's avatar possesses. No one knows about it though, except for me."

Jade could not forget  the  explicit rage he'd showed then. The almost murderous fire in his eyes, and even more, the fear  Suzuki  so carefully hid behind that rage. But he clearly did not want to talk about it. So, she swallowed hard and replied. "You gonna explain, or you want me to beg?"

Suzuki turned to her. One of these days, he would end up telling her everything.  Suzuki  knew it. Just like he'd known, he would tell  her . But that day hadn't come. He still had enough defenses in place against her. "I'll talk. If only because the sight of you begging might give me nightmares for weeks."

In L.N.E and King's Journey, players had to log out in safe areas because their bodies could be killed even if they were not inhabited. If a perpetrator was caught in the process of harming an uninhabited body and stopped on time, eventually, that body would heal, even without the owner logging back in.

This got Razznik (wh om  he lied was some bloke named Trion) thinking. The body was definitely still alive. Its heart was beating, and most importantly, the regeneration ability worked. So what else worked?

This led to a series of self-mutilating and painful experiences.

At the end of which  Razznik learned  two facts.

1) The body functioned as it would if the user was still logged in. (It was only sleeping)

2) Any damage incurred during sleep was received as a backlash when logged in.

What Trion did was, he crafted a device that kept pounding against his body, sat in front of it, then logged out. He returned sometime later and found that not only had some of his stat points improved (mainly Endurance which governed rate of health regeneration), but his physical resistance also shot up.

This was a revelation! As long as  Trion’s  health regeneration could keep up, he could weather any sort of damage for the period he wasn't logged in, and gain resistance to it.

"At a point, he started sleeping in volcanos," Suzuki said with a short laugh.

"But didn't that hurt? When you... he logged in?" Jade asked dumbfounded. No wonder no one thought of it. It ’s utterly  insane!

"Well, yeah. But pain's just a message. You can ignore it if you want."

"I... don't think that's how it works."

"It's how it should."

Jade listened as  Suzuki  narrated even more crazy exploits by this Trion persona, chipping in every now and then when he described something genuinely absurd.

Time flew,  and the duo fully engaged in their animated discussion , until, unfortunately,  Suzuki's  phone  interrupted them  with an obnoxiously loud alarm.

"Guess that's my cue," Jade said, getting up. "I did plan to go out today, but I guess this was a good second choice as any."

"Your flattery warms my heart."

She flashed a sarcastic smile as she gathered her things. "I'm leaving the chair. God knows I'll need it."

"You planning on coming over again?"

"Well, duh?" She made her exit, oblivious to the extra sheet of paper Suzuki snuck into her laptop while she wasn't looking. "See you when I see you."

"Yup."

With that,  Jad e was gone, as swiftly as she had come in. And  Suzuki  was left in the vastly empty room. He did not wallow in melancholy however but instead got in the Virtual Drive.  Suzuki  was not sure what that was earlier, but for a second, he had actually felt something. He did not know what it was, but it had been there for the slightest of seconds.

If it was  as   Suzuki  theorized, then it seemed he chose well in Kashi. "I still have many things I need to learn. I'll be counting on you." With that, the helmet covered his head, and he surrendered control to the  guildmaster of The Hopeful Maggots.

 

            

    
        Chapter 77: Gamble

    
    
    
    
                ???

A man in full battle armor stomped across the metal walkway, helmet obscuring his face from view. He wielded a large assault rifle held across his chest with the ease of a professional. The desert sand picked up, causing him to curse once again. He didn't know what was so urgent he'd been called here, but whatever it was, he might be stuck here till the storm passed.

He stopped in front of a metal door and gave it his identification. It scanned the I.D card, assessed his voice, then promptly slid open, having confirmed his credentials.

The man grunted as he stepped inside, taking off his helmet only after the door shut, and the air had pressurized. A light brown ponytail slid appreciatively off the helmet's insides and down, no longer trapped in its cage.

He held the helmet in his left hand and massaged his forehead with his forefinger and thumb, then wiped a bead of sweat trickling down his blue skin. He promptly walked down the only hallway in the lonely outpost, eager to get this assignment over with.

He passed through a connecting bridge, then another checkpoint, which thankfully led to the control room he was looking for.

The control room was a small auditorium filled with rows of tables, and workstations were employees once sat to observe and study the stars above. It was empty now though, dust and spiders the only interested parties.

A sound from the front row caught his attention.

Oh yeah, there was one person left here. A man who insisted on chasing wild fantasies. Dark grey eyes scanned the room for the man who had summoned him to this forgotten place.

"Haha!" A man laughed, screaming while he did so as he rose from behind a workstation. "That you Dark!? What'd I tell ya!? Told you I'd find it! Took me twenty-five years, but I found it, the blasted thing!"

The man called Dark set his helmet down on one of the tables and approached him. "Speak Bruce, I don't have time for this."

"Fine, fine. No patience seriously," Bruce grumbled as he shuffled over to one of the still-functioning workstations. "Look up there." He pointed at a giant screen overhead on the wall that displayed... nothing. Just a bunch of stars.

Dark frowned. "What am I supposed to be looking at, Bruce?"

"That is point 32 Delta, 65 Gardon, 128 Java. This is what it looks like now. But..." Bruce clicked something, and the image on the screen changed. "That was thirty hours ago."

Dark's eyes widened in shock. "What the fuck am I looking at, Bruce?"

"Looks like a giant mask, in my opinion." Bruce offered.

He returned the ridiculous statement with an incredulous glare. "I can see that much! I mean that planet! What the fuck's a planet doing there?"

"Don't know, frankly. One second it wasn't there , next...  poof, gone. Best guess there's some sort of cloaking device."

"For a whole planet? Nothing has that kind of power."

"I'm a scientist, not a god Dark," Bruce stated. "We wanna know what's there, we gotta investigate. Send a drone or two, maybe."

Dark frowned. "Those are expensive. Don't think Siri has any to spare."

"Then get her to change her mind," Bruce retorted, tone rising rapidly. "I stayed behind in this hellhole for twenty-five years Dark, Twenty-Fucking-Five Years! All so I could save you ungrateful lot! With the amount of radiation poisoning I got, I won't live long enough to see how this pans out anyway. So, when I say I need one or two measly drones, you get that bitch Siri to fucking deliver! Got it!?"

Dark sighed as he balanced the rifle on his left hand and raised his right to placate the old man. "Fine, I'll get on it. Might take some time, though."

"Look around you." Bruce gestured around the room. "All I've got is time."

"Yeah, gotcha." He walked swiftly to the exit, picking up his helmet along the way. If he hurried, he could still beat the storm. "Oh, yeah," he said, stopping at the door. "Shouldn't have to say this, but you do know you can't tell anyone about this."

Bruce's green eyes flashed with rage. "I ’ve  been doing this since you were sucking on your momma's tits boy. Don't insult me."

"Sorry, Bruce," Dark apologized. "Protocol and all that. Gotta say it. You know how it is."

"Yeah, whatever," Bruce grunted. "Just get me those damned probes."

"Will do." The young man put on his helmet, its familiar hiss letting him know it was now air-locked. He ran outside the facility, jumped off the side of the railings, then dashed to his glider (hoverbike). He placed his assault rifle in a compartment reserved for it, then turned on the machine.

A slight hum and turn later, dust kicked up as the machine kicked into over-drive and sped across the wasteland, its rider eager to beat the rapidly encroaching sandstorm...



Deserun,

Merriheim.

3  rd   Ryzul, 1092.

Kashi strode through the mansion's hallways, inspecting the damage incurred during Razznik's episode. It was probably a good thing only Kashi and Miote had been in the building. Coming up from the basement, they had time to prepare before attacking. Anyone  else caught  in these hallways would have been swarmed  in an instant.

The damages themselves were superficial, nothing a little money couldn't fix (though at present he was relatively short on funds. The guild had sunk most of its profits into the bridge, islands, and bank investments.) Huge gambles on all fronts, but ones both he and Leila were assured would pay off sooner rather than later.

Well, he still had the money he was supposed to have used to subjugate the south-south region of Merriheim.

Satisfied with the inspection, Kashi went downstairs to the living room where all Maggots in Merriheim were present and waiting, along with Rider. He had also teleported Stryke and his team (which took forever since he could only take one at a time) over, Leila the only player missing. Well, he would update her whenever she logged back in, which Stryke had informed him would be a while.

Kashi squeezed his way through the fully packed room, to the only free spot by the fireplace. He had spent the last forty-eight hours thinking of the best way to go ahead and had finally decided. He glanced around the room, fingers shaking ever so slightly, evidence of his increasing unease.

What  Kashi  has about to  ran contrary to  everything Suzuki stood for. In fact, he was pretty sure while Razznik Y'Terlow might not particularly care, he would still shake his head at this endeavor. Not that  Kashi  could blame them. Every fiber in his being screamed against this move, but – he glanced at Rider – now that he knew the true identity of that man, he could no longer hesitate. Better to have him momentarily mad, than become his enemy in the future.

Kashi swallowed his unease with a deep breath. The faster he got this over with, the better. Once he had calmed down, he fixed his gaze at Rider. "Lu-lu."

Rider, who had been resting against the opposite wall jerked upright, eyes darkened with rage. "What did you just call me?"

"Lu-lu," Kashi continued in a low voice, determined not to throw his eyes from Rider's cold glare. "Lucius Ludarak. That is your name. Only one person called you Lu-Lu for short."

All light was drained from the room. The next second, light returned, and Rider held Kashi by the throat. "Are you going to claim you heard that from the history books too?"

The  M aggots rose in a frenzy, each about to strike , but Kashi quickly shouted, "Stop!"  He  could feel his throat being crushed by the hybrid's force , and patted  Rider's hand in a  futile  attempt to get him to release his chokehold. Wincing, he managed. "A-alive. Sh-"

"What did you say?" Rider's grip tightened.

Kashi pointed at his hand and frowned, making a face that totally did not match his situation. His eyes seemed to say,  'How am I supposed to talk with a crushed throat, you moron!?'

Stunned by the daeben's defiance, Rider relaxed his grip.

Kashi's desperate lungs sucked in oxygen too fast, sending him into a coughing fit. After he had relaxed, he matched Rider's glare. "She's alive, son of Dracula... Zeno is alive."



Son of Dracula

"Haa? You say your name's Ludarak? That's just an anagram of Dracula isn't it?"

"Dracula is my Uncle's name. I..."

"Well, you hate your pops. So, I guess your name makes you the son of Dracula, don't it?"

"He's my Uncle."

"Whatever you say, Son of Dracula."



Rider stared at the daeben, eyes a mixture of shock, question, and a hint of fear. "How do you know that? That name."

"Same as always," Kashi rebuked, regaining his confidence. "You fail to see what is truly important. I said Zeno is Alive!"

"I, I heard that," Rider replied listlessly. "However, I have no reason to believe you. Not until you explain to me your relationship with Razznik Y'Terlow."

There was a collective gasp across the room. No wonder. Those who had played the previous game knew Razznik quite well .  Those who didn't know had been regaled with his tales – slightly exaggerated sometimes – by those who did know.

"Was planning on doing so anyway," Kashi chided. "Now, would you please let me down? It's hard to talk with your throat under the constant threat of being crushed."

Rider hesitated. He knew of Kashi's teleport ability. However, if the daeben knew so much, he should know what would happen as a result of that action. If he did try to escape, then it proved he knew nothing, and would be wiped from existence for his deceit. With that in mind, he let the daeben go.

Kashi landed on his feet, and massaged his sore throat, wincing as he did so. As far as gambles go, this had been his biggest of his life. Zeno had been his ace, but if Rider had refused to fold, he would have been dead by now. A gamble with his life as the stakes. He wondered if Kenny Rogers would approve.

"Are you still familiar with how we Summoned come to be?" Kashi asked once he had regained his composure.

"Yes. There is a host body in your world from whom spirits enter our world. Is it still as I remember it?"

"Yes, it is." The fact that the Residents were aware that Summoned came from another world was a bonus beyond measure. Especially since, unlike videogames, the world didn't pause when they logged out. It also allowed people to talk about real-life situations without breaking the minds of the residents, as the residents just viewed it as another thing done in that peculiar world. It was still, of course, taboo to speak of, or in any way, try to alert the residents to the fact they were A.I's or part of a game. Actions like that were stopped by the system and could result in a lifetime ban.

Kashi took a deep breath and steeled himself. "I share the host body of Razznik Y'Terlow."

The odd phrasing took a second or two to sink into the  M aggots, but when its meaning did... Pandemonium.

"What!?"

"What do you mean!?"

"You were Razznik!"

"What was that in the sky then!"

"You can control two characters at the same time!?"

Like a recently cracked dam, the questions kept rushing in faster than Kashi could answer, their overwhelming force threatening to swallow him whole. Luckily, he had an unexpected savior.

"Repeat what you just said." The dark rage consuming Rider's voice silenced the frenzied crowd.

Kashi matched his glare. "I share Razz's host bo – Whoa!" The daeben floundered, eyes wide as he gazed at the mansion a hundred feet below him. He brought his eyes to the hybrid, who as well hovered in front of him. Cold breeze carrying whispers of winter licked his hair, the sky   grey as it prepared to receive the morning sun. "Well, this is new," remarked the daeben in an oddly relaxed tone.

"You do not seem bothered by this," Rider noted, tone measured. "Though I suppose it should be so. You are Razznik, after all."

Kashi opened his mouth to correct him—but then decided against it. Some secrets were not his to give out. Besides, he doubted he could explain the complexity of his situation without somehow alerting the hybrid of his true nature. "Yes, and no. The Razznik I was died at K'iol. This one can be considered my... soul, yes, my soul if you will."

Rider's eyes narrowed. He spoke his doubt, but his eyes revealed the frightened hope that hid beneath. "How do I know you speak the truth?"

Kashi shook his head. "I told you of your true name. Surely you remember only a handful knew that name. Come to think of it, I also didn't know your true appearance... Is this even your  real  appearance or just another fake?"

"I ask the questions."

"Of course," Kashi relented. "What do you wish to hear?"

"Where did I first meet Razznik?"

Kashi frowned. "Do you mean when you two officially met, or the time you crossed paths in Rist pass while he was dragon hunting?"

"Ah... It would seem you are who you claim to be ,"  Rider remarked, and  Kashi swallowed hard as a wave of bloodlust assaulted him. "Surely, you wouldn't blame me for your death?"

"Wait," Kashi urged. "I was serious when I said Zeno's alive."

"If what you say is true, take me to her this instant."

Kashi grimaced. "That is impossible at this mo-" he clutched his throat, wincing as his throat was slowly crushed by an unseen force. "We need Skyrm!" He panted as the force relented. Damn, he was starting to regret his decision. "She is safe, but we need Skyrm to rescue her."

Rider frowned. "If it is a matter of strength, then I-"

"It's not strength or skill. Skyrm is the only one who can undo the locks that protect her."

"No problem," Rider professed. "We shall go meet Skyrm this instant. He should willingly offer his assistance."

Kashi shook his head in disbelief, shoulders shaking with rising rage. The man called Lucius Ludarak had not changed one bit from the past. Sure, physically, he looked nothing like the red-bearded Norwegian whose acquaintance Razznik had made, but he still lost sight of everything whenever Zeno was involved. "In case you forgot, just a few days ago, you shut Razznik out of this realm."

Rider's incredulous gaze asked,  ‘ So What? ’

"So, only one being  o n this continent has enough power to simultaneously cast so many portals at the same time," Kashi explained. He winced as he recalled the beast flying away, clawing at the soul-stone embedded in its chest. At the time, he had hoped Skyrm would find a way to rid himself of the stone. Apparently,  he had  no such luck.

"Let us assume you are right–"

"I am."

Rider completely ignored  Kashi’s declaration t. "Assuming you are right, why is that important?"

Kashi glared at the hybrid. "I don't suppose you know where Skyrm is, do you? And on the off chance you do, are you confident you can take him on?"

Rider's brow rose in confused disbelief. "Why do you suppose I would fight alongside you? I may only interfere in matters relating to Razznik Y'Terlow. You're a bit of a grey area, but I am sure killing you is ,  in some way or another ,  following the guidelines. Fighting Skyrm is not."

Kashi was actually stunned speechless. Of all the scenarios he had in mind, he had never really considered this a possibility. "We're talking about Zeno here."

"Yes,"  Rider  admitted. "But my duty outweighs my personal wishes. As you claim to be Razznik, you should know this."

"So, you won't fight Skyrm?"

"Not unless he once again becomes directly related to Razznik's return."

Kashi palmed his forehead as a frustrated grunt escaped his lips. In his haste, he had forgotten it was this man's loyalty to duty that had gotten Zeno in that mess in the first place. Never one to wallow in needless despair, the leader of the Hopeful Maggots immediately drummed up a new course of action. "Fine. You won't fight, I get that. However, you will have to wait then."

"Why?"

"Quite simply, because my guildmates and I are far too weak."

Rider frowned. "It could take a decade for you to get strong enough to challenge Skyrm. Do you think I can wait that long?"

Tired of playing the injured party, Kashi shirked his faked fright and went on the attack. "First: You don't have a choice. Kill me, and you lose all chance of saving Zeno. Second: I might share the same body as Razznik, but it would do you good not to think of us the same. I would never send those in my charge to their needless deaths just to further my cause. Third: It would take three decades for us to challenge Skyrm. I should know. It took Razznik that long. And he really cheated."

"Anything else you would like to point out?" Rider asked dryly.

"Yes, actually. I don't have the patience to wait three decades, either. We will only need six months."

"Impossible."

Kashi snorted. "If we were trying to kill or defeat Skyrm, yes. My aim is a little different. We just need to destroy or remove the soul stone in his chest."

"How would you do that?"

"I know Skyrm's true name. I can bind him to his human body for a limited time."

Rider's eyes for the first time that morning showed something not entirely negative: a smidgen of respect. "You know the true name of the Lord of Dragons ?"

Kashi shook his head. "It isn't as good as it sounds. Most I can do is bind him to a spot for a few minutes." Which was kind of a bummer. With most divine creatures, their true names gave its wielder almost complete command of them. Skyrm , however,  was so overpowered  that  using his true name was something akin to a minor irritation . T hat , of course,  didn't mean he wouldn't absolutely murder anyone who had the guts to disrespect him by using it. 

Kashi sighed, and then complained, "Downside is, I have to be whisper his name into his ear. He would kill me, regardless if I shouted his name for the world to hear."

"I see. Have you considered what the outcome would be if you shattered the stone while it resided within him?" Rider asked. "The corruption could very well merge with his very bloodstream. I have witnessed similar cases."

Kashi grimaced. "It's a chance I'll have to take. The only mage I know I can trust is a blood mage. It was quite difficult for him to remove an inactive soul stone from an unconscious opponent. We can't knock Skyrm out, so he is out of the question."

"Syèl, was it?" Rider mused. "Yes, the  halben  who makes a mockery of the blood arts."

Kashi laughed weakly. Only this man could call Syèl's frightening proficiency and skill a mockery. After Razznik, Syèl was the person the daeben least wanted—yet also most wanted—to fight . In the end,   Kashi  had to admit  that   R ider did have the right to make such a proclamation. "I wouldn't call him a mockery, but yes, he's the one."

"As long as he remains a blood mage, he will suffer when it comes to magic from the Restoration branch ,” Rider pointed out with a shake of his head.

"Maybe." Kashi sighed. "All of this is meaningless if we cannot find Skyrm in the first place. He could be anywhere."

"I cannot directly interfere, but I am allowed to advise," Rider started. "A brethren of mine received a prophecy recently. It might help you find him."

Kashi winced as the wind momentarily picked up, stinging his cheeks with cold. Seemed winter was  around the corner . "You would help me?"

"No." Bam! Flat! Instant Rejection! "I do this for Zeno."

"You didn't need to force the No so much, you know? Fine, what is this prophecy?"

"Madness Without Equal, Destroyer Beyond Measure. An Army of Death Shields the Light of the Sixth Moon. Thunder Deafens the World, yet no Light Breaks the Darkness. The Earth Bleeds Where Chaos Reigns. The Destroyer Returns."

Kashi ears perked at the last two lines. He brought up his quest menu and scrolled to the quest to kill Razznik. A smile spread across his lips. "I don't know where he is now, but I know exactly where he will be in six months' time."

Rider's eyes sparked, attention drawn. "Where?"

"Oni Hill," Kashi said with a short laugh. "The damned place still exists."



???

Gunder, the soul that now inhabited Skyrm's body walked meekly behind its recognized lord and master, Cathek. The duo traversed a monastery hewn into the side of a mountain, in some remote location. Harsh winds razed its surroundings, enshrouding the building in a mirage of snow.

The dragon gazed at its reflection on the finely polished floors, ignoring the men and women that passed by, some in armor, others in robes. Some of them smelled like gold, others the ever lingering smell of the sewers and all bowed to its master as he passed by.

A grunt from its master hastened it to the door where he waited. He pushed it open and held it for the dragon to enter.

Gunder walked in, examining the medical laboratory as he did so. Several warriors—denoted by the armor by their bedside—and mages were sprawled on beds, attended by the finest of mages in the art of restoration. Most were victims of the Paladins' attacks, while some had inevitably suffered from Razznik's failed summoning.

Well, no one expected there not to be any casualties.

Gunder watched Cathek exchange words with one of the physicians, then place a reassuring palm on his, and promise all the aid he needed. His master then beckoned him closer, and Gunder complied.

"So, Perah, what is it that ails him?" Cathek inquired.

The physician called Perah was a wood-elf past his prime. Wrinkles marred his forehead as he examined the dragon, greying brown hair, bound neatly at his back. "There's nothing physically wrong with his constitution. You have a healthy elder dragon, Sire."

"I should," Cathek agreed. "But he cannot replicate any of the high tier skills or magicks. And his mana pool is ridiculously low for a dragon, let alone the King of Dragons."

"Hmm. Let me run some more tests. Do you wish to visit Lady Taris in the meantime?"

"No," Cathek declined. "I will wait. This is of far more importance."

"I would not be the one to tell her that."

Gunder barely listened to this exchange, fascinated instead by the bodies moaning around the room. It was interesting how much tenacity they had to live, even with some having only one or two limbs left.

The glasses-elf started poking him with more stuff. He wondered why he did not feel a thing, though. Maybe it was because of this body? Since he got this body, killing had been so much easier that it was almost dull. But it seemed master was not satisfied for some reason. He wanted more, and if glasses man was supposed to help, then he would stay quiet and do as told.

Several hours later, Perah had reached his conclusion. "Your problem's not so much physical as it is spiritual."

Cathek regarded the physician with a slight frown. "What did Skyrm do?"

"I've never seen this done in practice before," Perah muttered. "He shattered his own  ki  centres."

Cathek closed his eyes in silent reverence to the King of Dragons. Right until the end, he found a way to buy the realm as much time as possible. "In the end, it's just buying time. How long until they are repaired?"

"Quite frankly, I am amazed we can even speak of repairing them. Any other being would be unable to use magic for life, but the fact that Gunder can already use low-level magic is proof that they're healing quickly."

"So, how long?"

"He heals at a very fast rate. In a few months, you should be able to use high-tier s pell s again."

Cathek nodded, pleased with the answer. The 'Seven Broken Swords' needed a year before they could use Aerith's Keys again. "What is your professional estimate on the  [ Nether Gates ]  spell ?"

Perah rubbed his chin in thought. "I would say anywhere from five to eight months. This is not an exact science. It's my first time encountering this myself."

"Thank you for your assistance," Cathek said with a short bow, which was returned in kind. "I will speak to  Her Highness  regarding your station. Our wounded brethren will not be neglected."

"I would be most gracious."

Gunder followed his master down the maze-like hallways to a grand door which two heavily armored warriors guarded.

The guards bowed as they pushed the doors open.

Cathek order ed  the dragon to wait behind as he walked inside, the doors shutting him from the dragon's view.

Kashi heaved a sigh of relief as his feet dropped softly against the ground near the fountain, with his back to the main gate. For all his bravado, there was something about floating weightless in the air while someone else controlled your fate, that would freak out the most stoic of men. But then he remembered something even more terrifying. He would have to face the mob soon, and they wouldn't rest till he had satisfied their curiosity.

Rider landed opposite him. "I might also have a method for extracting the soul-stone without destroying it."

Kashi frowned. "There is such a method?"

"Most likely," Rider confirmed. "I will have to confer with a partner of mine first, though."

"I suppose I owe you my thanks."

Rider shook his head. "If what you say about Zeno is true and you do deliver on your word, then we will be more than even."

"Still, it would be remiss of me not to be thankful. You could have justifiably killed me ten times over."

"I never said I have changed my mind."

"Haha... Ha.. ha? You  are  joking, right?"

"Remains to be seen." Black bat-like wings spread from the hybrid's back. With a mighty swing, they pushed him a few feet above the earth. "One more thing ,  Daeben."

"Yes?"

"If this method does work, you will need to find a mage well-versed in the Restoration school of magic." With that , Rider  took to the sky with a speed that shouldn't be possible for a huma... Oh, wait, he was the furthest thing from. Plus, this was a game. Logic t ook  a backseat.

Kashi watched the figure reduce to a mere speck before disappearing altogether. "Now, where the hell am I supposed to find a healer?"

"Who knows?" a voice replied from behind. "I hear they're in high demand these days."

Kashi turned to the source of the voice.

A pair of chocolate brown eyes belonging to a rather short female  halben  dressed in pure white from the protective plates on her long-sleeved leather cuirass to her boots stared at him, a hint of an amused smile on her lips. She held a similarly white magic staff in her right hand, which significantly had no protective bracers, unlike the left.

In stark contrast to these, long, night-black sashes hung from her right hand and the backside of her cowl. The pieces of fabric fluttered and wrapped about her, mimicking her almost-waist length glossy dark hair.

Kashi frowned. "Who are you?"

 

            

    
        Chapter 78: Remember Her Name

    
    
    
    
                Deserun, Merriheim.

3rd   Ryzul, 1092.

Cool breeze from the newly formed river streamed over Merriheim, fluttering gently, the sashes of a beautiful  halben . She smiled as she tugged loose strands of hair behind her ear. "You're Kashi, right?"

Kashi's brows furrowed even deeper. He recognized that smirk. It was one that conveyed confidence and dominance. This woman, however she was, was directly challenging him. "Maybe. Who's asking?"

The halben’s  smirk widened in apparent amusement. "Who, indeed? That's a good question." She adjusted her grip on her relatively small staff – a fusion of wood headed by a dark green orb gripped by three 'claws'. "You're leaner than I expected," she remarked.

Kashi had no desire to fall for her obvious taunts, but he equipped his bow and arrows just in case. Against a mage, he was relatively naked otherwise. Even more, he could not readily discern her elemental attribute. He had not faced enough foes to gain a significant resistance to magic, let alone individual elements. "What's it to you?"

The mage's eyes narrowed. "No~thing. Just wanted to test you for a bit."

Kashi's muscles tensed. "What do you me—" BZZZT! He just barely dove out of the way as an arc of green electricity smashed into the earth. He rolled to his knees, noting the charred earth from the corner of his eyes. "A little rough for a test, wouldn't you say?" He remarked as he sized her up.

The girl held an approving smile. "Good reaction. The rumors might hold some grain of truth, after all." Sparked by her mana, the staff's orb was now a bright jade...

Jade ?

Jade!

Her mannerisms, the words she'd used as a greeting... Kashi's eyes widened as recognition dawned. "Jade!?"

She smiled. "You finally recognize me. A bit faster than I'd hoped, though."

Kashi rose to full height, muscles relaxing. "That was a bit harsh as a joke."

"Who said I was joking?" Jade chuckled and then winked.

Bzzt!

Kashi  frantically  backpedaled as arcs of electricity smashed the ground before him without pause. He back-flipped onto the top of the fountain, then jumped as the edifice exploded beneath him. Spin, kick!

The fragments burst out of the dust and charged the surprised mage. But the arcs of electricity reduced them to dust. Seven arrows tore through, faster, and deadlier with Drill activated.

Jade, however, showed absolutely no sign of panic. She fell to a knee and slammed her staff into the ground, shaft burying into the earth. A burst of green electricity supercharged the air around her, then burst out. The arrows shattered against the protective shield's greater force.

The doors to the mansion burst open as the remaining dust settled.

The dueling pair locked gazes through spraying waters, each planning their next course of action.

"Kashi!" Lunette called.

"Kash!" Hektor screamed once he'd gathered the situation. His charge was stopped by the daeben's raised hand.

"I've got this," Kashi said.

"Sure about that?" Jade taunted as she rose to her feet. Her staff remained planted in the ground sustaining the translucent gas - like dome shield. "Shouldn't really stand near water, you know?"

Arcs of electricity shot out of the fountain ’ s streams.

Kashi expertly meandered through, as if he'd been expecting the skill. The waters exploded as he tore through, five arrows ahead of him, then another seven after he passed.

The first five ruptured a small tear in the shield, which another five zoomed through before it could close up. Kashi followed suit, the shield unable to keep living things from entering.

"[ Dren ]!" Automated arcs shot down four arrows, the staff their source. Jade winced and backpedaled as the last grazed her left arm. "[ Self Charge ]."

Kashi blocked the next automated stream with his bow, wincing as it shattered. He ducked right then accelerated, bypassing two more streams. He grinned up at Jade as he entered her space. He delivered a swift punch!

BZZT!

Kashi's eyes widened. His fist stopped a millimeter short of contact,  held in place  by a thin but substantially charged force.

Jade's grin was pure evil. "Got you now!" She gripped his hand before he could retreat. "[ Enhanced Shock ] !"

Kashi screamed as his body was assaulted by steady electric streams. His veins burned, his eyes felt like they'd explode from the immense pain.

Jade's sinister grin maintained despite the overt nature of the pain she was causing to a supposed friend. "Give up."

Kashi gri t t ed  his teeth as he too grabbed onto her hands and held her there. "No..."

"Sure about that?"

Kashi suppressed a yell as he was assaulted with double the voltage. His hair stood on end, blood seeping from its roots, as from his nostrils. Despite this, he managed a triumphant smirk. "This is my win."

"Wha—" B.A.M.! Jade  screamed as a pair of arrows crashed into her back with a force that sent her flying over Kashi .   The shock broke off her attack, and Kashi swiftly slammed her onto the ground face first. 

Kashi  straddled her back and locked both arms behind her. He bent low  and whispered with a triumphant smirk , "Give up?"

Jade growled, but ultimately her shoulders slumped. "Fine, I give up. Now get off me."

Kashi did as asked, pulling out the arrows as he did so. "You okay?"

Jade dusted herself as she got to her feet. "You slammed me face-first into the ground and shot two arrows into my back. What do you think?" Her words, though cynical, were delivered with the brightest smile. "How'd you even do that?"

"Do what?" Kashi asked as he picked up her staff. He carefully examined the weapon.

"Shoot those arrows. Didn't see you do that."

"Ah," Kashi mumbled. He cast her a familiar smirk. "Don't want to tell. Would spoil the fun."

Jade pouted, not liking her own words and mannerisms thrown back in her face. "Fine, fine, I lost, so guess I can't complain." She walked over and grabbed his arm.

"What're—" Kashi stopped, stunned by the rapid rate at which his injuries healed. His H.P. maxed within seconds, and he was left staring. "You're a healer?"

"Not necessarily," Jade corrected as she released his arm. "My class is  Mage of   Restor ation .  I call it Restorer, though"

"Restorer? What's that?" Syèl cut in their middle, causing Jade to jump. "Kash, you know her?"

Kashi nodded. "That's Jade."

Syèl eyed the mage.

"Hello, Syèl," Jade greeted.

"Seriously? You're Jade!?"  Jade  exclaimed, voice rising with laughter. "You look nothing like your real self!"

Jade shook her head. "I'd say it's you two who look too much like their real selves. Did you guys even bother with the Character Creator menu?"

"Hey, I'm a  halben , he's a daeben, and our hairstyles are different. At least we bothered with the thing. You should check out—"

"Shoko,"  Jade interrupted.

"Yes, Shoko. Wait, what?"

Jade brushed past him as she ran to the swordswoman, eyes gleaming. "Fuck, you're even more badass in person!" Jade cooed as she rounded the older girl. "Where'd you get this concept? You buy or make your clothes? How'd you get the sword?"

Shoko struggled to answer her questions, even as the rest of the Maggots joined them. "Elena,  how about you introduce yourself," she offered, glad for the distraction.

Jade's brows furrowed in momentary confusion, then widened with amusement as she remembered. "Ah, bout that," she started sheepishly. "Name's still, Jade. I kinda, sorta, lied?" She said, pitch rising humorously at the end.

"Haa?"

"Figured," Kashi mumbled.

"Hi," Lunette greeted, with a polite bow. "My name's Lunette. It's a pleasure to meet you, Jade-san."

Jade released Shoko and pounced on the songstress. "You're Lunette? Syèl over there told me a bunch about you. Is it true you're bonded with a god? How'd you swing that? Also," She drew close to her ear and whispered, "You and Kashi a thing or what?"

Lunette chuckled as she shook her head. "Yes, I am bonded with Suvron, but it was Kashi who the original bond. He just transferred it to me. And no, we're not a 'thing' as you put it."

"Hmm~" Jade regarded her with apt interest, and mocking curiosity. "Sure about tha—Ow!"

Kashi smiled apologetically at Lunette as he held down Jade's head. "Sorry 'bout that. She has no concept of personal space."

Lunette laughed. "No, no, it's fine. She's pretty interesting."

Jade succeeded in wrestling off Kashi's grip. "Hmph," she cursed as she matted her hair. "Just 'cause you're a little tall—"

"Fight me!" a voice declared.

Jade swallowed hard as she looked up at its source. She jumped back, so she didn't have to strain her neck so much. "Wow," she said as she pointed at him. "You're big."

Hektor paused, unsure of how to react. "...Thanks?"

Jade took a step towards, then rounded Hektor, who was dressed in a tight-fitting leather shirt and loose pants. "Whoa, haven't seen anyone this  tall  except on T.V."

"T.V.?"

"A thing of my world," Jade remarked distractedly. "More importantly, I'm Jade. What's your name?"

"Hektor."

Jade's eyes sparked. "Said you wanted to fight?"

"Yeah, you look strong," Hektor remarked honestly. "Haven't seen anyone give him that much trouble in a one-on-one before."

"Sure, I'll take you on," Jade agreed. "But not now. Used up too much mana in the fight. Besides," she looked pointedly at Stryke's party and the rest of the orchestra as they approached. "Seems you guys were in the middle of something."

Hektor grunted but accepted her terms nonetheless. He stepped aside as Jade introduced herself to the rest of the company, joking and laughing like she'd been part of the group since the beginning.

Syèl walked up to Kashi's side. "Amazing, isn't she?" He looked pointedly at how quickly Jade had integrated into the group.

"Think we could ever be like that?" Kashi replied. "That carefree happiness."

"Who knows?" Syèl shrugged. "They do say time heals all wounds."

"However, some leave irrevocable scars."

Syèl sighed. "You're a right bag of optimism, my friend." He shook his head. "Like I said before, I don't do philosophy. What happens, happens."

"Que Sera, Sera," Kashi said with an amused smile.

"What's that?"

"What will happen, will happen," Lunette said. "He finds it amusing because that phrase was coined by a Roman philosopher."

Syèl shook his head. "So in saying, what happens, happens—"

"You're dimwittedly admitting you do follow a common philosophy," Shoko finished as she joined them. "I would applaud the fact that you are sophisticated enough to be somewhat philosophical, but as it turns out, you were just repeating what you read in a fortune cookie." She turned from him before he could enact a rebuttal. "As for you, Kashi, you still have a lot of explaining to do." She looked around. "Where's Rider, anyway?"

"Rider's gone," Kashi answered. "Went to meet one of his friends or something."

"That dude has friends?" Syèl mocked.

"Apparently so."

"So, guys!" Jade called as she and the rest of the Maggots joined the four by the gate. "What're you all up to?"

"Not so fast, Jade," Kashi said.

"Yeah," Syèl seconded. "First, tell us what you've been up to."

"The truth this time," Shoko warned.

"Fine, fine. The truth, I promise." Jade conceded, and proceeded to narrate a brief history of her playing experience.

Jade chose halben  because she wasn't well-versed in close combat, and spawned in the Imperial City. The three mage classes easiest to find were fire, ice, and white   (healer). Most people had already chosen fire and ice classes , but as Jase loved being unique, s he did not want the party-reliant yet somewhat rare white mage class. White mages needed to heal people to level  up,  which meant  that  a party was a must.

As such, though the spellbooks for the class were numerous and easy to find, very few people actually got the class. Those who did were mainly people creating a secondary account for when they did not feel like fighting.

To combat this,  Jade  spent her first full month reading as many books in the library as possible, searching for a hint, or clue to a different class. When not reading, she would go to the mage's tower as an intern, cleaning—and spying—for a moderate fee which she used to eat (Unlike Kashi; however, she regularly logged out, and also checked for information on the web). She nearly gave up several times, but as luck would have it, she also inherited her father's stubbornness.

Jade’s  tenacity impressed one of the senior mages who rewarded her with spell books relating to the lightning arts. A step above electric techniques in terms of ranking, this was a somewhat rare class, as unlike flame and ice, the spellbooks for this class were limited.

Rather than just 'learn' the spells,  Jade  read the entirety of the books back to front several times. Her father had taught her to always be thorough after all.

The lightning mage was a charming class to have as a party member, as most of its status effects stunned enemies, preventing their movements for a few seconds. As such,  Jade did not  need to search for party  members once she was ready to begin her adventures.

Though  Jade  did not plan for it, her prolonged stay in the library at level one boosted her Wisdom and Intelligence stats,  which  in turn ,   significantly  increas ed  her mana pool. This was one case where being picky had helped a ton—and her mother always complained when she was picky about food. Tsk Tsk.

Anyway,  Jade  leveled quickly because she joined parties twenty-thirty levels above her, hunting down beasts and completing quests, all the while pulling her own weight.

Once when  Jade  was playing solo (level 73 or thereabout), she  came across  a young priestess whose company had been waylaid by monsters. Jade immediately offered to protect her.

The priestess' quest was quite long, the duo going from as far as Garanfa to Forsfall at the other end of Mònòch. The priestess seemed quite important, as she had met with the Kings of each of these holds, though Jade was never a party to these conferences.

Not that  Jade  minded. The quest was quite fun as she got to visit many gothic castles, few betraying her expectations, and one so grand she had lost herself in its vast corridors. They also faced some pretty tough monsters and rouge soldiers along their travels, which allowed her to level some.

Eventually,  Jade and the priestess  made it to the  halbens’  mountain  cities  and it was here Jade had the most fun . She learned new  lightning-based magic from the advanced mage  towers and also  bought  her first magic staff,

An escort from  Jatakem  met them  in Folsfall, and then  the priestess (whose name she never got now that she thought about it) thanked Jade for her protection and handed her a large spellbook as a reward.

The book , however,  would not open  unless Jade  agreed to switch classes to whatever it contained.  After a short mental debate, Jade opted to change classes. After all, in L.N.E, unlike most games, skills gained could not be lost after switching classes (unless the skills belonged to a unique class like Dimension Artist or Blood Mage). 

As a result, Jade  wouldn't lose any of her lightning skills . She would, however, miss the bonus stats to her lightning magic from being  classed as a lightning mage.

In return, however, Jade was giving the Mage of Restoration class ,  which, it turned out, was  a pseudo-healer class. She  then  did some random quests to level  up the class’ skills, and  then began her journey to meet Kashi.

Crossing from  Monoch  into Rosendun wasn't easy as the war had  destroyed  most of the safe paths through the mountains, and no one had deemed it necessary to fix the roads in the past decade. The only feasible way to Rosendun was  either   by taking a boat from  Serisis (Country south of Imperium) or  walking through  Suvron's Pass in Merriheim.

Jade  chose Merriheim as it was closer, and the rest, as they say, is history.

"So," Jade said without a pause, making most wonder where she got the energy from. "What're you guys up to?"

"Kashi here was about to explain what he meant by he's Razznik," Shoko replied.

Jade's eyes went wide with shocked surprise as they centered on Kashi. "You're, No, Sukki's, you, him, Razz... Aaargh, I'm confused. One of you was Razznik?"

"Was," Kashi said with a short laugh. He did not want to get into specifics in front of so many people he barely knew. "Keyword is was. Razznik died a millennia ago. Apparently, the gods decided his soul should stick around."

Those who had experienced the terror of Razznik could only stare at Kashi. They found it hard to reconcile that terrible visage of absolute power with the daeben before them. Kashi was strong and sometimes imposing, yes, but he did not have that indomitable aura that Razznik boasted even as a level one character (or so the forums claimed). That aura that did not let anyone approach out of fear.

Kashi's countenance was far more friendly in contras t. It was rare at first, but lately, the daeben was often smiling and laughing .

"You sure you're Razznik?" Stryke asked  with his  head cocked to one side. "I fought him, so I know. The two of you are nothing alike."

"Thanks," Kashi said with a smile. "Don't want to be anything like him."

"But—"

Ping!

Kashi raised a hand as he took out his rink. It was a call from Iason. "Hey, Ian, how's preparation's going?"

"Splendid, sir. We've gathered everything we need at Suvron's Gate. Miss Lightwood had the craftsmen waiting here.  She al so left some soldiers for protection. We can start at any time, but need express permission from either you or Miss Lightwood to get started."

Kashi nodded, delighted by the news. "Give me a second." He looked to his guild members. "I'll answer all questions, I promise. But now I've got to go."

"Bah, we just met, and you're already running off," Jade mock-whined. "Meh, couldn't care less. I'm more interested in the famed Kira. Where's she?"

Kashi pointed at the roof. "She doesn't like overly crowded places."

"When are you coming back?" Lunette asked. In the background, Jade scampered off to find a way onto the roof.

"Don't know really," Kashi mused. "Want to come with? It could be boring. Might as well have some com—Ow!" A well-aimed pebble bounced off his forehead and onto the floor.

He glared past Lunette at Jade, who had begun clambering up a ladder. She looked over her shoulder and mouthed, "You talk too much!"

Kashi frowned, unable to comprehend her meaning.

"Sure," Lunette agreed. "Sounds like it'll be fun. Not like I have much doi-" BANG!

This time it was Shoko who 'accidentally' slammed her sheath against the earth. She cleared her throat as she marshaled Syèl towards the gate. "Come on, we're yet to defeat that Hasusi."

Syèl groaned. "Ugh, don't remind me. That thing ’s breath  smells like goat piss."

"How do you even know how that smells?" Stryke asked as he jogged up to them.

"Long story, kid."

"We've got ti—oof!"  Stryke’s  wind was knocked out by a punch to the rib.

Sara blew her fists. "Stop pestering."

"I'm not! Tell her, Shadow."

"I am also interested in this story," Shadow said as he cast a glance in his sister's direction. She nodded, and he continued with the others.

"I-If, you say so, Shadow-kun," Sara murmured.

Stryke rolled his eyes. "So when he says it, it's alright. This is discrimination!" he declared, exaggeratingly raising his hands.

Craig chuckled, while Yuna mumbled something under her breath as she followed behind, the sole healer in the party of nearly fifty.

Kashi watched the party walk off. A loud yelp resembling a cry for help let him know Kira had gotten the pleasure of Jade's acquaintance. He took out a portrait of Suvron's Gate, which he held with his right hand, and  then  took Lunette's with his left. "[ Teleport ]."



Lunette marveled at the interior of Suvron's Gate, awestruck at its massive size. Unfortunately, she could not explore as much as she'd hoped as contractors were working on reconstructing the tower to suit inhabitation by humans. Luckily, Suvron had already created several demarcations, which made almost sixty floors when Kashi told her  how  he wished to use it.

This allowed the construction workers to focus on raising walls in appropriate places to make rooms or halls or whatever else they desired.

Lunette and Kashi had spent two days in this place, the daeben finalizing the plans for the bridge with the man named Iason. When he saw the ridiculous amount of players and residents gathered for the event,  Kashi  spent the first day bringing over the triplets, Lufer, and a few orchestra members.

Lunette wasn't absolutely sure what the daeben's line of reasoning was, but she knew enough to trust his crazy schemes now. When she wasn't with Kashi, she spent her time exploring the tower and chatting with the workers.

One of such workers—a man named Yeres—walked up to her. "Miss, Kashi-dono said to tell you it's time."

Lunette thanked the man and had to restrain herself from running down the stairs. She did take them two at a time, though. She reached the final landing, then quickened her pace as she walked out the south entrance. She borrowed a horse from a stable outside  and  then galloped for a couple of minutes along the cracked earth.

Eventually, the sound of rushing water reached her ears as she made out several rows of men kneeling at the edge of a cliff. She pulled to a stop near them and swiftly dismounted. She quickened up the slope  until she met Kashi and Iason, who was watching a group of construction workers .

Iason tapped Kashi, and a smile brightened  the daeben’s  features when he saw her. "You're finally here. Took you long enough," he joked.

Lunette  shot him a glare in reply as she walked past them to the cliff's edge. A gentle breeze ruffled her hair as she gazed lovingly at the pristine waters below, beyond which a sea of red glistened on the horizon. "It's beautiful no matter how many times I see it," she whispered in awe. She turned to the daeben. "You said it's time?"

Kashi nodded, a wide toothy grin on his face. Even he could not mask his excitement. "Come on, it's dangerous over there. They're about to start."

Lunette went to his side as he nodded to Iason.

"Alright, you can start," Iason declared.

The construction workers, each with the bridge's blueprint in front of them, began their chant.

Lunette was not the only guest to the spectacle. All those who reached a level of participation in gathering materials were allowed to witness the event. The land filled with residents and players alike, repairs paused just for a moment.

Small  mandalas  appeared beneath each of the kneeling contractors. They expanded  and absorbed  each other  until they  formed a single  mandala  that encompassed the contractors.

The earth trembled with expectancy as blinding light shot up from the pentagram, then expanded, blinding everybody present.

When the onlookers cleared their sights, an angel larger than a house hovered over the contractors, six wings spread out to catch the sun's rays. The angel's face was shielded by its cowl, its garment a mixture of blue and white.

Kashi turned to Lunette and whispered, "Now."

Lunette nodded, then joined up with the orchestra. She sat at the head of a grand piano he'd fixed, fingers playing a soft tune as the first set stones hovered out of the shed and 'coagulated' at the cliff's edge.

The bridge's construction had begun.

No words accompanied this peaceful song, just the piano's beautiful voice, and the accompanying instruments. She got the crowd to hum along with her to its catchy melody, and soon the cliff was loud with excitement.

Kashi glanced from Suvron's Gate to Gerber, then rested on Lunette. She'd finished her first set and now gripped the crowd with an original song she'd titled 'Twilight Wolf,' inspired by Kashi's depiction of Kira and Hektor.

Unlike the first, this song was much darker, its opening lyrics a stream of desolate hopelessness, much like the state of Suvron's Gate before Kashi arrived. Accompanied solely by the weary sobs of her lute, the mountain's inhabitants recalled their sorrows, her voice tearing into the dark recesses of their hearts.

Diegel's pounding drums periodically reverberated through the mountain, accompanied by the dejected sighs of Iggy's violin.

Without warning, Diegel's intensity skyrocketed with the rest of the orchestra whipping the crowd into an unexpected frenzy. Like the hybrid nature of twilight, the  audience  found their adrenaline pumped, even as Lunette's dreary lyrics forced melancholy.

Kashi could not help but be impressed. He always knew she was good, but the ability to cause two entirely conflicting emotions to engage her listeners was something only the most talented musicians could accomplish.  T his could not be learned. Her songs , which were pulled  from her heart  and  experiences... T hey  intrigued him.

Kashi  observed the crowd whose eyes had trouble peeling off Lunette to glance at the god for even a moment, even as she seamlessly switched to morale-uplifting thumping beats and major notes. This gave the audience the illusion she had saved them from their melancholy (even though she was the one who set that mood in the first place.) "Let them come, Make them stay, huh." He smiled as Lunette's eyes met his for a moment.

He was impressed by her gallantry. Here she was, in front of hundreds, easily taking complete command of their attention. He wondered where girls like her got their pluck from. Jade was the same way... Even Adachi too. Each of these girls could easily face the world as themselves, no mask needed.

What did that say about him, he wondered. In a way, he was a glorified mask himself. He looked up to see Lunette beaming at him, openly enjoying herself. He returned her smile and looked to the bridge. At the rate it was filling out, it would take a few days before construction finished.

Perfection could not be rushed.

Besides , Kashi thought as he  smiled at Lunette ,  in that time, her name would spread further and further just like he wanted.

 

            

    
        Chapter 79: Memories of You

    
    
    
    
                Iruma, Saitama Perfecture.

21  st   June 2043.

It was that time of the year again. High schools of Japan were awash with the torrential outpouring of youthful exuberance. That time of year, when every athlete and geek alike honed their respective skills to fulfill their magnificent dreams.

Yes, it was the period of Regional Competitions! Baseball, Basketball, Badminton, etc. Japanese telecommunications  were  hijacked by this insatiable fever. One such competition had grown in prestige over the years till it now boasted city-wide coverage over both radio stations and news channels.

This was the Annual Marksman Competition, split into Junior, High School, and Professional levels. It was further divided into Male, Female, and Mixed.

The regional competition had begun, attracting quite a  significant  crowd to the outdoor arena. Most had come to see the goddess loved by the media; the only woman who ,  after dominating the female category, still survived in the mixed competition: The aptly named Archery Princess.

The stands held their breath as the young lady, still tied with the young man she struggled against, stepped onto the raised platform. She was a picture of serenity, brows neither furrowed because of the heat, nor visage betraying the stress she must have been under.

And it would be no surprise too if she were to collapse. No one had expected a girl to come this far in the competition, let alone hold her own against Nagi Shigi, the young prospect touted to  soon  dominate the Olympics.

Both contestants had been tied for over forty-five minutes, each trying their utmost to break the deadlock while hoping the other slipped up. To finally break the stalemate, the  organizers  moved from the  competition from the  indoor arena to the outdoor arena, usually reserved for the Professional competitors.

Which was where they found themselves now.

Nagi had gone first, soon displaying his familiarity with outdoor Archery. He had clearly been practicing with the Olympics as a goal. The gallery had erupted after his magnificent display, and now waited with bated breath-and slight trepidation-for the Princess' inevitable downfall.

Adachi Ayumi took a deep breath and closed her eyes, listening as the wind picked up. What am I doing here? Here she was, struggling for a trophy that meant nothing, but somehow arbitrarily added value to her life. It was this value her father sought in her, her peers envied, and her fans worshipped.

Ayumi  missed Leila. In that world, her actions actually mattered, her decisions changing the lives of many.

Adachi Ayumi was trapped, doomed to follow the predictable ladder of society laid out before her. She supposed it was why she had found Suzuki so fascinating.

A young man who, in this day and age, shrugged when asked what he wanted to be would be labeled aimless. And she couldn't lie.  Ayumi initially  thought the same of him too. But she also could not deny  that  he possessed a freedom of spirit  that  she, who society labeled 'ideal' would never have.

In a world where it  was  believe d that  money equal ed  success and happiness,  Suzuki  had shown her what it meant to find joy in the smallest things. Which was ironic in its way, since Suzuki himself wouldn't know what happiness was if it dressed up as a clown and danced in front of him.

Pfft!

Leila  failed to choke back her  amusement, and  chuckled on the spot, shielding her face from the cameras.  Unfortunately, he r shaking shoulders  gave the onlookers the wrong idea.

"Ara ara, she's crying because the wind picked up."

"This is unfair, anyway! There's no way a girl could have beaten a guy."

"Don't worry Yumi-Chan, we still ove you!"

"Hime*! Hime! Hime! Hime!"

The stands erupted in loud cheers and whistles, her fans urging her to try her best.

Ayumi barely registered their voices. She regained her composure, eyes fixed on the target. Maybe if she won this thing, he would hear it on the news. With that, she nocked an arrow and listened to the wind, just like Leila had been taught.

She merged with the fluctuating breeze, recognized its temperaments, then let loose...



Few Hours Later,

Adachi Household.

Colonel Raiku Adachi sat on his knees, back to the door, head bowed, deep in meditation.  ‘ Be of sound mind and body. A sound mind conquer s  earthly desires and poisonous wants.  It keeps   its  irrationalities at ba y, for a  man at peace, s ees  further than a man stressed. ’

The incense placed at his late wife's shrine filled the room with a pleasant scent, further increasing his relaxation and concentration.

A sharp knock at his door caught his attention. Only one person in this household would interrupt him at this hour. "Open."

The tatami door slid to the side, revealing Ayumi on her knees. She bowed, head to the floor in a formal greeting. "Sorry to interrupt, father. Your daughter has returned from the Regional Competition."

Col. Adachi  grunted his acknowledgment. "Did you uphold the family name?"

"Yes, father." Ayumi picked up two trophies from behind the door and placed them in front of her. "Your daughter would never fail the family."

"Good. You did well," acknowledged  the colonel   in a dismissive tone , but Ayumi lingered. "What is it?"

"About our agreement, father?"  Ayumi  asked  in a pensive  tone.

Colonel Adachi grunted. "An Adachi must abide by his word. Against my expectations, you managed to win secure the gold medal for the mixed Regionals. I re-iterate then, lest you doubt me. If you win both the mixed and Female Nationals, I will use all my resources to find this Suzuki Mato."

"I appreciate your kindness," Adachi said as she retreated. She made to carry the trophies to the trophy, but a raised hand stopped her.

"Leave them," Col. Adachi said. "I will have Risa bring  them  to my study. Go and rest."

Adachi bowed again, then shut the door behind her.

Col. Adachi gazed at his deceased wife's portrait. He muttered something under his breath, then closed his eyes...



Suvron's Gate

12  th   Ryzul, 1092.

A stream of light danced at the tower's south entrance, pulsed, then dissipated, leaving a daeben standing in its place. Kashi released the portrait, then walked to the bridge as it burned to ash. The path was lit with torches, the night sky dark and cloudy with neither star no moon to illuminate his path.

If there was one thing  Kashi  hated about the Teleport Skill, it was the fact it forced him to repaint the same scenery over and over again. At this point, he just let the auto-skill do the whole painting because it was faster, and frankly less stressful. He didn't mind that it didn't give him any EXP either. He got plenty of those from the other portraits and sculptures  he made.

Despit e Kashi’s  complaints, he teleported back and forth between Deserun and Suvron's Gate daily. He spent most of the day at the lab in Deserun, research enhanced by the materials he could now order from Rosendun and pick up from the Gate. He returned to Suvron's Gate at night, both to pick up materials he ordered, and inspect the progress on both constructions.

Residents worked fast.

A massive perimeter had already been built around the tower, blocking Suvron's Pass, so the only way in was through its gates. Small houses and huts were constructed between the  t ower and the South Gate,  for  workers to live in.

Kashi passed through th e  gate  and  then mounted a saddled horse, which he rode to the bridge.  As he passed, Kashi noticed that t he crowd in front of the bridge had thinned . Most were  bored after Kashi had returned Lunette and the rest of the orchestra to Deserun.

However, they did not leave before memorizing Lunette’s name and face.  Every now and then,  some  would randomly chant her name, as if it would make her appear any faster.

Since  Kashi  began this project,  he  switched to long-sleeved leather armor that covered him from head to toe. Not for protection , but to hide his identity . He didn't want to advertise his being Kashi of the Daeben. Might attract some unsavory characters.

Kashi's brows furrowed as he noticed a familiar mare tethered to a post. He dismounted and also tethered his horse, then examined the red streaks along the white mare.

"Seems you made it just in time."

Kashi looked to the voice's owner, eyes wide in pleasant surprise. "Never thought I'd see you here. Been a while."

Leila nodded  with a warm smile . She was her usual elegant self, dressed in   dark-brown, full-body scale armor, bow slung over her shoulder. Broad, short heels brought her level with Kashi's height. 

Kashi smiled as he admired her outfit.  Stylish yet efficient. Just like its owner. 

Leila, oblivious to Kashi’s throughs, apologized, "Sorry I left you hanging. I had some business to take care of. Couldn't log in for a while."

"What? No need for apologies," Kashi refuted. "You deserve a break anyway." He patted Sapphire's neck, then walked up the slope with his second-in-command. "Everything turn out good?"

"Yeah," Leila confirmed. "Pleased my father, which is always a plus." She glanced at the spectators. "I was told I missed quite the show."

"That's right," Kashi realized. "You haven't seen Lune perform yet. She's amazing."

Leila glanced once more at the mob who had begun chanting Lunette's name. "If she's half the hype she receives, it might be the best show I ever see."

Kashi laughed as they reached Iason, the poor man somehow asleep while standing, wrapped in a large coat to fend off the biting cold. Who could blame him? He was tasked with what amounted to the most boring job on the continent: Supervising a group of mantra chanting craftsmen.

Kashi and Leila agreed to let the man sleep and sat at the foot of the nearly completed bridge. They examined the smooth floor finishing, either side of the bridge flanked by high walls as Kashi requested.

Periodically, beams ran overhead across the needlessly wide width, then down into the river for support. Sculptures of Krakul were carved onto this support beams in reverence to the beast he had slain in these waters. The posts by the entrances, however, were adorned by sculptures of Suvron, arms wide to welcome visitors into the land of Merriheim.

A curious ball of white fur bounded up the path and hopped onto Leila's lap. It resembled a tiger,  but its ears were  too streamlined for that to be the case. Black stripes marked the length of its body  and  sapphire blue eyes locked onto the armor it chewed with its sharp teeth.

"That's new," Kashi remarked as he stroked the furry mass. Unlike Kira, it seemed content to ignore him rather than outright chew his hand off. "Male or Female."

"Male," Leila replied as she took out a ball from her inventory. "His name is Hogosha. I call him Gosha, though." She tossed it hard, down the slope, and watched as Gosha eagerly chased after it. "Recently acquired him as a gift from the King. He joked I was one lonely night away from living with cats."

"So... He gave you a big, deadly cat instead," Kashi joked. "Go figure." It wasn't just a big deadly cat. It was the king of big deadly cats. Nespian tigers were indigenous to Ederwood, but irresponsible hunting  had  placed them on the endangered list. The King had acquired a pregnant Nespian Tiger as a gift from the  wisben  country to commemorate his ascension to the throne. He had, in turn, bestowed the cub to someone he was sure would take care of it: Leila.

Leila acknowledged the oddity with a slight smile at the King's expense. The duo spent some time making fun of Paris' choice of gift, then after a deep breath, she acknowledged, "It's an impressive thing you've accomplished here."

"We've accomplished," Kashi stressed. "Couldn't have done it without you pulling all the important strings in the background."

Leila shrugged. "I didn't do much, really. Still have a lot of room for improvement."

"Oh yeah?" Kashi challenged, "Who's the one preventing Janez from crashing this bridge?"

The huntress sighed. "You found out about him. I was hoping to keep it away from you."

Kashi’s  brow rose in question. "Why?"

"You've been busy with your world conquest. I figured I'd handle domestic troubles without worrying you needlessly. He isn't the first one to rise against our guild."

"He isn't?"

"No. There have been others," Leila revealed nonchalantly. "We'll handle Janez just like we handled them. Besides, it's not me keeping him from attacking this time."

"Why else won't he attack? This bridge will only strengthen our position."

"Because he likes fighting," Leila replied. "He's grown bored of the dungeons in Rosendun and wants to expand. This bridge allows that. Also, he's smart enough to know that destroying this bridge will earn him the hatred of two countries."

Kashi nodded. "Suspected as much." His eyes regarded her with respect. "Still, you constantly tracking his movements can't have played a small part."

"Fine," Leila ceded with a hint of a smile. She would be lying if she didn't admit it felt nice to really be acknowledged for once. "Thanks."

"Don't mention it," Kashi replied. "No, really don't. I have a reputation to uphold after all," he added jokingly.

"Sure thing, boss," she shot back.

Both archers listened to the absolute calm that was the night. Above, Gerber's proxy (he later found out from Iason that it wasn't the real god-just an illusion created by his power) silently and meticulously applied the finishing touches to the bridge. Next to them, a refreshed set of contractors relieved their brethren, allowing them to turn in for the night.

A few feet ahead of them, a strange bird perched on Suvron's post, seemingly content to rest its wings even this close to humanoids. Its brownish-green beady eyes regarded the duo with detached curiosity-much like noticing an oddly shaped tree while hiking. Intriguing, but not enough to actually inspect it.

Kashi lay down on the hard earth and looked up at the dark sky. He dared to forget all his worries, and appointments, instead ,  basking in the eternal spirit balm that was nature. Beside him, Leila ruffled Gosha's cheeks, also enjoying the relative peace and quiet. They stayed like this for close to an hour, both reluctant to break the silence, content with the company.

However, Leila resolved to break the peace when she recalled something she'd forgotten. "Stryke said you had something important you could only explain in person."

‘ Well, that was fun while it lasted. ’  Kashi sighed as he sat up. He turned to her, thinking of the best way to frame his words. Eventually, he just gave up and chose pure bluntness. "My previous game character was Razznik Y'Terlow-" Two events simultaneously interrupted him.

The first, a prompt alerting him to the bridge's completion, accompanied by fireworks exploding in the night sky as the residents celebrated the announcement. The daeben wasn't sure how much of the fireworks he heard were real though, as the back of his head struck hard against the earth, his reflexed cry silenced by a cold, armored hand. A chilly, thin edge kissed his jugular, and he looked up to see Leila glaring down at him.

"That's a lie,"  Leila  rebuked, glare and tone colder than the night. "You're lying," she repeated. Luckily, Gosha was still in its infant stage and was too awestruck by the fireworks to notice the altercation.

Kashi's brows furrowed, perplexed by her reaction. Surprise, indignation, fear, maybe. An instant rebuttal he did not expect. "I have no reason to l-"

"What is your real name then?" she challenged.

Kashi's eyes returned the challenge. "Why should I tell you?"

The huntress smiled. A smile so chilling it would have sucked the will out of a lesser man. "I promise I will make your death painless if you d-" She felt something poke her side and looked down to see an arrow squared against her ribcage. A different smile played on her lips. One of acknowledgment. "Explain yourself. And don't tell me your last character was Razznik. Razznik was nobody's character."

That phrasing. Only one of three people Kashi knew (outside Suzuki) would ever refer to Razznik that way. Only one out of those three was a girl. "Yu-kun?"

A vein popped on her forehead. "I said a thousand times I'm not a guy, don't call me k..." She faltered as she recollected herself, eyes wide in shock. "How..." The words died in her throat as strong cold drafts stung her eyes with the truth. The dust, that damnable dust irritated her eyes.

Kashi blinked as a stubborn tear, defied her will and splashed against his cheek, then softly rolled down to the earth. It was not to be alone in its Odyssey however, as the skies silently wept the overdue reunion with soft white tears of their own.

The valley erupted in gleeful shouts as residents and Summoned alike regaled the beautiful white rain.

Leila gazed into the daeben's eyes, struggling to rein back the emotions that threatened to consume her. "You're not Suzuki." If ever a contrary statement carried so much acknowledgment of that same fact, he had never heard it.

Kashi let the arrow fall to the earth. He raised his hand to her ever-gallant features, and 'picked' the stubborn teardrops that pooled at her eyes. "No, I'm not."

Leila smiled wryly, unable to believe her reality. The person she'd been so worried about, searching for all this while now lay beneath her . W ell, proof of his existence at the very least. "He made another one. Thought Razznik was supposed to be his last."

Kashi shrugged. "You know I don't know everything he's thinking. Must have felt he needed me. I, for one, am glad he did."

Leila laughed through her tears. A short burst of genuine laughter from her relieved heart. "Yes, I suppose you would." She raised her eyes to the heavens, reveling in the cool teardrops that fell from the sky. When she calmed, she looked to Kashi. "Well, there is neither merit nor justification for taking my anger out on you." It would be akin to getting annoyed at a junior brother for the sins of his senior. "But I can't say I'm not tempted to vent my frustrations somewhat. Then there's the fact I can't ask to speak to him directly. That still holds, doesn't it?"

"Fortunately," Kashi confirmed, a twinkle in his eye. "I wouldn't want you destroying my body if you two met in my world."

"You're definitely neither Suzuki nor Razznik. You're far too comfortable to be around."

"Why, thank you."

A pause...

"...So?" Leila beckoned.

Kashi frowned. "So what?"

"Tell me where he is already!"

"Ah," Kashi shook his head. "Can't do that. I'm not allowed to."

Leila’s  eyes narrowed. "Suzuki tell you not to?"

"No. Where I am. I can't talk about it."

The rage that flickered for a moment immediately simmered to concern. "Is he alright?"

"He's fine," Kashi replied. "I swear," he affirmed against her doubting eyes. "Now, will you get off me. Gosha looks like he's about to make mincemeat of my face."

Leila looked up from his face, only noticing Gosha a few feet away for the first time. The little tiger-beast stood at attention, poised to strike if things heated up. The Nespian tiger wasn't the only witness to the little drama.

Iason and a few contractors watched the scene with confused interest. They couldn't tell if it was a lover's quarrel or falling out. Either way, they had no desire to get in the middle of it. Luckily for them, though, Iason had prevented the waiting mob from coming too close to the bridge, with the excuse that some final preparations needed to be put in place before they allowed access.

Leila got to her feet, then helped the daeben to his. She nodded, letting him know they would continue their discussion at a later time. They both walked up to Iason to discuss Kashi's final addition to the bridge, and  one of the  reason s  it had been made so wide: shops that would line the walls of the bridge.

At present, there were a couple of houses built out of the bridge's high walls, but Kashi had left plenty of space so that both residents and players could pitch tents for temporary hawking, and leave whenever they wished.

This bridge would be a busy zone very soon. With everybody who sold goods on this crossing paying a daily (or monthly) rent, this would be just another steady revenue stream for the guild.

Also, Kashi had even bigger plans for the bridge, but that was still far off in the future.

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 80: Extinction

    
    
    
    
                Darnith

16  th   Ryzul, 1092.

Only a few hours after the bridge's completion, news spread far and wide across Destia, confirming to her inhabitants the earnestness of Rosendun's desire to conquer Merriheim.

The people of Merriheim  were  divided by the news. Many had become so disillusioned to war that this seemed to them just another phase that would come and pass just like many before it. After all, had many not tried the same in the past and failed? Though wounded and beaten, Merriheim always emerged intact after every battle or war. This new threat would be the same... If not, what was the worst that could happen? Their lives were hell either way.

Others were not quite as optimistic.

In fact, a few days later, a rowdy meeting was being conducted in a run-down (but still functioning) fort town some kilometers north-west of Deserun to address the very situation. This town—called Darnith—though small, was situated on quite the strategic landmark.

It occupied territory on the King's Road (a term used to signify main roads between cities) across which one would have to pass if they wished to either visit Imperium or advance further into Merriheim. All three of Merriheim's significant roads leading to Imperium had been destroyed during the war, as a tactic of preventing the Markothian Empire from having easy access to the Imperial City.

After the war, Darnith no longer had any strategic value. Also, the burning desert's creation ceased supply of water to its only source of clean water: a stream that channeled close-by. Most folks abandoned the town soon after. They either became wanderers* or migrated further north to either Ralffall or Moyan, both small cities situated along the semi-circular border between Merriheim and Drakase.

This meeting—like with so many  M errite meetings—had more shouting and screaming than any actual decisions made. Leaders from several factions insulted each other over the table, some resorting to fisticuffs to prove their point.

At one end of the table, a lithe hooded figure raised her mug as a Nordic warrior, and a Lycan* crashed onto the table, snapping its legs beneath their weight. The resulting draft brushed off her cowl, revealing a bored, and disappointed female of the  c hetah race. She was dressed in a minimalist manner, with only armguards for protection and small pieces of cloth that covered her more sensitive parts.

The chetah, having had enough of the pointless meeting, decided to leave. Before she did so,  however, she had to bid goodbye to Sheri O r thana: the only prime in this desolate country with a shred of foresight. The Halben woman held her place at a stone chair at the head of the table, regarding the proceedings with almond-shaped blue eyes that resembled lagoons. Her once unblemished skin—taken care of by the perfumes and waters of Mònòch—was now ruddy and hard, having acclimatized to Merriheim's harsh weather.

Her outfit was as comfortable as it was commanding, worn almost as practically as her long straight, red hair, which she brushed over her shoulder as the ashen-furred woman approached.

"Asha," Orthana greeted. Her voice was somewhat hoarse, probably from shouting at the feral men throughout the day. "You're not staying?"

The chetah grunted. "No." With that, all pleasantries were completed, and she exited the hall, stopping only to retrieve her swords. Her magnificently long tail was the last thing Orthana saw before the door slammed shut. The draft produced tore a poster off the wall, where it was swiftly picked up by the desert wind.

Asha's clawed paws trudged through the ruins, sand-colored eyes narrowed in disgust at the destroyed buildings around her. They reminded her too much of things she could never forget.

She deliberately stepped on a straw doll in an attempt to banish the weeping cub that plagued her mind. The cub that choked on smoke from her burning village forced to watch her father beaten, then dragged out by the primes. All to participate in a stupid war...

"How'd it go, boss?" A deep, gruff voice asked, cutting her reverie. Asha looked up to see an albino feline of the Sphinx tribe leaning against the fort's damaged gate. Much like her, he only sported metal armguards and leather shorts. A double-volgue rested on the wall, almost as tall as the massive lion-beast. Green eyes surrounded by very wild manes studied her countenance. "Judging by that scowl, I'm guessing it didn't go too well, huh?"

"Diatte." Asha barely acknowledged his question with an irritated growl as she brushed past.

"That bad, huh?" Diatte surmised as he lifted his weapon and followed her past the gate.

"I did warn you," chastised a voice once they were past the gate. A rather odd-looking male Chetah dressed in a robe drew a long draft from his smoking pipe then calmly released it. He had one hand in his garment as he approached them, expression serene. "These primes have no foresight besides fulfilling their next greedy impulse. We should never have come here."

Asha paused, eyes downcast as she turned to answer her mentor: One of the few men whose opinion she respected. "I did take that into consideration, Kaga. I just wanted to see if there was a chance... Even the tiniest that they would join forces against this threat."

"Asha, not everybody is as capable as you are," Kaga said as he stepped past her and gazed at the wastelands before them. "Uniting the tribes was an impossible task accomplished only because it was done by you. Do not insult yourself by deeming these greedy fools capable of your insight."

What Kaga referred to, was the imminent extinction of sentient  beastkin  as a direct result of the  Daeben Wars  in which  beastkin were  forced to fight on the frontlines by the primes. Unlike the  l ycan and  c hesch tribes ,  which were accepted by the primes, most beast kin — Asha’s  included—were deemed inferior and had next to no choice as to whether they fought or not.

The chetah—like many feline races—never had a high birth rate, to begin with, and their numbers only dwindled at a faster pace as the war took more and more males, leaving the females to die out.

Now, Asha wandered Merriheim as one of the few survivors of what many believed to be the last generation of the chetah, with only one purpose: To save her people. But if that failed, to be the one to destroy them with her own hands. She would not let the history of their proud clan be ended by either time or ignorant primes.

Asha gritted her teeth. "You say that, but in reality, there's only about a hundred hiding in a hidden village. That's not unification, it's false camaraderie born of desperation."

"Maybe so," Diatte refuted with a low growl. "But you have  s phinxes,  c hetahs, and  t oras sharing the same dwelling space. That is something to be proud of. Regardless of it was done by desperation, cunning, or design... You saved us."

Asha’s  eyes sparked with fury as she whirled around. "I have only extended our inevitable extinction."

Asha turned around and made her way towards the city's main gates, flanked on either side by her generals who knew better than to press the subject further. A feline warrior emerged from the ruins, left hand clasped to his chest, and head bowed as she passed. He joined up behind them, soon joined by another, then another, their numbers growing steadily till they reached the main gate.

The fifty-odd warriors paused as a strong gale blew past, and deposited the aforementioned poster at Asha's feet.

Asha stepped on the rough sketch of the  daeben  who threatened their country, then stomped past, eyes red with bloodlust. Whatever her people's outcome, she would find this  daeben , and she would look into his eyes as she ran her sword through his greedy heart. "This I swear..."

The company advanced through the wasteland, their forms eventually swallowed by Merriheim's flying sands.



Meilfour.

Kashi sat at the head of a long rectangular table, studying his Twilight Wolf sketch. Miote and Hektor stood  at  either side of him, while Kira lay by his side, enjoying a short nap. The conference room they occupied was situated in a new council building erected by their mayor as part of his improvements to the town.

These upgrades—which left  Kashi  broke—included surrounding walls, barracks for training soldiers ,  new buildings and apartments, and a colossal art emporium at the  city’s center.  These were far from the mayor's ideal state for the town, but  Kashi  lacked the required funds to do much else. He wasn't overly concerned, though. Between the bridge and Suvron's Gate, he would soon have far more money than he knew what to do with.

Kashi examined the prompt that appeared whenever he looked at the Twilight Wolf Sketches.




	
Do You Wish To Turn Your StoryBoard into A Story Painting?

YES NO LATER








 

Kashi’s hesitation was caused by  his ignorance as to what a Story Painting actually was. None of the artists in Merriheim had a clue either, which meant it was something exclusive to a Dimension Artist. He grunted, wishing they had used the word 'upgrade' instead of 'turn.' That would have made his decision so much easier.

Kashi realized he had no choice. Attempts to replicate the storyboard had ended in failure, both manually and using the auto-skill. He was always going to end up turning it sooner or later. Might as well find out what the thing meant.

Kashi  clicked yes  and then  watched with bated breath as a bright light enveloped the sketchbook,  which  then floated off of his hand.




	
Please Choose Size:

Pocket; Portrait; Poster; Grand.








 

If he was doing this thing, might as well go big.  Kashi  chose Grand.




	
Insufficient Materials!

Requirement: 40 Canvases 








Kashi cursed under his breath. He had used up most of his canvases for Project Fame, and he had no plans of wasting his reserve money buying more. He relented and chose portrait, then winced as a prompt alerted him to the loss of 25 Canvases.

The greedy mass of light pulsed, then expanded rapidly, taking a rather large rectangular shape, much larger than what Kashi had envisioned when he chose Poster. Without further fanfare, the rectangular shape spread itself on the table, then dissipated, leaving all three men with their mouths agape.

Before them sat a single canvas, whose picture was a merging of all the pages of the previous sketchbook. The moving image started with Hektor and Kashi laying on opposite ends of a window, a harsh rain dividing them, then followed the course of Kashi's sketches till they eventually rested on one another. It was basically a GIF on paper...

"What the he-"

The doors swung open, forcing Kashi to quickly place the portrait in his inventory. He would deal with that later. For now, he had vital matters to discuss.

Muko walked in, followed closely behind by Merrites of different races. The trade council members took their seats around the table, where they were handed sheaves of papers by Miote. Kashi glanced at the members gathered, then motioned for Miote to start as planned.

"Ladies and Gentlemen," started the Chesch. "You have my sincere gratitude for your presence at this gathering." A short pause as they returned the obligatory greeting. "Last night, the bridge connecting us to Rosendun was completed." Triumphant cries echoed across the room, and he waited for them to finish. "However, that was only the beginning. The real challenge begins now."

Miote paused, allowing his words to sink in. "Our actions will attract visitors eager to appraise our budding town. If we fail to meet the standards of these appraisers—especially those of my fellow Summoned—we will lose momentum and, as a result, a lot of profit." He smiled at their collective groans. He liked dealing with traders  because t heir goal was simple: maximum profit. Politicians, on the other hand, were far murkier.

Miote continued. "Now, I have discussed at length with Miote, who I am sure you are all familiar with by now." The delf gave a short nod the tradesmen's claps of acknowledgment. "We devised strategies for us to handle this situation. With your help, of course."

He paused here, answering a few questions thrown his way, then continued. "The biggest issue we faced was accommodation for visitors. We are a small town. No amount of improvements to Rine's or new buildings will be able to handle the influx." Miote glanced at Kashi, who nodded. "I have confirmed that renovations to Suvron's Gate will be completed in two days. A number of its floors have been designed for accommodations, totaling almost seven hundred rooms."

The collective gasps confirmed what he already knew: The numbers were overkill. But he and Kashi had two reasons for choosing to use up almost seven floors of the behemothian tower just for accommodations. The first was its sheer size. To house a giant Hydra, its diameter was akin to a football field—a stupendous size for any building. There was far too much useless space, so he'd commissioned its second to eight floors for accommodations, varying the sizes and style of rooms to meet the standards of most hotels in the real world.

The first floor served as an information and commercial hub where people could get information on either Merriheim or Rosendun and also book rooms if they wished to rest.

The other reason for the number of rooms was the crowd that Kashi had met by the bridge. If that was the number of people gathered before the bridge even got started, he shuddered to imagine how many would flock into Merriheim ,  and from Merriheim to Rosendun once it was officially opened. The number could easily reach thousands. Merriheim, in its current state, definitely could not handle that number of people en masse. Suvron's Gate would, therefore, serve as a natural buffer, also reducing congestion in the city.

The Gate's higher floors would still be closed by the time it opened. Kashi planned to put an assortment of exciting activities on those floors like training halls, swimming pools, art galleries, libraries... but for that, he needed funds. Funds he currently lacked.

"It is not enough for these people to come here," Miote said. "Our aim is to make them stay as long as possible. The longer they stay, the more money they spend. The more money they spend, the richer we all get. But to do this, we need to give them something they cannot get anywhere else. I would like to direct your attention to the blueprints in front of you."

These blueprints contained brand new armor and weapon styles designed by Kashi, accompanied by specific steps to craft them in ways the continent had never seen. There were also instructions on crafting new types of musical instruments which they were not entirely familiar with, and many conceptual arts he wished them to recreate.

"Meilfour isn't blessed with the most beautiful terrain, and its nearby dungeons are not as challenging or interesting as Mònòch's," Miote said. "However, this city's beauty lies not in its landscapes, but in its people. The art that pours out of this city is its strength, and it is in that strength that we must focus our energy." His voice ascended steadily, tone increasingly excited. "I want sculptures lining the streets, beautiful melodies serenading the wandering adventurer as he passes. I want each and every room to speak its own language... I want ART people!" Padded paws slammed the table, eyes boring into each trader present. His voice dropped, low, but authoritative. "That is what you have. That is what you own! It is your identity! No one. Not a corrupt mayor or a damned secret church can take that from you. People will remember Meilfour, not as a footnote in history, but as the most beautiful city to ever grace Destia's fortunate lands!" With a seductive smile, the golden Chesch spread his arms as he reached the end of his presentation. "Well then, how about we get started, creating this wasteland's gem."

UOOO!!  
‎ The conference room exploded with the shouts and claps, the Merrites banging the table with unmatched fervor and adoration.

"I will be to your respective shops with further specifics," Miote said. "Now, if you please, our lovely orchestra has prepared a presentation for you."

Kashi, who had remained a silent an aloof observer, grinned behind the mask that covered half his face. He shared a glance with Miote, communicating his approval.

Miote, in turn, nodded, then escorted the excited traders out of the hall, leaving Muko and two others behind.

Kashi drew back his cowl and tugged down the mask. He took a deep breath, got up, then met Muko halfway across the table. The Hunters clasped forearms in greeting as the two remaining tradesmen rounded the table and walked up to them. The first  was  a dwarf  named  Nudemi,  while  the other  was a wisben named  Netear Vinelance.

Nudemi was a master Smithworker and unofficially also a Master Enchanter—he had been unable to travel to Imperium to take the Master's exam. Netear, on the other hand, was an intermediate alchemist.

Kashi greeted both men ,   and  then proceeded immediately to discuss his reasons for summoning them. He handed notes detailing his dealings with Rune-marking and Enchantments to Nudemi. He also gave the man a pair of perfected headphones with perfected sound gems. After sharing his vision for these items, he let the excited—and somewhat frightened—dwarf rush back to his workshop to get started.

Kashi then turned his attention to Netear Vinelance. After confirmation from Muko that this man could truly be trusted, he traveled back to Deserun together with the elf, explaining his horrific plan on the way. A man of science himself, the Wisben did not seem overly bothered by Kashi's proposal. If anything, he was elated at such an opportunity to witness the limits of a Summoned's body.



Later that night, after Kashi had confirmed that proceedings in all areas under his control were as they should be, he showed Netear to his workshop.

"Wait," Kashi paused at the door. "Drink this first," he instructed, handing the man a vial of black liquid.

"What is it?" Netear asked though he downed the contents before receiving his answer. He winced, then gagged, repulsed by the terrible taste.

"It is an antidote," Kashi explained as he forced open the air-tight door.

"What for?" Netear asked as he followed Kashi down the stairs.

"Everything you cannot see right now," Kashi vaguely replied. He picked up a transparent flask from a nearby table. It contained a clear green liquid that sloshed about as  Kashi shook the flask . "You might recognize the smell if you come a little closer."

Netear frowned. "No need. I recognize that poison well enough. Why do you have such a dangerous thing out in the open?"

Kashi tapped his nose. "Building a tolerance. You failed to notice I did not take any antidotes before entering."

The alchemist's feet weakened, and he had to grab onto a table for support. Sure he'd heard of it in theory. But someone willing to subject himself to poisonous gases for the amount of time it would take his body to gain an immunity could not be considered human. There was seriously something wrong with this man.

Kashi returned the flask to its place. A week plus working in this place while inhaling the damned thing had paid off. He was nigh immune to any form of poison—it would take boss level poisons to make him sneeze now.

That is not to say it had been easy.  Kashi  glanced at a n empty  makeshift IV drip. The first two days had been the worst. He had survived only because of the same ingenuity that he'd used to keep the beasts alive for his experiments. Although unlike them, he could not afford to dull out the pain.

Kashi tried that once, but  all the pain he should have felt returned after the effects wore off in a severe backlash that nearly logged him off. So, he endeavored to suffer the poisons' consequences in real-time, while working on his various crafts, kept alive by health potions.

Kashi winced as he stared at the metal contraption he would be seated in for the next couple of weeks. He sat down on the chair, then nodded for Netear to fasten the locks on his arm and feet. He glanced at the IV as Netear stuck the needle into his exposed arm.

This was the point of no return. If he wanted,  Kashi  could still choose to abandon this foolish and beyond reckless plan. But the  daeben  had unfortunately inherited his creator's penchant for madness. Kashi glanced at Netear who nodded to show everything was ready.

Netear's fingers hovered over the lever, which would start this madness. At Kashi's word, he pulled it down and watched as volts of electricity shot out from charged gemstones placed in the chair and assaulted the  daeben.

"GRAAaaa..nngh!" Kashi bit down his scream with gritted teeth, bloody eyes focused at the focused wall in front of him. First day: Electricity. Second day: Flame. He just had to make it past these two days.

Then his magic resistance and Health Regeneration rate should reach a level where he could safely logout, and leave his body for Netear to watch over... Just two more days.



"Two days my ass," Suzuki muttered, lips curled in amused irritation, as he stared at the ceiling. He hopped out of the machine and stretched, relieved to feel a body without pain. He'd almost forgotten what it felt like. "More like five, dumbass."

 

            

    
        Chapter 81: Gladiators

    
    
    
    
                Suzuki’s Room,

Genaco Compound.

Suzuki rested his forearms on the railings of his balcony, damp hair rustling in the night winds. He observed the crowds mingling below with idle chatter, too far to listen to their individual conversations. He was surprised to see so many people awake by four in the morning, but he supposed just like him, their biological clocks had been screwed over by gaming.

Suzuki sighed as he watched their numbers dwindle, then increase as more retired to their apartments and even more awoke and came out to enjoy the morning breeze. He had guessed it before, but he was sure now. The number of participants had significantly increased since that first day, most of which were made up of young adults.

Suzuki wondered how Genaco managed to get away with it. Kidnapping so many people should surely catch the media's attention at some point, right? Then again, Jade had said she wasn't kidnapped but brought here of her own accord. Did that mean there was some sort of application process? Wouldn't such a thing destroy the 'secrecy' the company was so eager to pursue ? After all, their  game system constantly checked each individual in case  they  tried to tell anybody of their predicament .

Suzuki scratched his head as he gave up. He had so many questions, questions, whose answers he could quickly obtain from any of the officials in this place. There was no need to rack his brain over it. Resigning himself to this, he retreated to his room, locking the balcony door and shutting the curtains behind him.

This action cast the room into total darkness, but the young man was unperturbed. He sauntered over to a wall and placed his palm on it. A section slid open to reveal a wardrobe with its own light. He selected, then put on a plain long-sleeved grey T-shirt. He closed the closet, picked up his  phone  from the workstation, then exited the room.

The corridor's automatic lights hummed to life as he walked down, his footsteps the only other sound to be heard.

Suzuki was glad for this. He had some matters he had put off long enough for Kashi's sake and was now eager to get to it. He breezed down the stairs ,  making nary a sound, through the dark living area to the kitchen, where he grabbed fruit from the fridge. He was about to close the refrigerator door when movement passed his peripheral vision.

Suzuki  froze in place, ears pricked to pick up the slightest sound... but nothing.

"Probably my imagination." He shut the refrigerator, drowning the room in darkness again. He pretended to turn around, only to swing back and fling the fridge's door open. Across the counter, its light lit up a clearly disappointed Taiga.

"Che.  Thought I could scare the pants off-" Taiga swiftly dodged to the side, a thrown apple barely missing his face. "Hey! What was that for?"

Suzuki regarded him with a blank expression, then clapped as if remembering something. "aaah~ I'm so scared." He said this in the flattest of tones, eyes deadpan.

Taiga stared at the teen for a second, two even, then burst out laughing, unable to contain himself. "That's the stupidest thing I've ever seen! Who does that!?"

Suzuki shrugged as he shut the fridge and turned on the lights. "Apparently, I do." He rounded the counter and picked up the fruit he had thrown.

"Yeah, apparently you do," Taiga seconded with a short laugh. "So what're you doing up anyway? Can't remember the last time I saw you logged out."

"Hmm..." Suzuki pondered whether to answer or not as he rinsed the apple. "Have some business to attend to."

"What business?"

Suzuki growled under his breath as he took a bite. People like Taiga and Jade exasperated him. If he said those exact words to someone else, they would get the hint. But th ese two…  nope. They would ask and ask until their curiosity was satisfied. Well, in this case, there was no reason to keep it from him except for personal pride. "I want to get started on the  Gladiator  program."

"Oh?" Taiga remarked, grin dimming ever so little, but just enough that Suzuki caught it.

"Have something against the program?" Suzuki asked.

"Why, you ask?"

Suzuki raised a brow. "Figured you'd gloat about being able to control so many simultaneously."

Taiga laughed. It sounded weak even to his own ears. "They showed you that footage, huh?"

"Yeah. Don't like it?"

"Well, something like that."

"Hmm..." Suzuki tossed the finished apple into the bin. "Well, I'll see you later, I guess," he said as he made his way towards the main door.

"You're not gonna ask?"

Suzuki paused at the door. "Do you want me to?"

"Not particularly," Taiga admitted.

He shrugged. "Then it's none of my business. Everybody's got his secrets." With that, he exited the apartment, then made his way to the elevator. He got in, pressed his required floor, and waited for the doors to shut.

An outstretched arm prevented that.

Suzuki looked up as Taiga entered, his usual cynical grin back on his face. "You are one cold fucker." Taiga mocked as he joined him.

"I'll try to take that as a compliment," Suzuki replied as he took a step back, allowing more space. With a low hum, the elevator finally began its descent. "Why are you here, anyway?"

"Man, that's harsh. I'd think you didn't want me around."

Suzuki's raised brow seemed to confirm exactly that.

Taiga completely ignored the gesture, though. "But that can't be the case, right? I mean, I'm so much fun to be around." Suzuki could not help overlapping his toothed grin with Syèl's. It made him seem even more of a psychotic serial killer.

"If I stick around, I'll get to kill..."

"You could say this world was created so I could fulfill these desires."

Suzuki eyed him, recalling Syèl's words. Unlike his own case, Syèl and Taiga were undoubtedly the same person. In fact, the older teen didn't even bother with a sliver of roleplay in his character. The two were the same persona, which meant his particular need to kill made him a dangerous character—however ,  also a little interesting he admitted. "Sure, why not."

"What?" Taiga asked, confused.

"We'll lie to ourselves that you're fun. That ought to be fine, no?"

Taiga suddenly turned serious as he studied the younger teen. "Say, Sukki-chi?"

It's chi now? "What?"

"Just now... That was a joke, wasn't it?  Pfft . You were making a joke, weren't you?" Taiga struggled to contain his amusement, resolved to keep a straight face.

Suzuki grumbled. "Maybe? Wh-"

"Bwahaahaaha!" Taiga burst out laughing as he banged on the elevator walls. "That is literally the worst joke I have ever heard. Jesus, Sukki-chi, where the hell did you pick up your sense of humor?"

No one can survive being laughed at in such an enclosed space without falling to embarrassment. Which was probably why Suzuki made a swift escape once the elevator doors opened.

Taiga followed him down the pristine hallway-still, struggling to keep his amusement in check-into the room marked Gladiator Testing site 1. Suzuki paused abruptly as the door slid open, causing Taiga to ram his nose into the teen's head.

"Ow!" Taiga exclaimed as he massaged his nose. "The hell ma-"

"Oba-san, Do you ever sleep?" Suzuki's question cut the older teen's question short.

"Who are you-" Taiga peered over his shoulder to see Yukino poised at the head of the room,  phone  in hand. "Oh..."

"Good morning to you too, Mato-kun," Yukino greeted with a very forced, plastic smile. "Yes, I do ask myself that question sometimes too. Do I ever get to sleep?"

"Something happen with Seki-tan?" Taiga asked as he elbowed past Suzuki and walked up to the woman. "Say, didn't I tell you you need to be a little more forceful? Seki's a real idiot, you know?"

Yukino pouted as she flicked his forehead. "I'm not so bad off that I'll be taking love advice from a virgin."

"Oi! Already told you guys I'm no-"

A loud cough drew their attention.  When did these two get so close?  Suzuki's narrowed eyes regarded them with detached interest as he tapped the nearest Full Drive. "I'm here for the Gladiator series, not for info on your love lives." He looked to both of them, then corrected himself. "Ah, sorry, in your cases, it'll be  lack  of love life."

"Why you!"

"Now, now." Yukino placated Taiga by patting his head. "Why don't you cool off a bit." She turned her attention to Suzuki. "Now, Mato-kun, Shouyou-san woke me this morning because of you. So don't worry. I'll be sure to take  good  care of you, okay?" She finished with her usual cutesy smile.

This time though, there was a murderous undertone that chilled Suzuki's core. Maybe he'd taken his teasing a little too far. He was new to it, and she was such an easy target to practice on. Not that he'd ever admit that. "Sure. I'll be in your care," Suzuki accepted in his usual level tone.

However, his momentary hesitation did not escape the observant psychologist. Her smile warmed as she relented. "Come, we'll start in the hangar."

Suzuki frowned. "We're not starting here? Why?"

"Not yet," she replied.

"Ya need to know what exactly you're gonna be," Taiga elaborated. "Else, your brain might just...  blurksh!" His accompanying gesture was a mix of something being crushed then exploding.

"Do not mind him," Yukino refuted as she led them out of the room. "We haven't had a case of a brain-"

"Blurkshering!"

"-Being compromised, for years," Yukino finished. "Our greatest concern is the compatibility ratio before Neuro Transfer. We try to increase this by having you boost your Neuro-Sync Levels in the Virtual World."

"But you also want us to be intimate with the hardware," Suzuki said. "That it?"

"In a nutshell. Knowing the body you are going to inhabit significantly raises your chances of gelling with it,"  Yukino  explained. "Have you ever been an animal in any virtual game before?"

"A few," Suzuki confessed. "Been a dragon once."

"How did that feel?"

"Took a while to work out how wings actually worked, but I did eventually get the hang of it-"

"You meant a winged dragon!?" Yukino interrupted, struggling to keep her tone level. "The ones where you actually have to learn the complex dynamics of using a tail and wings to fly?"

Suzuki shrugged. "Well, yeah. I had a good teacher."

Yukino walked in silence for a while, as she tried to process the young man's words. A serpentine dragon she could understand. When virtual reality was first introduced, there were many virtual simulators where people could choose to be whichever animal or beast they wanted, and some naturally ended up selecting an avian of some sort.

Ninety-five percent of those who chose avian classes quitted soon after, after experiencing disorientation from the particular degree of vision and the limiting frame, expressing fear that they could not feel their legs or arms. Those who could get through these initial problems found it difficult to actually work wings, finding out that there was far more to flying than just flapping up and down.

Eventually, animal simulators were taken off the market after several complaints of disorientation from users. It was never actually banned, though, and Genaco introduced it into King's Journey.

The most common were the Beast-clan, which shared a lot of human features to make assimilation as easy and quick as possible. But there were also a few hidden bonuses which allowed players to become actual animals.

Apart from Taiga, she hadn't met anybody she had felt would be capable of assimilating into the frame of an avian. Then there was the way Suzuki had said it. This wasn't something he had considered too much of a challenge.

"I think you broke her," Taiga loudly whispered.

"We're here!" Yukino announced in front of a door marked 'Exhibit,' as much to herself as to the others.

They entered the room, where Suzuki was glad to see the had ditched the pristine white motif. Dim lights shone on human-sized several display cases in the dark grey room, each holding a slightly modified version of the humanoid gladiator series.

Yukino inputted a command, and the glass cases were sucked into the ground.

Suzuki walked up to the closest, eyes wide in awe as he examined the war machine. The basic machine frame, though humanoid, resembled a cross between the aliens from  Aliens  and the drakul race. "Can I?" he asked as he raised an arm.

"Go ahead," Yukino allowed, as she proceeded to explain its various features.

To maximize the Sync-Ratio between humans and the machine, Genaco used living tissue and nerve systems similar to humanity's to create the base skeleton. This was so that the human mind became the system's CPU (Central Processing Unit). As long as the human was conscious, and just one of the many Neuro-transmitters was undamaged, the machine could still function.

On top of this basic structure, they had created separate frames and weapons to suit different strategies.

The frame Suzuki examined was built towards infantry/stealth missions. Its lithe frame masked an array of unique weapons embedded in its enclosing armor. Special attention was placed on its limbs and joints to allow maximum flexibility-even more so than humans. Its long tail was made up of sliding plates over living tissue that greatly maximized its flexibility, and in turn, improved balance.

This frame was vastly different from the one Taiga regarded with a boorish expression. This one was much larger in size, wielding much more firepower and armor than its lither brother. It also possessed a human - like arm, but the bulk of its  frame  was actually a barrel . Its fingers and palm were located j ust under the nozzle. While also maintaining some flexibility, it was clear this was primarily focused on tanking hits.

These two were the extremes. There were other models, each adapting from both styles for various purposes.

"Are you sure these are practical?" Suzuki asked when Yukino was done explaining the various armor types.

"Why do you ask?" Yukino questioned, brow raised.

"Ignoring whether they could function effectively over long-range missions, wouldn't a network jammer render these inept?" In modern warfare, the use of E.M.P.s and jammers were fast becoming staple products of a mechanized battlefield. The use of drones had been rendered inept during the years of crisis for those very reasons.

Yukino smiled. "Well, you certainly know your stuff. Naturally, we prepared for such a contingent. Place your  phone  on that Gladiator's chest."

Suzuki did as she said.
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Suzuki took a step back as mechanical arms came out of the walls and took apart the magnificent machine piece by piece. The surreal scene reminded him of an Iron Man movie. The dismantling stopped with only the back piece left on the stand.

The young man could not help himself. He stepped forward and ran a finger along the fiber that lined the machine's interior. The material lit up, revealing a vast network buried beneath, the billions of nodes resembling the branches of Yggdrasil. Unlike his initial thought, the living tissues that made the operation of this machine possible were inlaid between the fabric and the outside armor.

The machines' interiors were hollow, to accommodate a wielder.

"The helmet works similarly to the virtual drives," Yukino said. "The armor can thus be manned and still achieve the same result as it would if it was controlled from a full dive."

Suzuki admired the complexity of the machine's designs. "This is incredible," he remarked honestly. "Why haven't we displayed these in any of the Expos?"

Yukino shook her head. "Our C.E.O. demands perfection. With an assisting A.I built-in, we could have released these much sooner. However, he demands the A.Is be a luxury and not a need."

"What does that mean?"

"It means," Taiga started. "He wants humans to control the damned things without help."

"In a nutshell," Yukino agreed. "A.Is can be a security risk for several reasons. They can malfunction, be hacked, or otherwise, and no other software can calculate the unpredictability of the battlefield and respond accurately in kind."

"So, he wants a human mind to be able to take complete control of the entire suit if the A.I should fail. That it?" Suzuki asked as he took a step back and watched the android reassembled.

"Exactly."

"That's where  King's Journey  and  Line  come in ,  right?"

"Yes," she confirmed. "Already, most players can easily process events happening at triple the speed of their daily experiences. Some of them even retain this ability in the real world in what we call very minor cases of Parallel."

Suzuki nodded as he remembered his earlier experience with the Taser, amongst several others he'd previously gone through. "Yes, sometimes I do experience heightened senses akin to the game world. Doesn't mean my body can replicate the feats, though."

"They don't have to," Yukino said. "Your bodies will be safe in the Full-Dives as you operate the Gladiators. With these, you should be able to near the feats of your in-game characters."

Suzuki thought of Razznik. "Hmm... I don't know. Doubt they'd be able to wipe a city off the face of the earth."

"Maybe not on its own." She flashed a knowing smile. "Compress a nuclear warhead into its weapons systems, though..."

"Fair enough," Suzuki admitted with a small smile of his own. "Well played."

"Alright," Taiga interrupted. "Nobody likes theory anyway. Why don't we start some practical." His toothy grin unnerved Suzuki. "Really wanna see him puke."

"Puke?"

"Nothing to worry about," Yukino assured. Her twitching smile really did not affirm her words, though. "It happens sometimes. Some people can't handle the initial synchronization. I'm sure it won't happen in your case."

Taiga held up crossed fingers. "Here's to hoping it does."

Yukino scolded the young man as she led them back to the Gladiator Testing Site. "Now remember," she said as Suzuki entered one of the capsules. "Keep a strong image of the Gladiator you saw. The clearer the image, the smoother your synchronization will be."

"Got it," Suzuki replied as the helmet covered his head.

Suzuki swallowed hard as his consciousness was launched into the virtual world. Much like with L.N.E, he had to accept some disclaimers and verify his identity. Once the system had all the information it required, everything died out.

Suzuki consciously prevented himself from panicking, though it was by no means easy. Sight sound, every form of stimuli disappeared at once, leaving him in disoriented in the void.

Thankfully, Yukino's voice broke the silence. "Can you hear me?"

Suzuki had no mouth, so he shouldn't have been able to speak, but then again, he had no ears, so, fuck it. He decided to give it a try. "Yeah. Don't know how. But I can hear you."

"You are receiving my words as electrical impulses," Yukino explained. "You are also replying the same way. It is the same process applied to your virtual games. You didn't know that?"

"Never had to think of how it worked. What you say does make sense, though." He was far more relaxed now  that  he was communicating with someone. "What next?"

"You are currently Synched to an offline Gladiator. We will be booting its systems systematically, so you can get a feel for it. Are you ready?"

"Ready as I'll ever be."

"Booting Neuro-System. How do you feel?"

Suzuki felt a momentary blast of intense shock, but that soon subsided, replaced by slight disorientation. "I can feel something here with me."

"Good. That is the System A.I." Yukino explained. "You are not yet ready to take full control of the Gladiator, so it will be running all back-up programs. Imagine it as a friendly  N eighborhood Operating System."

"Okay. What do I do then."

"You will be handling primary controls like you do your own body. Are you ready?"

"Primary controls. Got you. I'm ready." Suzuki held a clear 3-D picture of the frame he'd just seen, remembering its exact dimensions, joint locations, etc.

"Okay. Syncing Nervous System."

Suzuki stifled a wave of nausea that enveloped him as a brand new nervous system belonging to a frame different from that he was used to ,  meld ed  with his mind. He could feel every single joint in the machine, from the tail's shifting plates to the rotating joints on its fingers. His mind was also assaulted with information on every single facet of the machine.

No wonder Yukino hadn't once mentioned a manual.

Suzuki  was somehow aware of the suit's internal and external temperature, the location of every weapon embedded in its frame, and their respective purposes. This far cry from controlling the everyday body. It felt like his mind would explode from all the added mini-body parts he suddenly had control over. But still, he did not falter. Not yet, this wasn't his body yet...

Outside, Yukino stared at her  phone  with disbelief. Was this boy genuinely human?  Suzuki  had — knowingly or unknowingly—overthrow n  the A.I that was supposed to handle the back-up software. What's more, apart from an initial dangerous spike, his Neuro-Sync levels and vitals were steadily stabilizing. He was taking complete control of the entire machine.

This made no sense. His Neuro-Sync numbers were not high enough to obtain such a quick synchronization. How was he then becoming something entirely different with such ease? She made a mental note to really interrogate Shouyou on this boy's story.

Suzuki mentally grinned as the optics came online, allowing him to view his surroundings. He soon familiarized himself with the zoom function, then began turning the secondary cameras on. Soon he had more than a 360-degree view of his surroundings.

He was situated in a hangar of some sort with a large clearing at its center. A single Gladiator that stood there turned its head to meet his eyes and raised its arm, beckoning his approach.

Suzuki attempted movement...





An Hour Later,

Suzuki slowly opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling above. Light green curtain drapes around the bed he laid on, let him know where he was located. A news reporter droned on about something regarding worldwide nuclear disarmament, but his rattled brain could hardly pay attention.

"Well, you like ta surpass expectations," Taiga mocked.

Suzuki looked to his left to see the young man seated on a chair next to him, leisurely munching on a banana. "What happened?"

"You took on too much at once idiot. I'm surprised your brain didn't-"

"Blurksh?"  Suzuki simulated with a short laugh.

"Yup, exactly that. Well, at least ya didn't puke."

Suzuki sighed as he sat up. "Not sure fainting's any better."

"You kidding?" Taiga joked. "First time I synced, I was out for a month. We didn't have helpful A.Is back then. Should have let yours carry the grunt work."

Suzuki shrugged. "I do not like the idea of surrendering my body to an external influence."

"Your body? Dude, it's a machine."

"Not when I'm in it." Suzuki tossed the sheets off his body and got to his feet on the opposite side of the bed. "When I'm in, it's my body. My responsibility."

"Where you going?" Taiga asked as he chucked the peel into a nearby trashcan. "Yuki-chan will be back to check you out soon."

Suzuki shook his head as he lifted his  phone  from the bedside table. "I only have a week. I can't spare any time to rest..."

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 82: Mall Day

    
    
    
    
                Training Hall ,

Genaco Compound.

One step, Strike! Two steps, Strike, Strike! Duck, evade... Triple strike!

The booms of flesh against mannequin echoed in the training hall, its lone occupant drenched  in  sweat as he repeated the ritualistic motions. Hardened, taxed muscles rippled under the clothing, which was stuck to his skin as a result of the excess perspiration.

James Shouyou observed the young man's session from the entrance with a small smile. As expected, Suzuki did not miss a step as he continually hammered away at the mannequins, his techniques a mixture of various fighting schools. At times he would start with a boxer's posture, shifting his feet quickly as he ducked and punched, but then without warning, and quite seamlessly, he would swivel and deliver a crunching kick to the mannequin's neck—a popular taekwondo skill.

Shouyou noticed Suzuki's strained expression and slightly shaky arms as he practiced his Taka. If he hadn't been acquainted with the young man, he would have thought these were signs of fatigue. After all, it had been two whole hours since Suzuki began his training session. However, he knew this not to be the case.

The man called Suzuki Mato was what many would consider being a 'fighting genius.' He had acquired and nearly perfected many different schools and techniques at a mere seventeen years of age. In fact, with his current skills, it would be completely unfair of him to participate in any school competitions. That was the level of the current Suzuki Mato... but that wasn't always the case.

Five years ago, following the death of his parents, Suzuki Mato became a completely different being. If there was one word to describe him, it would be... yes, it would be  Feral!

The cause of this change... No, that was not important.

What was important was that  Suzuki  became a soul filled with nothing but rage. He willfully targeted the unsavory characters in his classes, making as many enemies as he could along the way. He was akin to a beast, devouring anybody that challenged him, no matter the amount, using his teeth, nails, or anything he could find.

In a strange twist of fate, the person who rescued him from this cycle was none other than Razznik Y'Terlow, the man who would later be known as the "God of Destruction." It was through Razznik he learned that he could suppress the rage through disciplined and rigorous training.

That was when Suzuki began what would later earn him the nickname of 'Club Crusher,' the same sequence of events that would eventually lead him to meet with the girl that ultimately saved him from himself.

Well, though he said that, it wasn't entirely true. That feral rage still lurked just beneath Suzuki's surface, threatening to break out each time he put himself through rigorous exercise or fought with someone.

Suzuki's muscles relaxed as he took a deep breath then released. The session was over. He was still in top fighting shape. Perfect.

Suzuki noticed Shouyou approaching, dressed casually in track pants and a loose T-shirt, whose lax demeanor somehow managed not to betray any openings for the young man to attack if he wanted to. He caught a bottle of water thrown by the older man and finished its contents before Shouyou was within arm's length.

"What brings you here?" Suzuki asked, eyes narrow as he observed Shouyou, careful to keep him at arm's length.

The older man shook his head, with a slight chuckle. "You still don't trust me? Even after everything we've been through?"

"I don't trust you  because  of everything we've been through."

"Then why'd you tell me your secret?"

Suzuki frowned. "Moment of weakness. It happens. Now tell me what you really came here for."

Shouyou maintained his smile despite Suzuki's hostility. "How's Kashi doing?"

Suzuki's brow rose as he adopted a knowing smirk. "I assume you'd know more than I."

"Ah, I don't mean the body going through bondage play," Shouyou replied with a smirk of his own. "I mean Kashi himself."

Any other person and Suzuki would have been surprised. But not this man. This egotistic maniac had no qualms about cheating in his own game to further his personal goals—whatever they may be. "He's fine. At least he doesn't have to deal with you." Suzuki's frown deepened. "Why do you ask?"

"Scientific curiosity?" Suzuki's frown proved he did not buy a second of that. "Fine, fine. I'm just curious, you know. Personality disorders are rare you kn—"

"—There's nothing wrong with me," interrupted Suzuki, tone venomous.

Shouyou briefly raised his hands in mock surrender. "I know, I know. That's what's so fascinating about you. I don't know of anybody else who can willingly create multiple personalities within themselves like you do. And what's more: exist in harmony with each other."

"Why are you repeating what we both know? Quit stalling and say what you want."

Shouyou took a deep breath as he ran his fingers through his hair. "This Project will eventually place you in a situation where you will most likely have to kill people. I was thi—"

"No." Suzuki's reply was terse, his voice somewhat tight. "I will not let Kashi fight in this world."

"That's not what I—"

"Nor will I create another one." Suzuki glared at Shouyou, daring him to ask again. "You know my rules. Why would you ask me to do that? You know what happens when I let my personas out in the real world."

Shouyou shook his head. "I was gambling  that  you'd be strong enough to prevent that."

"It's not a matter of strength."

"Well, I guess you're right," he relented. "Just thought I'd spare you the hollowness that comes with killing. Kashi's already used to it, and you could quite easily create a murderous persona if you wanted."

"I do not create personas just for the sake of it," Suzuki explained. "Each one is designed to teach me something I've forgotten. There would be no merit in creating a murderer. I already have experience in that field."

Shouyou raised a brow. "I highly doubt that counts as murder."

"True, no constitution can try me for murder. But every human being would agree that morally it is murder."

"Well, you do have a point there, I suppose. Can't fault your logic, no matter how self-punishing it actually is."

Brring!

Suzuki walked over to a desk and lifted his PDA. "Time's up, James-san. I've got an appointment. We can continue this talk later."

James smiled. "Going to the Gladiators? Yuki-chan says your rapid progress is making her go crazy."

That was right. It had been four days since Suzuki started the project. Following Yukino's manipulative advice, Suzuki  decided to leave  the secondary programs to the assisting A.I ,  while he took charge of the primary functions .  Kind of like how humans could control their limbs, but only a few had control over their actual inner body functions. By the end of the first day, Suzuki could freely manipulate all of the primary functions with ease. The start of the second day was focused on information processing. Unlike the Iron Man suit, which displayed information in front of Tony Stark in a holographic manner, the Gladiators sent all of its information directly to its user's brain.

This should have been a lot more difficult, but both Kashi and Razznik had dealt with several sense - enhancing techniques, enabling them to take in at least ten times the information a normal person perceives on an average day. As such, it took him only a few hours before he could freely sift through all of the information sent by the A.I.

Suzuki  spent the rest of the day practicing taxing motions while collecting this information. This proved to be the hardest. He could efficiently process the data if he stood still, but doing so while navigating the obstacle course prepared as a test was a lot harder. His arrogant do-or-die nature kept him going for hours, but  i t wasn't until the third day he finally perfected it.

Since then, he had been practicing taking over the secondary systems bit-by-bit.

"No," Suzuki wistfully replied as he placed his gloves in a bag, which he then slung over his shoulder. "My plan's been derailed by a force of nature."

"Huh?"

"Never mind," Suzuki said as he walked past James, but then paused at the door. "I never said this... Thanks."

Shouyou's face lit up with a happy grin. "Oya~.  What did you just say? I didn't quite catch that."

"Go fix your ear," Suzuki replied deadpan as the door slid shut behind him.

Shouyou's grin mellowed to a soft smile as he stared at the door. "Well, might not have gone exactly as planned, but he's still useable." Eventually, he let out a loud sigh and scratched his hair. "More importantly, though, what did he mean by 'force of nature.' It can't be. Does that brat have  a girlf— nah impossible, impossible? Far greater chance of a meteorite wiping out the earth."

With that,  Shouyou  decided to begin his workout.





3 Hours Later,

Suzuki rested against a lamppost at one of the facility's busy streets, dressed in a comfortable graphic T-shirt and Jean trousers. He brushed strands of hair out of his eyes as he scanned his surroundings for the being that had interrupted his plans. He wiped the sweat from his forehead as he glared at the early morning sun. As expected of the first week of July. The unrelenting orb in the sky was out in full force, as if to everyone they had just about a month of summer left.

Now that  Suzuki  thought about it, if he still lived with the Akios, his day wouldn't really be all that different. Well, except for the fact that he was participating in a robot experiment. That might be a significant difference.

A sharp rap to the back of his head snapped  Suzuki  out of his reverie. He looked to his left to see Jade pouting as she returned his confused gaze with a glare of her own. She seemed to be saying something, so he removed his earphones just in time to catch the last of her rebuke.

"...and who puts on earphones while waiting for someone, huh? I've been calling your name since I was way..."

Suzuki tuned  Jad  out as he admired her attire. As an artist of sorts, he had always been fascinated by the gothic. Their outlandish art forms had inspired most of Razznik's wardrobe, especially the long overcoat/Jacket that eventually became his signature attire, and the dark, skull-themed weapons he wielded.

However, for all his admiration,  Suzuki  never really understood  goth . And surprisingly, for the first time, going to the internet for answers had been a bad move, leaving him with far more questions than answers.

Still, though, that did nothing to deter  Suzuki’s  admiration for the genre. While he would never have the time nor patience required to don the style known as 'gothic fashion' or any other fashion trend for that matter,  Suzuki  wasn't immune to its charms.

As usual, Jade had gone simple in her wardrobe, but somehow still managed to severely stand out. She wore a black tank-top on fitted white pants, which had the lower skeletal frame drawn onto them, with a matching white jacket. She had once again switched hairstyles. This time going for a high ponytail with parted bangs, one falling down the left of her forehead, the other styled, so it sloped down the right but avoided her eyes. Her height was artificially elevated by shoes whose soles should have been considered illegally high.

Suzuki's eyes rested just beneath her chin, on the choker she wore. He had never actually seen anyone wear those in real life. It looked surprisingly better than he expected. Maybe it was the contrast against her pale skin or the way it matched the smoky eyeliner she used. He wasn't exactly fashion-inclined, so all he could settle on was: It looked good for reasons unknown.

Snap!

Suzuki winced as the illegally high boot crushed his foot. "What was that for? I'm not the one who's thirty minutes late."

"Your mind was somewhere else," Jade countered, her heel still crushing her offender's foot. "You totally tuned me out."

"No, I didn't," Suzuki protested as he struggled to keep a straight face. "Ask me anything."

"Ha! Don't think I'll fall for that," Jade proclaimed with a triumphant smirk. "I invented that trick."

"Yes, yes. You got me," Suzuki acquiesced. "Now, please release my foot, will you?"

"Nope."

"Huh?"

"Not until you tell me what you were thinking of."

"You?"

This time it was Jade's eyes that widened in incredulous surprise. "Huh?"

"I was just admiring your appearance. Gotta admit it's pretty cool."

Jade's cheeks turned beet red as heat r ushed  up to her neck. Crunch!

"Hey!" Suzuki protested as she buried her fist in his stomach. "I told you like you asked."

She glared up at him, teeth grit. "Don't just spout cool lines like that without thinking."

"You think that was a cool line? Does that mean you think I'm cool?" Suzuki said with a laugh that was abruptly cut short by a second jab to his midriff.

"Drop dead!"

"At this rate, I just might." Suzuki stifled his amusement as her fist trembled violently  like  she would explode at any moment. Disappointingly, however,  Jade  closed her eyes, swallowed hard, and  then  regained her composure.

By the time  Jade  reopened them, her mocking smirk had returned.

Damn  it. Suzuki inwardly cursed. He  missed his chance to take the upper hand. 

Jade  gazed at his hair  and  a slow grin coming to her face as she formulated an evil plot. "Say, Suzuki, remember our deal?"

Suzuki groaned inwardly. Here it came. "Yes. For not telling you about Razznik, and leaving Syèl to tell you, I have to accompany you and do whatever you want for a day."

"You don't care about your hair, right? Doesn't even look like you combed it today."

"I never said I don't ca—"

"—Well then, first off, I'm going to turn you into someone worthy of cool lines."

"Since when do people have to be worthy of—"

"—Don't interrupt me."

‘ You're interrupting me, though. ’   Suzuki sighed as he let himself get dragged along the facility's busy streets. Well, it wasn't wrong to relax every now and then. Then again, he would be lying if he said he did not appreciate Jade's company. The little fire-starter was like a live wire, electric, and dangerous. She talked non-stop as she dragged him along, and in such a way, he didn't feel obliged to chip in often. Which suited him just fine. However, even he knew it would be overly rude if he forced her to carry all the burden. "How's your grandfather been?

The sudden question caused  Jade  to pause. "Hmm, he's fine, I guess," she finally said with a shrug. "Always working on something or another."

Suzuki raised a brow, confused by her nonchalance. "When was the last time you saw him?"

"Hmm... That time you went with me, I think."

Now  Suzuki  was even more confused. "What do you mean, you think? You hacked Genaco and participated in a potential life-threatening program so you could meet him. And you've only seen him once since then?"

"Yup."

"Wha—"

"I just wanted to check if he was alright. Now that I know he is, there's no need for me to disturb his work is there?"

Suzuki stared at  Jade’s  confused expression with shock. She actually appeared as confused by the whole thing as he was. He couldn't stop the laughter that immediately burst out, forcing him to bend over as he tried to stifle it.

This girl was crazy. What kind of person would hunt down a relative as doggedly as she did, then just go 'Meh' he's fine now, case closed? And here he thought she was one of the normal ones. Maybe he was doomed to be surrounded by weirdoes. Weren't like poles supposed to repel each other?

"Stop laughing!" Jade protested.

"Yeah, yeah," Suzuki managed through wheezes as he slowly regained his composure. "Sorry about that. You're just full of surprises."

Jade's following pout only lasted till they rounded a corner, and the facility's mall came into view. Her eyes immediately sparkled as she grabbed Suzuki's arm and rushed in. First, she took him to a salon and gave them specific instructions. Suzuki's protests fell on deaf ears, and eventually, he gave in to her will when she threatened to shave him bald if he kept annoying her.

A couple minutes later, Suzuki stared at his reflection in the mirror and had to admit it wasn't terrible. His unruly bangs were now concentrated between his brows, with manes falling down either side of his cheeks. They had untangled his hair, so its full length cascaded down, just past his neck. Oh, but Jade wasn't done by a long shot. At her behest, his hair was dyed to a very dark shade of violet. Worst of all, he had to endure women put some makeup thingies on his face. When they were done, his eyes resembled that of an insomniac, with his eyebags somehow emphasized. Jesus, he knew he regularly skipped sleep, but he had rarely seen his eyes this bad before.

What's worse, from the ladies' expressions, this was the desired effect they wanted.  Suzuki  raised a hand to rub his eye, but then stopped. What if that only worsened the impact ?  Well, he hated it, but the expression on Jade's face was worth the torture. She looked like she would explode with joy.

Suzuki was whisked away by the overly charged girl once he was done paying. Their next stop was a clothing store. A high-end one judging by the ridiculous price tags. How many consoles and P.C.  games  could he buy for the same price as one of these tops? It was utterly absurd.

Suzuki  was  then  ushered into a changing room with Jade tossing him clothes one after another in an attempt to find the right combination.

"Say, don't you think there's something wrong with this picture?" Suzuki called as he tried on what felt like the thousandth combination.

"Yeah, you're right. That shirt really wouldn't go with those pants," Jade agreed as she took another option off the rack and tossed it over the top to him.

"No," Suzuki refuted as he stepped out. "I mean, usually, isn't it the guy who watches the girl pick outfits?"

"That's exactly what we're doing," Jade pressed as she shook her head, signaling for him to take off the pants and try the next one. "You're waiting for me to choose, aren't you?"

"Well, yeah," Suzuki reluctantly accepted as he put on the dark trousers, then stepped out. "But I'm not meant to be doing anything. I'm supposed to go, "That's good," That's good," That looks good," until you make up your mind, and we leave."

A smile spread across Jade's face as she studied his attire. He wore a long-sleeved jacket on a similarly long-sleeved classic white dress shirt, which was, in turn, worn on a black sleeveless top. The dark pants he wore maybe could have been a little tighter, but Suzuki drew the line on those. The brooding contrasts emphasized his eyes even more than usual, and she had to admit they were despairingly beautiful. They were the type of orbs that made one wonder what their owner had gone through to possess such eyes. "Well, now, I guess it's true that even a goat can resemble a small horse with the right disguise."

"Is that a round-about way of you saying I'm hot?" Suzuki lightly teased.

"Haa!? Are you an idiot? As if! You barely pass not being utterly ugly."

"Yeah, yeah," Suzuki relented as he packed his old clothes into a complimentary bag. "You didn't have to protest so strongly, you know? Makes you look guilty." He raised his hands and jumped back as she raised her right foot.

"The only thing I'll be guilty of is your murder if you keep this up."

"Yes, ma'am." Suzuki was about to go pay for his purchases when she suddenly strapped a choker around his throat. Unlike hers, however, his was much larger and was made of leather, with none of the accompanying spikes. "This really isn't—"

"Humor me."

Suzuki relented and paid for the clothes. She then made him buy some more, which he arranged to be delivered to his room.

The rest of the day passed in a surprising flash as they spent their time watching a movie, visiting various restaurants where Suzuki was once again impressed by just how much they tiny girl could wolf down and playing some arcade games. The majority of their time was spent simply walking, though, sometimes chatting about the game, their respective lives, and other times content with a bit of silence.

Suzuki revealed a lot about himself to her, but not too much, careful to leave a lot of the sensitive parts out. He did tell her of his late parents, and how only he survived the car crash that claimed their lives on the day of his martial arts tournament's finals.

"Funny thing really," Suzuki said as he reclined on the park bench they currently sat on (Well he sat on. Jade was sort of kneeling on it, her arm resting on its backrest, so she faced him.) "That was the first time all three of us had been in the same car for close to a year."

"You loved them?"

Suzuki sighed. "Who knows? I'm not so sure anymore. There are times I think I did. Other times I think I hated them, others... meh."

"Why would you hate your parents?"

Suzuki turned to face her. Her sincerity showed in her eyes. She really wanted to kno w, and h e did not want to lie to her. But he couldn't tell her the truth either. The truth would lead to questions. Questions he was not yet prepared to answer. "Rebellious stage, maybe?" Suzuki offered a thin smile.

"I think twelve's a little early for that."

Suzuki laughed. "Who knows why kids do half the things we do."

Jade chuckled as she poked his left cheek. "You just called yourself a kid."

"Hmm. I am, aren't I?" Suzuki challenged. "At least until I turn eighteen. Until then, I have to do as adults say, just like a kid."

"You... You're really depressing, do you know that?" Jade frankly replied.

Suzuki laughed harder than he should have at that. It was one thing when people whispered it to themselves in class and the bus. Being told to his face so honestly and without judgment was refreshing beyond explanation. "Maybe I am. Well, you know a bit of my story now. What's yours?"

"What? That was like the prologue. You haven't even started. Past girlfriends or boyfriends, current girlfriends or boyfriends, High school crushes, rejections, adven—come on!"

Suzuki flicked her forehead, stifling a laugh as she clutched the sore spot. "I am straight, thank you very much. And I'll tell you the rest in due time. There's no fun in finishing all the episodes of an anime in one day."

"Bah! You just don't want to talk. Well, I'll get it out of you eventually."

"Well?"

"Fine." Jade reluctantly agreed to reveal some of her own past. Her life was pretty colorful. Though Japanese, she had been born in America before the economic meltdown. Her father, like her (or was that the other way round?), was a hacker. In his case, an activist hacker, fighting for the good of the common man and all that. He taught Jade everything he knew, though she surpassed him in only a few years. His favorite food was apple-pie, though he only ate it after a successful job... As a reward of sorts.

The two of them spent a lot of time hacking corporations and sometimes criminal organizations, anonymously assisting the police with their work. Of course, this led to many scary adventures with criminals and CEOs who swore revenge against them.

"I even got kidnapped once when I was eight, two years after the meltdown," Jade pronounced, a little too happily. "I even remember the day. It was the anniversary of that meteor crash in the Atlantic that killed hundreds on a liner bound for England."

Suzuki groaned. "Yeah, that damned anniversary that had to coincide with my birthday."

"Seriously!?  Hahaha!  Knew a dude called Mark, who shared a birthday with the crash too. We never let him hear the end of it on his birthday. Once gave him a rock as a birthday present."

"Why?"

"Don't remember. We were kids then. It must've been funny for some reason."

Suzuki chuckled. "Well, at least sounds like Mark had it better than I did. Sharing a birthday with that date was taken a lot more seriously in my case."

"You sure it wasn't cause of your shitty personality?"

Again! Again this girl blurted out the truth without any whitewash. "Maybe. Maybe you're right once again."

"It's hard, always being right. Such a burden,"  Jad e replied with a snarky smile.

Suzuki groaned inwardly. This girl was amassing ammo against him. It was time he found out some dirt on her. "So how'd you esc—"

"Hey, guys!" An annoyingly familiar voice called, and Suzuki looked up to see Saeko Minako and Taiga walking towards them, their attires a complete contrast of each other. Saeko was adorably adorned in the latest fashion trends, while Taiga wore a ripped shirt and trousers.

"You both look awesome!" Jade exclaimed as she shot off the bench and raced towards Saeko.

‘ What!? Wait, what? Taiga too? That thing that looks like  an actual tiger  went through it before he put them on is fashionably accepted? I knew there was a reason I never bothered. ’

"Oh, my," Saeko muttered as she appraised Suzuki like a piece of steak. "I must admit, the brooding character suits you perfectly. Jade, you must tell me what you did to transform him so. I don't think I can resist."

"What about you, Saeko-chan?" Jade asked. "You totally caught Taiga's wild image and enhanced it a thousand times.   He looks absolutely dangerous."

"Uh, I'm pretty sure that ain't a good thing," Taiga protested, but Saeko shushed him.

"Quiet you," Saeko instantly rebuked, and Taiga retreated to Suzuki's side as the two girls engaged in some sort of sacred female ritual, the likes of which the male species would never fully understand.

"Had a busy day, too, I see," Taiga remarked.

"You too, huh?" Suzuki replied, sympathy in his voice. "Jade's plan, I guess."

"Yup. Said we needed to team-build."

"We're missing one member."

"Yeah, was with us 'till a few minutes ago. Went to secure our table."

"Table?"

Taiga's eyes lit up. "She didn't tell you? We're going to see a movie, the five of us. VIP style."

Suzuki physically deflated. "Seriously? I'm already dead on my feet." He gazed up at the dark grey clouds. Wow, the sun had already set? He'd blown a whole day without even realizing it. What's more, he hadn't once thought of Kashi, the Gladiators, or anything else.

Yuhi Jade was dangerous... Far too dangerous.

Suzuki  stood up and stretched as he resigned himself to his fate. Well, it wasn't an entirely horrible one, to be honest. "Come on, let's get this over with..."
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                Deserun, Meilfour.

Merriheim.

29  th   Jundalph, 1093.

"GrrAAAAA! Argh.. Ugh...ddd DRAAARGH!!!"

Horrid screams, as loud and terrifying as a hundred banshees tore through the night as their source struggled against his binding. Sight, sound, and smell were lost to the daeben as he floundered against the pain that endlessly assaulted him. His tormented cries were received by a lone witness, one who was powerless to assist or assuage his suffering in any way.

Netear Vinelance trembled as he watched his charge once again convulse, each passing second one that brought with it a rising fear of the daeben biting his own tongue off. He stared at the piece of cloth in his hand as he thought back to three hours ago when Kashi returned from the Summoned's world.





Three Hours Earlier,

Kashi gritted his teeth as he regained consciousness in his body, biting back the pain that came from the flames that periodically burned his skin. He forced his eyes open and was more than relieved to see Netear not only awake but, closely monitoring him. "Turn it off," Kashi managed in a very throaty voice. His body was dehydrated. He needed some water fast.

Netear immediately rushed over and tapped each orb, turning them off. He then removed them from the slots in the torture chair to prevent them from accidentally activating and resuming their attack on the daeben. The daeben's body shivered to the touch, which he surmised was more a result of his recent ordeal than the nation's cold weather. Five weeks was a long time for any life-form to go through that procedure, after all. He made to undo the latches, but Kashi weakly shook his head.

"Leave them on," Kashi requested, voice lower than a mouse's, "Gag me,"

Netear paused,  and his  forehead creased with worry lines as he stared in confusion. "Sorry?"

Kashi weakly panted,  and then  looked up at the alchemist, red eyes having lost most of their luster. "I need a gag. The real thing's about to start."

"I-I don't understand."

Kashi smiled wryly as the notification he dreaded came up. "Too late. You'll have to wait until the next break."
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Kashi's head shot back, teeth gritted to stave off panicked screams as his fingernails bit into his palms. That pain did nothing to deter from the anguish of feeling each nail be slowly and deliberately ripped off their roots. Veins bulged along his neck as he rocked violently, struggling in vain to reduce the unbearable pain. He looked to his hands, and sure enough, his nails were all intact, but still, he drowned in the torture, every cell in his body receiving a deliberate message, one he was not allowed to ignore.

Kashi wasn't sure when, but eventually, he couldn't stop himself from screaming out loud, cursing himself between bursts of anguish.

But then it stopped...

Kashi  wasn't screaming anymore. But his mouth was open, and he could feel the telltale vibrations in his throat. He was still screaming... but he couldn't hear his screams anymore. Then he realized. It wasn't that he couldn't hear his cries.

He couldn't hear  anything  anymore. He'd lost his sense of sound.

Kashi's eyes soon followed, slowly losing focus of the frightened wisben who could do nothing but watch with a trepid gaze . Netear’s  hands shook with fear, as he was completely oblivious as to the cause of the daeben's episode, nor was he able to think up any solution of any kind.

Kashi forced a half-smile to reassure the  wisben . It wouldn't do for the wisben to collapse now. Kashi might very well need his assistance soon.

A couple of torturous hours later, Kashi laughed weakly as the backlash took its first break. His throat was hoarse from the constant yelling, and though he couldn't hear himself, he knew his voice was beyond cracked. He felt something cold touch his lips, and he gratefully leaned back as Netear helped him to some water.

When done, Kashi allowed the alchemist to gag him. At least that should prevent him from accidentally biting his own tongue off. That would be a real bummer way to go.

Kashi swallowed hard and took a deep breath as he prepared himself for the second wave. He wasn't sure just how many waves there would be. The backlash could range from four hours to four weeks. Half the torture was not knowing how long it would last. If a specific time was given, he could psyche himself up with each passing minute.

But not knowing... Now that was the real test. This system was designed to discourage Out-of-Body training, a training method that could easily create Over-Powered (OP) characters in the game.

When people looked at Razznik, they saw an OP Demon King. Very few were—and would ever be—aware of the months of torture he endured to get to that state.

But I suppose that is the nature of  kings —GhyaaAAA!

Without warning or ceremony, the torture resumed, ripping him out of his philosophical ramblings. This time the theme seemed to be fire, and it was all Kashi could do not to beg to be logged out as invisible flames burned him from the inside out.





Some Time Later

Kashi slumped in the chair, a defeated figure. He lacked the basic energy required to even raise his head and was forced to rely on Netear to help him drink the potion he held out. Never in the daeben's life had he missed the ability to pass out as he did at that moment. He wasn't sure how, but the system had somehow managed to prevent his mind from blanking out—a self-defense tactic the human body used to avoid excess mental damage from pain.

Kashi felt the thick liquid trickle down his throat but tasted nothing. Ah, that was right. He had lost his sense of taste too after his tongue had been 'seared.'

Just as  Kashi  was about to resign himself to the next wave, he realized he was being fed a health potion. How did he know? The taste, the oh so foul taste...

Wait? Taste? That was right, he could taste the damned drink!  Kashi  recognized the feeling! By  the gods,  it was finally over! Tears streamed down  the daeben’s  cheeks as he smacked the liquid around his mouth, each sharp swallow a confirmation that brought relief... relief he could not hide.

"-dono! Kashi-dono, are you alright!? Can you hear me!"

That voice... Netear. That was right, it was the blessed wisben. Kashi could hear the alchemist's frantic cries as he tried to ascertain the cause for his tears.

If Kashi wasn't sure before, now he was. The backlash had finally run its course,  and h is senses were being restored . 

He  had somehow survived.

Kashi weakly pointed to his mouth. Netear correctly guessed his meaning and removed the gag from the daeben's grateful mouth. "I-I'm fine," Kashi assured, in a voice so alien it actually shocked him. "It's over." He winced as streams of unfocused light pierced the darkness. The worry lines on the alchemist's face were the first things he noticed as his sight regained focus.

The alchemist had changed robes, which suggested at least a day had passed since the backlash began. That or Kashi had accidentally thrown up on him. The daeben desperately hoped it was the former.

"H-How long has it been?" Kashi asked as Netear moved to undo the latches.

"Five days, sir," Netear reported. His voice held admiration, wonder, and no small traces of fear.

"Five days, huh?" Kashi muttered as he leaned back against the chair, eyes closed. Razznik's longest backlash episode had been a full day. It seemed the developers were earnestly trying to prevent another Razznik from appearing in this game.
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Kashi rocked his head in tortured amusement, laughing with all that he had. It was actually worth it. All of the pain, the pain he'd thought would never end. Its pay off was right in front of him. With that level of Endurance, his health regeneration rate would skyrocket. Who knew, he might even be strong enough to pull off that one scene from that anime about sword arts where the main character tanked several hits.

Coupled with his magic resistance,  Kashi  was sure no mage near his level should be able to give him too much trouble. Well, except mages like Syèl, Absalon, and Jade, who possessed special skills and stats that ranked them far above any other mages he had encountered.

Kashi was assisted to his feet by Netear, then rested against an enchant ment  table, his feet still a bit wobbly from the ordeal . His extremely long hair fell down around his face like curtains.  Unlocking the stylist had also unlocked the feature that allowed hair growth , hence the rapid growth.  Thankfully,  daeben  did not grow facial hair, so he was spared that burden.

Kashi  brushed the dark mass out of his face as he drank a potion handed to him by Netear, and  then  smacked his lips in disgust as the contents revitalized him. "That last one was pretty effective," Kashi observed. "You've been practicing?"

Netear visibly paled. He resembled a child that had been caught stealing sugar from the pantry. "Ah, y-yes. I saw your notes, and couldn't help myself."

Kashi placated the man with a smile. "And? Were they helpful?"

"Yes, Kashi-dono. Very insightful," Netear admitted. "If I had these notes, I could have achieved the Master ranking years ago. Though some of your methods are a bit... suspect."

Kashi laughed as he worked his legs, relieved to feel the vigor return to them. He grabbed as much of his hair as he could ,  and  then  tied it into a knot at the base of his neck. "I cannot deny that accusation."

"Oh no, I didn't mean it th—"

"You interested in joining the Hopeful Maggots?" Kashi asked, eyes locked onto the wisben's. "Want to build something here in Merriheim. Could use an alchemist like you on my side." He gestured to the lab. "All this will be put in your charge, and you'll have first access to my notes and any findings I come across while in the field."

Netear stared at the daeben, mouth agape in shock. He only had one answer to that unbelievable offer. "Y-yes! Oh, sweet Mera, yes! It would be an honor!"

Kashi nodded, the effort causing him to wince. He took out a parchment, quill, and ink, from his inventory, then directed Netear on what to fill out. This method of recruitment was required for residents as they didn't have the menus to accept or decline guild invitations. When Netear was done filling out the form, Kashi signed it, and the paper combusted simultaneously with a notification of the wisben's inclusion into the guild. The form ,  (through magic, of course) ,  now sat in the Maggots' Headquarters in Ranad . 

Kashi clasped Netear's hand firmly in his as he formally welcomed the wisben to the guild. He spent the next hour explaining his directives and plans to the alchemist, gathered some materials, required for the next phase of his plan, then brewed several potions and poisons.

Kashi exited the building after he had confirmed none of the Maggots were present. The air was as cold as the night was dark, save for a few stars overhead. Kashi made his way to the stables, where Drixlia greeted him with a grunt as if to say  'where have you been.'

Kashi  patted the stallion as he untethered it, then hopped onto its back. The proud beast still refused to be saddled, even though it had (reluctantly) accepted being reined.  However,  Kashi had an inkling  that  if Drixlia wanted, it could chew through the bit without a second thought. Thankfully, it seemed the stallion was content to let itself be reined as long as Kashi did not get a big head and do something stupid like tugging too hard.

Kashi galloped out of the compound, casting Netear a cursory glance and wave before riding off, Merriheim's rocky plains lit up by the ever-watching stars and their silent general.





Meilfour .

34  th   Jundalph, 1093.

In the five weeks since Kashi left Meilfour, the  musical town  had grown exponentially, developing into a grand city that matched the word its  previous  country was named after. Like moths to a flame, Rosendun's declaration of expansion (war) attracted many characters of all kinds to its newest territory.

Be it spies looking to weigh the potential threat, adventurers looking for new challenges or tourists wondering what all the fuss was about, many traveled from far and wide to witness this new land for themselves. This boosted the economy, even more so when considering that the Royal Family of Rosendun sent funds to hasten the progress of a province that King Parissius correctly deduced would become really profitable soon.

Kashi tugged his cowl low as he entered  Rine's Bar.   Daebens,  while not still as popular as other races, had increased in number compared to when the game first began. Chances that he would be immediately identified as Kashi of the  Daebens  were therefore reduced, but still possible. Hence the cowl.

Kashi smiled as he entered the bustling tavern. The tables were all occupied, waitresses, running back and forth as they attended the customers. Judging from the trays they carried, a lot had been added to the menu since he last arrived. The entire building had also expanded since his last visit, offering more rooms and service space. There was also a small stage that was occupied by a group he did not recognize, playing a soft Celtic tune.

Surprisingly, (or maybe not so much), Muko kept his place at the bar, cheeringly serving his customers some excellent ale. He spotted Kashi through the crowd and waved the daeben to a free stool at the  counter’s edge .

"I see business  has  really picked up," Kashi praised as he took his seat.

"In no small part thanks to you," Muko remarked with a gentle smile as he uncorked a flask of Yarcon Juice, filled a mug and pushed it toward the daeben. "I see Kira's not with you today."

Kashi took a pleasant draft from the mug. "Not today, no. She's nearby, though. I can sense her."

"I see," Muko said with a short nod. He temporarily left to attend another customer, then returned shortly after, pleased to see Kashi had finished the drink. He filled the mug as he asked, "So, what're you up to next?"

Kashi smirked as he accepted the drink. "I've got some things in the works."

"Don't you always," Muko laughed. "If you're planning on sticking around least a few days, you should go see Ms. Falsetto's show. Then maybe I can introduce you to that stylist I mentioned."

Kashi raised a brow. "Lunette's got a show? When is it?"

"Well, she's got one sche duled —sorry, one sec."  Muko  motioned to one of the waitresses, and she took his place at the counter. "Yes, like I was saying, she's got one in half an hour. Performs every Tu chiel  and Fr ochiel ."

"At the Emporium, right?"

"Yeah."

Kashi smiled to himself. Seemed his gamble had paid off. How well, he would soon find out. "Now, how about I make you even richer than you currently are?" He said to the barkeep.

Muko frowned. "What do you mean?"

Kashi took out a runed gemstone and fed  it  some of his  mana . He placed it against the mug, then removed it after white frost began to cake the surface. "Here, try this."

Muko glanced skeptically at the mug, then made to pick it up. "It's cold," he observed, more to himself than anything else. He then placed it next to his lips and took a sip... then downed the entire mug in a second. He set it down and stared at the daeben, amazement in his eyes. "H-how did you do that? I have never tasted anything like that before."

"Wish I could take the credit, but it's a normal thing in the Summoned's world. They call it refrigeration."

Muko stared at the stone in Kashi's hand with wonder. "Refrigeration?"

"Yeah. It doesn't just make things cold, though," Kashi explained. "If cold enough, you can even preserve perishable foodstuffs."

Muko frowned. "What do you mean preserved? Like smoking? Or salting?"

"Only ten times better," Kashi revealed.

Muko's eyes widened. "Quick, give me the numbers."

Kashi laughed as he raised a hand. "My guild's already collecting a percentage from the town's profits. Consider this an investment to raise those profits."

Muko's brows furrowed. "You're gonna hand these out for free? Does Miote know about this?"

Kashi grinned sheepishly. "If I told him, he would probably kill me. But trust me, I know what I'm doing."

"Well, no skin off my back," The  m ertian relented. "That'll save me a lot of Syros." He shook his head in disbelief. "Still, can't believe you're just handing these out."

Kashi laughed as he got to his feet. "Speak to the smith, Nudemi. He's a member of my guild now. I've given him instructions on how to make a lot more of these."

Muko grasped the stone in his hands as he watched the daeben exit the store, still disbelieving what just transpired. Just as  Kashi  disappeared into the street,  Muko  remembered  that  he  hadn’t  introduce d the daeben  to th at  stylist. Well, one more day with that terrible hair shouldn't kill him.





Kashi trod through the busy streets atop Drixlia, absolutely lost in the light show the town had become. Several colored lamps hung overhead as bards serenaded the roads with a uniform melody that seemed to flow with his movement. The picturesque atmosphere was adorned with several sculptures that lined the streets . A lot of which were clearly  crafted by  S ummoned , judging by the  usernames  displayed  on the naming tiles.

City and building walls followed a wavy color code that continued without pause, even into the alleyways, such that there were no discontinuities.

All roads eventually lead to the heart of the city, a large dome-like structure Kashi had dubbed  'The Emporium.'  Sure, the name could have used some more work, but the daeben personally liked it. It was easy, straightforward, and clearly stated what the building was meant for.

Kashi paused  in front of the building and  glanced with a hint of worry at the traffic. It was impossible! How he hoped to get in, he could not readily guess. He dismounted, then tethered Drixlia to a nearby post.

Kashi then  took one cursory glance at the crowd and security around the perimeter.

The Emporium had been designed with inspiration from modern football stadiums in the Summoned's world. The massive structure had an open hatch at its top, from which a garden at the center could be seen. Thousands of spectator seats rose from the garden to the roof. Exits situated at the stairs lead to the attractions that were housed in the circular perimeter. 

Shops selling musical instruments, artworks, a mini-exhibition of some rare monsters, and several other attractions could be found in these sections.

All these were guarded jealously by strict guards who kept to their patrol routes sternly. To enter, one would have to buy a ticket at the overcrowded stand, which would be checked by the guards at the entrance. Kashi did not recall implementing this system.

Most likely, Miote saw a way to maximize profits and went with it.

Kashi was sure there would be a VIP entrance somewhere, but the density of the crowd did not allow him much room to round the structure. Sighing, he decided to test just how good the security system was.

Kashi  clambered up the nearest building and scanned the area in front of the entrance. It was a definite no-go. Crowd's density aside, the only door was too closely guarded for him to sneak in through there.

Kashi once more gazed down at the crowd before making up his mind. He took out his bow and an arrow, followed by a long piece of rope. At this point, he never went anywhere without lots of spare lines in his inventory. They were one of the most versatile tools an adventurer could have.

Kashi  then took out  Rosario’s brush and a vial of night-black ink . Precision was not required, so he tapped the brush against the rope, then selected the Auto-Paint option. He  then  watched as color spread from the brush down the length of the line. This advanced version of Auto-Paint was one of the bonuses he had gotten while preparing Project Fame.

Kashi tied one end of the blackened rope to the arrow then got to his feet. He notched  and  then fired. The silent missile sailed over the string of lanterns that lit up the Emporium's entrance, then buried into the building's side, near the top. He tied the end still on the rooftop to another arrow, which he then drove into the roof.

Kashi slung his bow over his shoulder, then equipped a single quiver of arrows. After one last glance at the crowd below, he hopped onto the line, then flitted across, feet too quick for his full weight to ever fully bear down on it.

Once across, he took out an arrow and stabbed it into the side of the building. Gazing down at the unsuspecting masses below, for once, he was glad of the secrecy that came with politics.

Riven had long since taken countermeasures against the route Kashi had used to infiltrate, placing boiling pots at the wall-walk that overlooked the steep climb. Guards also performed regular inspections to prevent any foul play like the kind Kashi had pulled where he buried rods in the earth. Of course, they never officially revealed the method of infiltration—to save some face, the ministers had proposed.

It was better the masses believed Parissius and Leila had devised some secret plan while working in tandem with the Kertan army. It added an air of mystery and otherworldly godliness to the king.

Kashi couldn't care less wither way, but right now, he could not deny he was grateful. If the news had spread, surely countermeasures would be in place against operations like this. He took out another arrow and began his ascent, glancing apologetically at the holes he left in his path.

Well, technically, it was his guild's building, and the funds to fix it would come from him as the mayor of the town. Irresponsible thinking? Maybe, but it worked for him. He eventually made it to the curved top, where he placed the arrows back into their quivers.

Kashi ran the remaining length, till he reached the flattened half-roof. He paused at the edge then looked down. He wasn't prepared for what he saw.

Thunderous cries and chants from people from all races blew out the small opening like a never-ending geyser. Shouts of "Lune-chan!" "Twilight Wolves!" "Shadow!" "Triple Threat!" One end of the stands held placards that formed a giant Lunette, which on an invisible cue, flipped to show Shadow and Kira.

The posters and paintings he had drawn had multiplied beyond even his expectations, the frantic crowd in the fields waving colored mage lights as a replacement for glowsticks.

The daeben could scarcely believe his eyes. If he didn't know better, he would have assumed he was at a live concert in Roppongi. The orchestra currently occupied a large stage at the north end and was entertaining the waiting audience with a few tunes. Without warning, all members stopped playing.

Booms echoed around the stadium as the drummers banged hard. It seemed the crowd knew this routine because they began to chant in unison. A grin escaped the daeben's lips as two girls stepped in front of the orchestra and took the lead with the electric guitars he'd crafted. Of course, they weren't exactly the same. Nudemi had improved on the design he had been given. You could hardly hear a difference between these and the real things. And they weren't even using amplifiers.

The word 'Magic' sure was convenient for developers and gamers alike...

The orchestrated noise reached a whole new crescendo as Lunette, Shadow, and the triplets made their way out of a side entrance into the garden below. To the daeben's amused surprise, Kira followed behind, the direwolf's entrance almost causing the crowd to grow ballistic. Wow, looked like  Kira had  somehow cultivated her own cult following.

Kira stopped by the stage, while the others climbed the stairs, waving to their fans as they did.

Ah, so she was a bodyguard. Kashi released a disappointed smirk. He would have had ammunition for life if the  dire wolf had joined them on stage then started hopping up and down like a newborn puppy. Well, what can you do?

Kashi waved as Kira's perceptive gaze met his. She barely acknowledged his presence before returning her attention to the crazed primes in front of her. Was she mad? Well, if this was what she'd been forced to do for the past weeks because of his absence, he could understand her anger.

With the grace of a professional, Lunette wrapped a guitar around her, then swiped a microphone from a stand. (This was just for show. Bards didn't need mics, nor did this mic actually work. /Amplify/ achieved the same effect easy enough.)

She cheerily greeted her audience as Shadow picked up a bass guitar to her left. Diegel took his place by a modern drum set behind them, while Zeigfreid lifted a guitar to Lunette's right.

Iggy stood at the head of the orchestra, violin poised as they joined in the number, much to the crowd's delight.

Kashi could almost picture their stats racking up points by the payload. Just as adventurers needed to hit or kill things to raise their skills and stats, bards needed people to listen to, and appreciate their music for their skills to rise.

Kashi's smile sharply degenerated to a frown. "If you value your life, do not disturb me." He turned back to look at the cloaked figure behind him.

A furry turban covered all of the man's face, save a pair of red eyes that gleamed through, their horrid gaze distinctly fixed on the daeben. The intruder eerily donned a what seemed to be bone armor atop leather. Warty dark-brown skin showed through tears in gloves, which covered huge hands.

"You... Kashi... Daeben. Maggot?" The intruder's Japanese was broken, head tilting this way and that as he spoke, as if trying to recall the words he was supposed to use.

Kashi's eyes narrowed as he equipped all weapons. "Who's asking?"

"Songstress... capture... impossible. Capture... Kill... Daeben."

Kashi pressed against the roof as the man suddenly dashed at him, clawed fingers missing his face by a hair's breadth. He kicked hard against the man's left foot.

The man lost his balance, his momentum throwing him off the roof's edge.

Kashi lurched and grabbed his hand, wincing as the claws dug into his flesh. This man wasn't trying to grab on. He was attempting to rip the daeben's hand right off. He obviously did not care that doing so would cause him to fall to his very likely death.

"Can't let you do that!" Kashi flung the intruder overhead, then slammed him onto the roof. He straddled his assailant, then slammed his head against the roof when he tried to bite his hand off. "If you wish for death, I'll gladly carry out your wish. But not here."

"Captured... Escape... Unlikely. Containment measure three."

Kashi felt rising heat against his knees and looked down to see a dull glow emanating from the man's heart. The light pulsed like a heartbeat, slowly increasing in speed and intensity over time.

Kashi frowned as he examined the glow. The man's words ... Captured. Unlikely escape. Containment... Containment.

Kashi put himself in the man's shoes for a minute. A soldier—no, a spy caught in the field of duty. What would he do to make sure the information he held never escaped. Suicide. Yes, that was the best option. But in a situation where the subject he was supposed to kill was within close proximity...

Kashi's eyes widened in shock as he realized what his captive intended. He charged his fists with earth energy, then punched through the man's chest. His fists circled around an object cold to the touch, despite the intense heat that surrounded it.

Kashi pulled it out, the man beneath immediately going limp. He examined the black soul-stone, recognizing some of the engravings etched onto its sides.




	
Tier 3 Soul Stone





	
Holds the Soul of a great Soldier lost in the line of duty.

Achieves various effects if melded into items and weapons.








 

The stone's pulse rapidly increased, and Kashi had to think fast. He did not want to spoil the concert below, nor did he want anything negative associated with Lunette. There was only one method he could think of then.

Kashi  placed the stone in his inventory.

Five seconds later, he checked the inventory and wasn't surprised to see items called Soul-Stone Shards. The gem had exploded, but the never-ending inventory space had contained it, leaving only the shards behind.  In retrospect, this could be considered cheating – an abuse of the game’s system if you would. 

Kashi, however, did not care. In fact, he spared a second to wonder if  the inventory could also tank a nuclear explosion... Not that he'd ever be brave enough to test that theory on himself.

Kashi looked up from his inventory  with cold eyes . "Well then gents, I don't suppose you are overly enthusiastic fans?"

Three cloaked figures surrounded him, their eerie silence his sole answer.

"Don't Follow."

Kashi shot off the rooftop at the closest, but it bent backward, allowing him to fly over it. He twisted around mid-air then loosed three arrows.

All three assailants caught the missiles with ease. "Daeben... Capture... Kill..." They crushed the arrows then charged their target.

Assured of their attention, Kashi spun around... and ran! He jumped off the side of the building, twisting his body mid-air to dodge arcs of electricity, fire, and ice. He cursed as he landed on the thin line, then dashed across.  They were mages!

Kashi ducked instinctively, wincing as a foot swung overhead. He kicked against the line and got into a handstand as a blade swung down on his position. The line cut, causing the daeben to flounder as he lost his balance.

His assailants watched him fall, somehow hovering in the air above. Kashi took out an arrow with a line attached then fired, assisted by <<Power Shot>>.

The attack caught his assailants unawares, and his target could not dodge the arrow that tore through the heel of his boot.

Kashi used the hovering man as a lever and swung down towards the building he'd performed recon from. He released the line at the apex of his swing and tumbled onto the rooftop.

One of the men kicked hard against the air, then barrelled straight for the out of control daeben. A few inches away from his target, his vision suddenly blackened.

Kashi had lifted the arrow he'd previously pinned to the roof when he crashed, read the attack, and flung it straight into the attacker's left eye. The man collapsed onto the rooftop, and Kashi swiftly tore out the gem in his heart before it started its countdown.

The attacker who had an arrow in his boots seemed to have trouble hovering, and chose instead to land on the rooftop, his mate just hovering overhead.

Kashi eyed both men. He could tell something was not right about them. They hadn't once cried out in pain or shown any signs of discomfort. "Follow."

He hopped off the roof and onto Drixlia below, cutting the tether with an arrow. "Ride!"

Drixlia needed no more prodding. He tore down the cobbled streets with ferocious speed, knocking over pedestrians and stalls. Above, the cloaked men pursued without rest, their numbers seemingly increasing on the rooftops above.

Opposing winds blew off Kashi's cowl, but he had not time to fix it, as he dodged incessant blasts from his pursuers. Inevitably, someone recognized him, and soon shouts of Kashi exploded along the streets as he passed.

Bloodlust escaped a lithe figure as he passed, but he had no time to confirm who it was as he made his way to the city gates.

The guards saw him approaching and made to close the door, but Kashi removed the lower cloth mask, revealing his full face as he screamed, "Leave it Open!"

The guards recognized their mayor and did as ordered, wincing as he tore past with the force off a small gale.

Kashi rode hard till he was thirty minutes away from the city. He paused, then dismounted, patting Drixlia as he praised the stallion's efforts. "Go home." Drixlia nodded, then turned back the way he came, kicking up dust.

Kashi closed his eyes as he took a deep breath. When he opened them, an unnatural sandstorm had kicked up around him. As they died down, dozens of similarly cloaked men slowly stepped into view, surrounding him on all sides.

"Well, isn't this interesting?" Kashi mused. "Who sent you?"

"Daeben... Come... Not... Come... Perish."

Kashi massaged his forehead. "I see this is getting us nowhere."

"KA-SHI!"

Kashi jumped back in surprise as a lithe figure crashed a few feet away, then lunged at him, twin swords poised for his chest. He ducked beneath the strike and smacked both sword arms high. He reached for the mystery assailant with his right hand, but only managed to grab the mantle that shielded her.

The cloth ripped as the assailant skipped away from his reach.

The stars cast their light on the female Chetah, eyes as fiery as the sun locked onto the daeben. "Kashi of the Daebens. Today you meet your end."

"You do not look an ordinary mercenary," Kashi observed. "Do you have a personal grudge against me."

"I am—"

"Chetah... Asha... Kill on Sight."

Kashi looked to the men surrounding him. "I suppose you are the Asha they speak of?"

Asha ignored his question as she glanced at the surrounding mob. "Chaos Ghouls," she spat. She glared at the lifeless drones. "I wasn't aware the  Order  was interested in this area."

"The  Order ? Ah, you mean the  Chaos Order ." Kashi glanced at the men whose numbers seemed to increase with each passing minute. "It would seem they are also out for your head. How about we call a temporary tru—!" He retreated sharply, her strike just about missing him. "Well then, if that is your wish."

Kashi took out a set of arrows from his side quivers. Unlike those at his back, these had metal shafts, which made them more ideal for close combat. They wouldn't break when parrying swords, and their weight  gave  them more penetrative power. Their only downside was that they didn't curve very well, hence were unsuited for long-range sniping.

Kashi fired a barrage at the Chetah, but she easily struck the missiles out of the air as she charged.

Kashi slung his bow over his shoulder and held three arrows each in each hand like makeshift rods. He accepted her strike, mildly impressed by the power behind her lithe frame. He pushed her arms away, but she only returned faster and stronger.

The duo stood rooted to the spot as they exchanged blows faster than the naked eyes could see. Sparks flew as neither agreed to yield an inch. Arcs of magic attacks raced towards the battlers, but neither paid them any heed.

BOOM! BOOM!

Dust rose as the earth around the duo exploded from the impact.

"Oi, Oi... Who's leaving me out of a fight like this?" An ax cleaved through the dust cloud, revealing an imposing warrior clad in full metal armor, color as black as night with red murals drawn onto it. Hektor balanced the ax on his shoulder as he glared at the ghouls  with his  back to Kashi's. "Sacrifice yourselves to my legend."

A paw cut through the dust cloud on the opposite end, and with a flick, the dust swirled and shrunk till it was a mini-tornado in the monk's palm. "I dare say, Asha: If you are going hunting, please do remember us."

Explosions rocked from the ghouls' ranks as Asha's warriors descended on the army.

"I hope you're alone," Kashi whispered.

"Yeah, other ’ s  are  still at the concert. Followed when you tore through the marketplace like a hell rider."

"Sure you don't want to retreat?" Kashi said as he eyed the  c hetah and her companion. "Seems we're surrounded on all fronts."

"You're staying, right?"

"Well..."

"Then, so am I."

Kashi knew better than to question the teen's resolve. "If you insist," he relented. "Watch my back."

Hektor grinned as he raised his ax high above his head. "Betcha ass, I will. Just don't lose to the cat."

Kashi chuckled as he flung the arrows in his hands into approaching ghouls. With  [ Drill ]  activated, the missiles tore clean through. "Now you're just insulting me."

Kashi and Asha crouched low in preparation for simultaneous strikes when thunderclaps from the heavens gave them pause. Kashi frowned as he stared into the blackened sky. The thunderclaps got closer and closer...

"Get down!" Kashi screamed as he shoved Hektor to the earth, and dove down himself.

Torrents of flames poured out of a giant silhouette that flew overhead, consuming both Asha's soldiers and the ghouls alike.

The  c hetah cried out as she watched her family burn around her, herself protected by Kaga's force field.

The smell of burned flesh choked the daeben as he got to his feet, then assisted Hektor to his. He stared around the land, his expression unreadable. The scorched earth bore no resemblance to its former self. Blackened bodies caked the dark surface,  and  what little vegetation the area had  had  burned to a crisp. "I had almost forgotten..."

"Forgotten what?" Hektor asked as he too took in the carnage.

The monster responsible landed a couple feet away from them, large feet crushing a ghoul underneath. One of the Chetah tried to back away, but the beast's fiery gaze latched onto her, freezing her in place. Its long serpentine neck bent low, as a head, the size of carriages studied its prey. Dark grey scales glowed in the fires it spouted as it snapped the poor female in half with teeth her size.

"The terrifying strength of the dragon-kin," Kashi said with a wry smile. "Still don't wanna retreat?"

Hektor laughed through his helmet. "Well, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't considering it."

The Lesser Drake regarded its next meal with detached interest as it reared its head to release another plume.

Tears streaming down her face, Asha let out a maddened shriek as she shrugged off Kaga's hold and charged the beast. "You bastard!" she cried desperately as she lunged for its exposed throat.

"You idiot!"

Asha whirled around to meet the sole of a boot in her face. The force sent her crashing into the survivors below.

Now you've done it!  Kashi wryly smiled as the dragon's flames enveloped his entire frame...
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To be Continued...

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Volume 3: Interlude

    
    
    
    
                Since time immemorial men have pondered upon the shaky concept of Good vs Evil. To begin with, is there really such a thing as good or evil, or was that a concept borne of man. Every living thing obeys the laws of action and consequence. Why then did man feel the need for such labels?

How exactly does one quantify good anyway? Is it something that has been universally accepted, but in that case why is something that is considered good in one generation suddenly considered evil during another. Same action, same consequence, different label.

Then there are those who theorize that evil is necessary for good to exist, for without evil, there is nothing that can be called good. I find such a proposition troublesome, but at the same time cannot completely deny its hypothesis. Maybe if we had no good in the world, we wouldn't have evil either. Maybe we wouldn't see thieves or murderers as evil. Maybe we wouldn't see priests or holy men as good.

Maybe we wouldn't give two schcucks what happened in our lives, but just keep on going. Almost single-mindedly. But then again, maybe this is all the brilliance of humanity. The ability to differentiate good from evil; kindness from wickedness; love from hate... Maybe this is what sets us apart in the world...

Or maybe we just created unnecessary paradigms that shift with each passing generation....

Fladnag's Ramblings....

NEW VOLUME BEGINS

            

    
        Chapter 84: Judged By Flames (Season Premiere)

    
    
    
    
                Fire, the eternal judge of all things living and otherwise. It giveth and taketh life and death in equal measures with neither ceremony nor grace. A natural force man and beast can try to, but never tame. 

Razznik listened to the crackling of burning wood as another building collapsed to the flaming maelstrom. The air choked from burning flesh and angry plumes of smoke that escaped each building. All over, panicked screams rang out from men, women and children alike as they succumbed to the intolerant judge, their blackened corpses crushed underfoot as Razznik passed through the town.

The yet-to-be Demon King holstered his blade as he scanned the city for traces of survivors. He picked up a few around the town. Razznik calmly made his way to the nearest signal, the untameable judge clearing a path for one it deemed its superior to pass.

Razznik stopped at the foot of a tree where a wisben lay trapped beneath its large, fallen branches. The man looked up to his potential rescuer, eyes wide with elated relief. "P-please, help get this off," he pleaded. "Think me arm's broken."

Razznik's measured gaze peered through his mask at the man. "Your death has been ordered. Plead not to me, but to the goddess Aerith whom you offended."

The wisben's countenance suddenly changed as he realized who his executioner was. Brows furrowed, and teeth snarled, he pounded against the branch with renewed rage. Realizing his efforts were futile, he glared at Razznik. "You Shcku—" A sword through his head stopped the swear midway.

Razznik retrieved the broadsword, and holstered it without bothering to wipe off the blood. He patrolled the burning town, making short work of any survivors he came across. Eventually, he stopped in front of a building from which the last two life signals came. 

To his surprise, the flames seemed to avoid the stone house, almost like they were afraid of something inside. 

Razznik eyes flashed as he examined the building's protective ward. High-Level. It would appear a mage resides here. "Show yourself," Razznik ordered, voice as cold as ice. When nobody responded, he raised his hand, then clenched his fist. 

The protective ward shattered, and flames encroached hungrily on their new prey. 

Razznik waited patiently as flares consumed the building. Minutes later, two figures rushed out of the building, and threw themselves to the earth as the building exploded. Debris showered the immediate surrounding but shattered against wards before they reached the swordsman.

The ensuing dust settled. Razznik eyes flashed as he spotted the culprits rush to their feet. "Do not attempt escape," he warned. "Your death. I will make it slow and painful."

The reputation of Razznik Y'Terlow preceded him far and wide across the continent. The culprits froze in their tracks, the bigger one poised in front of the smaller like a protective shield.

Razznik watched the young kafu (fox-man) protect who he guessed to be his younger sibling. The older one's orange fur was darkened from soot and smoke, but the younger's fur was eerily bright white. Almost like flames and soot had avoided him altogether.

Razznik glared at the cubs. Neither should be here. At their age they should either have been at the training forts in Zakrand, or schools in the capital. "Where's the mage who cast that ward?"

The older kept his glare steady. Intriguingly, rather than fear, he seemed to be calmly assessing the situation in other to grasp a means of escape. Razznik had to admit he was slightly impressed. "Why should we tell you anything? You will kill us regardless, no?"

Razznik gazed at the child. Wise beyond his years, he was. Who knew what the child had experienced to get like this at such an early age. So much so he could face death so calmly. "You're correct," Razznik agreed as he raised a gloved hand. "As a reward your bravery, I'll make your passing painless." Mana gathered in Razznik's raised hand, solidifying into physical flames. "Return to the circle, and pray our paths do not cross in your next lives."

The fireball shot toward the siblings.

Just before impact, the younger's eyes flashed blue.

Instinct kicked in, and Razznik sharply retreated. Ice crystals shot up from the ground, then arched low like a living snake and rushed him. "Ridiculous." Razznik slapped the mass and the entire structure crumbled to frosty dust. 

A figure emerged from the dust, arm drawn back for a solid punch. Razznik caught the desperate blow with one palm. The force it carried impressed him. This child was stronger than most seasoned adventurers. A prodigy.

The boy, determined to land a solid hit, arched his body so his left hand rested on Razznik's outstretched arm. Using it as a lever, he shot up and drove his foot into the swordsman's face. A satisfied smile played on his lips as he felt something crack beneath his feet. 

That smile swiftly disappeared.

Cracks ran the length of Razznik's mask then shattered, revealing a pair of blood crazed eyes on the rugged face of a man in his late twenties to early thirties. Razznik's brows furrowed as he regarded the cub. "It's been a while since someone broke my mask. I should commend you."

"Let brother go!" The younger yelled as several ice-snakes shot from the ground and rushed the swordsman.

Razznik calmly raised the cub he held in front of him. The serpents froze. "I have wasted enough time as it is." Razznik flung the cub. 

The elder crashed into his brother, and both were instantly knocked out from the force.

Razznik raised his hand to finalize their demise.

"Get away from my children, you monster!"

The earth lurched as a nine-feet golem exploded from its depths and punched the swordsman. Behind it, a female kafu inspected her cubs. Once she was sure they were alive and well, she turned her glare to Razznik. "I will make you pay for this."

Razznik spared a bored glance at the golem as he flicked its fist. Cracks ran up and along its body from the point of contact. The monster of stone crumbled to the earth, raising a dustcloud. Razznik's eyes shone from behind the dust. "For your sake, I pray you are at least as strong as your children. Else, this will be a short and frankly embarrassing bout."

"Oh, you do not realize who you just crossed." The entire village shook as the earth instantly liquefied and began flowing to a concentrated point just between both of them. The woman got down on all fours, maddening growls distorting the air as her body went through a rapid metamorphosis. 

Moments later, Razznik smiled at the monstrosities that glared him down. One a behemoth of clay and dirt, as tall as three-story apartment complex, the other a fox-beast twice his size with sparks of electric discharges all around its body.

"We finally meet Vajura," Razznik greeted. "I only accepted this mission because it promised your presence." He drew his boradsword as both monsters charged the swordsman. Brows furrowed in a tight scowl, he warned, "Do not disappoint."





SPLASH!

Kashi violently coughed as icy cold liquid terrorized his flesh. He attempted to move, then realized his arms were bound securely to his back. Ah, he was sitting on a wooden chair, with his feet similarly bound. A little test of strength proved these shackles were more magical than they were physical. 

"Focus rat!"

Kashi shook his head, still groggy from whatever had knocked him out. He tried to piece the memories together. Last thing he remembered was being consumed by the dragon's flames. That's right, what happened to the dragon? 

"I said focus!"  SLAP! 

Sharp pain rang across Kashi's cheek. He recognized the pain, the way it slowly ebbed with little goosebumbs and an indescribable mix of shame and anger. He'd just been slapped! Slapped, not punched! Wincing, Kashi eyes cracked open. A second to adjust to the light, then he could see the room.

The halben who screamed profanities froze momentarily as Kashi's bloodied eyes locked onto him. The pail he held dropped to the ground with a crash as he drew his sword. "Who do you think you regard with such uncouth eyes?" 

Kashi relaxed his glare. "My apologies. I was unsure as to my surroundings. It appears I retain some grogginess from a recent bout."

The halben—dressed in leather armour with swirling pools of mana lined along it—snarled a cocky grin. "Oh, there was no bout. It was a one-sided beatdown."

"Oh, is that so?" Kashi said with a dismissive tone as he turned to examine the room itself. "In which case I suppose the better man won." To his eyes, he was in a chamber of some sorts. Weapons lined earthy walls, silent ghoul sentinels placed strategically around to prevent escape through the only entrance: a door situated behind some dwarven statue. Ahead of him, a ceramic plate sat atop an altar adorned with several runes. Some he recognized, others not so much.

The bulk of information however, came from his other senses. Due to constant training in the lab, his sense of smell and hearing were on a completely different level. Traces of sulphur in the air combined with the slow rumbling of liquids in several locations around him alerted him to his true location.

"Ah, Underground is it?"

The halben frowned.

"Thank you," Kashi said with a nod. "You just confirmed my suspicions." He refocused his gaze on the halben. "Perchance, is this the Dwarven Kingdom?"

The halben's eyes widened with shock and fear. "Knew we should have finished you!" He raised his sword for a strike, further frightened by Kashi's measured gaze.

"What do you think you're doing!?" a new voice bellowed from behind.

Kashi looked over his shoulder to see a blond Masonian standing at the entrance. The man was dressed in a white robe which swished on the earth as he approached, golden eyes flaming. Judging by the way the rude halben backed away, this man seemed to be the leader.

Lord Froy rounded Kashi, then stopped ahead of him, just before the entrance. Fory stood off to the side so Kashi's view of the altar wasn't broken. Froy's eyes falshed with clear hatred and rage as he regarded daeben. "Well, well, it would seem this where your story ends."

Kashi's entire countenance exuded boredom as he gave the priest a once-over. "You. You are not the real leader are you? You smell like a lapdog."

SLAP! 

Kashi winced. The blow had caused his head to smack against the floor as the chair toppled over. His gaze remained the same, even as the ghouls raised the chair. He glanced at the halben. "That is twice now."

The interrogator involuntarily took a step back. Realizing what he'd done, the halben raised a hand to lash out in revenge.

"Stop!"

The interrogator paused mid-swing. "But this rat's disrespecting you. You're not just going to take it are you?"

Froy rubbed his face with his palm. "This little shcuck's responsible for my brother's death. I will personally skin him alive. But not before. We cannot have him pass out again."

Kashi raised a brow. This poser really wasn't the leader. He highly doubted the leader of the Chaos Brotherhood would play his cards so openly. A collected leader might be difficult, but a prick bent on revenge was easy picking. "I suppose I could save us all here a bit of trouble."

Froy and the halben turned to him in unison.

"This whole torture scene is already played out," Kashi remarked. "You question me, I say I know nothing. You resort to torture, I maintain my position. You torture me some more, I give you wrong information. As a result of losing a good number of men to this information, you try to kill me. You fail. I slaughter everybody here. I escape. I suggest we skip a few steps." Kashi's calm gaze met theirs, voice still level as he continued. "I am privy to information you desire. I know more about your god Razznik, than all of you combined. His entire lifetime, the choices he made, regrets, wishes, locations of artifacts he himself deemed too dangerous." Froy's eyes betrayed the frightened doubt that crept up his being. "But I will tell you nothing. This is my final position."

Froy blanched as he stared at his captive. Where did this daeben get his confidence? The locks that bound him were perfectly intact and he was surely at their mercy. What then warranted this arrogance? It irked him. "Nadir, your sword." The halben held out his sword, which Froy seized as he approached. He stood in front of the daeben, eyes burning with fury and spite. "Let's see how long you last." 

Froy drove the sword into Kashi's midriff. A snide grin corrupted his features as blood pooled around the sword. However, aside from a momentary wince in acknowledgement of the contact, Kashi's composure remained as nonchalant as ever, cool eyes regarding the masonian with a hint of  surely, this isn't your best?

"Bastard! Let's see how smug you are with your head off!" The sword violently arched down.

"Stop this instant!"

The blade paused against Kashi's neck. Its razor-sharp edge drew a bit of blood, but still Kashi's gaze remained level. "Would you mind?" Kashi said as he arched his head to see behind the priest. "It would seem your superior wishes to speak to me."

Froy's eyes flashed with rage. "You—"

"Do not make me repeat myself." Whoever this voice belonged to, it was calm yet authoritative.

For the first time since waking up, a smile curled up the daeben's lips. "I suppose  you  are the true leader."

"Of this sovereign, yes." Kashi's eyes widened as Froy stepped out of the way. A being of flames hovered above the bowl placed at the altar. The figure wore a formal robe with a mask that covered his face. "It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, Kashi of the Dark Elves."

The flames reflected in Kashi's eyes regurgitating memories that had been buried deep within. "Likewise priest, likewise."





Some time ago,

HOT!

Hektor stifled a cry as jets of stray flames melted his armguards, the molten mass scalding his skin in turn. He tore off the metal plates before they could do further damage. A quick check on his fingers revealed no damaged nerves. He cursed as he glared at the center of the stream. Kashi had been completely swallowed by that flame. If it could damage his armour so easily...  Shit!  "Kashi!" He shot forward, determined to at least attempt cutting through the flames.

Thud! Thud!

Arrows tore out of the flames and struck the earth ahead of him. The message was clear. Hektor took off his helmet and tossed it to the earth. He approached as close as the heat would let him, cursing at the daeben's stubbornness. "KASH!"

The dragon ceased its attack, convinced its quarry should be long dead. Its neck coiled upwards as it strained to see past its own flames.

"Now, that is hot," Kashi's voice complained.

Hektor's face exploded in a relieved grin. "Kashi you al—!" The words caught in his throat as the flares were swept away by the night wind. 

Flames on the daeben died down as he dropped his arms from his face. The top had all but burned off, leaving only a badly burned tunic in place. Angry patches of red dyed Kashi's flesh where flames had burned down to the bone. However, it wasn't the gruesome image that gave Hektor pause. It was the terrible grin the daeben sported.

Red eyes flashing, Kashi's grin struck fear into all present, especially as half his cheeks had been seared by the heat. The daeben glanced at his health bar. 

Just below a quarter gone in one strike. But it had already begun to increase, evident by the rapid rate his wounds were closing.

Just as he thought. It was still too early for regular people to face dragons in open combat. Especially, a Lvl.130  Lesser Drake . A wyvern of the same level was more their speed. However, a quick glance confirmed his thoughts: No space to flee. Between the ghouls and this dragon, he would be toast if he turned his back for just a second.

Next, Kashi evaluated his strategic position. He and the dragon had created a sort of border between the felines on his right, and the ghouls to his left. The felines had their backs to Meilfour, but did not dare turn back, much for the same reasons as himself. 

Neither did Kashi want them to. 

That would only attract the dragon's attention and lead it to the city. A city which—he was loathe to admit—was severely unprepared for an aerial attack. No, he had no choice but to take on this dragon right here.

These thoughts flashed through in less than two seconds—enough time for the dragon to register his survival. Its subsequent explosive roar let Kashi in on what it thought of that. 

"Hektor!" Kashi screamed as he jumped back, effectively dodging the dragon's bite. "Keep those ghouls busy!"

Hektor grinned. "Crazy bastard." He looked over his shoulder at the ghouls. "Hows about an attention grabber eh?" His right arm glowed as he transferred Sram's energy to the axe. He let out a loud War Cry which drew all their attention towards him. The axe swung a violent arc in their momentary confusion.

Streamlined energy tore through their ranks with neither pause nor mercy. Taking a page from Kashi's book, Hektor dashed towards them, glancing arc bolts off his axe. He jumped high into the air, eyes gleaming against the backdrop of the night sky. The reaper incarnate raised his axe high, then tucked into a death ball. The ball of death crashed in their midst. Cracks sped along the earth as it lurched. Blocks of earth exploded sending the ghouls flying in all directions.

Safety measures kicked in, causing the ghouls to self-destruct. Pillars of flames rose high into the sky as the earth trembled with each explosion. Pandemonium ensued as ghoul after ghoul was caught by a friendly detonation, which in turn forced them to detonate as they were incapacitated.

A mass of red rose within the erupting flame geysers, unruly strands fluttering madly in the winds. A pair of red eyes flashed underneath the crop of hair, mimicking the flames that surrounded it. A sickening grin spread across Hektor's face as he drove his axe skyward. It caught an advancing ghoul in the chin and lifted it high in the air. "My name is Hektor, the man who will be crowned the god of war." The axe rotated in place, then slammed down against another ghoul. The obsidian edge cut clean through both ghouls and slammed against the earth. The force sent cracks running, at the end of which rocks jutted out of the earth and crashed against ghouls. "Remember it."

Though Kashi could not spare Hektor the attention in accord of the dragon trying to eat him, a proud grin still spread across the daeben's face in acknowledgment. To think this was the same boy who stepped on a splinter while fighting on a boat. "Well now, cannot let myself get outdone, can I?"

The dragon charged, its breath still not ready. 

Kashi rolled to the side as it charged past. He caught a mass to the corner of his vision and pressed against the earth. Its tail swung overhead, the draft almost lifting the daeben off the earth. Kashi seized the opportunity. He jumped onto the tail as it returned to place. 

The dragon released a pained cry as two arrows dug into the end of its tail. It turned to see its quarry clinging on for dear life. It swung its tail this way and that, but the stubborn pest was determined. Enraged, it slammed its tail onto the earth.

Kashi grinned. He had been waiting for this moment. He released his hold before the swing gathered momentum. Dust clouds erupted around the point of contact. However, he burst out from the plumes then made a beeline up the dragon's tail. The dragon seemed to have caught on, because it jumped and beat its wings angling for a sharp take off. Kashi however, was having none of that. A hail of arrows tore through both wings. 

The dragon cried out from the sharp pain and dropped back down to the earth. But if the pest thought it had bested it... With a sharp cry, it whirled around in place at speed that did not reconcile its size.

Kashi winced as he was flung off the rotating monster. He righted himself mid-air, then landed on the earth, skidding to a halt just in front of the felines. Kashi cursed at his missed opportunity. Dragon-kin were immensely intelligent creatures. The same trick would not work twice. What's worse, the damaged wings had already begun to heal. "Oh, fuck," Kashi cursed as it reared its head high and back. Kashi crouched low and raised his arms as a makeshift shield. This was to reduce the area of impact as much as possible. 

As predicted, purgatory flames shot forth, then spread out, encompassing the multitude of felines. 

Kashi cursed at his miscalculation, but then paused in shock. He could not feel the heat. He opened his eyes to the last thing he expected. Steady streams glanced off a translucent shield. His first thought was Jade, but when he looked behind, he received his second shock in as many seconds. 

The felines, prepared this time, had shielded themselves with the help of the mages in their ranks. Kashi's particular savior was a Chetah with dressed in an informal Hanfu. The Chetah snarled as he fought to keep the powerful flames at bay.

Kashi watched as The female Chetah who had fought him before walked toward him. Asha. The ghouls called her Asha if he recalled correctly. A half-smile curled up his face, though his muscles tensed. "Reconsider that truce offer?"

Asha held out her sheathe. Kashi grabbed it, and was subsequently pulled to his feet. The momentum took him beside her, so he faced her people while she faced the dragon.

"You seem to have experience fighting dragons," Asha said.

Kashi noted the slight tremor in her voice. Between the loss of her men and the impossibility of their foe it, was no small wonder she managed to keep her cool. She had true qualities of a leader. Much like Adachi. "In a sense."

Her body shook, eyes downcast as she gritted her teeth. "For this battle, my men and I will answer to you. Use us as you see fit."

Try as she might she could not squash the increasing tremors in her voice. She impressed Kashi all the more for it. He recognized the hate in her eyes the moment they met. Even now, she would probably like nothing more than to take his head off with her sword. But she was considering the fate of her men over her personal vengeance. What's worse, she was asking the man she loathed for his assistance. 

People just do not understand just how much pride is required to bow one's head to another, even more so ones enemy. It is much easier to use pride as an excuse to get yourself killed. At least that way, you won't have to live with the shame.

In that one moment, with that sentence, she earned Kashi's trust and respect. Voice low and even, he replied, "If that is your wish. I will not promise a lack of casualties. But the bulk of your men will come out alive with one hell of a story to tell."

The flames stopped their onslaught, but black smoke still choked the environment. Not all of it was natural though. Kashi noticed the mages had chanted a spell for smokescreen. They may not have faced dragons, but they were used to fighting losing battles. 

"I accept your conditions. What do we have to do."

Kashi explained his strategy.

Moments later several arrows tore out of the smoke in arc then swooped down against the dragon. It roared in pain as it staggered back and shielded its head with a wing. Several arrows powered by <<Drill>> tore straight through the smoke, then bore holes through the wing. 

Enraged, the dragon released another wave of flames. Not as powerful as the previous as it had not fully charged up yet. Once the flames ended, War Cries rend the night as Diatte led a string of warriors past the smoke. 

The terrifying Sphinx (lion-man) charged straight for the surprised dragon. It jumped into the air, beating its wings desperately to gain altitude. 

To its terrified surprise, missiles tore through both wings with chilling precision. 

The arrowheads opened up like the jaws of hungry beasts as they were tugged downward. They clamped against the beast's wings. Desperation taking over, the dragon beat even harder but more arrows only tore through and clamped even harder. The wind generated blew the rest of the smoke away. It revealed several columns of felines holding onto rope lines attached to the arrows.

They held on for dear life, determined not to let their quarry escape. 

Panicked, the dragon fervently tried to gain altitude. When it realized their hold was too strong, it poured out what little flames it had onto the ropes. Gusts of wind snuffed the flames before they made contact with the lines. 

Kaga set down his hand as he nodded at Diatte. 

"Now!" Diatte screamed. He and twenty other swordsmen spun in place, then flung their respective weapons skyward. The blades pierced the dragons underbelly, drawing a pained cry. The weapons were yanked down with the aid of ropes attached the hilts. Showers of red bathed Diatte and the swordsmen.

"You're up," Kashi called as Asha ran towards him. 

The Chetah jumped onto Kashi's outstretched palm, then forced a jump skyward, using the added momentum of his swing. A funnel of wind formed beneath her, then launched her even higher. Asha topped out just above the dragon. She righted herself, then landed on the dragon's back. "This is for my clan." 

Asha drove her blades into the beast's back. She ignored its pained cries as it tried to shrug her off. She let herself be flung by one of its shrugs which landed her on its wing. Her swords pierced through the wing membrane. She then ran across then over to the over wing. This she also ripped to shreds, then jumped off as the beast collapsed to the earth. 

Asha landed on a blanket of wind which thankfully broke her fall. She shot Kaga a grateful nod, then immediately joined Diatte in flanking the confused dragon. They swiftly attacked from both sides, ripping through its cartilages and leg muscles. 

The dragon, realizing its end was fast approaching prepared one final breath attack. At the very least it would take as many of these pests along with it. However, a certain dark elf had seen this move one too many times.

Arrows tore through its exposed throat, causing the flames to explode inward. Smoke belched from the dragon's mouth as it collapsed to the earth, reeling from the aftershock. 

Kashi watched as the felines descended on the beast, slaughtering it soon after.

Diatte's laughter could be heard a mile away. "You guy's seeing this? We beat a dragon...A bloody dragon! I'd like to see those church scum try something li—"  BOOM!

"Diatte!" Asha screamed as an energy blast sent the Sphinx flying. 

Kaga broke his fall, then rushed over. "He's alive! But he needs a healer. Quick!"

Kashi glanced around. The felines looked ready for another bout. But their mages had undoubtedly used up a lot of mana fighting off the dragon's breath. The warriors, though fueled by adrenaline would no doubt fall to fatigue—as would Hektor. A quick glance at the ghouls confirmed his fears. Though Hektor had slain more than a good number, they just kept coming. There seemed to be no end to them.

A wry grin crept up Kashi's face.  Should be flattered. I'm evidently that important.

"Kashi."

Kashi turned his gaze to Asha who seemed to have something important on her mind. "My apologies." 

"Wha—" Her confused question was cut short by a swift punch to her abdomen. The attack caught her off guard. "You bastard..." she cursed, her voice failing as she slumped onto his shoulder.

"Retreat!" Kashi commanded as he tossed her over to the nearest feline. "You'll find a healer in Meilfour." When they hesitated, his aura darkened, suffocating the lot. "I said retreat!"

Kaga echoed the order as he gathered Diatte and slung him over his shoulder. The soldiers finally responded. They began a hard retreat for Meilfour.

"Hektor that means you too," Kashi called as he took out a quiver of arrows form his inventory and set it on the ground.

"But!" Hektor protested as he dodged an energy blast. He whirled around, grabbed a ghoul by the skull, and literally crushed it with his bare hands.

"That's an order!" Kashi affirmed as he stabbed six more quivers into the ground. These were all the reserves he had. "Cover their retreat!"

"Fine!" Hektor rotated in place, and numerous small arcs of energy shot out in random directions. Using the opening created, he dashed out of the ghouls midst. "Oh, shit," he swore as he glanced above the daeben.

A thousand arrows rapidly rotated in place, letting out a shrill cry as the warrior crossed underfoot.

Kashi glared at the pursuing ghouls. "Not one of you passes." Eyes closed, Ferulic's spirit activated, exponentially expanding his sensory range. He could hear every single last one. Their breaths; the swishing of their garments against armor; each being's distinct footstep. He layered <<Homing Arrow>> and <<Keen Sense>> automatically locking onto all of their respective hearts.

Kashi's eyes snapped open, the closest barely a meter away. "Perish"

Hektor paused momentarily as the earth trembled with exaggerated fear. He turned, eyes wide as columns upon pillars of flames exploded high into the sky. The wild torrent spread down the valley, consuming all in its angry excitement. What really caught his eyes though was his leader.

Kashi's hair had come undone, and it fluttered brilliantly against the inferno's backdrop. The daeben stood his ground even as flames flickered around. The flares seemed to avoid him, choosing instead to cut an arc round him.

Hektor chuckled to himself as he ran behind the retreating felines. Whatever happened, he knew it would all be part of the madman's plan.

 A flicker of movement did not escape the daeben's senses. Kashi kicked up then grabbed a quiver. A blade smashed against the mass as he raised it above his head. He looked up to the red eyes of a half-burnt ghoul. 

"I believe I said no passage." Kashi pushed against the blade with so much force it caused the ghoul to spin in place. Kashi himself somersaulted. The heel of his boot caught the ghoul's face at the apex of the swing. He crashed it against the ground, upon landing. 

The body went limp and he kicked it back into the inferno, causing another chain reaction as it exploded near onrushing ghouls.

The chaos of it all, the wanton destruction dredged up memories.

***

Razznik glared at the priest. "What the fuck did you just say?"

The priest, an old Masonian in charge of Aerith's temple glared right back. "I said you must offer those children as sacrifices! Your quest is not finished otherwise."

The kafu cubs ducked behind Razznik's legs, frightened by the priest. "These cubs are under my care. Vajura's dead. The quest is complete."

"No. Your quest was to cleanse the entire village. These cubs' existence is proof of that failure."

Razznik swallowed a deep breath to calm his rising temper. "Fine. I do not need this quest reward anyway. Already obtained something more valuable." He shrugged off the cubs' grips. "Stand on your own and follow. I'm not your babysitter."

"Stop, you infidel!" The priest reached out and grabbed Razznik's shoulder.

Something flashed in Razznik's eyes. The next second, the priest vomited blood as a broadsword pinned him to the altar. "Don't touch me." He glanced at the advancing city and holy guards. 

The white cub stared at the priest's corpse with apt intrigue. "Is the bad man dead?"

Razznik snorted as he drew out his sword and flicked blood onto Aerith's idols. "Lesson one: Listen closely brats, I never repeat myself." He parried an incoming guards strike, then cleaved him in half. Blood fountains bathed dyed him red as he prepared for the next attacker. "Lesson two: There's no such thing as good and evil, only the strong and the weak." 

The cubs followed behind, amazed at how easily he tore through the guards. What's more he hadn't used ay magic yet. 

"No matter where you end up, remember Might Makes Right. I'm not talking about something silly like physical strength either. If you're not as strong, be smarter. If you're not as smart, be faster. If you're not as smart, cheat. Justice neither favors the strong nor the weak. Neither does it favor the victor nor the loser. Justice IS the victor. The last man standing IS Justice. The concept of good and evil is a ridiculous paradoxical paradigm used only by humans. It is a farce you should ignore if you wish to live long in this world."

"Is that the kind of advice you should be giving youngsters?" Razznik stopped at the temple doors. To his side, Aileera regarded him with a knowing smirk. "You really did it this time."

Razznik's grip tightened around his sword. "Are you going to get in my way?"

Aileera glanced at the cubs. "Whatever the reason, you're willingly looking over someone other than yourself. Why would I spoil that? My guild will sit out this pursuit." She bent low and smiled at both cubs. "Ignore the big angry man. He has no friends." Razznik snorted. "Always endeavor to be good. Grow up, make friends, and you'll realize there's nothing more fulfilling than spending an afternoon doing absolutely nothing with a close friend." She patted the elder cub. "Take good care of your brother and this big oaf." She got to her feet and fixed a hard glare at Razznik, voice suddenly business-like. "You know what happens the next time we meet."

"Hmph." Razznik glanced at the warriors rushing up the steps. "Let me show you why you should have fought me when you had the chance..." With arrogant steps befitting a god, Razznik took the stairs, sword poised to greet the challengers.

Hours later, Aileera stood at the heart of a burning city, chaotic cries ringing out in all directions. She directed her guild members to offer assistance to the wounded as she gazed into the sky. She had seen it for a second. That madman had finally gotten his wish. Aileera glanced at the most wanted list in her menu, and sure enough her suspicions were confirmed.

Name: Razznik Y'Terlow 

Last Confirmed Level: 501

Rank: #1 Most Wanted

Capture Status: KILL ON SIGHT!

He had somehow broken past the level limit...

***

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 85: Deep Within

    
    
    
    
                ???

Kashi's measured gaze regarded the flaming figure with interest. "If I may be so bold as to inquire your name?"

The figure pulsed as if considering the question. "Yes," it decided. "I suppose it would be difficult to converse with someone whose name you do not know." It continued as Kashi nodded, "I am called Ruse, Primate of Merriheim. You have intruded rather rudely into my domain. Repercussions for your ignorance will come soon enough. But first, this claim you have. Is it true?"

"My Lord!" Froy interjected. "Surely you do not take this heathen's words to hea—"

"It is," Kashi confirmed. 

"Shu—"

"Froy!" The flames incensed in tandem with the primate's rapid rebuke. They relaxed soon after. "Do you question me!? IN front of a prisoner no less!?"

Kashi glanced at Froy and shrugged. He said nothing, but his mocking eyes held clear meaning.  Failure, man. Yous a failure.

Froy struggled to maintain his emotions in check. He glanced wistfully at the hammer that lay at the dwarf's feet. That seemed to calm him down some. He turned to the primate and bowed, remorseful. "My apologies, prime. It would seem I require more training."

"See that you get it," advised Ruse. He returned his attention to the daeben. "My subordinate does have a point, misguided as he is. While I do believe your claim, could you give us an example of such information you hold? To appease those," he glanced at Froy, tone bitter as he finished, "who would doubt my judgment."

Kashi closed his eyes in thought. A minute later, he opened them, having reached a decision. "Fine, I suppose I too am in the mood for a little story-telling. Let's see what would be the best part. Ah, how about the moment he finally acquired the ability to reach for the gods themselves."

"Every one of our members, down to the cleaners, know the story behind the calamity."

Kashi smiled. "Then, I suppose they also know he was originally a Summoned?" Froy and Nadir's confused gazes answered that question. "And that like all Summoned, he suffered under a limiter? Do they also know of how he finally re—"

"Enough." It might have been Kashi's imagination, but the flames seemed to be smiling. "You just confirmed beyond a doubt your knowledge of our god." The flames pulsed as if in laughter. "Rejoice daeben; you get your wish. We will extend your life until we extract every last piece of knowledge from you." Kashi made to say something, but Ruse continued, "Do not attempt to return to your world. If you are ever found out of your body, we will destroy it. It's been a week since your capture. After observing your fellow Summoned, I'd say that gives us four weeks to collect all we need. Not a lot of time, but we'll take what we can get before you warn your guild members."

"So you figured me out," Kashi admitted with a short laugh. "Well then, you have four weeks to torture and gain your information, while I have four weeks to escape and slaughter all your men." Red eyes gleamed above a sinister grin. "May the best man win."

"Oh, this won't be a contest," Nadir promised as he cracked his knuckles. The flames snuffed out with a rush of laughter as his fist connected with Kashi's face.





Several hours later, Kashi twisted his neck. He released a sigh at the 'crack' which was followed by a surge of relief through his neck muscles. He then spat out blood and winced as he licked his sore lips. The injury had already begun to heal, good. "Surely, you aren't done?"

Nadir's eyes widened with fear as he took a step back. He had spent several hours on the daeben with every weapon available to him. At first, the halben had been reluctant to use full force, so he did not kill the daeben before time. However, he soon abandoned that notion when all that met his attacks were a series of low grunts and winces. "You schcuck! See if I don't wipe that expression of your face!" He made to raise the clawed whips, but his swing stopped short of the daeben. Sweat poured down the halben's face as he realized he had run out of strength. "Damn armor," he cursed. "Putting too much weight on me."

Kashi's playful gaze met his. "Sure, it's the armor."

Nadir raised his hand but stopped mid-way. "No point to this. We'll continue tomorrow." He turned to two ghouls stationed by the door. "Put him with the other one. It should be happy after months without a friend," he said, a malicious grin corrupting his features.

The ghouls stepped forward and hoisted the daeben to his feet. Kashi looked into Nadir's eyes and flashed a brilliant smile.

"Wha-"  BAM!  Nadir crumpled to the floor from the force of Kashi's forehead against his nose. He blanched at the flowing blood as he shook his head in an attempt to regain his bearings.

Kashi glanced at the ghoul to his right and shrugged. "He slapped me twice." The ghoul tightened its grip around his arm. "You heard the man: away with me." 

Kashi glanced at the dwarven statue as the ghouls ushered him past. The priest, Froy, had looked at this thing with disturbing lust. Then there was the way his blood was reacting to it. It definitely raised suspicions. He added finding out the truth of the sculpture to his to-do-list. Four weeks he had told the primate. In reality, he only had about three at the most – three weeks to complete all of his objectives.

During Kashi’s deliberation, they climbed up a flight of stairs, out of a dungeon, and were now crossing a stone bridge. A grin spread across the daeben’s face at the structures of stone built into the vast caverns, but more importantly, the men and women who glared at him with unbridled hostility. The heat of all the flowing rivers of lava and stinging sulfur could not match their intensity, and burning hatred. "Found you," Kashi softly announced in a sing-song voice.

The ghouls pushed him across, and soon he was temporarily lost to the dwarfs' hate-filled glares.





Outskirts of Meilfour.

Merriheim.

30th Jundalph, 1093.

 


Kashi stumbled, breath ragged as he fought to sustain consciousness. Blood trickled from a terrible gash on his forehead, down the length of his cheeks. His left arm hung limply to the side, also severely bloodied. His right rand balanced on a quiver of arrows buried in the earth as he dropped to a knee, features twisted with pained fatigue.

It had been little over thirty minutes since Hektor, and the felines made their escape. Since then, he had managed to hold the line against the ghouls, until eventually, all their focus shifted only to him. It was tiring and bloody work, but he had managed to stay alive so far. As long as he stayed that way, Hektor should have enough time to warn the others, so they set up a defense perimeter. 

Kashi made to his feet, but they buckled underneath him. He collapsed to a knee, unfocused eyes struggling to see into the fiery distance as a maniacal laugh reached his ears. 

The ghouls parted, and a man he would later come to know as Nadir stepped forward. "Fool! You crossed Chaos! This is your punishment!"

Kashi tuned the idiot out as he boasted about his guild's greatness and the daeben's eventual demise. Kashi focused his thoughts on one question: had he done enough? Any more than this and his life might seriously be in danger, especially now that they seemed to have brought a general.

However, just as Kashi was about to give up, a recent memory gently invaded: A song Lunette had composed because of their desperate battle against Belrug. A song she wrote so she never had to rely on something like the 'Book of the Damned' again. He chuckled to himself as he scrolled through his inventory and pulled out a pair of headphones. He wondered if she was performing the same song at her concert.





The Emporium.

Meilfour, Merriheim.

30  th   Jundalph, 1093.

Lunette and Shadow glanced at each other as shouts of "Encore!" "Encore!" filled the Emporium—the sheer force of the choreographed desire sent shivers down her spine and the stadium's walls. 

The duo glanced at Lufer, who shrugged with a knowing smile. "The people are waiting."

"Say, sis," Shadow called as he strapped on a guitar. Without the  [ Amplify ]  skill, no one could hear his voice over the din of the crowd. "You ever think this would happen?"

"What would?" Lunette asked.

"Us, here, now. Playing for a crowd this big. Did you ever think we would make it?"

Lunette's eyes washed over the crowd, taking in the joyous screams and whistles sent her way. She fought back a sniffle. "I wasn't sure we'd still be alive, let alone make it this far," she admitted. "But I had to stay positive. Lord knows you weren't a source of optimism."

Shadow snorted. "Yeah, right." He too glanced at the crowd who had begun to quiet down after realizing their wish would be granted. "Damn it, my debt to that asshole keeps increasing. We really owe him big time."

Lunette nodded, a soft smile playing on her lips. "That's why we have to do everything we can to repay him." With that, she waved to the crowd with a beautiful smile.  [ Amplify ]  activated as she called out, "Hello, Merriheim!" The audience screamed their greetings back, with bonuses like "We love you, Lune-chan!" "Marry me!" Lunette chuckled as she continued. "This song is dedicated to all you adventurers out there who like to brave dangers. When things get tough, and you can't seem to find a way out, I want you to remember this song..."  [ Amplify ]  temporarily switched off as she whispered, "Wherever you are."  [ Amplify ]  reactivated, she led softly, voice washing the crowd with the sensation of relief after a grueling day's work.
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Kashi wobbled to his feet, staggering left and right before balancing awkwardly by spreading his legs. His breath steadied, surrounding flares reflecting in awoken blood-red eyes. Black headphones crowned his head, Lunette's daring voice urging him on.

Nadir paled when he saw the vials in the daeben's hands. "Quick! Finish him!"

Five ghouls, already aware of his heightened magic resistance, raced towards him, the air exploding beneath their feet as they kicked off.

Kashi lazily ducked, allowing the first's clawed hand to swing harmlessly overhead. The daeben staggered forward, then shot off the ground. He slammed into the body of the second, and they both collapsed in a confused heap. Kashi was the first to recover, springing to step behind the lot of them. 

Kashi downed both potions in one swift gulp, grinning as the effects swiftly took over. However, one of the downsides to having a large amount of health reared its head. The potion barely restored 50% of his total health. His mana, though, was almost full. 

Kashi evaluated his position. His quivers were buried in the earth behind the five ghouls. Over a hundred ghouls and their general were at his back. He swallowed a deep breath, then softly released. Thanks to Suzuki's training with the Gladiators, the daeben could better picture the art of circulating power through one's body.

The energy he released as he accessed both  Ferulic's Spirit  and  Drakul's Dream  caused the earth to rumble in anticipation. Small pebbles levitated off the earth as his mana began to take on a physical form. Settling into a stance, he challenged, "Come!"

War cries tore through the night as ghouls rushed as one towards their prey.

Even through Lunette's desperate cries, Kashi could hear them coming. He stomped the ground, channeling Ferulic's spirit into the earth through his legs.  BOOM!  Ghouls were launched into the air by serpentine earthen dragons, which then arched downward and crashed against another cluster below. 

The ghouls, unable to feel pain or fear, continued their charge over the exploding corpses of their mates. Kashi slid his right foot down and to the side as a ghoul charged from there. His foot destabilized the advancing ghoul, whose outstretched arm he caught with his left. He placed his palm on its mid-riff, tossed it over his shoulder and face-first into the earth. He quickly broke its arm, then slid the armored glove it wore off it.

Kashi jumped back as an ax slammed down and beheaded the ghoul. Debris scattered around from the tremendous impact. Without a moment's pause, he dashed forward and climbed onto the ax. Two steps up, and he was up over it, with his legs wrapped around the large ghoul's neck. He donned the glove as he twisted in place. The ghoul crumpled as its neck snapped.

Kashi rolled to his feet, dodging arcs of fire and ice, respectively. It seemed they'd decided to go for it regardless of his resistivity. Good choice. A slight tightening around his right wrist drew his attention, and he looked down to see, and he looked down to see the armored glove had fitted itself to his hand, a large, dull gemstone at its center. Well, time to test out his theory. A chance came the very next second.

Kashi caught a sword's edge before it could cleave through, his eyes boring into the ghoul's. Kashi yanked forward, drawing the ghoul closer. Kashi released the sword and grabbed the ghoul's face. With a loud cry, he channeled his mana into the glove.  BOOM!

The gem and ghoul exploded in unison. The latter from thousands of volts directly to the brain, while the former from the undammed spirit force that invaded it. Kashi had no time to admire his recent discovery as he dropped to the earth, dodging a supersonic kick launched at his face. Kashi kicked hard against the gems in the supporting leg's boots. The ghoul's eyes widened in question as it was suddenly launched high into the sky by the explosion beneath his feet.

Kashi kicked toward the heavens, raising dust as he did. His fist broke through, along with an air dragon that exploded on impact, knocking onrushing ghouls on their backside. The daeben continued his lone struggle against the impending horde, weaving, kicking, and yelling his way through the roaches.

However, no matter how many Kashi blew away, more just appeared in their place. For every one he kicked down, four pounced. But a contradiction to all this gave Nadir pause and prevented him from joining the battle—the more desperate the situation, the wider the grin on the daeben's face. 

What's more, despite the ghouls overwhelming numbers, they had not managed to land a single life-threatening blow. A scratch here and there to whittle Kashi down sure, but nothing that could endanger him. His fears turned to joy when eventually numbers won, and the ghouls pounced on the daeben like hyenas on their prey. They piled on top of each other, choosing to suffocate or crush him beneath their collective mass. "Hmph, its ov—"

BOOM!

A blood-curdling roar rent the night as ghouls were tossed aside like ragdolls. Nadir felt his blood freeze at the Draku—no, no, it wasn't a drakul. Drakul's had long snouts like that of a lizard. This  thing  looked human, save for the scales that lined its body, and the tail coiled on the ground. Fear gripped Nadir as he realized the impossible reality. This wasn't a Drakul's transformation. This was the form reserved for the highest beings in the food chain... the fabled Elder Dragons of Skyrmdoor!

Nadir raised his sword, and mana pooled into it. He couldn't allow Kashi to complete this transformation! Not now, not ever. He had to silence this infidel now. Fortunately, the time between conversions was a being's weakest point. He swung down, and a steady stream of raw energy advanced on the beast.

Instinct kicked in, causing the Draenor (Dragon-man) to turn to the stream. It raised its left hand. Pff. The mana diffused harmlessly against the Draenor’s arm.

"Not done yet!" Nadir cursed. The mana pools on his armor swirled, then pulsated, granting him even more power—power he then transferred to the stream. However, despite his best efforts, he could not even scratch the monster. "Fire!" he cried. "Fire! Fire! Fire!"

The ghouls heeded his desperate cries as each fired a respective streak and form of energy at the beast. The Draenor roared in defiant protest as it suffered their attacks, determined to stand its ground.

"Maximum output!" Nadir ordered. "I don't care if your gems shatter! Kill the damned thing!"

The Draenor fell to its knees as the assault intensified threefold. Its arms dropped to the earth to support its body but soon gave way.  Duff…  It then collapsed to the ground.

"Don't slow down now," Nadir ordered. "Kill the damn thing!"

ROOAR! BOOM!

An explosion of wind and pure energy blasted the ghouls aside and overloaded all gems in the vicinity. 

Nadir frantically tore off his glove and tossed it to the earth as an orchestra of explosions announced the birth of something greater than all—something that lived beyond the confines of human reasoning.

Night-black wings unfurled, wiping away dust clouds as a serene form peered into the sky above. It raised a clawed hand to the sky, then paused. "...Not yet, huh," it muttered. Solemn scales burned off as the daeben once again collapsed to the earth.

Nadir slid down a crater the recent explosion had created, to the daeben at its center. He raised his blade, weapon poised to end Kashi's life.

"Stop."

Nadir frowned, as his superior ordered the daeben's return...  Alive . He hated it. As a warrior, he knew a threat when he saw one. This daeben was not just a threat to his master, but potentially the entire Order. However, there was nothing he could do about it. Right now, orders were orders. He hoisted the daeben over his shoulder and clambered out of the crater. He administered a sleeping drug that was to work on Summoned, just to make sure, then tossed him onto the back of his horse.

Nadir mounted, then with one last disbelieving glance at the crater, he galloped hard. 

Fifteen Minutes Later, Hektor returned with Jade and Syèl. But by then, it was too late. All traces of Nadir and Kashi’s battle had disappeared from the entire region.





Meilfour, Merriheim.

2nd   Muriel, 1093.

 

Kashi glanced at the deep, well-like depression the ghouls dragged him to. So this was where he would be spending his time for the next two weeks. Both ghouls shoved from behind, and he advanced to the edge. He estimated about a ten to fifteen diameter range. Kashi glanced down the rabbit hole and sighed. What the hell, might as well get it over with.

The ghoul stopped him before he could jump. Kashi looked at the ghoul's outstretched arm on his shoulder. What now? The ghoul kept the gloved on Kashi's shoulder as another of its kind unlocked the chains that bound his legs. 

Kashi released a relieved sigh as they also removed the shackles on his. He massaged his wrists and was about to give a word of thanks when...  BAM!  

Kashi whirled around and glared at the ghoul who had kicked his backside. Gravity took over as the force evened out, and dragged down the pit. He righted himself mid-air, then crashed against the hardened earth, crouched low to absorb the impact.

Kashi raised his head in shock as something growled and barrelled him to the floor. He tussled with the being and was forced to stifle a cry as it bit into his shoulder. "Get off!" Kashi screamed as he kicked against the ground. 

The force pushed both Kashi and his assailant towards the wall. Kashi then pressed his hand against its chest and pushed it back over his head.  Bang!  Its head slammed against the wall with a sickening crack, then fell limp over his frame.

Kashi pushed the unconscious assailant off of him, wincing as he massaged the spot its fangs had dug into. Exhausted, he sat down and took a deep breath. He tapped against the assailant to check if it was still alive. Its chest rose to the touch, but that was the least of the daeben's concern. He hadn't noticed due to the adrenaline, but now the unmistakable softness beneath his left hand worried him.

Activating  [ Dark Eyes ]   confirmed his concern. His assailant was a girl—more specifically, a female daeben. Much worse, however, was the realization that came with the floating diamond above her head. She was a Summoned.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 86: Girl in the Pit

    
    
    
    
                Meilfour,

Six Days Ago...

"What did you just say!?"

Hektor shrunk back from Lunette's terrible glare. There was nothing of the cute songstress he had become accustomed to. In her place was a fiery demon with cold glare that threatened to petrify him. "K-Kashi's been taken," Hektor repeated.

Meilfour's Hopeful Maggots (with the exception of the orchestra) were gathered in Muko's underground cellar/meeting room. Hektor and Jade stood across from Lunette and Shadow, separated by a table. Syèl and Shoko stood some ways off, silently monitoring the situation. Kira, meanwhile, seemed content to sleep near the stairs, apparently unperturbed.

"He's not a purse," Lunette pressed. "How exactly does someone get taken?"

"That would be a result of my actions," a voice answered. All eyes turned to the top of the stairs where Muko stood with two Chetahs and a Sphinx. 

Kira momentarily raised her head to commit their scents and faces to memory. Once done, she lay back down, her nonchalance as good an approval as any they would get to enter the chamber. 

Asha warily glanced at the massive direwolf as she walked past. It seemed the songs of Kashi and his demon hound weren't as farfetched as first assumed. Diatte and Kaga flanked her on both sides as she approached the guild.

"That's far enough hon," Syèl called, finger raised. "Name and business." 

A sadistic twinkle in his eye sent a shiver down Asha's spine. A single glance around the room confirmed her thoughts. Every living being in this room was a monster. Apart from herself, Diatte and Kaga, she had no doubt they would clear through her men with relative ease. Her hand clasped tightly around the sword they had so arrogantly let her come in with. "Asha," she answered. "My name is Asha, and these are Diatte and Kaga, my lieutenants."

"Nice to meet you," Lunette greeted, trying to put her best smile on. She failed. It ended up coming off as a cold warning. "My name is Lunette Falsetto, and this is my brother, Shadow." She went on to introduce each Maggot. "Ms. Asha, could you elaborate on what you meant by this being a result of your actions?"

Asha raised a surprised brow. Of everybody in this room, she had least expected the songstress to take the mantle of interim leader. She looked the weakest of the lot. However, as those cold eyes suggested, there might be more to this girl than met the eye. Asha would have to be careful. "I have been searching for Kashi of the Dark Elves for a long time."

"Why?"

"To kill hi—" A cold blade against her jugular froze the words in her mouth.

 Shadow whispered into her ear, "Choose your next words carefully."

"You!" Diatte yelled as he made to pou— BAM!  The ground shook as Hektor grabbed his face and slammed him against the floor.

A translucent flaming dome encased Kaga before he could process the volatile situation. He looked across the room to Syèl's cocky grin. The blood mage wagged his finger in playful warning. 

Despite the explosive chaos, Asha could not afford take her eyes off the greatest threat in the room at the moment: Lunette's measured gaze. It was a terrible, terrible sight. Once vibrant greenish-blue orbs now resembled the eye of a typhoon, cold and merciless. 

Both women stared at each other for what felt like an eternity, then Lunette closed her eyes. When she reopened them, they had relaxed, losing most of that goring animosity. "On another day, I would ask for your reasons for wanting Kashi dead," Lunette revealed. "However, right now, time is of the essence. So, if you know anything of his current whereabouts, please, speak."

Asha mentally released a sigh of relief as Shadow removed his blade and retreated. She couldn't shake the feeling she had just survived an execution. However, despite the clear threat to her life, she maintained her composure. "Just to be clear, I aid you only because I owe a life debt to the daeben. Immediately this debt is fulfilled, I will return for all of you."

"Whoo," Syèl mockingly whistled. "Still think you stand a chance?"

"I have faced demons and men far stronger than you and lived." Asha's gaze challenged his. "You will be no different."

Syèl grinned. "You th--"  Oof!  Shoko's blow to his stomach knocked the air out of him.

"This is not the time for your games," Shoko chided. She fixed Asha with a hard glare. "Where is he?"

"He is most likely being taken to Second Under," Asha answered.

"Where's that?" Hektor asked as he released his grip on Diatte.

"A hard week's ride North-East," Asha replied. "It's the last surviving Dwarven settlement in this country."

Syèl playfully elbowed Shoko. "Hear that? We're gonna meet dwarves."

"This is no joke," Asha rebuked. "If he is indeed on his way to Second Under, he has but a few weeks to live, if he is not immediately executed on arrival."

"You seem to know a lot," Lunette observed. "Who exactly has Kashi and what's your affiliation to them?"

"They go by various names," answered Asha. "We call them The Church. Before your guild invaded, I was the sole resistance they faced in this region. They wish me dead."

"Can you lead us there?" Lunette asked.

"Yes I can," Asha said. "However, I would advise caution. A rescue mission in Second Under's mazes can turn bad, fast."

A dark, haunting laugh escaped the blood mage. "Rescue mission? Who said anything about a rescue mission?"

Shoko nodded. "This Church of yours crossed our guild. There can be only one logical response to that."

Asha's confused gaze travelled from the two, to the Interim leader. Her heart seized for a second at the steely glare Lunette regarded her with.

"We shall obliterate them," Lunette promised. "This is an execution."

Jade watched the tension-choked room from beside Kira's side. She patted the wolf as she whispered. "You know where he is, don't you? That's why you're not worried."

Don't Follow.

Kira replayed Kashi's instruction in her head. Somehow—how or why, she couldn't guess—the daeben desired this outcome. He knew they would chase after him. As to whether the Chesch was part of his plan or not... who knew. But he definitely banked on Kira's ability to track him. If so...

Kira released a low contented growl in reply.

Jade grinned. "Guess it'll be our little secret. That crazy bastard must be up to something..."





Present Time,

Second Under 

Perdition Pit.

That crazy bastard was up to something... Staying Alive!

Kashi sharply jumped back as the female daeben lunged for him, teeth bared. She landed on all fours, swiveled like a trained animal, then drove straight for his throat. Kashi hand shot up as he ducked under her charge. His arm grabbed onto her jaw as he twisted in place, then slammed her into the ground.

The little beast cushioned the blow with her arms, angling her head so her body swept to the ground with one fluid motion. Her hands propped up, and she swung with the continued motion so her leg shot up to Kashi's face.

Kashi winced, the blow sending him staggering away from her. 

The little beast saw the opportunity and jumped on Kashi, locking her legs behind his back. She made to claw at his face, but he grabbed both hands. Their gazes locked in the darkness, a split-second before she struck down to bite his head off.

"You little!"  BAM!  The beast faltered for a second, brain rattled by the sudden headbutt. She did not release her grip around Kashi's waist though.

Kashi ran to the wall and slammed her back against it. Her mouth opened in a wordless cry, soon replaced by a snarl as she once again tried to bite Kashi's nose off. He released her left arm and pinned her neck to the wall with his elbow. "Cool down," he repeated in a soothing voice. "I'm not your enemy." Her eyes bulged, and drool soaked his arms as she relentlessly struggled to break free of his hold. 

Kashi stifled a scream as fingers dug into his side. God, this girl's nails were sharp! He slammed her against the wall again, and this time her leg-lock loosened a bit. Kashi grabbed the hem of her shirt. Teeth gritted, he pulled her above him, then down in a arc. 

The girl's eyes went wide with shock as her back slammed against the floor. Before she could catch her breath, Kashi had turned her over and had her hands locked behind her with his knee pressed down against her spine. Frightened, and enraged she squirmed and fought against his hold, but he wouldn't budge. 

Kashi's brows furrowed when the girl began to cry. He had thought this to be some sort of intense role-play. But judging from the way she was trembling beneath him, this girl was genuinely afraid of him. Attacking him had been by instinct, not choice.  Put him with the other one. It should be happy after months without a friend.  How long had this girl been down here?

The girl's struggles laxed after what felt like forever. Apart from an occasional half-baked tussle, she was deathly quiet.

"Have you cooled down?" Kashi asked. 

"..."

"Sorry for the rough treatment," Kashi continued. "I needed to talk to you, but you weren't very forthcoming." Still nothing. Kashi frowned as he realized a possibility he hadn't even considered. "Do you understand what I'm saying?" The girl still didn't move or say a word. "Okay, I'm going to release you now." Kashi gently released the pressure on her back, "I just want to talk," then let go of her hands.

The girl instantly sprung to life and rolled so she was on all fours. She resembled a cat the way her back arch upwards and head placed low to the ground, teeth snarling. Was this girl raised by tigers or something? The diamond above her head countered that argument.

"What's your name?" Kashi asked, raising his hands so his palms faced her. When she only cocked her head to one side, he repeated, "Your. Name. What. Is. It?" Her stance relaxed somewhat, though she was still clearly tensed. "Me. Kashi," He pointed to himself. "You?" He gestured towards her, palm up.

The girl frowned, as if trying to process his words. She pointed at him. "Ka-shin." Her voice was tiny and timid, a direct contrast to the scary picture her thick dishevelled hair portrayed. 

"Kashi," he corrected with a smile. One he knew she could see despite the total darkness.

"Ka-shi," she parroted. She then pointed at herself. "Me..." Her eyes closed for a second, lids squeezed in a worried frown. The strangest thing happened right after. A huge grin spread across her face as her eyes snapped open. "Me, Zuri!" she pronounced with such joy, Kashi was taken back. "Zuri is Zuri!"

"Nice to meet you Zu—" He never finished his sentence because she was across the pit in a single leap and wrapped herself around him. Kashi fell on his back, but his initial frown was replaced by a soft smile as the girl who head was buried in his neck began to sob uncontrollably. "Take your time," he whispered as he patted her head.

Zuri released him after a few minutes, when her tears had seemingly run out. She backed away, then paused in a half-crouch, hands placed on the ground between her legs. She still had the mannerisms of an animal. "Sorry, I'm sorry," she apologized consistently as she wiped her eyes with the back of her arms.

"It's fine," Kashi said as he made to reach for her. She shrunk back, eyes warily studying him. With a sigh, he dropped his hand and relaxed as he sat down, resting his left hand on a raised knee.. Her posture also relaxed somewhat in reply. "How long have you been down here?"

Zuri's brows bunched together in the tightest frown Kashi had ever seen. "Zuri... Zuri can't remember." 

Now, it was Kashi's turn to frown in confusion. "What do you mean you don't remember?"

Helpless eyes glanced at him with a mixture of fear and pleading. "I don't know," she repeated, voice rising as panic began to rise. Eyes wide, she scratched her head so violently, Kashi wouldn't have been surprised if she started bleeding. "Zuri can't remember! Why can't Zuri remember!?"

"Wait, calm down," Kashi soothed, voice low and calm. "Just think. When last did you log in?" Again, he was rewarded with that blank stare. The one that said he might as well have been speaking Swahili. A worrying tone entered his voice as he repeated, "When last did you log in?"

Zuri's head cocked to the side as she raised a brow and asked the question that sent a chill down Kashi's spine. "Log in? What's that?"

Kashi's breath froze for a moment as he tried to process her words. This girl was either doing some really deep role-play or something was seriously, seriously wrong here. No, it would require an Oscar-worthy actor to show the relief she'd had at remembering her name. What's more, even now, the way she sat, the way she acted was reminiscent of an animal. Like she'd imprinted on beasts instead of men. "What is your earliest memory?"

"A cage," Zuri answered, voice low. "Zuri woke up in a cage." Her upper lip curled in a snarl as she continued, "then the golden man came for me. He put me in this hole, and made me fight."

Kashi once again looked at the diamond above her head just to confirm he wasn't seeing things. "Have you ever tried to log out?"

"Zuri doesn't know what that means."

Kashi rubbed his face. "Okay, how about this. Your menu, bring up your menu." Again, the blank stare. At this point, Kashi was just about ready to explode from the absurdity of the situation. He struggled to keep his voice level as he confirmed, "You. You don't know what a menu is, do you?"

Zuri shook her head, though a small smile began to creep up her face. She was obviously starting to enjoy having someone to talk to. "What is a menu?"

"Do what I do." Kashi demonstrated for her and his menu popped up in the darkness. Menus had an inbuilt, glow in the dark system to allow people to use it even in the darkest places. Some people used it as a makeshift mini lantern.

Zuri's eyes sparkled with apparent glee as her menu popped up. "Uwaa," She marveled at the light. 

Kashi used her momentary distraction to come up next to her. Thankfully, just like him, she had not turned on the 'Hide Menu' option, which meant he could see its contents too. One glance at the bottom of her main options confirmed his fears. There was no log-out option. Just to be sure, he checked his. Sure enough—and thankfully—it was still there. He glanced at her. What the hell was going on? "Your earliest memory. How long ago did you say that was?"

Zuri quickly scampered away when she realized how close he was. She looked up from her menu at him. "Zuri doesn't know. It has been very long." Kashi's frustrated sigh did not escape her notice. She did not want him angry. If he was angry, he would leave. Mustering up courage, she placed one 'paw' in front of the other, then took careful, scared steps towards him. She stopped about a meter from him and regarded him with pleading eyes. "Teach me," she pointed at the menu. "Please."

Kashi's countenance softened as he released a sigh. Whatever her story was, he would find out eventually. For now though, she seemed to have some sort of amnesia. It looked to be the type that kept basic skills like language intact, but made her forget personal memories and experiences. Then there was the fact she did not have the logout option, but the diamond and menu both confirmed she was a Summoned, not a Resident. There was only one thing to do then. With a smile, he pointed at his inventory option. "This is your inventory. It helps with..."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 87: Zeing Ashqoj

    
    
    
    
                32nd   Judndalph, 1093.

Solim Flats,

Merriheim. 

Syèl lay on the cracked earth, resting his head on his interlocked fingers. He stared silently at the starless night sky blocked by gathering rain clouds. What minimal light sifted through, barely permitted sight beyond a few feet. Thankfully, though, the new—and rather stylish—mage armor he'd gotten in Meilfour kept the biting cold at bay. 

Still, though, maybe it was the stillness, the quiet, or the cold, but his mind harkened back to that 'place' he had called home for so long—that cesspool of greed and death he had floundered in for so long. 

Syèl softly chuckled as he recalled the look on Akari's face the first time they met. Nothing broke the ice like a boy of eight (or was it nine?) pointing a gun at a grown man after all. In a sense, it was from that moment his life truly started. It was that moment that allowed him to meet  her.

"What are you thinking about?"

Syèl gazed up at the young woman who forcefully entered his field of vision. Blond hair spilled down her right shoulder, leaving the left side of her neck exposed, warm blue eyes emphasizing a confident, seductive half-smile. His right hand rose to meet her face. "Henri..." 

"Who's Henri?"

Syèl froze as the overlapping image fizzled out of place, replaced by Shoko, who regarded him with raised brows. His hand quickly returned to place behind his head as he closed his eyes. "No one," was his curt reply.

"Obviously," Shoko sarcastically shot as she took a seat to his right, and then placed her sword between them. "I am fashionably bored right now. So, are you going to talk, or do you want me to beat it out of you?"

Syèl rolled to the left, showing his back to her. "Don't wanna."

"You will tell me one way or another," Shoko promised. "Consider yourself privileged to receive the civil option." He imagined a cocky smirk as she added, "I always get what I want."

"Except Suzuki, of course," Syèl countered, hiding a grin of his own—a smile that only widened when Shoko had no reply. "Oi, oi, what's this," he joked as he turned to face her. "Cat got your—" Syèl paused, struck by the sad smile that played across her lips. It was a look he had never seen before. He didn't like it.

"You loved her," Shoko stated with a soft tone.

Syèl turned his back to her. "All that cross-dressing's messing with your head if you think I could love anybody."

"You didn't answer my question."

"Didn't ask any, did you?" Syèl grumbled.

"Well, now I'm asking," Shoko pressed. "Who was she, and why is it you see so much of her in me?"

Syèl froze. His heart quickened as he struggled to think up a solution—any way out of this mess. He didn't want to remember. But more importantly, he had no desire to tell anyone, let alone Shoko of all people. 

She's not Henri.

No, no, she wasn't. Henri was dead. He had seen to that himself. He had killed her with his own-! A weight against his back interrupted his thoughts. He looked over his shoulder and what he saw caused his brows furrowed in confusion.

Shoko lay on the ground with her head resting against his back. She said nothing; just closed her eyes and allowed her breath to even out, as she fell asleep. 

Syel repositioned himself, so she rested on his stomach. He caught himself before his right hand could reach her face. Instead, he rubbed his face and then returned the hand to place beneath his head. 

"What the hell am I doing?" Syel’s gaze traveled across the silent sky. Today, it seemed, there would be no answers.





 Embracing the night's solitude, Lunette wrapped a warm blanket around her cold frame. A relieved sigh escaped her lips as the 'cold' status vanished, and her body temperature regulated to normal. Kashi that asshole had thought of everything, even adding specially designed cold-resistant apparel to the lists of items to be crafted and sold by the Meilfour merchants. 

The young woman rested against a rock outcropping, dancing flames from the campfire reflected in a solemn gaze. The night was silent save for the crackling of burning wood and the wind's harrowing whistles as it brushed past fissures in the cracked earth. She glanced askance at the feline warriors huddled around the fire, blankets covering their sleeping frames. Ms. Lightwood had advised against it, but Lunette realized she had no choice once Asha explained just how dire Kashi's situation was. She decided to go after Kashi with the Maggots available, with the felines' help for added numbers.

Ms. Lightwood had grumbled about having her vacation cut short, but promised to send a squadron of soldiers their way as soon as possible. What's more, Absalon—who had completed his island duty—would be leading this small army. But Lunette could not wait for the time it would take for these forces to prepare and then make the trip. If Asha's warning was anything to go by, every second was a matter of life and death.

Lunette scrolled through her menu. She breathed another sigh of relief at Kashi's name on her friend list. Good, he was still alive.

"You care for him," a voice cut into her thoughts.

Lunette turned to see Asha resting against the 'right' side of the rock. The Chetah had her eyes fixed on the black void in the sky, rain clouds having sucked all light from once starry skies. As always, she was dressed in a minimalist fashion, sheathed twin blades resting beside her. It made Lunette wonder how she braved the cold with such little clothing. Even her men had resorted to the blankets. "I suppose you could say that," Lunette replied as her eyes returned to the flames. "I do owe him my life."

"Is that all this is to you?" Asha asked in a low contemplative voice. "A life debt to be repaid? It seems to me a little more than that."

There was a slight pause as Lunette pondered the question. A half-smile tugged the corner of her lips as she admitted, "No, I suppose it is more than a life debt." Her gaze traveled beyond the illuminated area to the enveloping darkness beyond. Somewhere out there, Shadow, Syèl, and Diatte were taking their turn at watch. "I..." Another pause as she tried to find the right words to use. "He's given my brother and me more than we could have ever hoped for. We... I find myself wanting to be of help to him whenever possible."

Lunette softly chuckled. "Doesn't make a lot of sense, really, I know." The momentary laugh passed as she tugged the blanket tight around herself. Face, a mask of serenity, she whispered, "To me—us... us. To us, he is an irreplaceable existence."

Asha remained silent, absorbed in her thoughts. Eventually, she released a loud sigh. "That is a pity," she confessed. "I had grown rather fond of your music." At Lunette's questioning pause, she added, "Some of my men bought those song devices... What were they called again?"

"Headsets?" Lunette offered.

"Oh, sweet Vajra, no," Asha strongly refuted. "I would cut the ears off anyone I caught wearing those." Lunette's subsequent chuckle caught her off-guard. "Yes," Asha admitted with a short laugh of her own, "I do suppose that would be quite the graphic image." The two women's laughter provided a pleasing melody in the otherwise moody atmosphere. However, it lasted but a few short seconds. "I would have preferred you were not such an active member. Might have kept you out of reach of my blade."

Lunette managed to swallow the bloodlust that threatened to burst out. After traveling with Kashi for so long, she had learned there were far more important things than fulfilling a short-sighted desire for a fight. "Can I ask you a question?" Asha, somewhat impressed by the bard's restraint, nodded. "Who do you really hate: Kashi, the man, or Kashi, the Daeben of Hopeful Maggots."

This time it was Asha's turn to rein in a surge of bloodlust. Voice tight, she growled, "What is the difference?"

"To me, none," Lunette replied. "However, I am not so sure that is the case for you."

Asha's fur bristled, and not from the cold. "You do not know a thing about me."

Lunette smiled. "Nor do you know a thing about Kashi."

Asha's eyes narrowed, breath quickening as she struggled to keep her raging emotions in check. Something about this human was setting her off. She didn't like it. "I know all I need to."

"You mean that he's a daeben?" When Asha didn't reply, Lunette added, "Or perhaps it is because he's invading Merriheim?" A soft smile played on her lips as one of Asha's sword pressed against her throat. She hadn't even seen the Chetah draw the weapon. "It would appear I hit a nerve. I apologize if I came off crass. Surely you can understand my desire to find out why someone wishes a friend of mine dead."

"No, it is I who must apologize," Asha replied as she swiftly withdrew her blade. "I should have better self-restraint."

Lunette shook her head. "Apologies aren't necessary. At least now I know you consider Kashi a threat for valid reasons beyond blind hatred. Lunette released a sigh. "I wish I could convince you he wasn't, but even I am never aware of his plans." Fits of pent-up frustrated laughter escaped her lips, "For all I know, all this could be part of an elaborate plan, and I am worrying for nothing." Now that she thought about it, even Ms. Lightwood hadn't seemed overly bothered by the news. "What I can promise you, though, is that Kashi is not an indiscriminate killer. He values allies above dead adversaries. Whatever it is you wish to protect, I highly doubt he would attack without reason."

"And if he has a reason?" Asha asked, voice icy cold.

Lunette paused for a moment, reluctant to voice the truth she knew. However, honesty, no matter how offensive, was sometimes the smartest way to achieve a higher goal. With a deep breath, she admitted, "He will destroy without a second thought."

"Nothing changes then," Asha remarked as she pushed against the rock. "He remains a threat."

Lunette watched the Chetah walk away into the shadows. Brow creased, she couldn't help but feel she had just lost Kashi a critical ally. Should she have lied? No, she didn't think so. With people like Asha, it was better to tell the truth... right? Ah, damn, Kashi was the one supposed to do the sweet-talking and convincing. She wasn't very good at this whole leader thing. A frustrated sigh escaped the songstress’ lips, followed by a short gasp as a winged figure suddenly landed in front of her.

The bat-like wings disappeared behind the man as the entire camp shot to their feet, weapons trained at the intruder. "Good Evening Ms. Falsetto," Rider greeted with a polite bow. His imposing figure was offset by the warm smile he sported as he asked, "Where is Kashi?"





5  th   Muriel, 1093.

Second Under,

Perdition Pit.

The perdition pit was located in a chamber removed from most of Second Under. Almost like it was an abomination whose existence no one wanted to admit existed. Its sole entrance was a single door whose likeness resembled the rocks around it so much, that even Kashi sometimes missed it. It could only be opened from the outside via a lever that a mertian soldier pulled down.

The ghouls dragged Kashi down dark, narrow, winding stairs to a flattened bottom, which had nothing but a great hole at its center. That hole was the daeben's destination and home.

"Stop," Kashi demanded. He stared into the dark hole and sighed as he turned to look at the ghouls that held his arms. "I can jump on my own." He wasn't sure the lifeless dolls could listen to any demands not given by their superior. His concern was answered when they released his arm and undid the locks. They pointed at the hole then prodded him at his back.  Well, they weren't complete idiots.  That was good intel in itself.

Kashi swallowed a deep breath, then made the plunge. Shivers ran up his legs as he landed in a crouch. He sat on his backside, then massaged his legs, smiling as relief flooded his muscles and bones. That fall hurt more than the hours of 'torture' he'd had to endure from Nadir. Well, what qualified as torture. These people were terribly unimaginative. Whether it was by design or culture, he wasn't sure.

Once Kashi was sure his legs wouldn't fall off, he rested against the wall and closed his eyes as he relieved the past three days in this pit. The routine had been the same: In the morning (he knew it was morning thanks to the menu's in-built clock), four ghouls would jump down. Two were to keep Zuri in check while the other two took him out using those 'flying shoes.' 

The ghouls then took Kashi to the torture room, where Nadir would be waiting with another boring line of questions. When they finished, the ghouls returned Kashi to the pit at night, where Zuri would be waiting to assault him with questions about the outside world.

Kashi had come to enjoy those few moments with Zuri. The little monster was as hyper as she was cheerful. Plus, she possessed an innate innocence that endeared her to him. Her wide eyes, which carried no distrust or hidden agendas, were always eager to learn something new. In fact, to her, Kashi might as well have been the center of her world.

Kashi had never had anybody look at him like that—neither had Razznik or Suzuki for that matter. He wasn't sure what to do with the emotions they wrought in him. He wasn't even entirely sure what these emotions meant.

A small frown creased Kashi’s forehead as he realized something was off. The pit was quiet—too quiet. Even if she was sleeping, Zuri had a way of knowing when he landed because, within moments, she was on top of him with a thousand questions. A deliberate sweep of the pit confirmed his fears. She was gone.

"Zuri woke up in a cage. Then the golden man came for me. He put me in this hole and made me fight."

Fight, Fight... A chill ran up Kashi's spine as he recalled Zuri's words. Damn it! He'd been so engrossed in his mission, that he completely forgot about that statement! Zuri had been fighting since she woke up in this game. Not just that, but she had been doing so without the slightest clue what skills or stats were. Considering how strong she was when they fought, and her complete ignorance of the menu, her stat distribution was set to automatic. 

Why the hell had he not realized sooner? Stat allocation was set to manual by default. For it to be changed to automatic, she had to have used her menu. However, Zuri acted like she had no clue about system options until Kashi came along.

That left two possibilities. First, Zuri was an excellent liar and actor. Secondly, someone got to Zuri before she gained consciousness and then used her finger to manipulate her menu.

"Fuck!" Kashi cursed as he shot to his feet. This was no time to be sitting around. It was time to get out of this pit. He knew quite well the pit was lined with nullification stones that blocked magic, and somehow also prevented him from accessing his inventory. It was a good thing then that his captors did not have detailed information on his full range of abilities. 

Ferulic Spirit Activated, Kashi dashed at an acute angle to the wall, then Activated  [Angel Steps].  He climbed, then sprinted diagonally upwards. Once he felt his velocity begin to drop, he channeled energy through his feet into the wall. Boom! Kashi kicked hard, and the explosive force launched him to the opposite wall. He then repeated the process several times,

Above the pit, two ghouls felt the earth shake beneath their feet. They turned around, only to meet Kashi's flaming glare. Before either could react, fists burrowed into their respective chests and tore out the soul stones from within. Kashi yanked off the gloves and boots from one of the ghouls then kicked both their bodies into the abyss below. 

Kashi placed both items in his inventory, then equipped them. The game's 'one size fits all' mechanic came in handy at times like these. Good, he had his manner of escape. Now, he had to find Zuri. 

Kashi ran up the stairs to the door. He had heard it enough times to know what to do. A series of short raps, followed by two long ones, and one massive bang. There was a pause, then Kashi remembered one almost insignificant detail. He grunted.

"What's going on?" The Mertian called as the door slid open with a grating noise. The Mertian stood at the doorway, hand on his sword. "It's not ye-!" 

Kashi grabbed the soldier's jaw as he tackled him to the ground. Burning eyes contrasted against the stinging cold in Kashi's voice as he demanded, "Where is she?"

Panic filled the man's eyes, but he vehemently shook his head.

Kashi raised his left hand, so the guard caught a full view of the glove. "See these? Care to guess how I obtained them?" Kashi bent low and whispered into his ears, "Do you wish to see a presentation?" The fearful trembling against his hand gave Kashi his answer. He released his grip on the man's jaw. 

"She's been taken to the arena!" The guard confessed. "I can show you the way," he urged, "You will get lost otherwise."

Kashi's eyes narrowed as he spat, "Your concern for my well-being is touching." He hoisted the man to his feet and then glared into his eyes. "I want to make sure you understand my next words carefully." The man frantically nodded. "You will take me to this Arena under the orders of your superiors."

The guard's eyes widened in fear, shock, and confusion. "I... I received no such or—"

"Yes, you did," Kashi pressed, eyes boring holes through the man's head. "Understand?"

The guard's shaking worsened as he realization dawned. "Y-yes, I understand. I was ordered to take you to the arena. I-It's very possible the ghouls relayed the wrong order," he continued as he forced a smile. "Happens all the time." 

"There," Kashi congratulated with a pat on his shoulder. "That is a good soldier." Kashi released the guard, then placed the gloves and boots in his inventory. He then raised his arms. "Well, what are you waiting for? Ever head of an unbound prisoner?"

The guard frantically nodded as he slapped a pair of cuffs onto Kashi's wrists. Despite the assurance that the restraints should have brought, they both knew the truth. If Kashi wanted, he could twist the mertian's neck with nary a sweat.

Preparations complete, the guard led Kashi to his desired destination.





32  nd   Jundalph, 1093.

Solim Flats,

Merriheim. 

Rider frowned. "Did you say Second Under?"

Lunette nodded, though a frown of her own formed when she saw Rider's apparent distress. "Why? What's wrong?"

"No, No, it is most likely nothing."

"Spill it, old man," Syèl impatiently urged.

Rider glanced at the bloodmage. If he was offended by Syèl's curt tone, it did not show. Instead, he massaged his head, revealing even more worry and concern than when he had held Razznik off. "There is someone I know at Second Under. Someone like me."

"Like you?" Lunette asked, "You mean..."

"Yes," Rider confirmed. "He is a survivor of the old world." He finished with a grave tone, "Kashi cannot meet with him. He does not abide by any rules or laws."

"This man, what is his name?"





5  th   Muriel, 1093.

Second Under.

Zeing Ashqoj watched the battle below with disgust. What had the proud dwarven race become? Who derived joy from watching members of an inferior race fighting with monsters weaker than children. A mere thousand years ago, dwarfs were at the forefront of history. Kings and Queens begged for their attention. Dwarven kingdoms reigned on mountains, thousands flocking for just a glimpse of their attention. Now, what were they? Cowards hiding below ground, relying on demons for aid. 

In this world, there were only two things he hated more than the dwarfs' weakness. Razznik, who set them down this path, and the daeben who took advantage of a weakened race, and then reduced them to their current state.

Zeing supposed that was why despite the ludicrousness of this match, he could still draw a sliver of satisfaction from watching the little daeben scurry around the arena like a rat from a cat. She had put up a good fight, fending off three Vekraptors by herself. But it would eventually soon reach its end. 

See? Already, the Vekraptors—four-legged monsters as big as three horses stacked on top of each other—had her cornered. Enraged spit dripped from exaggeratedly large heads that sported natural armor made of protruding bone as they closed in on her.

The little daeben mimicked them, defiant to the end as she growled and barked right back in an attempt to scare them off. It might have worked were she fighting only one, but the confidence of a pack far outweighed any potential fear they might have possessed. They knew very well she stood no chance against all of them.

But then, something strange happened.

Just before the vekraptors could charge, the leader suddenly crumpled to the ground. A daeben Zeing did not recognize stood in its place, showered red in its blood. Before the audience could process what happened, the remaining Vekraptors exploded from the inside out. 

The unfamiliar daeben stood still against the chaos, eyes on the female daeben. Whether from exhaustion or relief, she collapsed to the earth. From where he was, Zeing could not determine if she was alive or dead.

"Listen here, the lot of you," the daeben's voice echoed as an eerie silence enveloped the arena. He cradled the little girl in his arms, then walked to the center. Cold eyes regarded the spectators with contempt. "I came here, by my own volition, to find you. I came because I felt you had potential. The Dwarven Kingdoms were one of the greatest in the old world. No one existed who didn't pay an arm and a leg just for one visit." His voice rose, shaking with rage, "Yet what do I find!? Pathetic slaves bowing to an even more pathetic master!? HA! You sit up there, pitting a little girl against impossible odds and feel proud? What bullshit! Do you louts even recall your own history!? These arenas produced the greatest dwarven warriors for generations. Urthek the Brave, Halissa the Wicked, Vyron's maiden Dalis, to name a few." His nose scrunched in disgust as he continued, "these were warriors who fought till their last breath for the glory of their clans. Oh, how they would turn in their grave to see you now. Bunch of cowards." Kashi looked at the girl in his arms. "This little girl, with no knowledge of the world, possesses more wisdom and courage than you lot. She fights for herself. And will continue to do so until the day she dies." He sneered at the spectating dwarfs as troops of armed soldiers flooded the battleground. "Wonder if the same can be said of you..."

Kashi adjusted his grip to make sure Zuri was comfortable, then cast a glare at the advancing soldiers. "I know my way to the pit." 

Intimidated by the daeben’s murderous gaze and bloodlust, the soldiers unconsciously parted, allowing him room to pass.





Slim Flats.

"Why can't they meet?" asked Lunette.

Rider sighed loudly. "In my long life, I've met several men and women like Kashi. He may act calm, but the same fire that was Razznik is in him. He just does a good job of keeping it in check." Rider shook his head. "Zeing, on the other hand, is a bomb waiting to go off. If either of those two set the other off..."





Second Under.

"STOP RIGHT THERE!"

BOOM!.

Kashi turned to face the dust clouds that erupted behind him. An intense burst of wind blew the dust away to reveal a hulking man dressed in a mixture of cloth and heavy metal armor from the waist down. His fists were enclosed in full metal gauntlets/gloves, but the impossibly chiseled muscles of his upper body/arm were on full display.

Zeing Ashqoj glared at the daeben who had dared to insult his people. "Repeat those words if you dare."

Kashi's glare darkened. "Which one?" He challenged. "You being a coward?"

"If either of those two set the other off..."

With a loud, raging roar, Zeing closed the distance within the blink of an eye, right arm drawn back for a solid punch.

"Kashi is as good as dead."

            

    
        Chapter 88: Battle in the Arena

    
    
    
    
                5th   Muriel, 1093.

Second Under.

"My Lord!" Nadir prompted, eyes wide in shock as a mass of black shot past them, jumped over thirty meters, then landed in front of the lead Vekraptor, ripping its head off with his bare hands. Before the remaining two could comprehend what happened, the black avenger had buried his hands in their sides, leaving something inside them. 

The subsequent explosion forced Nadir to hold a column for support. Three Vekraptors. That weak daeben he toyed with for the past three days just dispatched three Vekraptors like they were a couple of rabbits. The general felt the cold hand of death grip his throat as the daeben lifted the young one and cast a momentary glare in his direction. "W-what do we do?" he stammered. 

Froy listened to the daeben berate the dwarves from a lavish private box. White knuckles gripped the armrest and his teeth ground against each other. This wretched daeben had accomplished in four seconds what he had failed to do in years: Command the dwarves' attention. Even now, the choking atmosphere that pervaded the arena proved what he feared. The dwarves were all listening to this daeben. And for what? Because he was spouting a few names from their past? This was ridiculous! "Shut it down," he growled.

Nadir nodded sharply, and then barked orders into a modified Rink. Moments later, at least forty robed soldiers stormed through the gates, weapons trained at the daeben. He made to give the order to execute, but Froy's sharply raised arm gave him pause.

Froy saw it out of the corner of his eyes. Zeing's enraged grip shattered the armrest beneath him. A moment later, the dwarf was across the arena in one giant leap. A grin spread across Froy's face as he watched one pest challenge the other. This was good. He couldn't kill Kashi, or let him die in an 'accident.' The higher-ups would have him killed. And slowly too. But if the daeben died by Ashqoj's hand; now there was something even  they  could not hold over him. His smile widened as it seemed fate had finally decided to grant him some goodwill. "I want to watch."

"My Lo—" Nadir never finished his rebuke as the ground quaked dangerously beneath them. Cracks ran across the earth and up the stands, creating a large fissure which the general fell into. His panicked scream was the last Froy heard from him.

The Priest, however, did not seem too bothered by the gaping hole next to him. Froy lifted a silver goblet and took a sip of the exquisite wine as he watched the proceedings below.





Kashi glanced at the fissure created. Somehow, it seemed the dwarfs had expected that outcome because they all successfully dodged the strike. Only that sorry excuse for a general had fallen. Kashi kinda sorta felt sorry for the guy. Nadir's consistent efforts were somewhat cute in their own way.

A sharp grunt brought Kashi's attention back to the monster that had produced this disaster.

Zeing rose to full height, brows tightly bunched together. "Looks like I loosened this a bit too much," he revealed with sharp laughter as he twisted something on his gauntlets. Gloating eyes mocked Kashi. "Still think you can handle this?" He challenged as he slammed his fists against each other.

Kashi was forced to take a step back as a result of the wind generated by that little motion. "Like hell you did," Kashi shot back. He could tell a born fighter when he met one. There was no need for formal speech. "You wanted to scare the shit out of me, didn't you? Hoping I would back down?" Kashi released a maniacal laugh of his own. "You must have gone senile if you think I'll back down now." 

"HAHA!" Zeing guffawed proudly. "Well said!" His voice lowered to a menacing growl as he finished, "Looks like I'll enjoy killing you at the very least." Zeing pointed at Zuri. "Hope you don't plan on using that girl as a shield. I  will  smash you both."

Kashi surrendered Zuri to the nearest soldier. "Protect her with your life," he ordered as he relinquished his hold on her. "Anything happens to her," Kashi's eyes assaulted the poor man who found himself frozen beneath the deadly glare. "Your death. It will be slow and painful. That I promise." Kashi ignored the man's frantic nod as he brushed stray strands of hair off Zuri's face. Now that he saw her in the light, he noticed her skin was closer to a pale blue than it was to his soot-black complexion. "Wait for me." That said, Kashi turned to face Zeing.

At Froy's command, the soldiers exited the grounds, leaving the two men alone at the center of the 'ring.' Both men glared at each other, eyes burning with a raging challenge. Without ceremony, they charged each other, Zeing bent low and arms wide to grab Kashi.

Kashi read his purpose. The daeben kicked hard into a high roll over Zeing. His elbow struck the dwarf's head, but there was no give. Zeing sharply spun in place, and his fist followed swiftly, crashing into the daeben.

Kashi barely had time to shield the blow with his arms. But the force slapped him across the arena regardless. He stifled a cry as he skin scrubbed against the hard earth, then righted himself with a quick jump. Instinct forced him to jump another step back. And it was good he did, as the ground erupted right in front of him, dust and stone the heralds of Zeing's proximity. Kashi cursed as his back hit the arena's wall. That initial punch really sent him flying.

There was no time to think, as Zeing emerged from the column of smoke with the roar of a raging bull. Kashi swiftly ducked under a right fist that buried itself in the wall. Activating  Ferulic's Spirit , Kashi shot upwards, smiling as his fist solidly connected with Zeing's jaw. That smile soon disappeared.

A snide grin corrupted the dwarf's face as he bent his head to look at the daeben. "That was a good hit." Before Kashi could process what the hell just happened, Zeing's left hand wrapped around the daeben's midriff and slammed him against the wall. "Why don't you apologize to my people," Zeing advised as he tightened his grip. His gauntlet stained with Kashi's blood as the daeben coughed. "I might consider forgiving you."

Kashi tried his best not to scream, but that took nothing away from his body’s immense agony. His stomach and chest felt they were going to explode from the pressure built up inside. However, one glance into the stands above forced his decision. Bloodshot eyes glared into the dwarf's. "I don't need your forgiveness!" Kashi screamed as he slammed his fists against the wall. 

Pillars of stone shot from around Kashi and crashed against Zeing. The collective blows were enough to momentarily disorient the dwarf, causing him to release the daeben. Rage quickened Kashi's bloodstream as kicked the dwarf's chest with both feet, knocking him back a couple of steps. The daeben stomped against the earth, and a slab of earth rose behind the dwarf. 

Kashi closed the distance as Zeing's back hit the wall. A quick punch to the face sent Zeing crashing through the stone, but the daeben was far from done. He followed up that first blow with a flurry of never-ending punches and kicks, each pushing the dwarf further and towards the opposite wall.

Growls akin to that of a beast escaped Kashi's gnarled lips as he slammed Zeing against the wall. Raging cries rang out as he buried the older man deeper and deeper into the wall with each blow. Kashi ignored the smoky cracks that ran along the wall, the smoky dust that rose with each consecutive impact; he dismissed the crowd's boos and derogatory chants, Froy's content smirk, even the protests from his muscles. Nothing else was on his mind except to punch. 

Punch! Hit! Bury him! Deeper, deeper, even deeper! Keep going, keep going, you're not done yet!

And Kashi kept going; for several minutes, just hitting. The spectators had long since gone deathly quiet. They had never seen Zeing in a situation like this. In fact, at this point, they couldn't even see him at all. However, after what felt like an eternity, Kashi's arms began to tire. The time between each strike slowly increased, fatigue seizing control over his body. But surely, he'd done enough. No one should be able to—

Boom!  
‎ Kashi's eyes widened in panicked fear as a gauntlet shot out from the rubble and latched onto his. 

Zeing rose from the debris, nary a scratch on his perfect frame. "You've got potential," he remarked as he switched his grip to Kashi's neck. "I felt some of those." Zeing lifted the daeben above himself. "Last chance. Beg for forgiveness."

Kashi winced from the force of the dwarf crushing his throat. "I... I said nothing to apologize for," he pronounced with a wry grin.

"That so?" Zeing tightened his grip. "I hope you still keep that view in your next li—"

"Let Kash-Kash go!" 

"OW," Zeing yelped as his hand involuntarily opened up. 

Kashi immediately put some distance between them, coughing as he massaged his sore throat to ensure nothing was broken. A glance at the dwarf answered his question as to why he had been released. It also filled him with astonished amazement.

Zuri scurried around the man's frame like a rat, biting and clawing away at him. What was more, she was drawing blood. Something Kashi himself had failed to do so even after pummelling Zeing for several minutes. However, her luck could not last forever. Zeing caught her leg and made to slam her against the earth.

Kashi burst forward. Frustrated growls rang out as he punched the gauntlet that held Zuri. The young girl fell on all fours, immediately spreading her body like a cat. 

Only a momentary glance confirmed her well-being before Kashi snapped back to an amused Zeing. Kashi then nimbly sidestepped a left swing then took a step into Zeing's space. 

Swift strikes to the dwarf's temple, and chest followed, but Zeing's mocking grin was the only response Kashi received. 

"I was right. You do have potential," Zeing pronounced between blows. "But, you're still far too weak to be challenging…" Zeing grabbed Kashi's right arm with his left, "ME!" Then he grabbed the daeben's face and crushed it against the earth.

Kashi convulsed from the shock but caught himself soon after. His entire face was covered by the monstrous hand, blocking his sight and preventing him from breathing. Did this crazy loon intend to choke him to death? Like Hell! Muscles bulged as Kashi tried his best to pry the stubborn hand off his face, but Zeing was equally determined. 

A sharp cry suddenly rang out, and Kashi could breathe again. 

A sharp intake of air resulted in rapid coughs as Kashi pushed against the earth to put some distance between them. Any illusion he might have saved himself was shattered by the figure that flitted in and out of his vision. 

Zuri was fast! Even faster than Kashi was. The little monster continuously sped past Zeing, somehow leaving claw marks on his chest. Kashi's confused frown deepened when Zuri clambered up Zeing's back. Sharp teeth sunk into Zeing's shoulder.

Zeing grabbed her face and yanked her off his back. A chunk of his shoulder followed the daeben as a token of her efforts. Disgusted, he tossed her towards Kashi, then inspected the shoulder wound. A little deep. That girl's teeth were sharper than any Hydra's. 

The wound had already begun to heal when Zeing entered a stance for the first time. "Seems I underestimated you," admitted Zeing. "Perhaps I should take this a little seriously."

Kashi glanced at the little girl to his side. Nothing about her looked human: from her crouched stance, to the way her lips curled in a snarl. Even her pupils had dilated to resemble a cat's. The growls that escaped her lips would make the toughest of beasts reconsider their approach.

No matter how Kashi looked at it, this was no deliberate act or role-play. This girl had obtained all her mannerisms from the beasts she'd fought in this arena. That she would imprint on the creatures rather than her fellow men was something Kashi would worry about later. What mattered was what this meant. He could now confirm without a doubt that she did not know about her menu before he came. 

So, that left option two.

Kashi glanced up at Froy, who watched the proceedings with that smug smirk entitled brats sported.  I know what you did. And I swear you shall pay for it.  There was no way for Froy to read his mind, but sometimes words are not necessary to convey meaning. 

Froy squirmed in his chair, momentarily overwhelmed by the weight of Kashi's glare. Froy did not know how, but  he  knew. That damned daeben knew. Things just got a lot more complicated. Froy gripped his armrest, desperation in his eyes as he whispered, "Finish him already, you waste of space!"

A satisfied smirk played on Kashi's face at Froy's expression. "No," Kashi said as he turned to Zeing. "It's I who have criminally underestimated your prowess." The young daeben entered into a stance of his own. "Allow me to rectify my error." 

BOOM! 

Zuri was forced to put some distance between herself and Kashi as night-black aura exploded around him, gushing like a never-ending wave. The earth rumbled slightly beneath her limbs, and the air choked with pressure from Kashi's aura.

Zeing frowned, terribly surprised by what the daeben was doing. That move was  Chi-Release,  a forceful opening of all the chi-centers in a person's body. This move wasn't taught willy-nilly to anybody, but even if it was, Summoned were ultimately terrible at it. Unable to picture the stream of energy leaving their body, they always ended up finishing their Mana Pool before they could even enter the second stage. A wry grin crossed his cheek as he realized this daeben intended to prove him wrong. Zeing had no plans on giving the daeben the chance. 

The dwarf's subsequent charge was stopped by a small bundle of teeth and claws. With Zeing's new stance, he had no real openings, but the little tyke was as determined as she was deadly. Zuri's low stance, which left her face just inches from the ground, made it very difficult for Zeing to instigate any attacks. Instead, he was forced to defend when she pounced. The worst thing was Zuri could suspend in the air for multiple seconds, allowing her to launch a flurry of attacks before falling back into her low stance. It was all the dwarf could do just to ward off her steady stream of attacks. 

While Zuri held off the maniac, veins bulged on Kashi's muscles as he struggled to keep the spiraling energy in check around him. This skill:  [ Chi Release ]  was Razznik's signature move. The tumultuous aura choked opponents, but also served as a shield against elemental attacks. Better still, it could be released as a weapon to attack enemies. The major disadvantage of this skill was that if the user weren't careful, all of the chi released would escape into the atmosphere. And since one's Mana Pool& Stamina were what made up a person's chi, the escaped energy drained the user's MP and stamina. Worst case, the user would be left incapacitated in the middle of a battleground.

But Kashi was not Razznik. He had no intention of fighting like that reckless monster.

Kashi closed his eyes, releasing a relaxing breath from between his lips. His right leg slid back, and his arms rose in front of him. 

Imagine it. Compress it. Let it flow. 

Zeing's eyes widened with shocked surprise. Kashi's aura was reducing, but not how he had expected. Rather than dissipating, the visible mass thickened as it receded then ultimately settled around the daeben like a second skin—an extremely powerful and volatile skin. 

A blast of pressure slammed against Zeing as Kashi's eyes snapped open. "Zuri!" 

Zuri spread flat against the ground as Kashi appeared above her, arm drawn back.

"HAHAHA!" Zeing laughed as his fist met Kashi's. The resulting explosion pressed Zuri against the earth, but Kashi was far from done. 

"Not enough!" Kashi yelled as he redirected all of his energy into his right hand. Zeing was knocked back by the expelling force. Kashi was in front of him before he could regain his balance. Kashi threw a fist, but Zeing slammed his forehead against it. 

Kashi stomped his right foot against the earth to prevent himself from falling over. With gritted teeth, he pushed onwards, but his fist only met with Zeing's gauntlet. With a determined roar, he lashed out with his left, but that too was parried by the gauntlet. He struck again, but his blow was parried, then again, and again. His fists blurred as the moments between each punch sharply decreased. 

Pressure built up between the warriors as they traded blows, neither willing to give any ground. With all his energy concentrated on his fists alone, Kashi could more than hold his own against Zeing's superior strength. 

Crick!

Zeing's eyes widened when a crack formed on the gauntlet. What was this? This gauntlet had been specially crafted, so it never broke. Yet this daeben had managed to force a crack on it. What's more, with each blow, the cracks deepened till they ran the gauntlet's length. Impossible! He wouldn't!

Kashi's fists sped up so much they left afterimages in their place. To the naked eye, it seemed like both men had six arms as they struck and parried blows, high and low. The cracks along the gauntlet did not escape Kashi's eye. He guessed that thing was enhancing the man's strength. With one last desperate cry, he slammed his fists against the gauntlets, then allowed the energy concentrated in his fists to gush into the gauntlet.

For the first time that night, panic filled Zeing's eyes. Black aura gushed out from the cracks like geysers. The internal pressure was too much! 

Kashi jumped back to dodge the massive explosion that followed. Black plumes shot high and then flung a metal hand to the earth in front of him. Sweat drenched the daeben as he glared at the plume of smoke while struggling to steady his breath. Using [ Asura ]   with  [ Chi-Release ]  left him almost completely drained. He had allowed too much Mana to waste during the first stage, which in turn drained his stamina. 

Kashi panted hard, still unable to catch his breath. Try as he might, he couldn't relax. His fingers were jittery, and his heart just wouldn't slow down. Was this fear? Real fear? Obnoxiously loud laughter did not help the daeben's emotional turmoil.

The smoke clouds cleared with a loud burst from the center. Zeing stood there, lips curled in a snide grin... without a single scratch. The old dwarf cracked his bare knuckles against each other, arms finally freed from the cage that held them. "Well, well, daeben. Never would've thought you had it in you. Even managed to destroy my limiter."

Kashi's brows furrowed. "L-Limiter?"

"Yeah," Zeing revealed with a proud grin. "I'm too strong, you see, and not really good at holding my strength." He stomped the earth, and a slab of stone shot up. "Plus, it stops me from using my real techniques." Kashi's eyes widened with shock. "You guessed it." Zeing punched the slab, and it shattered into several small pebble-sized stones that hovered in front of him. "[ Earth-Shattering Technique True Form:   Assault ]!"

Kashi froze in place. His mind struggled to accept the accompanying glow on Zeing's forehead: The tattoo: Seven broken swords bound by a blood sash. Who the hell had he been fighting!?

"Watch out!" 

Zuri's voice barely reached Kashi before something pushed him to the floor. By the time he realized what had happened, it was already too late.

Kashi blinked as thick liquid drenched his clothes and threatened to drop into his eyes. He raised his hand to his forehead, then above his head to inspect the blood. Not too deep. The stones had just grazed him, it seemed. Well, chalk this one up to luck. It was about time he apologized. The dwarfs should have plenty to think about after his defiant display, plus he had confirmed a lot of things concerning Zuri. Any more against a survivor from the old world was paramount to suicide. 

The daeben made to sit up, but a mass weighed down against his chest. He raised his head to take a look. "Zuri!" Kashi shot up and cradled the girl in his arms. Blood, too much blood! There was blood everywhere! There were holes in her arms, legs, and chest. What the hell happened!?

Then Kashi remembered. Zeing's attack. Kashi had blanked out after seeing that tattoo. But that attack should have hit him far worse than it did. Zuri was the one who pushed him to the ground. But she hadn't been fast enough.

Zuri suffered the bulk of the attack, while Kashi, already falling backward, skated by with but a few scratches.

Oh, this was terrible... terribly bad! He couldn't save her with  [ Resuscitate ]  if she died. After Lunette, he had learned that while Resuscitate brought people back to life, it still had several limitations. Most important of which was, in its low-level, it could only heal a minute injury after resuscitation. Resuscitating Zuri in this state would only lead to her dying a second time. Shit!

Zuri trembled in his arms, breath ragged. Tiny fingers weakly clutched his top, squeezing tight like it was their sole lifeline. Light grey eyes gazed up at him from behind bloodied curtains. Her left arm rose weakly to meet his face. A weak smile warmed her face. "Kash-Kash, okay?"

"Y-yeah," Kashi replied with a short laugh. "Yeah, I am. You saved me."

"Zuri's glad," she said as her arm fell from Kashi's face. 

Kashi caught her arm and shook her frame. "Yeah, I'm glad too. Now come on, it's my turn to save you."

The motion was enough to keep Zuri awake, though she seemed delighted. Her eyes stared into nothing, but she pulled closer to Kashi. Zuri pressed her head against his chest and smiled at the erratic beating, enchanted by its melody. "It's warm."

"Is it?" Kashi wondered aloud as he got to his feet. He glanced around the arena. He had to get out of here. Just like Perdition Pit, he couldn't take anything from his inventory when he was in the arena. "I never thought I had one."

Zuri shook her head. "Nn-nn. Kashi's heart is warm. Zuri likes it."

Kashi frantically scanned the arena for a way out. That's right. The stands. He had come in through there. He made to run towards the wall, but Zeing burst out from the earth ahead of him.

"You weren't thinking about running, were you?" Zeing challenged. 

Kashi's countenance snapped. Brows bunched tightly together, his lips curled, as a deep growl akin to a beast escaped his throat. "Get out of my way."

"Do you apologize?"

Kashi growl deepened, but coughs against his chest drew his attention. A glance at Zuri drained the building rage. Kashi released a breath. "Fine. You win. I apologize. Now please, I need to go."

Zeing's expression soured. "No."

"What!?"

"I said, no!" Zeing stomped against the earth. The earth split beneath his feet right beneath Kashi. Before the daeben could retreat, claws of stone shot up around him, then encased him in a stone dome. "Hrmph," Zeing huffed. "That should teach you a le—" BOOM!

The dome exploded, flinging debris in all directions. 

Aura, like death, choked the air, leaving Zeing speechless. He hadn't seen anything like this for centuries. What was this? Who was this man?

Turbulent winds scattered Kashi's hair to reveal the wolf emblem on his forehead, burning brightly. The young warrior's eyes were blackened with rage, scales slowly growing along the length of his face and arms.

Soldiers poured into the arena at Froy's panicked command. The determined soldiers formed a circle around the beast. Arrows and elements zipped towards Kashi, while others followed close behind, swords at the ready to rip through the creature.

All missiles scattered from a maddening roar, the likes of which shook the entire arena and forced the spectators against their seats. With a single leap, the beast was out of the arena and among the spectators. With its second, the monster disappeared, lost to the mazes of Second Under.

Left behind, Zeing was as confused as everyone else. That emblem, he had heard the Order’s goons speak of it. The guild that troubled the Order: The Hopeful Maggots. He glanced up at Froy, whose eyes looked like they could send out flames at any second. Something was wrong. Just who was that brat? He didn't look or act like the usual riff-raffs Froy captured. 

Zeing scratched his beard and huffed. Eventually, he would find out. Second Under was big, but that brat could not hide forever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 89: Audience With the King

    
    
    
    
                Four Days Since Kashi's Capture,

Royal Palace Throne Room,

Riven, Rosendun.

"A minute please," the chamberlain apologized to his charge. With a sharp bow, he entered the Throne Room, making sure to keep his head hung low. Even with that, he could clearly picture the ornate stone pillars on either side and the terrifying knights that stood by each one, eyes following his every movement. Sentinels traversed the balconies above, eyes equally peeled to the arrival. Any funny movement on his part, and he knew they would not hesitate to destroy him. 

The red carpet beneath his feet changed to blue, signalling the end of his walk. He dropped to a knee, head bowed. "My Lord."

"Raise your head."

The chamberlain did as ordered. He was met with the smiling face of his king: Parissius Veritus Vermillion, atop the equal parts aweful and terrifying Thorn Throne. As if to symbolize the policy he championed, King Vermillion was flanked on either side by a human and a drakul. "There is a woman who requests an audience with you, my Lord. Ms. Leila Lightwood of the Hopeful Maggots."

The King lit up with a bright smile. "What are you waiting for then? Show her in."

"As you command." The chamberlain nodded and got to his feet. He kept his head bowed as he took five measured steps backward. Only then did he turn his back to the king then proceeded to summon his charge.

Just outside the palace doors to the right, stood one of the most beautiful women he'd had the pleasure of presenting to the king. Adorned in a white noble gown that would make even princesses jealous, the dark haired elf was as beautiful as her steely gaze was intimidating. "This way, Lightwood-dono. The king will see you now."

"Thank you," Leila appreciated with a graceful nod. The chamberlain led her into the throne room where they promptly stopped at the blue line. 

"Ms. Lightwood, your grace," the chamberlain announced, then took his leave.

"Your Majesty," Leila greeted with a polite courtesy, then dropped to a knee, head bowed.

A shadow crossed King Vermillion's face. "Leave us." In less than ten seconds, the entire throne room emptied, leaving only Lunette, the King and his personal guards. King Vermillion stood up, hands clasped at his back as he stepped down from the slightly raised podium. "Ms. Lightwood," his tone was dark.

"Yes, my lord."

"At times like this," his voice neared, but she did not raise her head. "I miss that delightfully bald man, Iason."

Lunette's brow furrowed in confusion. "I'm sorry?"

"Raise your head, Ms. Lightwood."

Leila did exactly that. She had to stifle the urge to jump back with King Vermillion crouched only inches away from her.

The king's eyes twinkled. "Ian would most likely grab you in one of those deathly bear hugs." He mock shivered. "That is not my style though," he said as he sat on the floor to Leila's surprise. "I suppose a handshake would suffice?" He gamely laughed as he raised his right hand.

Leila shook her head as laughter bubbled up her throat. "Oh, and they say power corrupts." She took his hand in a firm handshake, then helped him to his feet. "You are a king. You should not be doing such unsightly things."

King Vermillion pouted. "Not you too. Please, call me Paris." At Leila's disapproving frown, he amended. "At the very least when we're alone. I don't think anyone has called my name in months." When she still hesitated, "I could use my power as King to order you to not call me king."

Leila smiled. "So power  does  corrupt people."

King Vermillion brushed his silky hair to the side. "If by corrupt you mean make me even more beautiful than I already was, then sure, it does."

"I see you retained your narcissism," Leila observed.

King Vermillion laughed. "Well, you need a certain of self-love if you want to survive in this job." He motioned to the guards at the throne. "You haven't met Narkis and Alex have you?" 

The guards removed their helmets to reveal the twins with matching smiles. "Honored," they chorused.

"Likewise," Leila returned with a smile of her own. The twins donned their helmets as she returned her attention to the king. "So, Your Maje—Paris-dono, I have come to offer a report concerning the island expedition we talked about." 

"Yes," Paris acknowledged as he returned to his throne. "Is it complete?"

"Yes," Leila reported. "About a week ago, Absa and I finished claiming the islands. A good number of them are quite fertile as initially assumed. Others have been found to have some challenging dungeons, and all of them have interesting monsters."

"Hmm," Paris mused. "How long until we can start moving people?"

"For now we need workers to build villages and farmlands," Leila proposed. "It should help in de-cluttering the overpopulated towns and villages."

"Yes, yes," Paris agreed. "Did you find any locations that would fit the other plan?"

Leila nodded. "Absalon found around three islands that match the description with decent leveled monsters. We can begin construction whenever you are ready."

Paris laughed. "My father would most likely smack me upside the head for sponsoring so many private enterprises with royal gold." He shook his head. "But you have more than proven your political and business acumen. Kashi's experiment in Meilfour is reaping even more profits than we expected."

"People are always attracted to the newest things," Leila pointed out. "He understands that more than most."

"The expansion couldn't have been better timed, could it?" 

Leila laughed. "That definitely played a part. He has always been good at that: Understanding people I mean. Never seen him manipulate people to his advantage until recently though."

"You know him well," Paris observed.

"I guess you could say that," Leila agreed.

Paris shifted in his throne. "Well then, looks like things are proceeding quite smoothly on both ends." Narkis bent low and whispered something into his ear. Paris' brow rose as he recalled something important. "As it so happens, I also have a favor to ask of you."

"Every member of the Hopeful Maggots is in service to you," Leila vowed. "Whatever you need, we will answer."

"Yes, I know," Paris acknowledged with a pleased smile. "However, I require your services, Ms. Lightwood, not the guild's." He leaned forward, "Now I understand this is a trying time to be away from your guild. What with that hooligan threatening to attack... What was his name again? Jared?"

"Janez (Ya-nez)," Leila corrected. "You do not have to worry about him. He won't be a problem much longer."

Paris' brow rose. "Not according to my reports. Apparently he is amassing an army. One large enough, my war council's even worried he might make a play for the throne."

Leila shook her head. "Janez is not interested in your throne. He will eventually come for your head but not your throne."

"Is there a difference?"

"Small, but distinct. He is a conqueror, not a ruler. You stand above him so he will come for you. But he won't rule. Instead, he might just appoint a figurehead, then move on to the next battle."

Paris rested his chin against the back of his hands. "You make him out to be a wild monster, yet you say he won't be a problem?"

"He shares the same fatal flaw Absalon did," Leila explained. "In that he only knows one way to achieve his goals. And that is with brute force." The guild leader shook her head with a disappointed sigh, "Granted his guild has grown sharply with the promise of riches in dungeons and whatnot, but he neglected the residents in the towns he captured. The high concentration of Summoned have rendered most of the beasts in their regions extinct."

"Yes, that was one the reasons Kashi proposed the islands expedition wasn't it?" Paris recalled. "The dispersal of Summoned to balance the ecosystem."

"Yes," Leila confirmed. "Janez ignored this, and the residents have begun leaving his lands in search of places where they can ply their trades."

"In other words, they're entering our territory now."

"Your territory," Leila corrected. "Our influence does not extend beyond the South-South. And even then, we only claim ownership over Ranad and Norcha."

Paris' cheeks curled in a sly smile. "Well, let's go with that." He sat up straight as he continued, "But that is beside the point. Surely a few residents leaving his territory is not enough to stop a man of Janez's ambitions."

"No," Leila admitted. "His downfall are a result of his subsequent actions. Someone must have opened his eyes to the importance of having residents in his town. Summoned who solely take Farming and Crafting roles are difficult to find after all. So he forced the remaining residents to stay under the threat of death."

Paris frowned. "How come I have not heard of this?"

"Because information leaving his territories is strictly controlled. Even I am impressed by his intelligence network of late. He must have hired someone competent. That or he is receiving foreign aid. Someone who would seek to fester civil unrest maybe?"

A dark cloud marred Paris' tight frown. "That is a serious allegation. Do you have any proof?"

Leila shrugged. "Sadly I do not. But it matters not. By my command, no merchant goes near those regions anymore. No merchant of Rosendun sells to any of Janez's guild members either. With no one to trade with, it is only a matter of time before the residents start an internal revolt of their own, if the Summoned don't quit first. Janez's guild will be destroyed from the inside out."

"Igniting a civil unrest from within," Paris mused. "I recall Kashi saying something of the sort when we first met. You really do know him well."

Leila chuckled. "I suppose so." That was right. Razznik had once aided her in carrying out this very plot. Only back then, he had single-handedly laid siege to the city in question. No one entered or left without facing his sword. Before long, the citizens revolted and presented the madman with the head of the corrupt lord. 

This situation was slightly different. Without absolute proof, she could justify a military siege against Janez's guild; pesky politics and all that. Also, she did not know of any mercenary close to Razznik's absurd prowess, so she had employed the only other feasible siege: Starvation of resources. Janez's reaction to this predicament would make a magnificent case study.

"And Absalon?" Paris inquired. "Will you deploy him?"

"Unfortunately I cannot do that even if I was allowed to," Leila confessed. "Absalon has begun marching for Meilfour."

Paris raised a concerned brow. "Is Kashi in trouble?"

Leila shook her head. "Nothing he cannot handle." Her brows drew together. "I'm more worried about the forces that captured him. We will require a military presence in Meilfour so our progress is not wiped out with one attack."

"Do you have enough men?"

"Absalon leads around five hundred men. That should suffice."

Paris shook his head. "That will not be enough. Merriheim is vast. Within weeks of fighting, your men will be spread thin."

Leila smiled. "It is what we have. We will find a way to make do with it."

Paris shook his head. "Not an option. You need more men. I have a stake in this too."

"Nor is what you are hoping feasible," Leila refuted. "We might be partners, but in the end we are a guild and you are our king. We cannot take the king's soldiers to battle. More importantly, this country needs the Imperial Army right now more than ever."

Paris frowned for a moment, but then recalled the drakul that flanked his sides. "The drakul," he proposed. "The drakul answer only to Kashi. My council leaders have been looking for an excuse to get rid of the soldiers. Claims they are a security risk."

"An entire militia that answers to another man," Leila pointed out. "Frankly I am surprised they have stayed here this long."

"It was on Kashi's orders," Paris confessed. "He ordered them to obey my every command, and make this peace between the species a reality."

Leila laughed as realization dawned. "I did think it odd they endured those weeks of insult without retaliation."

"They are a fiercely loyal race," Paris admitted. He looked up at Leila, "Which is why they will be joining Absalon." Before she could protest, he countered, "That was an order from the King."

Leila sighed. "You only want to be king when it suits you."

Paris sported a smug smirk as he brushed hair out of his eyes. "Why have a job if you cannot abuse its perks?"

"Fine," Leila accepted. "We will accept your aid. Now please ask that favor, or I really will feel like I am taking advantage of you."

Paris laughed. "You made me king and restored order to my country. I would say I am the one who has a lifetime of debts to repay." Her uncomfortable wince caused him to relax his gaze. "Fine, fine. I want you to accompany me to Serisis."

"What is happening in Serisis?"

Paris pouted. "The elders keep complaining that I have long since passed marrying age, and I need an heir to the throne."

"Why Serisis then?" Leila inquired. "Surely there are plenty of women in Rosendun?"

"There are," Paris admitted. He continued with a cocky smirk, "But you and Kashi are not the only one making plans to expand this county."

Leila's eyes widened. "You plan on taking the Serian princess as your bride?"

A shadow flitted across Paris' face for a moment. Only just. It was gone as quickly as it appeared, replaced by a bright smile. "It is what has been decided."

"But is it what you want?"

A sad smile played on his lips. "Thank you for that, Ms. Lightwood. It has been awhile since I have had an honest conversation like this. But your concern is unnecessary. As a King, I have my own duties to the people I govern. One of those is to provide them with an heir in the event of my death, to prevent wars from nobles who wish to seize a vacant throne."

Leila wished she could tell him to pursue his heart, forge his own destiny. All of those things people usually said at this kind of scenes in the movies. But she couldn't. She had been raised in a similar way by her father. Duty first, personal wants second. So instead, she asked, "This princess, do you at least know her?"

Paris smiled. "Yes actually. Our kingdoms have always shared a close relationship. My father and I visited them a few times when I was much younger." 

Lunette nodded. "I understand. But I must ask, why do you need me?"

"I am not just asking for Sera's hand in marriage," Paris explained. "I am asking for the hand of the entire nation. That will require sensitive negotiations. Something you have proven to be well versed in. The Treasury is always complaining about how you keep pulling one on them. Then praising you right after you leave them even richer."

Lunette shook her head. "I am not worthy of such praise, but I will offer my assistance wherever you require it. May I ask that you give me three days?"

"Of course," Paris agreed. "May I ask what for?"

Lunette smiled. "If you are going to ask for an entire country's hand, you will need an unbelievable bride price. I think I may have something that might suffice."

Paris raised a brow. "If it is gold, I believe I have more than enough."

"No disrespect, but Gold is common," Leila said. "If you want to seize the initiative early on in the negotiations, then you will need something they will not expect. Something that will make the want you."

"And what would that be?"

"Now that is the question isn't it?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 90: Plans Awry

    
    
    
    
                2nd   Muriel, 1093.

Five Days Since Kashi's Capture,

70 Kilometers South Of  DarrenHold.


Lunette walked among her sleeping companions, unable to keep her unease at bay. Due to hard riding, they were now only a day away from Second Under. Humming a tune to calm her rampant mind, she stopped at the bank of a tiny stream. She crouched low, then splashed some water on her face. It was icy-cold, but she couldn't feel it. The closer they got with each passing day, the greater her anxiety flared.

Lunette was not used to these emotions. Aside from her brother, this might be the first time she felt this agitated about somebody. She wasn't sure how to handle these emotions, and for the first time in her life, she didn't want to talk to her brother about it. She doubted he would understand.

"Do you have an aversion to sleeping?" A voice called from behind. "Or any form of rest in general?"

Lunette smiled at Rider's reflection. "Is it that bad?"

"Well, considering I haven't seen you take a break in the past few days, I would say yes. Yes, it is."

Lunette lightly shrugged. "I can't help it," she confessed, voice low. "I know he's strong and everything, but there's always someone stronger." She looked up at him. "Right?" 

"I suppose that's true, too," Rider admitted. He folded his arms across his chest as he looked beyond the horizon. "But there are some people whose fates are peculiarly blessed. I believe he is one of those." He gazed down at her, confused by her demeanor. "Do you not?" 

Lunette hugged her knees, face half-buried between them. "I don't know," she confessed. "I can tell there's something different about him. The way he challenges things head-on, his warped reasoning, and a quiet sort of charisma. I mean, it's not like Ms. Lightwood's domineering presence. You find yourself inspired by him, just like that... for no rea—" She reddened when she realized how long she'd been rambling. "B-but, still, many heroes are like that..." Her eyes dimmed as she muttered, "up till the moment they die." 

"So, you fear his death?" A new voice called as its owner plopped down beside her. "Good. I will be the one to kill him."

A couple of days ago, and Lunette's reaction might have been bloody, but now, only a warm smile regarded the Chetah to her left. Over the past few days, Lunette had 'bonded' with the Chetah general. The wasteland was a terrible place, and they'd both had their fair shares of saving each other's lives. Somewhere along the line, Asha had divulged her past to the songstress. 

Now, even though Lunette was still wholly against it, she reluctantly understood why Asha was so hostile towards Kashi. If Lunette herself didn't personally know the daeben, she might have hated him too. Or more accurately, what he 'represented.'

"And I have told you, I will not let you do that," Lunette lightly warned.

"You said you would change my mind," Asha remarked as she dipped her feet in the cold stream. She never wore shoes or boots. The downside to that was sometimes the hot sand could get unbearable. "You've failed so far."

"So far," Lunette re-iterated. "I haven't given up yet." 

"I must concur with Ms. Falsetto," Rider said with an amused smile. "I need the daeben for just a little longer."

"But you cannot interfere, can you?" Asha pointed out.

"Not directly, no." Rider reluctantly admitted.

"We have a situation," a voice interrupted.

!!!

Lunette and Asha nearly jumped out of their skins. The former whirled around to face her brother. "Seriously, stop that. You'll give me a heart attack one of these days."

Shadow's reply was a small smile, though his eyes remained deadly serious. "We've got company. Hektor says they are the same guys that jumped Kashi."

Asha immediately sprung to her feet. Any pleasant image was gone, replaced by a daunting killer. "Distance?"

"Thirty minutes out," Shadow replied, even as she zipped past him. He cocked his head to face his sister, releasing a sigh at the cold, dark bloodlust that escaped her. How long would it be until she finally realized her true feelings? Rider's amused expression seemed to relay the same thought. "I'm off," Shadow announced as he turned to leave. Surprisingly, she was too angry to chant her usual 'be careful' line. Honestly, how long until she figured it out?

Shadow pulled his mask up to his nose and fingered the twin blades holstered at his back. In the end, it did not matter how long she remained clueless. He would protect and grant her wishes until he drew his last breath. That was his only mission in life. With these thoughts, the assassin melted into the night.

Rider watched Lunette switch to a beautifully crafted armor. Thin plates strategically rested on a flowing aqua blue dress that stopped just above her ankles. The air-like embroidery was as captivating as the feathery attachment that dropped from her waist just below her knees. Her feet donned what initially looked to be above-knee socks, but were skinny leather boots. Very light, but tougher than most metal. Aside from her voice, small throwing knives bound to her waist had become her new weapons. 

The songstress exuded a deadly dose of beauty and terror, heightened by the glare in her eyes. 

"Good luck," Rider called as she trudged past him.

"Thank you." Her voice was as distant as her mind. She was already playing the next hour over and over in her head. She would kill them all. 





Present Time

Second Under.


Four hours since Kashi's escape from the Coliseum, and Second Under was still un utter chaos. Dwarven men and women locked their doors as ghouls, and soldiers tore down stores and homes in an attempt to find the missing daeben. Caverns were scoured from top to bottom, and while they had seen several pieces of evidence of the daeben's presence, they were never able to pinpoint his location or ambush him. He always seemed to be a step ahead of them. But no matter, eventually he would tire out. When he did, they would find him.

Lord Froy stomped his way past a couple of guards into the second most protected 'room' in the entire mountain. He choked back the urge to throw up as the smell of rotting flesh assaulted his nostrils. He hated this place and tried his best to avoid coming down here altogether, but sometimes, he had no choice. 

This was one of those times.

The ritual chamber served as an experimental base for all magitek discoveries, including the manipulation of souls. The walls were lined with the dead bodies of their test subjects, which the deranged physician swore were even more useful in death than they were in life. Several gemstones littered workbenches and stations, with magic circles etched into every conceivable corner of the room. Today's focus was the 7-foot full-body metal armor at the center of the room. 

A very, very short man with his back to Froy was barking instructions at ghouls to get them to set the arm and feet correctly.

"Jerxas," Froy called. When the dwarf did not reply, he repeated with an impatient shout, "Jerxas!"

"What!?" yelled the man called Jerxas as he whirled around. His terrible visage always made Froy uneasy. His skin was molted with lumps all over his body. The most grotesque of which was one giant lump just above his right eye. His left eye was clouded white, burned like the rest of that side of his face during a mishap. For whatever reason, the physician refused to treat himself, thereby leaving his entire right jaw and cheek burnt off. "Oh, it's you," Jerxas spat, seemingly with disappointment. "What're you doing here?"

"Watch your tone dwarf," Froy warned. " I don—"

"I ain't a dwarf, pretty boy," Jerxas spat. "Me pa's an orc. A great one too. I take his side of the family. HAHAHA!"

So Jerxas claimed, but that complete disregard for others was as dwarven as it got. Froy knew better than to get into a contest of words with the mad dwa... Orkh... thing. "Nadir's dead."

"That why you're here?" Jerxas said with a disappointed shrug. "Fine. Was in the final testing phase anyway. Your toy might be useful for once." The dwarf had a terrible limp from a disjointed knee, one which was on full display as he bumbled over to a drawer. "Now where'd I put that kid." He flung out gemstone after another, all dark in color, with auras that were equal parts terrifying and powerful. "Ah, there he is," Jerxas pronounced as he lifted a gemstone the size of a young boy's fists. A dull glow emanated from the stone, somewhat sinister in appearance.

Jerxas barked at the ghouls, and they quickly stepped away from the armor. Thankfully, they had finished assembling it. The dwarf glanced at the soul-stone in his hand and shook his head in sorrow. What a pity. He'd had such grand plans for that armor too.

Sigh, well, orders were orders. A ghoul prostrated on the floor ahead of the armor, and Jerxas climbed onto its back. The mandalas etched into the walls glowed black, as he chanted something under his breath. If it was possible, at that moment, evil itself solidified into choking gas that caused many to fall to their feet.

Jerxas meanwhile was unfazed by the malice. With a roar, he slammed the gemstone against the armor's breastplate. A mana explosion knocked off the ghoul, and onto his backside. Subsequent curses gave way to a reluctant grin as black 'veins' of mana began to branch across the armor.

The armor was dyed in blood as the branches expanded. Its joints were welded shut by a miasma which leaked like effervescent gas from the suit. A thin line that made up the eye-holes on the helmet burst with black light, even as an otherworldly scream exploded from the helmet.

"He lives," Jerxas stated. He didn't look surprised. Nor was he. At this stage, things like this were child's play. The stuff they pulled off at HQ made this look like a parlor trick. Jerxas brushed his coat as he got to his feet. He approached the suit with the authority of a creator. "Oh, shut up, Nadir," he commanded in an exasperated tone. He was tired of these wailing stages.

The suit's wailing seized as it studied the man. "N-Nadir?"

"Yes, your name is Nadir," Jerxas confirmed. "You died rather stupidly. You're lucky you were wearing my amulet when you did. Diverted your soul this way."

"Grrr... Died... Grr... How?" Its growls resembled that of a beast as it struggled to maintain its intelligence. Its entire frame shook from the struggle. 

An entirely pointless struggle.

"The daeben. Kashi," Froy explained. "He was responsible for your death."

"Ka—shi... Ka... Grrr... shi."

"That is correct. Now I need you to find him."

"Grrr... Grrrrr!!!" The monster within had begun to seize control. The suit shook violently as sanity and madness struggled for control. But this was a suit powered by a soul stone. There was only one winner from the beginning. "RAAAAR!" The suit kicked off hard as it prepared to escape from the room. 

Four ghouls tried to intercept its charge. In a matter of a split second, only pieces of the ghouls remained. The suit itself was gone before these remains dropped to the floor.

"Leave him," Froy commanded. "Nadir will find the daeben. It is all he lives for now." More importantly, Froy himself had to report the current situation to Primate Ruse. His time was best spent finding a way to deceive the bastard. A failure on his part would result in his immediate death. He shot the dwarven physician a snide sneer, then exited the chamber with impatient haste.

"Hmph, pretty boy," Jerxas spat. "Hope I never see your ugly mug 'round here."





Somewhere in Second Under, heavy breathing cut the silence of a hidden cave. Its owner groaned as he ripped out arrows from his back and arms. He quickly wrapped his arm with bandages. Unfortunately, the wound on his back would have to heal on its own.

Kashi rested against the wall, as he spared a glance at the girl sleeping beside him. Health potions and carefully wrapped bandages ensured her life was no longer in danger. But she had since succumbed to fatigue, which was good. She needed time to heal. 

Meanwhile, it took everything Kashi had not to pass out. Chi release, coupled with the Draconic transformation left him drained of stamina and vitality. The hours he'd spent running while searching for a safe spot also left him mentally exhausted as well. The heat from molten lava and volcanic ash didn't help matters. He had no idea how generations of dwarves could live next to the sweltering heat. But he could not afford to give in. This entire territory was as of yet wholly alien to him. There was no way to estimate how long until a search party came their way.

Ah, shit. His plans were utterly screwed. Kashi had planned to gain as much information about this place as possible before he made a grand escape. He would have killed as many as possible and destabilized things too. But as fate would have it, he was running without a clear plan of attack. 

Kashi's breath caught when Zuri sleepily opened her eyes. She 'seemed' to see him, or maybe not. He couldn't tell. Whichever it was, she crawled over and rested her head against his lap. With a satisfied smile, she murmured something inaudible then continued sleeping.

No, it wasn't fate. It was this girl. He had thrown away his plans to rescue this girl. 

Why?

Kashi shook his head. It didn't matter why he did it. He had already made his choice. The only thing left was to follow through on that decision.

"Hahaha! So this' where you went."

Kashi stiffened, but immediately forced himself to relax. He couldn't afford to wake Zuri. Her unpredictability could get her killed. "You found us," Kashi said with a short laugh. "I was a fool to think I could shake you."

Zeing Ashqoj guffawed as he entered the cave. "This entire kingdom is my domain. You cannot hide from me." Zeing approached the daeben with a triumphant grin. "If you hadn't shattered my restraints, you might have gotten away. Tough luck, huh?"

Kashi sighed and banged his head against the wall. "Great."





"Well, Froy, how are things?"

Froy stared at the flaming apparition. Usually, his heart raced whenever he had to report to this man. But not this time. This time, his heartbeat was steady, and his hands were relaxed by his sides. Even the temperature could not break a sweat on his forehead.

That's right. He was calm. 

It didn't matter that this false bravado was the effect of a spell. If he were his jittery self, Ruse would sniff out his deceit. It was part of the reason he was so aptly named.

"We are still interrogating the daeben," Froy reported. Good, no reaction. The spell worked. Still, it wouldn't do only to tell lies. The best lies were those laced with truths. "He has so far refused to spill any of his secrets aside from what he told us on the first day."

"Where is he?" Ruse asked. "I wish to interrogate him myself."

"My Lord, I know you can detect lies, but I am afraid he won't even speak."

"Did I ask your opinion!?" The flames flared menacingly. Good, Froy thought. If he were enraged about something else, he wouldn't ask too much over the daeben.

"A-apologies, my lord," Froy apologized with a frantic bow. "It just so happens we have subjected him to various methods of torture, and he hasn't breathed a word. I doubt he would just talk."

The flames relaxed for a moment, as Ruse pondered on his words. "Fine. I admit you have a point." A pause. "I have decided. I will interrogate this daeben in person. The secrets of our god Razznik are too important."

The Primate was coming in person!? Froy blanched. That never happened. Primates very rarely left their positions as the loss of a single primate could heavily jeopardize the Order’s influence in an entire region. 

To reduce information leakage, only Primates held the locations of all operations within a country. They also had the secret to the headquarters’ location. Losing a primate was the equivalent of tearing down all communication between bases.

"You look concerned," Ruse noticed. "Could it be you fear for my safety?"

"N-No," Froy replied calmly. Thank Razznik for these spells. Even though his insides felt like they were about to explode, he could maintain a calm exterior. "It is just a surprise to hear you wish to make an appearance in person."

Ruse laughed. "That's right. This will be our first meeting in person, won't it."

"Y-yes, my lord."

"I look forward to it. Please, do not disappoint me." The flames flickered. "Ah, that reminds me. Where is that lapdog of yours? I do not see him anywhere."

Froy's heart quickened as beads of sweat began to form on his forehead. Shit, the spell was wearing off. "I sent Nadir to take the daeben where he belongs."  Hell!

A long pause followed—a break which caused Froy's hands to shake with fright. The spell had worn off! Any more questions and he would undoubtedly be killed. "You will receive a message detailing my arrival shortly," said Ruse, much to Froy's relief. "I look forward to your fabled amphitheaters."

"Y-yes my Lord." Froy released a huge sigh once the flames dissipated. He had survived. But all it amounted to was buying time. If he could not catch the daeben in time, there was only one other option. He hurried out of the chamber, through a series of tunnels till he reached the dungeons.

Froy stopped in front of one and smirked at the magnificently beautiful creature trapped inside. "I had hoped to use you for something else," he mocked at the glaring bluish-green eyes. "But it would seem saving my life will have to suffice."

Lunette glared at her captor, lips pressed in a thin defiant smile. "If I do not end it first."





Elsewhere, Kashi wearily opened his eyes. His body ached all over, but at least he felt well-rested. Oddly, rather than stone, the surface beneath him felt soft. After a few moments, tired eyes regained focus and his attention was drawn to the tapestry on the wall to his left. It seemed to have been crafted with colored straws which depicted the great Yggdrasil. Though his senses were gaining focus with each passing moment, the young daeben's mind was still muddled.

Where was he? How did he get here? And why did he feel like he forgot something important?

As Kashi tried to work his mind around these questions, he surveyed the room. The room was small and had just one window—a window that was shut and bolted. The bed was just a smooth rock extending from the wall. Almost like it had been carved out of one giant stone. The 'soft' feeling was from animal skins placed on the rock to make it a bit more bearable. 

More than a few hunting tools sat by the opposite wall. At least Kashi didn't seem to be a prisoner if he was left with weapons.

Kashi got off the bed and strolled over to a table and chair beneath the window. Papers were littered around the table. Kashi picked one up. Upon closer inspection, they turned out to be blueprints for crazy inventions. Pretty good ones too. Whoever owned this lodge was an impressive engineer.

Just then, the door swung open. The dwarf that walked in evoked Kashi's memories and once curious eyes suddenly expelled serious bloodlust. "Where is Zuri?"

Zeing Ashqoj scratched his cheek. "Why, good morning to you too, brat." His tone and lips were laughing, but his eyes definitely weren't. "Not even a thank you for your savior?"

Kashi blinked twice. "Savior?"

"You don't remember?" Zeing scolded. "I whacked you then brought you here. You'll be much safer here than in any of those caves."

Whacked?  "You knocked me out!?" Kashi wailed.

"Well, I knew you'd complain otherwise," Zeing harrumphed with a shrug that said he really couldn't be bothered. "A patrol was coming. I didn't have time to argue with you. So I did it faster than you could react."

"How am I supposed to remember that!?" Kashi screamed but then stopped as a severe headache assaulted his brain. 

"Calm down, elf," Zeing prompted. "You released too much chi at once. Your entire body's a mess."

Kashi massaged his temple. Determined to get some answers, he repeated his earlier question. "Where is Zuri?"

Zeing sighed. "Follow me." He backed out of the door, allowing the daeben to pass. He smiled at the look of wonder that replaced all the rage on Kashi's face. "Welcome to Second Under,  Champion of the gods .”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 91: Captive

    
    
    
    
                Five Days Since Kashi's Capture,

70 Kilometers South Of  DarrenHold .

"Line up men!" Asha screamed. In response to her shout, Asha's soldiers formed three lines. Mages and musicians made up the backline. The frontline consisted of her toughest brawlers, while the middle line was made up of a mixture of brawlers and archers.

The Chetah commander, flanked on either side by Diatte and Kaga. Ahead of them, Hektor was poised with a double headed axe balanced carelessly on his shoulder. All eyes were on the horizon, muscles tensed from the anticipation.

Lunette dismounted a few feet from the back line. She ran up to the triplets, who shot appreciative glances her way. Of the orchestra, they were the only ones she had allowed to accompany them on their quest. A larger company meant slower progress, plus someone had to keep the performances going. 

Lunette returned the smile, then jogged up to the front where Asha nodded. "They will not be helping us," Lunette confirmed.

Something resembling disappointment seemed to cross the Chetah's face. But it was gone almost instantaneously. "No matter," Asha said. "We have been taking care of ourselves for a very long time."

Lunette smiled. "I never did thank you. You have no obligation to risk your lives like this. I truly am gra—"

"Stop," Asha interrupted. "Like I said earlier, this is to return the blood debt I owe the daeben." A moment's pause, and she reluctantly added, "I am loathe to admit, but it is a big help that you are here too."

Lunette nodded. "Good luck," she said, then joined the triplets at the back line.

"I don't need luck," Asha muttered. She gripped her blade handles as movement in the horizon caught her eyes. 

Shadow atop a dark horse rode hard past Hektor, whose grin widened at his warning cry. "Two minutes!"

Though the warrior still could not see his adversary, his belligerent war cry shook the earth. Hektor charged forward at full sprint, hollering madly at his would-be prey. Galvanised by the human's bravery, Asha's men banged swords against shields, then started a charge of their own. 

Behind them, Diegel's drums pumped the atmosphere. Blood rushed like geyesers through their systems. Their cries resembled thunderclaps, their feet the herald of an earthquake. But above it all, a single voice reigned supreme. All things living and otherwise found themselves trapped under the spell of the most dangerous songstress in all of Destia.

A hundred yards away from where this desperate battle for survival was about to take place, Kira watched over three sleeping companions. She could not help but wonder about how it was the world worked. During the entire time the trio were awake, they had not faced any considerable threat. Now they were asleep, and suddenly the party fell under its heaviest challenge to date. 

Kira shook her head as she lay down next to Jade. Only figured that the coalition's strongest forces all take the day off on their worst crisis.





Present Time

Second Under

"Welcome to Second Under,  Champion of the gods ."

If Kashi heard the odd phrasing, he did not show it. His mind was entirely focused on the dwarven city below him. He thought he'd caught a glimpse while crossing the bridge but it turned out what he'd seen was far from the real deal. 

The dwarven houses, carved out of the earth itself held a certain charm that could not be described. Sure Kerta and Riven had ornate designs, and eye catching colors, but there was a certain rawness to this place that he could not describe. 

Zeing's home was elevated above the rest, sitting atop a huge rock with twin statues of a thin deity at the top of two flights of stairs on either side of the porch. A rather stout dwarven statue stood at the front of the rock, wielding a giant hammer in his hand. Kashi recognized the dwarf.

"Who's that?" Kashi asked.

"Aygor," Zeing answered. He watched the daeben with amusement. All of the hostility earlier had evaporated, almost like it was never there. How could anyone change so swiftly? One second, they were enemies, and now he was willing to chat about ancient legends? "Dwarven god of Smithery. He worked the forges in the heavens to provide weapons for his brothers and sisters."

"Hmm," Kashi murmured. Edges, pieces of a plan began to form, but he could not see the full picture yet. "Okay, take me to Zuri."

Zeing sighed. This daeben was impossible to read. It irked him. "Fine. But stay close. Your kind is not exactly welcome down here."

Kashi nodded. "Understandable. Lead the way." Kashi followed the daeben down the flight of stairs, and into the streets of Second Under. The first thing he noticed were the children. There were a lot of them, but their parents quickly marshalled them into their homes. "Your children, they stay with you?"

Zeing nodded. "Dwarves have it very hard above ground. Most schools don't even accept our young any longer. And we refuse to send any more to training grounds."

"Isn't that dangerous though?" Kashi asked. The lack of children in MMOs was a normal occurrence. This was because while it was easy for game companies to explain away the violence and animal hunting apparent in videogames, any hint of violence against children in videogames was largely frowned upon. Putting children in MMOs where madness often prevailed was hence a recipe for multiple lawsuits.

However, in order to have an authentic Virtual Reality Experience, Genaco decided every resident had to have back stories of their own. Which meant they needed childhoods. And if they did, it would be very weird for there to be no children in the world at all. So, they created schools and training forts. The excuse became that most children spent their lives from 5-15 inside said schools, hence the lack of children in most towns. 

It was a neat way to prevent players from randomly killing children and invariably promote a lawsuit. Of course, this was the 'general' formula. Every now and then, you came across a resident who refused to send their child to these schools. It was rare, but it happened. Which was why Kashi was only a little surprised to see so many in the dwarven town.

"Summoned do not often visit dwarven villages," Zeing explained. "So we do not have to fear too much for their safety."

Kashi raised a brow. "You guys have a low opinion of Summoned."

"And you're a dark elf to boot," Zeing pointed out. "I'd watch my back if I were you."

"Why? You won't watch it?"

"No."

Kashi shrugged. "Fair enough."

Kashi heard a rather loud group murmuring ahead of them, just around the corner. As expected, Zeing turned that very corner. Kashi stopped cold when he joined up behind Zeing. 

The dwarf could feel the rage practically radiate off the daeben. He would have been tempted to just watch, but there was a chance a number of his people would be killed by the dark elf's retaliation. "Calm down elf," Zeing ordered, placing his hand on Kashi's shoulder. "She's dangerous. It was either this or kill her."

Kashi's teeth ground against each other. He fought to control the rage that was steadily rising. No, no this would not do. Things were bad enough as they were. If he lost it now, he would lose the dwarves forever. Think of the bigger picture. 

Kashi closed his eyes, swallowed a deep breath, then slowly let it out. "Release her." After a moment's pause, he added, "Please."

Zeing eyes widened. He had expected the daeben to explode. Maybe there was a reason the gods had chosen him after all. "All right, that's enough," Zeing hollered as he approached the crowd. The dwarves parted as if shifted by invisible hands to reveal the spectacle they crowed upon.

Zuri was sprawled on the floor, hands bound above her head to a slim mast. The singlet and shorts which made up her attire were ripped in several places. Some from her bout with the vekraptors, but others were more recent. Red liquid dripped down her head, but upon second glance, it was revealed not to be blood. Someone had thrown a fruit at the young girl. Judging by the litter around her, that was not the only thing that she had suffered.

Zeing reached for the girl. She immediately backed away, pressing herself against the mast. Staring at the young girl, so frightened of his him that she couldn't even fathom he wanted to help, he wondered to himself,  'When did we become the monsters?'  But even so, he could not blame his people for their rage. Many had lost more than a few loved ones to the dark elves. He released the binds that shackled the daeben. Her arms dropped to her side, but it seemed she was too weak to even move them. "Someone came to see you."

Zuri glanced at the big man. She had seen him many times. Whenever she fought, he was always there, always watching. Unlike the other dwarves he never seemed to enjoy the fight. But his eyes. His eyes were always watching. In his eyes she was less than a bug. She could live or die and he would not care. His eyes...  Their eyes... Pity, contempt, apathy. They were watching. Studying.

"She will die."

Zuri gripped the side of her head as sharp pulses of pain ravaged her brain. No need to worry. These were normal. They happened all the time. She just had to wait. They will pass he said. "...ri!" They will eventually pass. "Zu..." Wait.. who said? Who said they would pass. "ZURI!"

His voice broke into her thoughts. She realized as she stared into those red eyes. There was one man who did care for her. Someone who had fought for her. Just like that it stopped. The headaches, the pain. Everything she'd gone through the past couple of months didn't matter anymore. Tears streamed down her face as she tackled her savior to the ground, wrapping her arms round his neck.

Zeing had this scene burned into his memory. It would stay in him till the day he died. For it was the first of very few occasions he would ever see the daeben called Kashi make the kind of face he had at that moment.

Kashi rose so he sat on the earth. Zuri's grip around his neck threatened to choke the life out of him. Prickly hair poked into his flesh, drawing blood. Her wailing voice was so loud, he thought his eardrums would burst, and the snotty tears. His shoulder was drenched with the stuff. 

But somehow none of that mattered. 

Kashi didn't know what the emotion that overcame him was. All he knew was that his heart felt uncharacteristically warm. His left hand patted the source of this new emotion while he waited for her to let it all out. This feeling. It wasn't so bad.

After almost ten minutes of constant crying, Zuri pulled away and wiped her nose with her arm. "W-where were you? I Wazsh scho worried." 

Kashi's smile was warm as he cocked his head to the side in mock-surprise. "You were worried about me?"

Zuri nodded her head so frantically, it looked in danger of flying right off. 

Kashi had to admit. She was kinda cute. "Hmm, I've never had someone worry over me before. It feels pretty good." 

"Hai!" Zuri agreed, beaming proudly. "Zuri worried for Kashi, and Kashi worries for Zuri!"

"Eh? But I'm not worried for Zuri." Zuri's eyes fell. But they soon widened in surprise when she was hoisted into the air. "Because I know Zuri is the strongest. So Zuri should not worry about me. Because I am also the strongest."

Zuri laughed, her eyes beaming. "Then we're both the strongest?"

Kashi placed her on his lap. "Well, it would seem that way."

"But Zuri's the strongest of the strongest!" She announced proudly.

"Ah!" Kashi exclaimed. "You got me." He chuckled as he got to his feet. His gaze immediately went from soft to hard warning as he swept the onlooking dwarves. His glare relaxed as it returned to Zeing. "We need to talk."

Zeing studied both daebens. He did not have to look at his brothers and sisters to know what kind of expression they wore. He'd had the very same while watching the unfolding scene. It's funny what blind hatred can reduce normally sane folk to. He shook his head. No time to self-reflect. He had remained dormant all these years waiting for a catalyst of change. He'd been hoping it would be a fellow countryman, but decades of subjugation had stamped out the dwarven rebellious spirit from most of them. The few who had it had left the underground cities to find more fulfilling lives elsewhere. 

Zeing sighed. If that catalyst now appeared in the form of a hated enemy, maybe that was just punishment for not doing anything. To  think I would have to rely on a Destroyer to Restore my people.  "Follow me daeben. There are people who would like to speak with you."

Zuri clambered onto Kashi's back, determined never to let go of him ever again. Kashi really hoped it was just a phase thing. His tales so far were of a Devil Dark Elf and his Demon Hound. He wasn't really sure bards would appreciate adding 'piggy-backing Demon Lord' to the jingle.





Lunette glanced at the shackles that bound her hands. The guard who did them had been a real piece of work. The iron restraints dug deep into her skin. They hurt like hell whenever she so much as shifted her hand. But that was not the most humiliating thing. It was the gag and mask they'd used to cover her mouth that really irked her. Being unable to speak was the equivalent of taking away a sword from a swordsman. She felt completely naked.

The songstress took in the chamber she'd been brought to. A giant crystal gem took up the center of the room. Sheets of paper were stacked on a tripod stand just ahead of it. It reminded her of the stands used by orchestra members for performances. Aside from those, something about the chamber gave her chills. She just could not place her finger on what it was exactly.

"Well, Ms. Lunette, glad to see you punctual," Froy said from behind as he entered the chamber.

Lunette clucked her tongue. She had been dragged here against her will. What did he mean by punctual? But she refused to give him the satisfaction of her rage. Comporting herself, she replied, "Of course. I am never late for an appointment."

A shadow crossed Froy's face. He had not expected that reply. He walked up to the songstress. A quick slap with the back of his hand reminded her who was boss around here. He grabbed the little lady by the jaw and pulled her close. "I see why the Primate's interested in you. You are certainly beautiful." He shrieked in horror as the heathen dared to douse his righteous face with her unclean spit. Three hard slaps drew blood from her lips. "Don't you ever try that again! You seem to forget we have your boyfriend in our hands." He laughed when he saw the panic in her eyes. "That's right you worm! Better do as I say or the next time you see him, it will be his corpse dropped into lava."

Lunette gritted her teeth, but could say nothing in reply.

Froy laughed maniacally. "That's what I thought!" He grabbed her by the arm and yanked her toward the tripod. "Everyone of them, underestimating me, making fun of me. I will show you all!" He pointed at the sheets, which as Lunette thought, turned out to be sheets of music. Thankfully, they used the same note and chord detonation as in real life. "Sing this."

Lunette eyed him.

"Oh, yes." Froy signalled one of his guards. The wisben came up behind Lunette and undid the mask. 

Lunette spat out the gag, then fixed her glare at Froy. "Why?"

Froy's patience was beginning to run dangerously thing. "Because I said so."

Lunette refused to go into this thing blind. "What does this do?"

Froy gritted his teeth as he raised his hand to slap her again. Something wild in her eyes gave him pause. He had never felt this kind of pressure before. Not even from the daeben. What the hell was this woman? He shook his head. No, there was nothing special about her. Just his overactive imagination. Still, it would not do to overly antagonize her. If she found out Kashi was missing, he would lose his hold over her. A little information was not so bad. "This is a power stone," Froy explained. "It converts musical energy into mana. However, it does not accept any energy below a certain threshold." An irritated look crossed his face. "And I am afraid none of my men have been able to even excite it in the least."

"Somehow you think I can?"

Froy frowned. "You'd better. Two lives depend on it."

Lunette gritted her teeth as she scanned the melody. It was dark, oppressive. It was a tune meant to denote power over the weak, heavy and cold. Whatever energy resulted from this melody would only be used for nefarious reasons.

Lunette started singing, her voice immediately capturing the attention of everybody present. The gemstone pulsed bright for a bit, but then died off instantly. "Seems even I am inca—"  BAM!  Lunette stifled a cry as her face crashed against the stand. The sheets were soaked in dark red from a broken nose. 

Froy grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked her face upwards. His voice was low, sinister as he whispered into her ear. "I've seen you sing girl. Really sing. Pretend like that again, and both you and loverboy will be joining the circle."

Lunette channeled all of her rage into the song. She wiped a stray tear that threatened to spill from her eyes. No! She would never cry again. She had since promised. Ever since  that  day. Her voice was powerful... Too fowerful in fact. All her emotions caused the earth to shake beneath their feet as the gemstone exploded with bright light. 

"Yes!" Froy screamed. "HAHAHA!"





Five Days Since Kashi's Capture,

70 Kilometers South Of  DarrenHold .

Lunette watched the battle with trepid gaze. Shadow, Hektor and the Chetahs had held up a strong front for over an hour, keeping those lifeless ghouls at bay. But she could tell. It would not be enough. As long as their major weapons were logged out, eventually numbers would win out.

She stifled a yell as another Chetah warrior was ran through by electricity. The lifeless eyes stared at her, her nostrils choked with charred flesh. No, no no... Then she heard the yell. A ways off, Shadow gripped a sword, blood dripping from his abdomen. 

The ghoul released the blade, and prepared to smash his face in. 

"NOOO!" Lunette's single-minded yell fired off a concentrated shockwave. It was not life threatening, but managed to knock both friend and foe onto the ground. Luckily, Chetahs are far more agile and were on the feet immediately. They swiftly dispatched the disgruntled ghouls closest to them.

Lunette ran to her brother and clutched his shoulder. "Are you okay!? Are you alright!?" 

"I'm fine sis," Shadow assured with a weak laugh. He yanked out the sword. Luckily, it didn't seem to have pierced anything major. "Nothing one of the damned elf's potions won't fix."

Lunette released a huge sigh of relief. Relief that turned to utter despair when she saw the look on her brother's face. "No. No." She turned to see what he saw, and finally understood why Kashi had been captured. They just did not stop coming.

Dozens of Ghouls were racing towards them.

Lunette steeled her resolve as she saw them approach. She glanced at her brother. "Sorry." Before he could speak, she punched him hard where the sword had pierced. 

Shadow doubled over from the shock, crumpling to his knees as he grabbed his sister's skirt. "Sis.. wha?" His hand fell, as did he.

Lunette's head whirled around as she frantically searched for something. As if in answer to her prayers, Kira suddenly appeared in front of her. "I thought you were watching the others?"

Kira's hard gaze met hers.

"You know what I want to do?"

No reply. The direwolf just set her head down.

Lunette hugged the wolf. "Thank you." She quickly clambered onto the wolf. "Let's go."

"What are you doing!?" Asha cried as the wolf ran past her into the path of the ghouls.

"Stop!" Hektor screamed even as the songstress's desperate cry attracted the ghoul's attention. He remembered now. Shadow had said he'd felt somebody watching him and Lunette during their performances. Could she be? "Lunette-san!"

But Lunette had already made up her mind. She patted Kira, and the direwolf tore off to the side, too fast for the weary party to even think of giving chase. Behind her the ghouls shifted priorities. The songstress was of far more importance. Over eighty percent of their force gave chase after the Direwolf and Songstress. Away from the coalition.

Away from her brother...

"Fuck!" Hektor cursed as he watched them disappear into the horizon. Blazing eyes turned towards the remaining ghouls with rejuvenated fury. "You fuckers!"

"What's all the fuss about?" A voice called from behind.

Hektor turned to see Syèl approach, hands confidently tucked in his jacket. On either side, he was flanked by Jade and Shoko. Something about the wisben's cocky grin set something off. Hektor stomped over and grabbed him by the collar. "Where the fuck you been!?"

Syèl's grin faded, replaced by a cold glare. "I suggest you let go."

Hektor felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to Shoko, who solemnly shook her head. "Bah!" Hektor swore as he draped his axe over his shoulder. He brushed past Syèl, who turned to face him with an amused expression.

"There're still enemies. Where you going?"

Hektor turned to face him. If looks could kill, those red eyes would have burned a hole through Syèl's head. "I'm sure you can clean up the rest.  Tough guy ."

Syèl looked to Shoko who shook her head in disappointment. "What?"

Jade said nothing. Instead she went over to the fatigued felines in order to offer her assistance in healing their injuries. "You guys can handle those right?"

Syèl and Shoko glanced at the onrushing horde. The duo calmly walked toward the chaos. "Easy," they chorused.

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 92: The High Council

    
    
    
    
                Second Under’s High Council comprised the chiefs of the largest clans in the town. Each man or woman in the council earned their place through hard-fought battle or overwhelming public support. In all of Second Under, these were the only ones capable of reigniting a fire in the dwarves. These people were more than just chiefs. They were icons, almost revered as gods by the dwarfs, and they had the presence to back it up.

Kashi coolly met the steely gazes of the men seated in threes on either side of a long rectangular table designed to sit at least twenty people. Unusually (for a dwarven meeting), the table was devoid of anything to eat or drink. Who could blame them? If the tension was a meal, there was more than enough to feed them all, and then some.

Kashi turned his gaze to the splendidly large chamber. Meticulous detail was focused on the walls and pillars, all with an almost shiny, varnished look. The remains of a stone throne sat far at an elevated platform at the north end, shattered, probably to represent the demise of the dwarven hierarchy. The dwarves would gaze at the broken throne with misty eyes that remembered a much better time. But then they would snap right back at their loathed enemy with red fury.

Kashi weathered their burning gazes. He inspected the guards—no, mini-militia—that guarded the meeting. His display at the coliseum had bought some over the top caution from the dwarves. Not that it mattered too much. The guards he could handle, but this number of people should have certainly gotten the Order's attention. 

A glance at the chiefs confirmed no uncertainty on their part. They equally hated Kashi with apt attention. There was none of that wariness that comes from having an illegal meeting with a chance of being caught. Well, if there was no danger of being caught by the Order, then he could relax and focus on the task ahead.

But first...

To set the right mood.

Dark aura exploded from Kashi, then streamed to every corner of the hall, drowning all in its choking authority. Only Zeing was unaffected, the rest almost crumbling under the intense pressure. 

To Kashi's right, Zuri’s brows furrowed, as if contemplating a potentially irritating problem. She looked up at Kashi. "Is Kashi doing something? Zuri's feeling a little itchy."

Oi, Oi.  Kashi barely managed to keep a straight face. This was a full release of his aura. And she was only slightly itchy? Just how strong was this girl? With a little training, who knew where her limits lay. 

Having seen enough, and eager to let the chiefs save face, Zeing tapped Kashi's left shoulder. "That's enough."

Kashi reined in his aura. "Well then, I do believe greetings are in order." A smile tugged the corner of his lips at the new emotion in those eyes. The hatred was still there, clear as day, but now there was something new mixed in. Fear. These dwarves now feared his strength. And that, for him, was the equivalent of clearing the first stage in a dungeon quest.

There were six chiefs at the table. In order from the right side of the table, they were Breixo Rocha, the oldest of the bunch. His beard was as red as lava, long and very bushy. His abrasive nature had earned him the nickname 'Lava Bear.' Anton Xafier was the youngest, but one of the wisest. Sharp eyes and a neatly braided beard projected a man of purpose. At only sixty-three, he was touted to be the next dwarven king, if they were ever free of the Order. 

Otto Knutsen was chief of The Hands, the primary crafting clan of the dwarves. The Hands devoted their time to creating and crafting new and exciting inventions. But, unfortunately, the Order put a stop to all of that. 

Yngvar Kermode led the warrior clan. Most of the guards present belonged to this clan/ Yngvar’s heavy leather armor, and the man-sized mallet by his side emphasized his authority.

Two women, Paaie Nilsen and Ulla Tav, were the last, but certainly not the least of the chiefs. Both women had risen to dominance in a men's world and wore their pride with confident grins. These two had been the least affected by Kashi's earlier 'greeting.' He made a mental note to keep an eye on them.

"It is a pleasure to meet you all," Kashi started. Breixo harrumphed, obviously displeased by the earlier 'greeting.' "I apologize for my rudeness earlier," continued Kashi without missing a beat. "As they say, trick a human, woo an elf, beat a dwarf. I was afraid this was the only way I could grab your attention."

The light-hearted joke brought some temporary smiles to disgruntled faces, if only for a moment. "You have it," Brexio declared. "Now speak elf. Before I change my mind and have you guttered."

Kashi matched the dwarf's glare. Impressive, he had even more backbone than expected. The old man wasn't just threatening to save face. He meant every word he said. However, hostility was nothing new to the daeben. If anything, it confirmed that they were paying attention to him. 

Kashi placed a palm on Zuri's hair to soothe her as she was getting angry on his behalf. "Then, I will cut to the chase." His countenance was cold as ice as he asked, "How long do you intend to remain the Order's dogs?"

Kashi doubted he would ever have the chance to see such a systematic explosion of emotions in his entire lifetime. The dwarves shot up, as if in a choreographed rage, but Brexio took it one step further. His nickname was apparent as he exploded from his chair like it was a rampaging volcano. 

Within the blink of an eye, Brexio was over the table and barreled into the daeben. Both men then fell to the ground in an enraged heap. 

Brexio gave no quarters as he unleashed a barrage of blows at the daeben's exposed face. Blood soaked his knuckles as skin tore beneath his large hands. Not until Zeing forcefully pried him off did his blows stop. Brexio wrestled Zeing's grip, then spat on the floor next to the daeben's crumpled heap. "Should have done this from the start! Scum like you do not deserve to live." Brexio blazed past the daeben in a fit of rage, headed for the exit.

"What a surprise." 

Brexio froze. He glanced over his shoulder. The daeben rose to his feet with ease as his injuries visibly healed at a rapid rate.

Kashi's eyes were a mix of condescending pity and rage. "It was my impression you had forgotten how to throw a measly punch." He brushed blood from the corner of his lips. "But, I suppose it is easy to throw a punch when you are sure of no repercussions."

Brexio burned red. "This damned bra—"

"Shut up ." The bloodlust in Kashi's eyes and tone clamped the dwarf's lips. "Weak," Kashi lamented. "The lot of you are far too weak. You accept the devil's arm to solve your problems for you, wish him gone, but fear his wrath. Yet you can enjoy the spectacle of a young girl fighting for her life every day. In the Summoned's world, they call people like that bullies." While talking, Kashi had drawn abreast with the dwarf. Red eyes bore into Brexio's filled with unbridled rage. "I happen to despise bullies."

In all of Brexio's One hundred and Fifty-three years of life, he had only backed away from a fight twice. The first was when he met Zeing Ashqoj for the first time. The second was when the Chaos Order took over. Today was his third time. 

Brexio swallowed hard and took a step back. It was not much—barely a foot. But just like that, the dynamics changed. Brexio had admitted defeat in front of the council. If Kashi were a dwarf, he could have challenged Brexio’s chieftaincy at that point, but luckily, he was not.

Brexio returned to his chair, where he sat slumped, eyes to the table. He had lost face in front of his peers. Furthermore, to a daeben of all things. There was close to no redemption for him at this point. His successor would be decided in a few days.

Kashi glanced at the old man's defeated figure. He only intended to take Brexio down a notch or two. Never did he imagine Brexio would back away. Things were worse than he thought. The Order had done a real number on these dwarves. 

The dwarfs’ confidence were shot if they were backing away from fights. Kashi sighed. He had to fix this. He bowed to Brexio. "I apologize for my earlier rudeness. I lack in training and manners. Please forgive my insolence."

Dwarven politics was a funny thing. This little bow and apology served to restore some authority to the old man. Enough to allow him to keep his head held high at the table. Brexio, realizing what the daeben intended, coughed as he said, "Yes, yes. I accept your apology. After all, these are trying times for all kinds. One must remember their manners. I, too, must apologize for my outburst. I trust you were not too harmed?"

Kashi nodded. "Elder's fists are quite powerful, but I will survive, thank you." Just like that, they were on equal footing. Politics... Kashi swallowed a deep breath. "I must apologize to the rest of the council for my wording also. By using the word 'dogs,' I meant to show how the rest of the world would view you in this situation. I meant no disrespect."

Yngvar gripped his mallet's handle. "Pray tell then. What was the purpose of riling us so?"

"I wished to see how much dwarven pride you still retained," answered Kashi.

Anton leaned forward, piercing gaze on the daeben. "Your verdict?"

"It is not completely gone," Kashi replied. "There might be something we can use."

"We?" Anton enquired. "You assume an alliance with us?"

"I would hope so," Kashi said. "There is no way for either of us to break free of the Order's grip otherwise."

"That might be the case," Anton admitted. "But why would we aid you? And what happens when we are free from the Order's hold? More wars in which we are forced to craft weapons and have our lands scorched?" His voice was strangely calm and soothing, unlike most dwarves. Kashi could see why he would be so highly revered. "For all the atrocities the Order may commit, we are offered protection from war. A war which you have brought with you, Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots."

Kashi rose a brow in slight surprise. As expected of a potential dwarven king; his information network was quite vast.

"What is this Hopeful Maggots?" Otto Knutsen asked. "And what war do they bring?"

"I will let the daeben answer for himself," Anton offered.

Kashi swallowed a deep breath. Moment of truth. More than anything, these dwarves hated war. But his guild was undoubtedly bringing a war back to the land. Convincing these men would not be easy. If  only Miote were here.  Still, even without the Chesch, Kashi had to try at least. "The Hopeful Maggots are a guild I and a few friends created in Rosendun. We are closely allied with the royal family and were partly responsible for the elimination of the drakul threat. We recently liberated the Order's presence in Lib Tahos as well as destroyed the burning desert."

Ulla Tav gaped in shock. "The burning desert. It's gone?"

"Yes," Anton confirmed. "In its place, a river flows now, one over which he built a bridge."

"No doubt to allow his soldiers easy access into our Merriheim," Yngvar harrumphed. "Or do I lie?"

"Your words are correct," admitted Kashi, much to the council's surprise. They had expected him to deny the claim. "A war is coming. One for which I require soldiers. The Chaos Order is not the only enemy I will have to face."

Paaie Nilsen was a woman of few words. Like Yngvar, she spoke more with her fists than she did her tongue. Which was why when she spoke, most listened. "And? This war. How do we fit into it? Do you seek dwarven soldiers?"

"Or do you seek dwarven hands to build war machines?" added Otto.

"Neither," Kashi answered. "I wish for you to remain neutral and stay out of our way."

The council was stunned silent. But two were even more shocked. For Paaie and Yngvar, warriors to the bone, and survivors of countless battles, to be told they were not needed, felt like a slap to the face.

For the first time that night, Anton looked confused. "Then what is it that made you meet with us? Surely if you wanted us to remain neutral, you could have invaded anyway."

Kashi shook his head. "If I aimed to acquire more land for Rosendun, then sure I would have gone with that. But my goal is much grander."

"What is this goal?"

"I wish to unite the entire continent under one flag." The air itself froze in place as the council struggled to come to grips with the absurd statement. "It just so happens that flag belongs to the country of Rosendun."

"I do not understand."

"I seek unity," Kashi explained. "Which means there has to be as little rebellion as possible in any location I conquer. Else the sacrifices of those who fought for the cause would be meaningless. The only way possible—"

"Is to conquer the people's hearts before conquering the land itself," Anton finished. A hint of a smile ghosted on his lips. "That is why you are here. You allowed your capture to meet us."

Kashi smiled. It helped to have someone who saw things the way he did. However, there was still a little unease from the dwarf's terrifying insight. "Yes, it is exactly as you say."

"If that is the case," proposed Paaie, "I trust you approached this council prepared with a plan. A plan beyond watching from the stands. Or this will be a short meeting."

Kashi met her cold gaze. "I would be a fool to approach without one." Kashi withdrew several blueprints from his inventory, then tossed them on the table. "I wish for you to build these."

Otto's eyes burned as he shot to his feet. "War machines! Bah, I knew it would turn to this. Dwarves are not your—"

"Otto!" Brexio rebuked. Being the closest to Kashi, he had already begun examining one of the blueprints. "Look before you judge."

Otto's ears burned, but he had too much respect for Brexio to retort. He reluctantly sat down. He accepted a copy of the prints from Ulla. Grumbling under his breath, he spread the paper and began inspecting the plans. Large creases on Otto's forehead gradually smoothed over, his eyes sparkling with increasing curiosity. He only caught himself when he started to grin foolishly. 

"You like what you see?" Ulla teased. She, too, was pleasantly shocked by the plans laid out before her. But none at the table knew better than Otto if the impossible could be made possible.

Otto coughed. He cleared his throat to comport himself and hide his delight. "Th-this is impressive daeben. I haven't seen such detail even from Master Architects. With this amount of detail, bringing these to reality are but a matter of resources and time."

Kashi smiled. "I hoped you would say that. Even though I can picture these, I lack sufficient skill and workforce to make them."

Anton tapped the blueprint spread in front of him. "If even one of these is successfully invented, this continent will become incredibly small." Anton studied the strange daeben. "All the better for 'Unity.'"

Kashi nodded. "All the better."

"Great, so Otto now has something to look forward to," Ulla huffed. "I want some action too. Watching from the stands is not in my blood. Right, Paaie?"

Paaie nodded. "If you wish to make this a reality, then first you have to get rid of the Order. We will aid in any way possible. What is your plan?"

Kashi nodded. "Your aid will be appreciated, but I am afraid I cannot proceed with any plans as I am waiting on someone."

Otto frowned. "Who?"

Kashi's brow twitched. A grin spread across his face as he pointed at the center of the table. "Her." All six chiefs and their bodyguards shot up in confused fright as a massive figure materialized on the table. "Took you long enough."

Kira stared at her charge, dark red eyes locked onto his. "Almost did not co—!" Kira yelped as a foreign object, nearly crushed her throat. Panicked eyes turned to Kashi's unrestrained laughter.

The little monster that had its arms around Kira's neck looked up at her with a huge grin. "Doggy!"

Veins visibly popped all over Kira's forehead.





Dungeons,

Second Under.

Lunette stifled a scream as she was tossed into a dank cell. She heard the gate shut behind her but was too weak to look up at the ghouls. Continuous singing had sapped her energy, plus her bound feet and legs left her in a near useless state.

"Good work Ms. Falsetto," Froy called from beyond the gate. "The mana stored in that crystal will grant me power. Enough that I do not even have to fear Ruse. Thanks to you, I will be the next Prime in but a few days." He frowned. Lunette still refused to face him. "You are beautiful and have a good voice. Serve me, and I promise you will want for nothing."

A dark chuckle, haunting and cold, escaped the songstress. "That is where you are mistaken. You can offer me nothing, as I already want for nothing."

Froy gnashed his teeth. Still, she chose to defy him. "Let us see how long you can keep that attitude when you share a cell with that filthy daeben's head." Lunette visibly flinched, and Froy smiled. That was enough for now. He had forced a reaction. Eventually, she would break. They always did.

Froy glared at the ghouls who guarded her cell. "Let no one through." The ghouls grunted something, causing Froy to scrunch his nose. The demented corpses irritated and disgusted him. But he could not deny their usefulness. 

"My Lord."

Froy turned to a priest who had run up to meet him. "What is the problem?"

"He is here."

Froy's knuckles whitened. "What?"

"The Primate just arrived."

Froy paled with fear. Clenched knuckles reddened as fear was replaced with rage. That sly bastard! He had lied to catch Froy off guard. Shit! Kashi was still missing. He glanced at Lunette. Ah, yes. He could use her. Froy shot instructions at the ghouls, then shot off toward the exit. "Quick, make haste!"

Lunette listened tentatively as the footsteps advanced further and further away. Her shoulders slumped only when the unmistakable clang of a shut door echoed down the dungeon. She had barely begun to relax her wariness when her cell door suddenly shot open. 

Lunette froze, as two ghouls entered the room. She backed away till she pressed against the wall. One of the ghouls drew a dagger. Light reflected off its edge, causing her to blink momentarily. Something shoved her against the wall, knocking the breath out of her. A smelly, decayed hand clamped over her mouth. Frightened, but defiant, she glared at the ghoul whose silvery grey eyes bore into hers. A glint above its head brought her attention to a dagger in its right hand poised above its head. 

It struck!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 93: Assassin's Creed

    
    
    
    
                Lunette shut her eyes and barely managed to stifle a yelp as the ghoul's blade struck. A second passed, then two. She tentatively opened her eyes when she realized the pain was not forthcoming. She nearly screamed for the second time, but this time the ghoul, whose face was barely inches from hers, clamped her mouth shut with its dead hand. 

The second ghoul raised a finger to its lips (well, where its lips would have been. Its entire face was bandaged.) It then gestured at her.

Lunette followed its line of sight to her hands. Which were free!? Her brows drew together in confusion. "What are you doing?" To her abject horror and shock, the ghoul at the back replied.

"That's cold," it said with oddly familiar snarkiness. "You don't recognize your brother?"

"What!?" 

"[ Release ]" The ghoul snapped its fingers. Instantly both it and the one crouched in front of the songstress were enveloped in blue light.

Lunette's eyes widened in shock as the light dimmed. She tackled her brother with the tightest hug she'd ever given in her entire life. Tears streamed down, and her body shook with pure relief. The worst part about getting captured was not knowing how Shadow was. Now he was right there. She never planned on letting go.

Shadow, for his part, felt like someone had lifted a huge load off his shoulders. Watching his sister get abused by that man had been the most challenging thing he had ever done. But now it was over. He had her. He would never let her do something as dangerous ever again.

Syèl's exaggerated cough drew their attention. "What, the elf doesn't get any love? That's racist."

Lunette laughed freely and then beckoned him over. "Come on. Get in here."

Syèl smiled but politely refused. "No, thank you. I don't do mushy scenes. But you guys need to wrap yours up quick." He peered outside the cell into the musty, poorly lit hallway. "It's only a matter of time before someone walks by."

Lunette shook her head as she released her brother. She wiped her tears, steely determination returning to her eyes. "No. I'm staying."

"Wha!?" Both Syèl and Shadow exclaimed. 

"You daft!?" Syèl reprimanded in a forced whisper. "It wasn't easy getting this chance. We gotta go now."

"No, I can't."

A shadow crossed the wisben's face. For a moment, Syèl's eyes held both fear and burning rage. The fear disappeared in a flash, but the anger remained. "Are you crazy? A second ago, you thought we were going to kill you. Next time you might not be so lucky!"

Lunette frowned. "I can handle myself just fine."

"Everybody thinks they can." There was something in Syèl's voice. A hollowness she'd never felt from him before. "Until they can't." He moved to grab her, but Shadow rose to his feet and blocked his path.

"Relax." Shadow's tone was cold. Syèl grunted but then retreated a few steps out of respect. "Sis," Shadow called, a wary eye still on the wisben. He knew if it came down to a fight, he stood little chance. "If it's about Kashi, you don't need to worry. Kira's gone to get him."

Lunette's eyes widened. "You're sure of that? Is he fine? Unharmed?"

"He's alive." Syèl shrugged. "The wolf went to get him. There's not a lot that can stop her. If he weren't fine before, he'd definitely be now."

Lunette nodded, a small smile revealing her relief. However... "That's good to know. But this is more than just about Kashi. I overheard their leader talking. He is expecting some high ranking official soon. I want to be there when he does. We won't get a better chance to get a glimpse into how these people operate."

Shadow released a huge sigh. He knew the look in her eyes all too well. She'd held a similar one when she punched him in the gut earlier. It was the  'I've made up my mind'  look. Hell could freeze over, and she'd still go ahead with whatever she intended. Shadow looked up at Syèl with an apologetic smile. "Think you can redo that illusion spell?"

Syèl raised a brow. "You thinking of staying too?"

Shadow squeezed his sister's shoulder. "I don't have a choice."

Syèl groaned. "Now I'll look like the bad guy if I just up and leave." He paced back and forth for a few seconds. Finally, he stopped having reached a decision. "Fine. I'll stay and help you guys. But if I think it's too dangerous at any point, we're pulling out. No rebuttals. We good?"

Shadow glanced at Lunette. She nodded. "We're good," he replied.

"Fine then."  The fuck am I the voice of reason for?  Syel made a show of cracking his fingers and twisted his neck. "Now, let me work my magic." A soft chuckle escaped his lips as he chanted a spell underneath his breath.  ‘ Can't believe I actually said that.’ 

Dark smoke from the ground enveloped Shadow and Syèl. Moments later, it dispersed, leaving two ghouls in their respective places. The look was eerily perfect from rotted flesh that peaked through dirty bandages, to dead black eyes. The smell alone caused Lunette to take an unconscious shuffle away from them. The only defining features were tufts of white hair that stuck out of Shadow's bandaged head.

"This thing drains my mana," Syèl revealed, his voice slightly distorted. "I'll need a refill soon." 

Shadow snorted. "There are a good number of living guards around. I'm sure you can make it work somehow."

The blood mage flashed a toothy grin. "Careful kid, I might just begin to like you."

Lunette turned from one man to the other, wondering where this camaraderie suddenly came from. "How did you guys find me anyway?"

Shadow and Syèl shared a look. 

"That's... a long story."





Five Days Since Kashi's Capture,

70 Kilometers South Of  DarrenHold .

The fight had long since ended. The cavalry of Shoko and Syèl was more than effective in clearing out the rest of the ghouls. At some point, the ghouls just stopped coming. Whether that was as a result of their dominance, or they had completed their objective, Syèl was not sure. Though somewhere in his gut, he knew quite well, it was the latter. 

He was not the only one who felt that way. Syèl turned to the brother of the woman who was most likely dead or captured.

"Let me go!" Shadow desperately screamed as he tried to wrestle Hektor's massive frame off of him. 

Despite Shadow's protests, Hektor kept the young assassin pinned beneath him, knee pressed into Shadow's back like Kashi had taught him. "Can't do that. Not until you calm down."

Shadow quickly realized he could not beat the warrior with brute force. He took a deep breath, then slowly released it. His muscles relaxed. "Fine."

Hektor breathed a sigh of relief. This guy was a real bundle. He wasn't sure how much longer he could have kept him pinned down. His hold relaxed, but a figure in the distance soon made him regret his decision.

All eyes turned to the massive Direwolf that appeared on the horizon. As Kira approached, more than the blood that caked her skin, or the slight limp in her right leg, what caught the coalition's collective attention was the one thing that was missing: Lunette. 

BOOM!

"Whoa!" exclaimed Hektor as he was blasted several feet away from his quarry by a thick, black aura that gushed dangerously, like water from a geyser.

The earth trembled slightly as a figure rose within this aura, which had maddened in intensity. The figure staggered in place, drunk on the power that ran through his veins. One word crossed the assassin's lips as red veins bulged in his eyes, once brilliant purple orbs dark as night. "Lunette." 

Shadow disappeared. His first burst took him past half the Chetah.  Clang!  A second later and he would have made it through. Instead, sparks flew as a blond prince parried his dagger with her blade. "Move," Shadow ordered.

"Not when you're like that," Shoko refused. Her free hand pushed against the flat of her blade. Shadow was sent skidding backward against the hard earth. Shoko raised her sword. "Calm down, or we'll make you."

"Get out." Shadow's eyes held no warmth. The silent assassin had never been the overly friendly type, but at that moment, it was like no one around was even reflected in his violent glare. "Or I will kill you." 

Shoko realized with dread that Shadow  was  ready to kill.

Asha walked up to Shoko’s side. "I'll aid you." Her right hand rose high. "Consider it payback for the songstress' sacrifice." She then swung down. "Restrain him!"

Shadow gnashed his teeth in rage as several Chetah lunged at him from different angles. "I warned you." His voice was cold as he reminded everyone why he was an assassin. He flitted out of vision just as the first chetah dove for him. 

Shadow emerged atop the chetah’s back, incapacitated him with swift blows to the neck. He then leaped off the body as it crashed to the earth. 

Two chetahs approached, armed with non-lethal twin rods. Their reactions were soon severely tested, but they managed to parry several kunai (throwing knives) in the nick of time. However, Shadow appeared above them, even more blades between his fingers. The chetahs barely managed to avoid any fatal strikes, but the blades tore through, rendering them useless.

Shadow's feet had barely touched the earth before he kicked off again. This time, dagger in hand. The chetahs ahead of him were no match for his superior speed. The blood of these noble warriors froze as the white-haired demon lunged for their throats.

Clang! 

Shadow was launched backward, high into the air. He somersaulted then landed a couple of meters away from the chetah. The assassin glared at the massive Sphinx that blocked his path, as well as the robed chetah beside him. The sight enraged Shadow, even more, causing him to sink deeper and deeper into madness. "I said, GET OUT!" 

Shadow's aura exploded, losing any sense of form or unity. The assassin's HP was absorbed in his rage, expelling it as a forceful outburst of energy. This phenomenon was the dangerous and forbidden version of Chi Release. However, the assassin, so consumed by rage and bloodlust, did not notice the danger he posed to himself. There was only one thought on his mind. 

Shadow tore down the wasteland, daggers raised. Opposite him, Kaga chanted something under his breath. Shadow jumped to the side as a mini-tornado shot up where he had just been. He gritted his teeth, but single-mindedly continued his charge even as several streams of violent wind fired at him from all angles. Shadow used the brief millisecond between the mandalas' appearances and the consequent air blast to predict and then dodge the shots. The assassin wove through the onslaught with minimal effort, eyes only on the horizon beyond.

Brack! boom!

The earth erupted, debris scattered high as it was smashed by forces akin to lightning strikes. Hektor and Diatte peered through uprooted stone and earth at Shadow's measured glare. They raised their weapons just in time to parry Shadow's extended blades. Before either could gain their wits, Shadow whirled in the air and kicked several stones still floating in the air. 

Hektor and Diatte smashed the pebbles. The blows released clouds of smoke that temporarily blinded them. 

Metal snakes tore out of the smoke. Hektor and Diatte jerked their heads to the side just in time to dodge fatal strikes, but the weapons still drew blood as they grazed the warrior's necks. The daggers pinned into an outcropping behind them. Their eyes widened in stark realization. A second later and they would both have joined the circle. They spun back towards the smoke with renewed vigor. They would not take this lightly any—

BAM!

Hektor and Diatte crashed to the earth as Shadow's knees crushed their respective noses. Using the outcropping as a brace, Shadow shot forward by reeling in his daggers. Once through, he yanked out the blades then sped down towards the only oppositions left in his path: Shoko and Asha.

Sparks flew as the assassin clashed with Asha's blades. The chetah's glare bore into Shadow's fierce eyes. "Calm down, human," she warned. "I do not wish to hurt you."

Shadow's cornea reddened as veins on his neck pulsed. "Get out, get out, get out...GET OUT!" He pushed hard against Asha's blades. The force was enough to throw her off balance momentarily. With both her sword arms raised above, Shadow swiftly moved in for the kill. 

Movement from the corner of Shadow's eyes caught his attention. He was forced to retreat sharply as blades of wind sliced the air in front of the chetah. Shadow glared at Shoko. "Get out," he repeated. They seemed to be the only words he knew.

Shoko sheathed her blade. Her hand hovered above the weapon as she readied a low stance. Blue eyes flashed in the starlight. "This ends now." Shadow dashed straight at the swordswoman, caution, and strategy long since abandoned. Shoko waited patiently. Once he was in range, her sword flew out of its scabbard. 

The air suddenly distorted as hundreds of small wind sickles zipped through the air. However, Shadow was nowhere to be seen. 

Shoko, unperturbed by his absence, instinctively swung down. “Ugh!” She grimaced when her sword caught against something hard. Her eyes traveled to the ground where Shadow held her blade in his left hand, ignoring the deep gash caused by the reckless act. The assassin yanked the sword toward him as he pushed off the ground, the dagger in his right aimed at Shoko's throat. 

Shoko reluctantly released the handle and jumped back in time to dodge the strike. But Shadow's swing traveled low and slashed deep into her right arm. She realized the weapon was poisoned when her arm suddenly went limp by her side. The notification that popped up only served to enhance a great wave of shame that enveloped the proud swordswoman at having lost her katana to an opponent in combat. 

Shadow whirled around and blocked Asha's twin blades just above his head with Shoko's katana. He pushed off the ground, lifting both of them into the air. Shadow took advantage of Asha's brief confusion to spin round her blade. His heel crashed hard against the chetah's temple.

Asha coughed blood as she slammed against the hard earth. Her blades clattered to the ground a few feet from her. She struggled to her feet, but Shadow stomped against her back. He ignored her cry as he raised Shoko's katana above her head. He drove do—BOOM!

Shadow tumbled hard across the earth. He gritted his teeth as he pushed against the ground and righted himself. Shadow snapped to the blood mage whose white hair billowed freely in the night wind.

The air around Syèl was dark and musty, as he approached the assassin with slow, purposeful steps. The earth cracked beneath his feet from the pressure his mana exerted. A toothy grin clashed against raging yellow eyes. "That's enough, kid," Syèl ordered. "If it's death you want," Flames erupted from the earth around the advancing blood mage. "I'll give it to you."

Rather than be intimidated by the sheer pressure, Shadow let out a bloodcurdling roar and lunged for the mage.

"You made your choice." Ice spikes jutted out of the earth without warning as Syèl did not need chants. 

However, led by superior instinct, Shadow managed to flit out of the way just in time. Shadow jumped, then used a rising spike to propel himself even higher. "Get out!" He roared as he fell towards Syèl, daggers drawn for a strike. 

Syèl barely acknowledged the effort as a rock column shot out of the earth. 

Shadow spun in the air, wincing as he shielded his sides with Shoko's sword. Sparks flew as the column shot past him, and the resultant force left him spinning in the air. He barely caught his bearings before a second column slammed against his midriff. He coughed blood onto the construct as it launched him several meters backward.

Shadow crashed to the earth. The blow heavily damaged the assassin, and he wavered as he struggled to get back to his feet.

"Stay down," Syèl instructed. Somewhere in the deep recesses of Shadow's mind, where a little bit of reasoning still lay, he tried to do just that—just give up. "In the end, it's only a game. Even if she dies, you can just logout and go see your sister if it bothers you that much."

Those words triggered something in Shadow. The little reason he had left remembered his creed. The one rule he must live by, no matter what else happened to him. In this world, no matter what, Lunette was the only thing that mattered. And yet, this asshole who knew nothing, who played this game for fun, was taking their lives for granted!? 

"Get out." Same words, but this time something was different about them. Shadow staggered as he got to his feet. Blood dripped from his nostrils and mouth as the after-effects of abusing his Ki began to take hold. His health, already low from the chi-release, was now at a critical level following Syèl's strike.

Yet there was an eerie calmness about the assassin. "I must go to Lunette," Shadow said as he wiped the blood, inadvertently smearing it across his face. The red in his eyes ebbed, returning them to the beautiful purple orbs they were. "You would never understand." The veins in his neck also relaxed.

"Try me."

Shadow glanced at the victims of his madness. Indescribable guilt nearly bound his legs and buried him. But the creed was of more importance. Even if everyone, including himself, hated him, Lunette came first. "Every second I waste is another my sister's life is in danger." Shadow gently placed Shoko's katana on the ground then drew his daggers. "I will have you let me pass."

"If you try again," Syèl warned. "I will go for the kill."

Shadow crouched low, weapons by his side. "So be it." The assassin pushed hard against the earth as Syèl of all things  chanted   a spell. The bloodmage slammed his palm against the ground, causing a mandala to appear beneath his feet. Several more shot out of that one and spread across a thirty-meter radius. 

The elements momentarily went crazy, forcing Shadow to keep his wits about him as several chunks of the earth gave way or shot up without pattern. Columns of flames, ice, and wind slammed down and around in utter chaos, each one potentially a fatal blow.

But Shadow did not slow down for a second. He ducked under the elements and weaved through the chaos led by minute instinctual warnings from the game. His body experienced extreme heat and cold in sharp intervals, leaving him slightly delirious and disoriented, but still, he single-mindedly pressed on.

Heavy clashing of opposing elements exploded in the assassin's vicinity, engulfing him in the blast. Syèl's eyes widened in amazement as Shadow emerged from the smoke, falling straight towards him, dagger raised. "Good try." Several ice lances appeared around the halben. "But you fell short." The lances zipped towards their target.

Shadow realized he could not dodge these in time. He closed his eyes in abject resignation. "I'm sorry." Something tugged hard against his shirt, and then he felt himself being propelled through the air. 

Shadow opened his eyes when he dropped to the ground. What he saw made him drop his daggers in fright. "Kira!"

The direwolf, still bloody from her previous battle 'smiled' at him. She licked the blood that stained his face, then turned around and glared at Syèl. 

Syèl's brows bunched together, his eyes bitter as he gazed at Kira. "That wasn't necessary. I was going to miss."

Kira nodded, then fell to the ground, having lost all of her energy. Three ice lances sticking out of her side was all the signal everyone needed to know the fight was over. Shadow ran over, panic-stricken, but Jade pushed him out of the way. 

"I got this," Jade promised. "Try your sister again, then get yourself fixed up." She bent over the wolf and patted her head. "You're gonna be just fine." Green healing energy emanated from Jade's hand and began healing her. "Kashi'll kill me otherwise," she joked.

Kira's bark seemed to agree with her. The direwolf then closed her eyes to get some much-needed rest. 

A good distance from them, Shadow stared at his reflection in a stream of water. What the hell had he almost done? He grimaced at the blood on his hands. He frantically tried to wash it off, but it refused to leave. He would have to wait until the game's auto-clean system decided to remove it.

Shadow clutched his chest. He had to save Lunette. But at what cost? Could he repay Kashi with treachery? 

"Hey, kid." Shadow turned to Syèl, who watched from behind. "That's never going to wash off. No amount of soap can get that blood off your hands." Shadow's pained grimace lessened Syèl's anger. This kid was just too young to know better. Come to think about it, Shadow reminded him of his younger self. Akira saved him then. Sometimes all people like him and Shadow needed was someone who would listen.  Really listen . With a sigh, Syèl walked up to the assassin. "Talk."

Shadow started hesitantly at first, but the more he said, the easier it became. By the time he was done, Syèl's expression was a mixture of shock and horror. 

"Whoa… Now that’s one hell of a story." Syèl shook the shock out of his face and then fixed Shadow with a hard glare. "We're gonna get your sister back."
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Syèl watched Lunette's complexion ashen when her brother revealed he had told Syèl everything about themselves. He was sure he would never again witness so much fear from the proud songstress. But now, it took all she had to lessen the shaking in her hands. 

Even the usually stoic Shadow's voice shook with fear and shame. He had exposed the one thing he was never supposed to. His weakness had once again put his sister in jeopardy, and he knew it. Even if Lunette never reprimanded him, he knew deep in his heart that he had failed her.

Lunette noticed the way her brother's voice trembled. The way he averted his gaze at any opportunity. This from one of the most confident people she had ever known. She pushed aside her distress and pulled her brother in. Her warm smile comforted Shadow’s shaking frame as his grip tightened around her. "It's alright, brother. You had no choice. You didn't do anything wrong."

Standing off to the side, Syèl was more than shocked to see the coldest member of their little party freely shedding tears like a newborn. But even more than that, the tightness of these siblings' familial bonds made him slightly uncomfortable. It had always crept him out how close these two were, but now he understood the reason for their closeness. It would not be an exaggeration to say the siblings could only rely on themselves in this world. 

Syèl sighed. Understanding something and getting used to it were mutually exclusive. Hence why though he understood them, he still felt uncomfortable around their overbearing displays of affection.

Though Syèl's face was wrapped with bandages, Lunette could sense the shifting muscles when he twitched. "I'm sorry," she said softly.

Syèl rose a brow (well, he tried. Sadly, corpses sometimes lacked brows.) "Oi oi, if you go apologizing now, then I look like an asshole." Syèl chuckled. 

Lunette nodded with understanding. "Then, at least allow me to express my gratitude. My brother might never have found me without your help." Her lips slightly trembled as she added, "And you do not seem to have revealed our secret." Her eyes searched Syèl's beseechingly. "May I ask why?"

"Cuz, it's none of my business," Syèl shrugged. His eyes flashed as he added heartily, "Plus, I want to see Kashi's reaction when he does find out. That's something I'd pay for."

Lunette's eyes clouded over. "I do not want him to find out." Syèl's expression made her bite her lip. "But he will eventually, won't he?"

"If I found out, he definitely will. It's only a matter of time."

Lunette's grip tightened slightly around her brother. "Will you tell him?"

"Nope," replied the halben with a nonchalant shrug. "Like I said, it's not my business."

Overcome with relief, a lone tear streaked down Lunette's face. "Thank you. Then can I ask that you do not treat us any differently in the future?"

This brought a decayed smirk to the corpse’s lips. "How have I been treating you?"

Lunette stared blankly at a loss for words. Now that she thought about it, this brief dialogue was probably more than they had said to each other since they met. "I... I'm not entirely sure."

"Heh, don't worry. Nothing'll change," Syèl reassured her. "I might not look it, but I'm a treasure trove of secrets." That was right. Where he grew up, if one didn't know how to keep relationships stable just because they found out something they shouldn't have, most likely, their body would be found in a ditch somewhere.

Shadow suddenly pulled away from Lunette's embrace. Surprisingly, his eyes had regained their cold luster. "Someone's coming." His eyes apologetically warmed as he got to his feet. He then turned to Syèl and wordlessly nodded. 

A few seconds later, the dungeon's rusted door burst open. Five soldiers dressed in the red and black leather armor of the Chaos Order marched in, malicious intent reflected in lascivious eyes and cold sneers. 

At the lead was a middle-aged wisben with morbid, horrible eyes. Battle and blood had made his face hard and taut. The black sash that dropped from his shoulders added an air of authority. He seemed to be higher ranked than the soldiers that followed respectfully behind. The wisben stopped in front of the cell that held the newest resident of their dungeon. 

He glanced coldly at the two ghouls that guarded the entrance, then snorted. These mindless things once again forgot they were supposed to bow in his presence. Tch, he would have to send them for reprogramming. Before that, however, "Open the gate!" 

The ghoul to his right had small tufts of white hair sticking out his headwrap. The wisben paid no heed to that, however. It was quite common when they reanimated a corpse before it began to decay. He watched as the corpse took a key that hung on its pocket and opened the cage door. 

Hmph. This was one of the advantages of using corpses instead of people. Once bound to a ruler, they would only listen to his commands. No other person in the entire Kingdom, aside from Lord Froy himself, could force these things to go against his order. After opening the cage, the white-haired corpse stepped out the way. 

The wisben snorted, then stepped into the cell, an arrogant swagger evident in his steps. And why not? He was the supreme jailer. His word spelled the difference between life and death in these cells. A prisoner's status or identity meant squat as long as they were down here. Whether Resident or Summoned, they were his slaves as long as they were down here. 

The wisben's lecherous gaze swept over the female who was slumped against the wall, hands behind her back. Damn, his heart trembled like it had been assaulted by blood magic. Try as he might, he could not tear his eyes off the beauty in front of him. 

Aqua blue hair like a curtain of oceans spilled haphazardly around a petite oval head but did nothing to hide a pair of flaming eyes, which seemed to dance between green and blue as the lanterns flickered. A pair of thin luscious lips were pressed into a thin, seductive line, which served to inflame further the wisben's desire to see her break. 

This soft, subtle beauty was not like the explosive rapture that could cause countries to lose their minds and fight over her. No, her magnificence was hidden behind a modest exterior that might be passed over on the first glance. But the more one fixated on her, the stronger they were drawn in, with no hope of escape. Indeed, a master painting. One could not help but be attracted the more they examined, but even more so, was the sense of ethereal frailty. Like she would disappear if she were touched.

In all the years of this wisben's life, he had never experienced such a force of natural splendor. It took all he had to keep his mental faculties in check. Of course, how was he to know that aside from Lunette's natural beauty, her extremely high Charm stat made most people putty in her hands? 

Especially weak-willed Residents.

Watching this foul excuse for a man leer at his sister caused every bone in Shadow's body to scream in protest. Outside, his exterior was as calm as ever, empty even. But within lurched a storm that threatened to consume him if he did not find a way to quiet it. And right now, the only thing he could think of was to destroy this asshole till there was nothing left. However, his sister would not even permit this. His eyes briefly met hers, but they conveyed all she wanted to say. 

Shadow could only grit his teeth and watch. But, if this pervert so much as laid a finger on her...

Lunette glared at the high-ranking wisben. How much so, she wasn't entirely clear, but she would see how much she could get out from him without giving away her plans. To do this, she would have to take a playbook from the most despicable person she knew. Gritting her teeth, her brows knitted together in a show of repressed fury. "Who are you?" Her voice was confident, but not too sure. 

It sounded like false bravado.

Lunette’s seemingly futile struggle brought a smile to the wisben. His smile significantly widened when Lunette drew her legs tight to her body as if trying to set up a shield. Smooth skin, white as snow drew him in, even as he traced the outline down to her skirt, where his view was so cruelly cut off. He didn't even try to hide his perversion as he said, "My my, where are my manners. I am called Zafree." He half-bowed, a mocking grin on his face. He was trying to rub in who was superior here. 

"What do you want, Zafree-san?" Lunette's voice still held the same tone. Though she had pressed against the wall and flickers of vulnerability crossed her eyes.

Seeing this scene before him, the man called Zafree swallowed hard, then coughed. He was trying to assert dominance, but this girl was making it too easy. Her dangerous posture utterly shattered his concentration.

"Zafree-san?" Lunette's voice held a bit of fear and reverence. Warm, vulnerable eyes implored the older man's assistance.

Outside the cage, Syèl shivered in fright. He made a mental note to find a way to counter the charm stat. Even though she was not speaking to him, he could feel small tugs on his heart. Forget singing. Just talking to this girl was enough to get a man dead!

Zafree, oblivious to the truth of the events, was bathing in Lunette's gaze. Screw the Brotherhood! This woman would be his by week's end. 

"Zafree-san?"

The second call successfully returned some of the shattered pieces of Zafree's frail mind. He hurriedly blinked twice as he tried to recollect his thoughts. "Y-yes." He frantically cleared his throat. "I am here on the High Priest's orders. You are to come with me."

"Where are you taking me?"

The weakness in her voice sent a jolt down the jailer's spine. Sweet Mera, this couldn't go on much longer. As if in a trance, Zafree answered, "The Prime has come for an inspection. The High Priest wishes for you to entertain him.

"Oh?" Something flashed in Lunette's eyes. She got to her feet, then snaked her right arm around Zafree's neck. Her warm smile tore at his insides as she said, "Is it alright if I bring a few friends?"

Zafree forgot to ask himself how it was this woman was free. He should have known for a fact her hands were bound when she was brought in. Sadly, the only thought currently in his head was to please this woman. Of course, as a high ranking jailer, it was not possible to completely hypnotize him. His brows knotted in confusion at her request. "Friends? What friends?"

Lunette noticed the hesitation in his voice and quickly soothed. "Oh, just a few nobodies. We want the High Priest to be highly impressed, do we not?" 

Sweat pooled on Zafree's forehead as his subconscious tried to struggle against the compulsion. But just when some sense of reason seemed to return to the surface, he felt something soft caress his coarse cheek. All logic burned in the heat that exploded from that small contact. 

Zafree frantically nodded. "Y-yes, a few friends should increase the performance. The more, the merrier."

Outside, Syèl shivered at the young girl's bewitching smile as she lightly tapped Zafree's cheek to erase any inhibitions he had left. Dangerous! Too dangerous! What the hell was up with this girl? He had always thought of her as frail and weak, but upon discovering their secret, he now realized how frightening she must have been for them to survive this long. He glanced at Shadow, whose eyes burned with biased fury. If it wasn't for Lunette herself, Syèl was sure Shadow would have torn that man to shreds. 

Syèl shook his head. This brother-sister duo was too weird. He almost wished he didn't know their secret now. But then again, he tried to picture the look on Kashi/Suzuki's faces when they found out. Immediately his unease vanished. Yes, no matter the troubles involved, that was something he would never miss.

Syèl blinked to reorganize his thoughts as Lunette walked up to them. 

"Let's go meet the others," Lunette prompted with a small smile.

Shadow glanced at the zombified men behind her. Zafree was better off. At least he had a semblance of reason. The other guards had utterly lost it, even without Lunette talking to them directly. Some even drooled as they gazed lovingly at their goddess. "How long will this last."

Lunette glanced at the men. "I used  [ Bewitch ] . It's my strongest non-combat charm skill. Should last up to three hours on the lesser ones." She glanced at Zafree. "This guy, on the other hand, an hour if I'm optimistic."

Shadow narrowed his eyes. Second Under was huge. From their position to the exit and back would take more than an hour. "Can you use it on him again when the time runs out?"

"Unfortunately, no," Lunette let out a dry laugh. "The producers like balance, after all. I cannot use this skill on the same person twice within twenty-four hours."

"We'll just have to risk it then," Shadow mused. "Worst case scenario, we'll flee."

Syèl raised his hand before Lunette could reply. "You guys completely forgot about me, didn't you? Shadow, look at yourself for a second."

Shadow frowned in confusion, then looked at his bandaged arms. It took all of three seconds before his eyes widened in shock, and he slapped his forehead. He grumbled in a low voice, "I cannot believe I was this stupid." He turned to Lunette. "Syèl can just turn into Zafree if the effects of  Bewitch  begin to wear off."

Lunette turned to Syèl, surprise, shock, and embarrassment apparent in her wide eyes and red cheeks. "Then I'll have to trouble you to help us, Syèl-san."

Syèl grinned at her. In ghoul form, the decayed teeth were terrifying. "Don't worry. I happen to like trouble. So c'mon, every second we waste is another your voodoo wears off."

"It most certainly is not voodoo," Lunette argued as she tapped Zafree's shoulder. The contact prompted the jailer to walk ahead of them, like he usually would, with the 'prisoner' following behind.

Syèl's raised brow and the cocky smirk were in direct contrast to his reply, "Yeah, sure. It most certainly isn't."

Shadow shook his head as he followed the squabbling duo. However, once they exited the dungeon, none of them spoke another word as they headed towards a prearranged spot. Shadow's muscles tensed whenever they passed another patrolling unit, but it seemed this Zafree guy really did hold a high position. Except for a few questioning glances, no one dared to stop and actively question them.





Elsewhere, in the throne room of the Dwarves, several highly respected individuals had their mouths wide open in shock as an absurd scene played out in front of them. 

A Direwolf nearly two meters tall, dark as night, with eyes like burning lava was enough to make the toughest of warriors suck in a cold breath. But what truly left them speechless was the little daeben straddled on this wolf's back, tiny fists latched onto tufts of fur, as she laughed with abundant joy while the wolf tried in vain to buck her off. 

For the first time in Kashi's life—and a moment, he would make sure she never forget—he saw Kira give up. 

Panting like she had just finished running a desperate marathon, Kira glared at Kashi. "Get her off me!"

Kashi shook his head with an amused smile. "Why would I do that? You two are bonding very closely."

Brexio was the first to collect himself. Clamping his mouth shut, he turned to Kashi in bewilderment. "Is it your—" 

Kira's sharp bark cut him off. She turned to glare at the dwarf who not only deigned to call her an 'it,' but then implied she was some sort of possession. Ignoring the little monster on her back, she took slow steps towards Brexio, baring her teeth in rage. Evidently, she was about to take out her anger on him.

Brexio's face first darkened when the direwolf cut him off. But then, when it turned around to glare at him with rage, he realized his error. Frightful Aygor, this was a beast with intelligence. It—no, she, the daeben said ‘her’ when she first appeared. Before Kira could approach him, he took the initiative to clasp his hands together. "I apologize. This was my error."

Kira paused, then frowned. Now what? Since he apologized, she had no excuse to attack him. What was she supposed to do now? Right when she was wondering what to do next, she felt the little monster's grip relax somewhat. At first, Kira took it as an opportunity to fling her off her back, but then all of the little monster's weight pressed down on her back, her head resting close to Kira's neck.

Kira's eyes widened in shock as she looked over her shoulder. Sure enough, the little beast had fallen asleep on her back. Kira's eyes blazed with fury, and she was about to toss the little monster off her back. But the little monster murmured something in her sleep, then smiled with content as she relaxed in Kira's soft fur.

The direwolf hesitated. Surprisingly, Kira's gaze softened as she decided to ignore the little monster. She looked at Kashi's knowing smile and scoffed. "What's her name?"

"Zuri."

"Zuri, huh?" Kira looked at the peaceful girl on her back. "She's a pest."

Kashi raised a brow but said nothing in reply. He turned to the dwarves who were just returning to their seats, though all of them could not help but stare at the giant wolf by the daeben's side. Kashi cleared his throat to draw their attention. "I apologize for that. This is my friend and partner, Kira. She's 'supposed' to be some sort of god, but don't worry. Right now, she's just an oversized wolf."

Veins popped on Kira's forehead. She had half a mind to beat this daeben into the ground. But even more, she was afraid of waking up that little monster. So she chose to endure. There was always ample time for revenge in the future.

Kashi pretended not to see Kira's apparent bloodlust as he continued. "If she's here, my guildmates are not too far away. With your help, we can infiltrate the caverns and destroy the Order here from the inside out."

Kira blinked, suddenly recalling crucial information she had forgotten because of Zuri. "There are some complications you should know about."

Kashi's brows knotted together. Experience told him that whatever followed would not be good news. "What happened?"

Kira went on to explain the tale of events since he left. The crafty daeben's lips curled upwards when she explained Asha's willingness to help them, which soon turned to a frown when she reached the part about Shadow's outburst and Lunette's capture.

A dangerous glint flashed through Kashi's eyes as his heartbeat momentarily quickened. "Lunette's been captured?" At Kira's nod, that glint sparked into smoldering flames. It was with great effort that Kashi finally calmed down. "How did you find us?"

"Tracking you was difficult. These humans are quite careful. They made sure to mask your scent and removed all trace of their footprints while traveling. I had to use our bond to roughly guess your location. Lunette, however, was much simpler. The ghouls that captured her had my blood and their blood all over their bodies. Using that, and Lunette's smell, it was very easy to track their movements."

"So, where is everyone now?"

"Shadow and Syèl used an illusion spell to look for and save Lunette while I came here. The rest are in hiding near one of the entrances."

Kashi glanced at the dwarves, then back at Kira. He had to make a decision fast. Should he abandon everything and look for Lunette? But Kira said Shadow and Syèl had gone already. He had ample faith in their abilities. Then...

Kashi swiped his hand, opening his menu screen. He checked his friend's list and was relieved to see Lunette's name there. Furthermore, it wasn't grayed out, which meant she wasn't in captivity. 

Most major prisons and handcuffs had ancient runes carved onto them that not only restricted mana use but also prevented Summoned from contacting each other through the friend's list. The indication that someone was in such a predicament, or was in somewhere unreachable—like another dimension—was the Summoned's name grayed out on the Friends List. 

This was different from the name being removed entirely from the Friends List. The latter indicated a person's death or choice to remove the player from his/her Friends List.

Kashi's finger hovered over the 'call' option, but then he thought better of it. He was well aware they probably tried to contact him several times in the past week and a half since he was captured, but of course, he had either been unconscious, in jail, or cuffed, so he missed all their calls. Sooner or later, they would call again. Once they did, he would be obligated to lend a hand. 

Kashi had complete faith in Shadow and full respect for Syèl's strength. Between the two of them, he doubted anyone except for the High Priest, and Zeing could harm Lunette in this place. With that, he relaxed and turned to the more pressing issue: Allying with the dwarves. He removed the menu screen then turned to the dwarves.

Kashi let out an embarrassed smile as he lowered his head in apology. "Forgive me. It was rude of me to keep you waiting. I can only promise that the discussion I was having with my partner was of great importance."

"It has been a while since I have seen a beastmaster who can speak with his partner," Brexio exclaimed in surprise. "Haha, it seems there is still more to you than meets the eye."

"I hope to use this alliance to allow you all get to know me better," Kashi respectfully replied.

Anton nodded slowly, though his eyes kept traveling to Kira's massive frame. "You did say you were waiting for her. What is this plan of yours?"

Kashi nodded. "With my partner here, it is proof that my guild members are not too far from this location. With your help, we hope to have them infiltrate the core of the enemy's numbers. If that is successful, at the right time, we should be able to destroy the entire Order's presence from the inside out."

Paaie Nilson slightly frowned. "Why do we need your guild? Do you say we cannot handle this ourselves?"

Kashi sighed. It was always a tough time negotiating with dwarves. They snapped at the slightest provocation. "I do not say that. However, this is to your benefit." Kashi raised a finger. "First, my guild will shoulder all of the burden. Win or fail, the losses will be on our side. Also, in the chance we fail, you will not face excess punishment." Kashi raised a second finger. "Second, this will be the first time we cooperate. I'm hoping to show you how my guild operates."

Anton nodded. He glanced at Yngvar, who had stayed strangely silent this whole time. "Yngvar, is there something on your mind?"

The war chief snorted as he glared at the daeben. "I am a warrior of Second Under. To say that I should not participate in the liberation of my people is nothing but a slap to my face. Hence, I say nothing, lest I destroy this fragile alliance with my words." 

Kashi raised a brow.  ‘For someone who didn't want to say anything, you sure cut to the heart of the matter. ’ Kashi thought for a bit, then relented. "How about this, full cooperation. We both have our men cooperate to liberate this place. After our success," Kashi glanced at the Chief craftsman. "I'll be relying on you, Knutsen-san."

Otto Knutsen barely glanced up from the plans in his hands. He cast Kashi a hasty nod, then impatiently returned to perusing the blueprints. His mind had already begun construction, estimating materials, time, and personnel costs. The more the read, the more invested he became. And the less interested he was in whatever the warrior types were discussing.

Kashi was not offended in the least by Otto's attitude. On the contrary, he even displayed a pleased, knowing smile. Suzuki was always as invested whenever he was designing these things in his room. 

"As for the details..." Kashi and the chiefs buried themselves in strategies and counter-strategies as they planned out their attack method.

Meanwhile, off to the side, Kira, who lay on the ground, she watched the sleeping monster on her back. Somehow, it brought back memories—that peaceful grove with just her and her mother. Yeah, sometimes she too would sleep just as peacefully on her mother's back. 

Kira cast Kashi a complicated gaze filled with swirling emotions. Shaking her head, she calmed her heart, then shut her eyes as she rested her head on her outstretched limbs.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 95: Resolute

    
    
    
    
                "Sis, we're almost there."

Lunette heaved a sigh of relief when Shadow informed her that they were only a few minutes away from their destination. Along the way, the small party entered a complicated network of abandoned tunnels. There were many such endless tunnels close to the entrances to bewilder intruders and lead them into traps. These tunnels were one of the two reasons only Shadow, Syèl, had Kira had gone to search for Lunette.

Kira went ahead of them to search for Kashi, which left the two nimblest of the party to brave the traps to find the right route.

Lunette glanced at Zafree to her side. Their journey had taken close to an hour, and Syèl's illusion spell had dispelled, yet, surprisingly, there was no sign of the charm effect wearing off. She was honestly stunned by this and could not understand why the charm was so effective. What she forgot to take into account were the bonus effects of Suvron's Mark and her hard work.

When Kashi had Suvron's Mark, it gave him quite a few benefits, but all those paled in comparison with someone whose class and personality matched Suvron’s disposition.

Although Kashi was a Dimensional Artist, to him, battle came before art. Lunette, on the other hand, genuinely loved singing. As such, she was able to squeeze out the maximum benefits possible of Suvron’s Mark. The beauty aspect passively boosted her charm stat by 15%. The effects of her songs were also passively increased by 10%. Of course, she could activate the mark at a considerable cost to her mana, which would raise both percentages to 35% and 30%, respectively. Last, but certainly not least, was an added significant boost to the ease of mastery of music-related skills.

Aside from Suvron’s Mark, Lunette held numerous concerts in the five weeks Kashi had been away. If warriors improved skills through fighting monsters, then bards improved their skills by playing to audiences. Just as warriors leveled faster if they fought numerous enemies, bards also did the same with broader audiences. 

Lunette performed twice a week, on Tuchiel and Frochiel for those five weeks, totaling ten concerts. Due to her professionalism, aside from her first two concerts, the rest had been all been absolute sellouts. That meant she sang to a crowd of thousands at least six times. 

Most of Lunette’s skills had reached full mastery (just shy of Grandmaster), and she was currently the highest leveled player in their group at Lv. 118. So, it should not have been too challenging to bewitch a man like Zafree.

Lunette was only surprised because she had yet to test out the full extent of her abilities. It was like having a Lamborghini and treating it with the mentality of a mini-cooper.

"We're here." 

Shadow's voice snapped Lunette back to reality. Her eyes widened with pleasant surprise as they entered a hollowed-out cave. However, before she could even let out a sound, she was tackled by Jade, who gazed at her lovingly.

"Haha, you're alive! I knew you'd survive." Jade grinned as she inspected the blushing songstress. "Those Neanderthals didn't touch you, did they?" She glanced at Shadow. "Guess not. If you were, Shadow would be covered in blood right now."

Shadow could only bend his head to hide his embarrassment. Even he was no match for Jade's earnest straightforwardness. 

"Jade, how about you let the rest of us see her?" Shoko said with a laugh as she pried Jade off of Lunette. Shoko sent an apologetic glance Lunette's way as she said, "Glad you’re alright. You had us worried there for a second."

Lunette smiled warmly. "I apologize for my selfishness."

Shoko waved away her apology. "No need for that." Her eyes held evident respect and admiration as she continued, "Your choice did reduce the number of enemies the rest had to face. Even if we made it on time, if you had not drawn half of their numbers with you, it is impossible to tell how high the casualties would have been."

At that moment, Asha appeared beside Shoko, a seemingly conflicted expression on her face. She said with a frustrated smile, "I came on this trip to pay back the debt I owe to the daeben. Never in a million years did I envision I would end up accruing another one—to a songstress no less. I cannot tell if the gods are tying my fate to yours or mocking me."

To everyone's surprise, Lunette frowned as she refuted vehemently, "Debt? No way! You owe us nothing!" Over Asha's shoulder, Lunette could see that the number of beast-kin had reduced. Their superior numbers meant they were the ones who took the brunt of every challenge the company faced during their expedition. 

Lunette had long since made up her mind that regardless of the original reason Asha joined their rescue mission, the chetah had long since proven she was more than worthy of respect. If not for anything else, then for the very fact that she was willing to risk not only her life but also the lives of the men and women she cherished, to save someone she considers her enemy. What sort of honor did that require? 

Lunette shook her head. "Any debt you think you owe us has long since been paid."

Asha's eyes widened in surprise, as a ghost of a smile tilted the corner of her lips. A smile so tiny, it escaped the notice of everyone present. "Hmm, it would seem you have grown quite a bit in this short period." Asha could not help but admire this human girl. Lunette knew Asha's desire to kill Kashi but had still tried unceasingly to gain her trust. Not only that, but Lunette declined an opportunity to have Asha owe her more debt. 

The songstress' straightforward honesty had begun to influence Asha's decision. The chetah was no longer sure if killing Kashi was the right decision anymore. Maybe, just maybe, she should talk with him. 

With friends like Lunette, Kashi might not be the calamity-bringer she initially thought he would be.

If Lunette knew what Asha was thinking, she might have jumped in celebration. But alas, the chetah was an expert at hiding her emotions. No one could see anything except for her usual deadpan expression.

Lunette smiled. "I suppose I have."

Jade, meanwhile, had already begun inspecting the zombified guards. "What's up with these guys?"

Lunette coughed, embarrassed, then narrated the tale of everything that had happened to her since she woke up to her eventual rescue.

"You sure had it rough," Iggy sighed.

"More like, she didn't need our help in da first place," Diegel complained with a laugh. "She coulda seduced her way outta there anytime—OW!"

Zeigfried blew on his knuckled, then smiled at Lunette. "Truly, as intelligent as you are beautiful. It's no wonder you could easily esc—OW!"

Iggy shook his head as his brothers launched into a barrage of blows. "How about Kashi? Any news on him?"

Lunette shook her head, then opened her menu screen. Her eyes widened in pleasant surprise when she saw that his name was finally not grayed out. "I think he's finally free!" Lunette exclaimed, bright eyes unable to hide her delight. She opted not to use the friend's list so everyone could listen in. Instead, she took out a Rink and tapped on it. A list of all the names whose Rinks were linked to hers hovered over the sphere. 

Lunette pressed on Kashi, then waited.

Elsewhere, Kashi was just rounding up his discussions with the chiefs when he was notified of an incoming call from Lunette. A broad smile spread as Kashi took out a Rink from his inventory then answered the call. Since she specifically chose the Rink instead of the friend's list, he did not bother going to a separate corner to answer the call. "Hey, Lune," Kashi greeted with an amused chuckle. Recalling how she had berated him before, he added, "Been a while, hasn't it?"

Lunette beamed, her eyes almost watering. She never realized just how much she missed him until that moment. "It has," she acknowledged in a small voice. She hesitated, surprisingly at a loss as to what to say next, especially with everybody watching. Damn, now she wished she had first called in secret. "H-How, have you been?"

Kashi smiled wryly. He recalled his self-inflicted torture, to fighting the dragon and legion of ghouls, to getting knocked out for an entire week, then 'his interrogations,' life in the pit, and fighting Zeing. "Great." He laughed. "Life's been exciting." He paused, then asked, tone somewhat dark, "What about you? They didn't hurt you, did they?"

Lunette shook her head. "I'm fine. They didn't touch me," she lied. She wasn't sure why she did, but the words were out before she could think about it. "Everyone's here, including Asha, if you want to say hi."

Kashi started. "Asha's there!?" Sure, Kira had told him, and he believed her, but getting confirmation still shocked him.

"Yes, she is," Lunette confirmed. She hesitated, then asked, "Do you want to speak with her?"

"Of course!" Kashi replied, without hesitation. "I can't believe she came!"

Collective groans rang out in the cave, like the low grumble of a dragon. Jade voiced everyone's thoughts as she muttered in disbelief, "Idiot."

Almost like she was used to it, Lunette only passed the sphere to Asha with a wry smile.

Asha raised a brow as she accepted the sphere. Before Kashi could even greet her, she rebuked, "What kind of man cannot hold a conversation for five minutes with his woman."

Silence. Pin-drop silence. 

Three seconds later, each person reacted differently as they began to show recovery from the shock. Lunette's mouth was wide open, her cheeks burning scarlet, which Jade watched with exaggerated laughter. Shoko shook her head with a wry smile, while Syèl flashed Asha a thumbs-up, completely loving the situation.

On the other side, Kashi froze as he weathered an assortment of intrigued, amused, and even a few mocking gazes from the chiefs. For the first time in the daeben's life, he was entirely blank as to what to do next. Kashi opened his mouth, but then shut it when he realized he had nothing to say.

Woman? Was Lunette his woman? Since when? How? Sure he had saved her a few times, and she had also helped him a lot. He also could not deny that apart from Kira, and to an extent Leila, Lunette was probably the person he was closest to. 

Kashi's brows furrowed. But did that mean he liked her that way? He did enjoy listening to her sing. It was equal parts relaxing, inspiring, and sometimes terrifying. Wait, terrifying? Why would he find her songs terrifying? His frown deepened as his mind tethered on a memory so thin he could barely grasp it. But when he tried to reach it, the memory vanished like smoke, buried deep in his subconscious. 

Kashi instinctively felt the importance of that memory, but try as he might, it would not resurface. More importantly, he began to wonder if his fascination with Lunette was borne from that subconscious memory, whatever it was. But then, that did not explain why he found her presence so important. After all, the moment she died, he felt like he had lost everything—which made absolutely no sense. 

This was a virtual reality game. At worst, Lunette would log in with a brand new character. But then somehow, Kashi felt they were somehow similar. Somehow, she would not be the same 'Lunette' that he knew if she were to die. Maybe that was the real reason he was attracted to her. She  lived  in the virtual world. Of all the players he had met, very few were as fully immersed as she was. 

Kashi finally understood. He did not know anything about love. Both his predecessors were hopeless in that aspect. But he did know that the songstress, for one reason or another, was an indispensable part of his existence. As to whether this was love or not...

"No," Kashi said, without a trace of hesitation. "She and I are not like that. There are absolutely no romantic notions between us..." Kashi could not see them, but in the cave, there was a sharp collective intake of breath. No one had expected such a cold-hearted rejection. Maybe he would have said no, but at least stammer or waver a little dammit! "...yet."

This time, Kashi could hear the explosion of "What!?" from the onlookers.

Completely ignoring the reaction, his words got, Kashi continued, "It is not impossible for such a thing to occur in the future. After all, I do admit that Lune has become more than just an important ally or friend. But, it is also true that at the moment, I do not harbor any romantic feelings."

In the cave, over twenty pairs of eyes turned to the songstress, Asha's the most pained of them all. The chetah had surmised from Lunette's frantic desires to save Kashi that they were a couple and a tight one at that. Never in her life did she think she would have caused Lunette to face such an embarrassment instead. Asha was about to apologize, but then stopped at Lunette's strange countenance.

Lunette was smiling! That's right; the young girl was just publicly rejected was smiling! And it was not a forced or pained smile either. The Lunette, who had that small smile, had never shone brighter or looked more beautiful. It was beyond mind-boggling.

But only Lunette herself knew why she was so pleased—finally, she knew. In the future, whenever someone asked her when she fell in love with Kashi, she would have an answer. It was not the numerous times he saved her, nor the few moments they had together. It wouldn't even be soon when the two of them would stand together to face the impossible. 

It was right there. At the exact moment that Kashi rejected her so resolutely. That was the moment Lunette fell for him. 

Why? 

It was illogical, but the daeben's steadfast nature in his beliefs was one of the few things she found attractive about him. Sure, Kashi might be callous, sometimes rude even; a major airhead when it came to anything not related to fighting, but nine out of ten men would have hesitated or waited for her answer before outrightly rejecting her. 

Some would calculate the chances of Lunette's agreement before giving her an answer. Many others would see it as a possible chance to corner her into an agreement. After all, not many people can say no when faced with such an expectant crowd.

But not Kashi. He was faithful to himself in a way she had never seen in anyone else. He was more than capable of betraying the entire world on a whim, but he would never betray himself. Such resoluteness was far too rare. She knew very well that if he liked her or even had the slightest interest towards her, he would have proclaimed it without hesitation. 

Didn't that mean that Kashi would be more than loyal should he ever love her?

So, yes, Lunette was overjoyed. Because she finally had proof that she had chosen well. No matter what happened in the future, whether Kashi grew to love her or not, she knew he would not betray her. That in itself was far more important than fleeting romance.

Lunette laughed as she scolded Kashi, "If you have time to proclaim such nonsense, how about you reveal your situation and whatever diabolical plan you have."

Kashi was just as surprised as everyone else at her reply. But his initial shock was quickly replaced with pleased familiarity. "My plans are not diabolical. But you are right. I do have a plan." Kashi went on to relay his entire experience in Second Under, up till the meeting of the dwarves.

Asha's brows furrowed. "I am starting to believe you are the cat. How many lives do you have?"

"Just one auspicious one," Kashi replied with a short laugh. "How about you guys, how you been holding up?"

"Nothing on our end," Asha replied. "But Lunette-san had quite the adventure." She allowed Lunette to relate her own experiences during her short stay in prison.

Kashi frowned. "That is a power crystal. Different crystals have different activation methods. It looks like this one gathers mana from songs of high quality. This might be a bit troublesome. Judging by the size of that crystal, it might be strong enough to bury the entirety of Second Under. Then there's Ruse. If that guy is here, things might get even more troublesome. He's far more powerful than Froy." Kashi paused to think. "Asha, how are you and your men?"

"We have been waiting for you to be found," Asha vaguely replied. "Now that you are, I can consider our debt to paid."

"Fair enough," agreed Kashi. "But before you leave, I have a proposal for you if you are interested."

"Speak."

"Enemy of my Enemy."

Asha's brows furrowed, though a nearly indiscernible glint appeared in her eyes. "Keep talking."





2 Hours Later,

An impressive delegation totaling almost thirty in number, leisurely toured the streets of the dwarven settlements. The sight of this fearsome group, which comprised the highest of the elites which were comparable to the Summoned themselves, caused the dwarfs to shrink away in fear. Some backed up off the street, while others even ran into their homes. Whatever their decision, no dwarf dared to glance at this group carelessly. As with a wave of their hand, they were more than capable of killing off half of the population.

At the head of the delegation were two men. Both were garbed in astonishing armor, which had sashes that denoted their rank. The golden-haired, middle-aged man sported a red sash, while the brown-haired, youthful figure next to him had a purple sash.

Inside one of the houses the figures passed by, a daeben inspected the elites through a window. "I recognize Froy. Who's the other one?" Beside him, at the other side of the window, stood a commoner dwarf. Kashi had chosen to stay in this house during the procession to reduce the chance of getting caught. 

The dwarf recalled the look on his elder's face when he instructed him to answer and respect this daeben. Though his eyes revealed his uncertainty, a bile-filled voice reluctantly answered, "He is called Ruse, and he is the Primate of this region."

Kashi's eyes flashed in recognition. Something of a grin spread as he remembered the bet he had made with the primate. His initial excitement suddenly cooled when he realized something was amiss. From their stroll, Kashi was positive Ruse did not know he had escaped. Or else the efforts to find him would have been much profound.

Kashi's lips curled in a sly smile as he stared at Froy's retreating back.  ‘ Why are you hiding this from your superior? Fine, consider this our secret.’  After all, this was far more convenient for Kashi. As long as Ruse remained, it seemed Froy's men would not search as openly as they had before. Perfect.

Kashi looked at the smoldering dwarf opposite him. "Those shoulder capes. Is there something behind them?" It was not like he could not feel the dwarf's hostility. In fact, for someone as sensitive as Kashi, it was like the dwarf kept slamming invisible barriers onto him. But he chose to ignore it completely. After all, hatred as deep as this usually requires several generations to cool down. It was not something he could achieve by merely striking a deal with the dwarven chiefs.

The dwarf grunted but grudgingly replied nonetheless. He explained that the ceremonial armor was usually only worn on occasions such as the inspection that was going on at the moment. Also, the sash denoted rank among the Chaos Order. 

The ranks were in order: White for Laites, Yellow for Priests, Blue for Monigs, Red for Supreme Priests, Purple for Primates, Gold for Cardinals, and Black for a delegation no one knew as no one had never actually seen the wearer of the black sash. 

The dwarf further explained that though there were over a million Laites, the number of Priests was just a tenth of that number. That number further decreased by another tenth for each increment. In total, there were only about fifty Primates in the entire continent, and roughly ten cardinals, none of which left the Chaos Order's hidden holy land.

When Kashi inquired as to how the dwarf knew so much, he was slightly surprised to find out the Order added the information as part of their 'sermons' to bring people under the banner of 'Lord Razznik.' After all, power is attractive. When offered an opportunity by such a thriving underground group that actively pursued chaos, how many of this world's stragglers and poor wouldn't join?

Kashi glanced at the receding delegation. Despite being humiliated and insulted several times by Froy, Kashi felt no burning desire to rush over and beat him up. Sometimes Kashi wondered if he was still missing some essential parts of fully being alive. The average human would at least have their heart quicken from a desire for revenge. Hell, even Razznik had that rage. 

Kashi shook his head. No use thinking about it. Whatever the reason, he was who he was now. He once again glanced at the figures who were about to leave his sight. "Soon, I'll fulfill my promise. Don't worry," Kashi whispered.

With that, Kashi exited the house. He seemed to wander for a while, then suddenly disappeared from view.

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 96: Gentleman's Revenge

    
    
    
    
                Froy was having a terrible week. A genuinely awful week. First, the losses incurred in kidnapping the damned daeben, Kashi, had been far beyond estimations. Sure, thanks to numerous wars, the Chaos Order had accumulated many corpses over the centuries, but the success rate of turning a corpse to a ghoul was one in ten. 

And even then, the processes and materials required were neither easily accessible nor small. Losing over three hundred in one go was something he never anticipated. Since the ghouls’ creation, no one had taken advantage of their self-destruct function. To have done that so adeptly; what the hell was that daeben!? Was he even a hume?

The loss of so many ghouls severely weakened Froy’s army. Unlike most of the other bases, Second Under's primary force was comprised of ghouls. There were a few dozen humes, but their main job was to supervise the ghouls.

That was bad enough, but then the very person Froy incurred all those losses to capture eventually escaped. Even worse, that annoying bastard Ruse had chosen now of all times to show up unannounced. Froy knew very well he could not stall for much longer. Sooner or later, he would have to break the news of Kashi's escape. When that happened, Ruse would not waste the opportunity to strip him of his rank, or worse yet, have Froy executed like he did Froy's brother.

Froy's creased brows softened somewhat as he gazed, almost lustfully, at the power crystal in front of him. Despite the bleakness of the last two weeks, this crystal was more than enough to cover his losses. Froy extended his arm and placed it on the crystal. He'd had Ruse escorted to the amphitheater to watch the captive, Lunette's performance. He would soon join them, but first, he must complete this particular piece of business, as an insurance against the future.

Froy glanced at two mages at the entrance and nodded. 

The mages politely bowed their heads then exited the chamber, jamming the door shut behind them. A concealment barrier activated, blocking all sounds and magical undulations from getting exposed to the outside.

Froy closed his eyes and began a low chant. Powerful ripples cascaded off the crystal accompanied by an otherworldly pressure that would have crushed Froy had he not been 'connected' to the crystal. Froy's chants rose ferociously as the crystal released wild undulations, each fighting back against Froy's desire.

If one looked very closely, they would have been shocked to find the crystal decrease by a small percentage with each ripple it sent out.





An Hour Later

Froy, accompanied by a few soldiers and mages, stopped at a magnificent door that looked oddly out of place in this underground world of stone and lava. It was constructed entirely of metal, with extravagantly bright colors, and a man-sized engraving of 'The Destroyer' that split down the middle.

Froy walked through as a pair of ghouls opened the doors. The doors opened to a large hall with a magnificent stage at the opposite end. Rows of luxurious benches marked the scene, but most were empty on account of the lack of guests available.

The hall was initially built by the daeben when they took up bases in Merriheim (Daebens loved art. Performances by singers and orchestras were a known favorite of the daebens), but 'The Destroyer' engraving on the door was added when the Chaos Order took over. 

Though the hall was rarely, if ever used, the chairs were kept in pristine condition. Now and then, Froy would, on a whim, decide to put on a show. There were several artists and musicians locked away in their dungeons for these whims. 

Who would have guessed Froy’s little hobby would catch the attention of several of his peers and higher-ups? After all, an amphitheater built by the daebens could never be compared with the normal ones set up even in the largest cities. The acoustics in the hall was on an entirely different level to anything found elsewhere on the continent, which made listening to orchestral and singing performances almost divine. 

Froy would host a show for his brothers in arms whenever they came to visit. It was a significant advantage over his peers as he got to rub shoulders with many primates and one scarce occasion, two cardinals. 

If not for this Kashi fiasco, Froy would have been on the fast track for promotion. HQ newly appointed Ruse over Merriheim in the past year. As a result, Ruse was yet to be won over by the amphitheatre. 

Froy noticed Zafree standing off to the side and beckoned him over. The halben nodded and walked over with steady steps. Froy's eyebrows creased a bit at this. He sensed something off, but he could not place a finger on what it was. Shrugging it off as over-stimulated suspicion due to his nerves, he asked, "Is she ready?"

Zafree allowed himself a proud smile. "Yes, my Lord." His eyes gleamed as he pointed toward the stage which a young woman had stepped upon. Her hands and feet were bound by shackles with slightly longer chains between them to allow her some restricted movement. Her magic, however, was not sealed. Behind her followed three humans. "My lord, this is the finest musician we have ever caught. My lord, your foresight in ordering her capture is to be praised." 

Froy looked toward the stage where the four captives had taken their places behind some instruments laid out in advance for them. He allowed himself a self-satisfied smile as his eyes danced across Lunette's frame, but that soon turned to a scowl. "Those three behind her. Who are they? I have never seen them before."

"Ah, a new batch, my lord," Zafree hastily replied. His voice considerably lowered as he leaned in and whispered, "We've been so busy in the search for that daeben I forgot to introduce you to them."

Froy's frown deepened. "How goes the search. Any signs?"

Zafree hesitated, his brows knitted together in a nervous frown.

"Well!?"

Zafree swallowed hard. "N-No news, my lord." Zafree could almost feel the rage pouring out of Froy's pores. He hastily added, "However, between our men and Nadir, we have almost covered all the tunnels. I also personally confirmed that no one has accessed any of the exits."

Froy's brows relaxed. The reports he received about the daeben did make him out to be a resourceful strategist. It would be strange if they caught him so quickly. If it was not for the stark hatred, dwarfs had for daebens—wait!

Froy's eyes burned as he realized he had made a significant oversight. That daeben had somehow reconciled the drakul and humes in Rosendun (No one knew about the transfer of ownership between Kashi and Xeim (Drakul King)). Who was to say he had not attempted something similar here in Second Under? What's worse, he may even have succeeded!

When Froy thought of the possibility that Kashi had been laughing from the shadows while he proudly toured the dwarven settlements, his intestines felt like they were tied in a knot. Controlling his raging emotions as best he could, Froy ordered, "Expand the search to the dwarfs! Chances are they are hiding him. It would explain why our efforts to find him have been futile."

Without waiting for Zafree's reply, Froy angrily made his way to the front row, where Ruse sat, his full attention on Lunette, who had started a slow number. Even as angry as Froy was, he could not help but feel his rage slowly washed away by Lunette's soothing voice. Froy took out a green pill from a small pouch and popped it into his mouth. This was the Calm Heart pill. He had found a bottle of it in an abandoned dungeon some years past. It had a unique ability to keep its user's heart steady for an hour. Within that hour, be it, god or man, no one would be able to frighten its user or differentiate between lies and truth.

It was from studying this pill that Froy had created the  [ Calm Heart ]  spell he used when he spoke to Ruse. But he did not dare use the spell in Ruse's presence. For one, Ruse was exceptionally talented at spotting magic ripples within a person's body. It was not so easy when he was speaking through a medium, but if he were next to the person, no matter how well he hid it, Ruse would spot the activation of or the ripples of magic in use. Because of this, Froy needed to use the pill even though he only had four left.

Froy smiled as he felt his heartbeat settle, and the new wave of confidence that washed over him. Ah, right now, even if Aethir herself were to show up, Froy felt like he would not be scared. The High Priest took a seat next to Ruse, not perturbed in the least by how Ruse all but ignored his presence.

"She is a beauty, isn't she?" Froy commented with a smile.

"Hmm? Ah, yes, yes, she is," Ruse muttered distractedly. His eyes simply could not leave the songstress, whose delicate fingers danced across the piano. He did not even care about the three humans behind her, who accompanied her in the song. All his attention was drawn to the woman. He made his decision. "I want her."

Froy's eyes darkened. This was not a request—it was a command!  ‘ This son of a bitch! I did not lose so many ghouls so that you can reap the rewards!’  However, thanks to the pill, his heart quickly settled. "Exulted Prime, I lost a lot of manpower acquiring this woman. She belongs to the Maggots. You can imagine how hard it was to get her."

Ruse frowned, annoyed by Froy's disturbance. He wanted to appreciate the woman in front of him without distractions. "We'll talk later."

Froy instinctively fingered the crystal hanging on his ear.  ‘ Sure, we'll talk!’

Zafree quietly left the hall to execute his lord's orders. As he made his way to the dwarven settlements, a rather sinister grin marred his face. His body slightly flickered as he entered an abandoned tunnel. Surprisingly, on the other side, Syèl was the one who walked out of the tunnels. "Haha, who would've thought he would see this far." 

That's right, Kashi had asked Lunette to glean as much information from the original Zafree as she could. Once that was done, they discreetly killed him and the soldiers that followed. After this, Syèl assumed Zafree's identity and led Lunette to the amphitheatre. He gave the shackles’ keys to Lunette and the triplets to use at their discretion. 

Zafree  was then to remind Froy about his search for Kashi. If Froy did not put the dots together himself, it was  Zafree's  job to push him in the direction of the dwarven settlements subtly. Luckily, Froy thought of that possibility on his own, which reduced the risks of  Zafree  saying something that might give away his true identity.

Syèl was not entirely sure why Kashi was voluntarily blowing his hiding spot, but the daeben refused to tell him the whole plot, just in case he got caught. Syèl shrugged as he waited for the cooldown on his illusion spell to wear off. Whatever, the more secretive, the better the surprise.





While Froy and Ruse attended Lunette's performance, unbeknownst to them, a matter of enormous significance was taking place in the Dwarven council. 

Kashi stood at the head of the council with about thirty-three ghouls behind him. "I introduce you to my friends." At Kashi's signal, the ghouls ripped off their bandage robes to reveal the chetah and her squad, Hektor and Jade. 

Paaie Nilsen frowned. "These are your reinforcements?"

Kashi cast an apologetic glance Asha's way to prevent her from lashing out in anger. To his surprise, she was as composed as ever. Okay, it seemed there was more to this woman than rage and anger. At least it seemed she knew when to fight and when to stand down. Turning his gaze back to Nilsen, he asked with a smile, "If a fight were to break out in this hall between all of you and I, how many do you think would die before I am finally killed?"

Nilsen frowned. Kashi’s words were, in a sense, provocation, but she still answered somewhat reluctantly, "Probably all of us. And I do not have the confidence we will be able to kill you in the end." They had all witnessed the explosive power towards the end of his fight in the coliseum. None had the confidence to take on that thing.

Kashi smiled. "I apologize if I was too direct, but I was trying to make a point. Sometimes, it's more a matter of quality than quantity. For example, I can guarantee these two," he gestured at Jade and Asha, "are just as strong as I am. These three," he gestured at Hektor, Diatte, and Kaga, "are only slightly weaker, and the rest should have similar strength as you guys. Also, they all have accumulated fighting experience for a long time, whereas you guys have not even had minor conflicts in ten years. Hell, I have a feeling they don't even let you tussle among yourselves."

Breixo guffawed at that, "HAHAHAHA! Exactly! We can't even fart without those Order bastards ordering an exorcism!  Schcuck , if these young'uns are as strong as you say they are, then they're worth more than fifty of these old bones HAHAHAHA!"

Anton, on the other hand, was not as enthusiastic, "You are investing a lot of personnel into this. What happens when the Order sends its entire army to wipe us out. You should know this is not their Headquarters in Merriheim. Ruse is in charge of that, and only he knows its location."

Kashi nodded. "I have a safe bet it's on the other side of the 'claw.' Even if they come by sea, they will still require a week at the very least. I’ve already made preparations for that. A company of soldiers is marching from Rosendun as we speak. They should make it here before the Order." 

Anton brows furrowed. This daeben, how far ahead does he plan? Wouldn't it be far wiser to have someone like this as an ally? Everyone knew, after all, that there was no such thing as true neutrality in war. Anton decided he would speak of this matter with the council later. "That is good then. We accept, and thank you for your aid in our time of need, Kashi-dono, Asha-dono."

Kashi smiled as Yngvar Kernode stood up from his seat and walked over to them. He gave them all a once over, then snorted. "Your weapons and gear have all seen better days. Come, we'll see if we do not have anything for you."

Asha gave her approval, and her men followed Yngvar to find the armory. Hektor remained behind because, to him, only weapons created by Kashi were worth using, while Jade did not need any weapons. Asha never wore armor to start with, and her swords had been with her since she began the quest to save her people. Their value was immeasurable. She would not change them until they were either stolen or broken.

Kashi watched all this with a satisfied expression. At that moment, a call came in. When Kashi saw Syèl's name, he quickly answered. "How'd it go?"

"Perfect," Syèl reported as he narrated his conversation with Froy.

"Good," Kashi said. "Guess I should get into position then. If all goes well, this should come to an end tonight."

"Night, day, can't tell the difference down here," Syèl mocked. "Anyway, I'll be returning to my 'post'. Wouldn't want our dear lord Froy to be kept waiting after all. One last thing. Froy seems to have a lot of confidence in this Nadir guy. Whatever you're planning, be careful."

Kashi expressed his thanks then cut the line. He turned to Hektor, Jade, and Asha. "I'm off. You guys know what to do."

Kashi gave each person their orders once more. It was quite simple, really: Destroy everything when they get the signal. 

Kashi exchanged a few words with each of the chiefs then made his way to the exit. His feet paused on the threshold when a sleepy voice called out to him. He turned to see Kira walking over with a yawning Zuri on her back.

"Kash-Kash, are you leaving?"

"Mm," Kashi nodded, a warm smile on his face. "I have to take care of something."

Zuri hesitated. Small fingers nervously clutched Kira's fur as she asked, "Can Zuri come?"

Kashi thought for a bit. "Do you want to come with me?" Zuri nodded so fast and vigorously, Kashi was afraid her head would fall off. "Kira's not coming through."

Zuri hesitated. She liked riding on Kira. Her fur was so soft. "Kira can't come?"

Kashi shook his head. He almost burst out laughing when he saw Kira close her eyes and bow her head as if in prayer.

Zuri deliberated for all of ten seconds before she reluctantly slid off Kashi's back. The elated direwolf almost screamed and jumped with joy. She, however, retained her solemn exterior when Zuri appeared in front of her with teary eyes. "Zuri'll come back, okay? Don't miss Zuri too much, okay?" Zuri stood on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around Kira's neck.

As proud as Kira was, she did not have a heart of stone. Kira sighed and nuzzled down to the little girl. She then wriggled free and blew against Zuri's face, causing the little girl to giggle as the breeze blew away her tears. Kira cast Kashi a meaningful look then jogged off to the side before the little monster changed her mind.

Kashi ruffled Zuri's hair with a snarky smirk. "Think you can keep up?"

"Yeah!" Zuri proclaimed with a confident smile of her own. 

"Come on then," Kashi beckoned as he sped out of the council and into the tunnels, followed closely by Zuri.





Thirty Minutes Later,

Ruse rose to his feet with thunderous applause as Lunette finished her last song. In all his years, he had never heard a voice as heavenly. When added to the beautiful youth, it was enough to make any man crave a taste. "Magnificent! Totally Magnificent! Haha, Froy, you found a rare treasure! By Razznik, who would have ever thought such a gem could exist among those uncouth Summoned. Ah, I do not know when she will decide to abandon this body. I must convince her!" 

Ruse’s voice was loud, obnoxious, and did not permit anyone to object his desire. It was clear he had already made up his mind, and anyone who tried to get in his way would suffer for it. He noticed Froy's frown and smiled, "Ah, don't worry Froy, I will certainly compensate you double the losses you incurred getting this gem. Soon, a position for a new primate will be opening up. That old couth Rendall finally kicked the bucket. One extra recommendation wouldn't hurt, right?"

Froy started as a huge grin took the place of his frown. What? All this for the girl? Then why did he invest so much in war preparations, going as far as to prime the Power Crystal in case he needed to fight Ruse in a one-on-one battle? Truth be told, he had decided to kill Ruse here, then blame it on Kashi. 

Afterall, when HQ found out that Kashi had escaped, then Ruse would have him executed him—no!

Froy realized his way of thinking was flawed from the start. Ruse's fascination over this girl was even more dangerous for him. After all, if Ruse had him executed, then Ruse would collect the girl for free without anyone to dispute his claims. Froy gritted his teeth. No, as long as Kashi remained captured, he would have to fight it out with Ruse. Either he succeeded and lived, or failed and died. Shit, why did this fool have to become so infatuated with the girl? It had made any chance of possible negotiation null and void.

How was Froy to know that the only reason he was not affected by Lunette's charm was that he had used the Calm Heart pill? That legendary pill prevented all external influences from affecting the heart. That was the only reason he had not fallen to Lunette's charm. The thought never crossed his mind as he had only used it to block fear and tell lies. To him, those were the only uses, but how could a pill of the legend rank be so limited?

The pill was still in effect, so Froy could easily manage his temper. He was all smiles as he relented with a seemingly dejected sigh, "Fine, she is yours. I cannot refute such a generous offer. Come, let us meet the daeben. How about we have her accompany us?" Without waiting for a reply, he beckoned Lunette over. "Feel free to hum or sing. Just keep us company while we go see your friend."

Ruse sensed no abnormalities in Froy's tone, so he was overjoyed. Who would have thought he would gain such a treasure from this quest.  ‘ Froy, this sly dog, if I had not arrived without warning, he would have found someone else to entertain me. Haha!’  "Lead the way," Ruse motioned enthusiastically, though he hung back to chat with Lunette and bask in her glorious voice. 

Neither of the two men noticed one of the escorting ghouls squeeze its fist so tightly that a splotch of dark red appeared on the dirty bandages.

Froy fingered the crystal earring as he made his way to the Perdition Pit. He planned to end things there. Even Ruse, with all of his magic, would be rendered human if he fell into that pit. His initial plan was to go all out and use the crystal's power to force Ruse into the hole, but in Ruse's current state, Froy was confident he would not need to activate the crystal. 

The crystal was his one-use trump card. It would not do to waste it.

Ruse was oblivious to Froy's nefarious plan. All he cared about was the goddess beside him. Despite being a captive, Lunette was neither overbearing nor servile. She never initiated any conversation, but she politely responded whenever she was spoken to, even encouraging further discussion. When they didn't talk, he was content to listen to her hum a strange tune he had never heard before.

Eventually, they reached the perdition pit. 

Froy was surprised to find only one guard at the entrance. But when he asked, he was relieved to hear that Zafree was the one who brought the rest away to search the dwarven settlements for the daebens. 

Reassured, Froy led the party down a flight of steps to the dark underground where the pit lay. Froy pointed at the hole. "He's down there." He turned to a ghoul beside the pit. "Light it up." 

The ghoul stepped over to a wall and pushed in a section of the wall. With a loud groan, a section of the ceiling slid away to reveal a fluorescent crystal whose light flooded the entire chamber, even reaching into the depths of the pit.

Any other day and Ruse might have told Froy to check first, but he was so infatuated with Lunette, he had long since forgotten caution. Or maybe he wanted to show off his prowess, who knows? 

Whatever the reason, Ruse swaggered over to the edge of the pit and then glanced down. A slight frown appeared on his face. Froy had already begun sneaking up to his back when Ruse suddenly whirled around and stared at Froy. "You didn't tell me you had  two  daebens."

Froy's face had initially lost color because he had thought he'd been caught, but Ruse's next words made him blanch even further.  ‘What!?’  Froy rushed over to the edge of the pit and peered inside. Sure enough, two daebens were peering up at him with amused expressions.  ‘ H-how!? When did they get back!? Who caught them!? What's going on here!?’

Oblivious to Froy's panicked state, Ruse had already returned his attention to the daebens in the pit. "Kashi, is it? It is a pleasure to meet you in person. I have a lot of questions for you."

Kashi grinned at the Primate. "Ah, and you must be Ruse. Remember the promise I made you a week ago?"

Ruse frowned. "Wha—"  Shove!  Ruse was shocked to find himself in the air. He turned to stare at Lunette with a searching gaze filled with pain. "Why?" He never got his reply as she began to disappear from his sight, replaced by rock with numerous markings and sigils engraved onto them. He tried to ignite his flames, but they refused to work. 

That was right. No magic could function in this pit.

Ruse's descent suddenly came to a halt, and fear gripped Ruse's heart as a mass of black filled his vision. 

Kashi's grinned as he gripped Ruse by the throat. "The order might be wrong, but I still get to kill you."

Ruse's fear gave way to maniacal laughter. "Fool, Idiot! This is only a flame clone! I'll be coming for you! All of y—"  Blurksh!  Tissue and bone exploded in every direction as Zuri jumped and clapped his head between her hands.

Zuri stuck out her tongue in a disgusted expression as she spat out some brain matter that had inadvertently entered her mouth. Zuri looked up at Kashi's incredulous expression and innocently justified herself with a cutely scrunched nose. "He was too loud..."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 97: Kill Them All

    
    
    
    
                ‘Wh-Wh-What the hell is going on!?’  Froy's mind, which had yet to recover from the shock of seeing Kashi in the pit, nearly went dark at Ruse's demise. Even worse, Ruse's final words burned fear deep into the recesses of his stomach. He knew what those words meant. Ruse would return within the week with the main army, and he would raze everything to the ground, Froy included. 

Froy wanted to weep. Had he offended Lord Razznik in some way? Why was everything going against him? From the beginning, any attempt to slay Ruse would have given the same result. Since when did Primates use clones to visit their subordinates!? What was this!? Was Ruse not too careful? Froy wanted to curse. Curse everything to hell! Right now, he only had one route to survival, and that was to flee to another primate's territory. Yes, yes, that was what he would do.

All these thoughts and more flittered through Froy's mind in a second. In the next, he had already spun around to flee for his life. It was at this moment that one of the ghouls appeared at his back. Sharp acute pain tore up Froy's back as a dagger slid into his back and tore upwards. Pain! Unimaginable pain flared up his back, but in the end, he was still a high priest of the Chaos Order. He bit down on his lip and focused on that pain instead. "Song of the Swift!" 

The crystal earring pulsated with warm light, which then covered Froy's entire frame. His speed doubled, allowing him to dart across the room in a flash. Only when he reached the staircase did he allow himself a wary glance over his shoulder, just in time to see the accursed daeben leap out of the pit with the smaller one. 

What's more, the ghoul that had struck Froy ripped off the bandage on its face to reveal the stern glare of a snowy-haired youth. Only now did Froy genuinely understand. He was tricked! 

All of this, everything was staged by that daeben! Froy’s features contorted with explicit rage. All thoughts of running away disappeared from his mind. He would destroy this daeben! He would not allow that daeben's soul to return to the circle!

"[ Vengeance ]!"  Froy bellowed. Cracks spread along the walls at the force embedded in his voice. The crystal pulsed again, but this time the glow was black and chaotic. It wrapped around Froy till the only things visible were a pair of red glowing eyes as guttural growls akin to a beast escaped his throat. 

An eerily familiar voice distorted beyond recognition began to fill the room. 
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Kashi frowned. He knew this would not be an easy fight. His bow already equipped, he nocked an arrow in preparation as his eyes narrowed in concentration. Beside him, Zuri was down on all fours, teeth snarled like a wolf's. Shadow stealthily made his way in front of Lunette to act as a shield. Without a conductor, Lunette had no defensive abilities. 

Meanwhile, Lunette's expression twisted as she listened to the eerie voice coming from the crystal. Unlike the others, she knew very well whose voice that was. Her brows knitted together as she glared at the crystal. A competition against herself? Perfect, bring it on! She would surpass her former self!

Zuri burst forward at Lunette's first note, supported on all sides by Kashi's arrows. To Kashi's shock, her speed on all fours was almost on par with the fastest land animals! Cracks formed on the ground as she kicked off like a bullet till her claws were just inches away from Froy's face. 

"DAH!"

Zuri and the arrows were blown back as a tangible manifestation of sound slammed against them like a brick wall. Kashi swiftly advanced and caught Zuri before she hit the ground. Zuri licked off a faint trace of blood off her lower lip. "Strong," she confessed.

Kashi smiled as he ruffled her hair. "Who's the strongest?"

Zuri grinned back at him. "Kashi and Zuri, of course!"

Kashi laughed. "That's right!"

Froy did not sit idle while the two conversed. He dashed towards them as the song from the crystal changed. Sound waves pulsed around his advancing body, then switched to a whirlwind that blew across the room. To Kashi's shock, those sound waves changed properties to cold snowflakes. This all occurred in a tenth of a second, plunging the entire room into a blizzard.

Kashi cursed as he received a 50% penalty to his speed and a drop of 10 HP every five seconds. His resistances focused on fire and electricity. Ice still considerably slowed him down. But judging from Zuri and the other's reactions, he had gotten off light. The others had their feet frozen to the ground, and snow had begun to pile on their bodies. The only thing that prevented them from dying on the spot was Lunette's desperate song, which increased resistance to magic.

Kashi eyes narrowed at Froy, who steadily advanced, utterly unaffected by the cold. He threw a punch that connected with the priest's fist. The snow around them momentarily cleared from the impact between their blows. 

Kashi winced as he was lifted off the ground. He flew for a few meters before he landed and staggered several steps backward. Kashi looked up at Froy, who had not budged in the slightest. Okay, Kashi admitted he was inferior strength-wise.

But battles have never been won solely by strength.

Kashi adopted a formal martial arts stance, completely disregarding the cold around his body. He waved Froy over. "Come."

Enraged, but confident in his superior strength, Froy rushed Kashi arm pulled back for another blow. Once in range, Froy's fist tore straight at Kashi's face for a critical impact.

However, Kashi simply took a small step back and, with the palm of his hand, slightly brushed the side of Froy's fist. This slight deviation sent the fist right by Kashi's face.  Spltch!  A small mark appeared on Kashi’s cheeks, but the daeben could ignore thousands of such little injuries. 

Instead, Kashi made the most of the chance he had created. Even as Froy's eyes widened in shock, Kashi moved into the priest’s personal space and then directly connected a punch to the man's stomach. 

Kashi grinned as Froy’s eyes widened in shock. Stupid, sacrificing defense for strength. Kashi fully intended to punish the idiot for his mistake. Kashi let loose a flurry of blows and kicks on the shocked Froy, who could not understand how the daeben could be so strong—especially considering the snowfield. 

Kashi’s speed should have dropped below half!

Froy's shock was not without merit. Most people caught in the snowfield would find it difficult to move a single step, let alone fight as freely as Kashi did. Unfortunately, Kashi had always prioritized agility over strength while leveling up. And even more, he had the passive 100% buff to his movement speed from Angel Step Technique. Then there was his considerable Magic Resistance. Even if it were not specifically Ice immunity, most magic techniques would have their effects at least halved when he fought against them. If all of that still was not enough, when Kashi activated the Angel Step Technique, his speed almost tripled at 250%. All of this together made this entirely unfair for Froy, who depended on sealing his opponent's movements.

Despite the tides overturning so much, Froy deserved his title of High Priest. He immediately switched tactics, adopting a more defensive position so he could block Kashi's attacks. His overwhelming strength meant that now and then, he would knock Kashi back, but when he attempted a counterblow, Kashi would lightly guide them away and resume his barrage of blows. 

Pa! Pa! Pa! Pa!

Kashi's frenzied attacks quickened when he saw his teammates' health bars cross the halfway line. Zuri's fell the fastest, almost reaching the critical stages. In a matter of minutes, she would be the first to die. Kashi had no desire to see that reality. Because of this, he rained blow after blow against Froy's body. 

Froy noticed Kashi's desperation and laughed heartily, mocking him. "You think you can kill me!? Hahaha! Watch your friends die first! You'll soon meet them in the afterlife!"

Kashi clucked his tongue. Fuck! Even with his defense lowered, Froy was still one tough bastard. The title of Elite Boss was not for show! No wonder Froy could easily sacrifice defense for attack. 

Despite Froy’s lanky frame, Kashi could not take his defense lightly. A resplendent glow emanated in Kashi's eye as he used  [ Hawk Eye ]  to search for Froy's weak point, but a brilliant shine from Froy's ears forced his eyes shut! 

Only then did Kashi notice the seemingly inconspicuous crystal earring. He recalled what Lunette had told him about helping Froy with a power crystal, and a smile spread on his lips. Kashi immediately pushed against the ground, creating some distance between himself and Froy. 

Froy was too relieved by the release in pressure to question Kashi's decision. No, he had already guessed the reason. "Hahaha! Did you tire yourself out!? Good, sit tight, and wash your neck!" Froy exploded forth, chaotic energy bursting off him. 

Suddenly a glint caught his eye, and he barely had time to tilt his head to the side as an arrow filled with malice tore through next to him. The arrow easily slid into the rock wall until even its shaft was out of sight.

What an arrow! What speed! Sharpness! Strength! 

Froy swallowed hard as he easily imagined what would have happened if that arrow had struck him. But having dodged it successfully, Froy was confident that his ice field slowed the speed of the arrows to a level he could easily evade. "You missed your chance!" Froy boasted as he chased after the daeben, who overlapped  [ Automatic ]  and  [ Extra Round ]  to release hails of arrows at extreme speeds. 

Unfortunately, despite Kashi's efforts, Froy just continued releasing burst after burst of sound waves to knock away the arrows. From his calculations, Kashi could tell the ‘sound burst’ skill had a cooldown time of 2 seconds with minimal MP cost. The skills drawback was that it lacked enough force to harm the opponent severely. It seemed to be a skill intended to force distance between the user and an attacker. 

Kashi released a frustrated yell as he nocked an arrow and drew on it. He then spun the bow in place, causing the string to twist on itself. Next, a steady stream of mana poured into the arrow till Kashi looked pale. "Drill through!" Kashi ordered as he released the bolt. 

A sharp shrill tore through the air as a small whirlwind formed around the arrow, honed and refined. The mana choking in the arrow spread into the surrounding wind to create a black whirlwind with incredible power. 

An arrow like this would have definitely gone off course, but Kashi used the first skill he learned,  [ Straight Shot ],  to force it straight while increasing the Rotations Per Minute (RPM) with the Drill skill. 

It would not be an exaggeration to say this was one of Kashi's most powerful techniques aside from  [ Asura ]  and  [ Gilgamesh. ]  

Froy harrumphed and released a shout, which fired off a sound barrier. Froy's eyes went wide as the arrow slammed against his barrier. Rather than slow down, the whirlwind only seemed to increased in speed as it ground against the barrier. Froy blanched as cracks began to appear. 

Impossible! Cracks wove across the entirety of the barrier before it ultimately shattered before the might of the whirlwind. 

The ensuing explosion eradicated both the barrier and the whirlwind, but the arrow hidden within sped forth. Even though the explosion had significantly reduced the bolt’s speed, it was still a force to be reckoned with. Froy did not dare to be lax and swiftly dodged to the side. The arrow of considerable strength harmlessly passed him by.

"You missed!" Froy laughed at Kashi's pale expression.

"Did I?" Kashi asked with a small smile.

"Wha—AAAH!" Froy screamed as the arrow which he was sure sped past him suddenly ripped off his ear. His hand flew to the ear where the earring had been only to meet a bloodied stump. To Froy’s credit, he managed to reel in his shock as his eyes flew to the ear, which had begun dropping to the floor. He sprung into action and reached for the ear. 

ZIIP!

An arrow whizzed by, pinning the flesh to its arrowhead. Before Froy could even begin to wonder, a small black hole appeared in front of the arrow. The priest's eyes instinctively flew to Kashi's side, where a similar black hole appeared. The arrow flew out from there at the same speed, but Kashi had already grasped it in his hand, preventing it from flying off. 

Kashi yanked the earring off the piece of flesh and identified it.
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Kashi frowned. He could tell this was a unique item. Regular power crystals gave a boost to some stat or skill, but he had never heard of one that had class and level restrictions. He could also tell that it was this crystal that gave Froy such a jump in power. As if to confirm his thoughts, the ice field collapsed around them. 

Kashi glanced at Froy's disheveled appearance that stared at him with disbelief and fear. That's right. The priest could not fathom what Kashi had done. "It's quite simple, really," Kashi explained as he walked over to Zuri. "I have this ability called  Dimension Break ." He smiled warmly at Zuri, who was scratching her head with frustration. She hated that she had become a burden. "It allows me to send my arrows through a dimension to another space. Well, I guess you can call it mini-teleport though they are not the same."

Kashi took out a potion from his inventory and handed it to Zuri. He patted her head then turned to Lunette and Shadow. Both of them nodded at him to signify they were fine. "It wasn't easy, you know. I was afraid you might expect a homing arrow or something similar, so I had to waste so many shots to get you used to my arrow's speed."

Froy's face was pale with fright. "Th-then that shout at the end?"

Kashi chuckled, even as his eyes stealthily watched his allies' HP rise. "Oh, you mean that desperate scream, right? It was to make you believe that was my final trump card. The pale complexion was real, though. I had to forcibly inject my mana into the arrow since I don't have the corresponding skill yet. Drained a lot out of me." 

Kashi slung his bow over his shoulders. "You never suspected it might turn back. So many arrows had previously passed by you, and none turned back. It's simple psychology. Don't blame yourself. Even I might have fallen for it." As for why he used  [ Dimension Break ]  as opposed to  [ Homing Arrow ] , the shot would have never traveled straight if he used   [ Homing Arrow ]  instead of  [ Straight Shot ] . The arrow would have swerved toward Froy afterward, giving away the arrow's ability to change directions. Froy's guard would then have gone up, even against arrows that passed by him.

Kashi cracked his knuckles. "How about we see how strong you are without that crystal?" Kashi's feet exploded against the earth, and he appeared before Froy almost simultaneously. He then threw a punch aimed at the poor priest's head.

BOOM!

Kashi swiftly retreated as two weapons clashed between him and Froy. He looked up, his eyes shocked when he saw a black knight wielding a giant claymore. The figure that saved Kashi from being squished beneath Nadir’s claymore was the ever silent Shadow, who fell to his knees from the impact.

"K-kill them!" Froy screamed, his eyes a mixture of gloating, joy, and fear. "Nadir, Kill them all!" However, even as he gave the order, he had already turned tail, headed for the stairs.

"Like I'd let you!" Kashi called as he dashed forward. 

The knight kicked Shadow away, then charged straight at Kashi, red hatred burning in its eye sockets. It swung down at Kashi, but the hit never connected. A small frame appeared below its sword and clapped the blade between its tiny hands.

Zuri iris contracted, then straightened similar to a feline's. Cracks rang out as her fingers reconstructed to resemble the paws of a wild beast, with her nails sharpened even further to resemble claws. Those nails dug into the sides of the blade to improve her grip as she glared at the knight. An almost primordial, instinctual cry rose from deep within her,  [ Beast Soul: Soul of the Wolf! ]

Kashi beamed with pride when he saw her transformation. No wonder she was so strong. She must have somehow contracted a hidden profession like his. Only, hers looked much more cooler and battle-oriented that his. Kashi sighed. He really should stop complaining about his class. It's not like he had not witnessed the cheat-like abilities it gave him. "Shadow!" Kashi called as he rushed to the stairs.

"On it!" Shadow promised as he once again appeared behind the knight and drove his blade into its back. The knight's health dropped, but it did not feel pain. It released the claymore and then spun around to elbow Shadow's head, but the assassin swiftly ducked beneath the blow then pushed off to create distance. 

Assassins were not good at direct combat as their defenses and strength were extremely low compared to other classes. They, however, made up for this weakness with increased critical hit chances and bonuses. It was not an exaggeration to say that critical hits from assassins were akin to mortal blows.

The black knight seemed not to care that it missed its strike. It had already turned back to the staircase to give chase. It was at this moment that a song floated into its ears. 

Simply named  Enemy,  this song was designed to pull in monsters and enemies in a 20m radius. Maybe if Nadir was normal, he could resist the effects of this song, but as a mindless contortion of violence, it had no choice but to change directions and head for Lunette. Its claymore reappeared in its hand as it swung down at the songstress.

Lunette's eyes narrowed as a sword appeared in her hand. It was the sword Kashi had given her when they first met. At the time, Kashi had said it was merely a decoration, but Lunette handled it with the grace of an expert as she stepped to the side and guided Nadir's sword to slam into the ground beside her. However, no matter how skilled she was, she was still a bard. The force from Nadir's claymore plummeted her HP by almost half and flung her dangerously close to the pit.

Admirably, Lunette never stopped singing. She knew that the knight would chase after Kashi if she stopped.  ‘ Let me use this sword to protect you.’

Kashi nodded and then disappeared up the stairs to chase after Froy.

Lunette, Shadow, and Zuri faced off against the monster, Nadir, each resolved to assist Kashi however they could.





Elsewhere, Zafree led a legion of soldiers to storm through the dwarven settlements in search of Kashi. The angry troops turned over tables, checked basements, emptied cellars, and so much more, but still, they could not find him.

Zafree rudely questioned one dwarf, and they found out the daeben was last sighted in the arena. As one, Zafree led the soldiers and ghouls into the arena grounds. True enough, they saw a cluster of dwarfs suspiciously hiding something in their midst at the center of the coliseum.

"The dwarves have rebelled!" Zafree yelled. "Surround and capture them!" The soldiers and ghouls did as ordered, and soon, the small cluster of dwarves was surrounded. "Shut the gates! We will not let any soul escape!"

The gates slid shut. Now there was no way for the dwarves to escape.

"What do we do now, sir?"

Zafree turned to the halben that asked that question. Zafree’s lips suddenly spread in a creepy grin as he dug both hands into the throats of the soldiers next to him. Bloodied hands displayed the windpipes he tore out as he replied with a creepy grin. "Now? Now, you all die!"

Zafree shimmered, then disappeared, leaving behind a grinning, silver-haired halben. A pair of laughing yellow eyes danced across the crowd he blazed through the soldiers, erupting fountains of blood wherever he stepped. 

Syèl's maniacal laughter sent shivers down the spines of each of these battle-hardened men and women as he indiscriminately slaughtered his way through them.

The dwarfs at the center moved aside, allowing Kira, Shoko, and Hektor to dash into the surrounding soldiers. Almost instinctively, each one designated a corner of the arena to themselves so as not to interfere with the others' EXP gain (or fun in the case of the crazy ones).

Such was the confidence exuded by the Hopeful Maggots.

Such was the terror the enemies of the Maggots were destined to face...

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 98: Reviewing Maggots

    
    
    
    
                "AAARGH!"

The deceased’s screams wrought through the coliseum as fountains of blood erupted from within the Chaos Brotherhood's ranks. Heads and torsos were flung into the air as the Maggots cleaved through the masses like incarnations of divine judgment. The air itself was so saturated with blood that several warriors breathed the blood of their brethren shortly before theirs was added to the thickening red mist.

Zeing observed the slaughter from Froy's (soon-to-be-former) VIP seat with a grim smile. His nostrils greedily drank in the blood mist, but it was not nearly enough to excite him to take action. "Ahhh..." He sighed as Syèl clenched his fist, causing a corpse to explode. "Back in the day..." 

The cruel one-sided slaughter reminded Zeing of a time long gone past, a time when his tribe had to fight tooth and nail to survive. Traditional dwarfs ostracized them because they were the rampaging giants’ bastard children. 

Zeing recalled the taste of metal and blood he'd consumed daily for him and his 'siblings' not to perish in a world that loathed their existence. With a tribe less than a hundred strong, with no one above thirty years of age, he and his tribesmen still managed to forge a bloody path to survival, forcing the world to acknowledge their existence. Only then did the dwarves realize they could not ignore this tribe, ultimately giving Zeing’s people a mountain peak in which to create their abode. 

The fact that this mountain peak was kilometers away from the main dwarven settlements was something everyone noticed, but no one chose to point out for various reasons.

Zeing, having secured a place for his tribe, then set out to get revenge against the giants who brought them into existence without their permission then abandoned them as they liked. Who would imagine that after extensive training, even going so far as to sign up as a mercenary to encounter the greatest dangers, that right when he made his way to slay the giants, someone beat him to it?

That damned human, after defeating the ruler, even went as far as to take the giants across the Forever Sea to another continent entirely, thoroughly destroying any hope Zeing had of gaining revenge. Even worse, the defeated giant king happened to be the one who left his seed in Zeing's mother. The man Zeing once wished to destroy with his own hands. 

Zeing's brows furrowed, and his mood grew irritable as he recalled the indifference of that damned human when he challenged him a year later, only to be defeated without even managing to lay a finger on him. That was the first time the dwarf ever felt true difference in power. How many times did he challenge that human after that? Fifty? A hundred? He could not remember. Back then, whenever he felt a significant increase in his strength, he would once again challenge that human, and without ceremony, he would be staring at the clouds seconds later. 

Zeing could not recall why he challenged that human any longer. Was it for pride? To reclaim his tribe's honor? Maybe? In fact, he was not sure if he hated the human or not. All he knew was that he wanted to destroy him with his own hands. 

"You just want to fight," a voice suddenly proclaimed behind him. "Thinking too deeply has never been your strong suit."

Zeing's eyes widened as he shot off the chair and spun around. There before him stood a man who some might mistake as a simple vampire at first glance. Dressed in rich black garments, the pale-faced hybrid had a hint of a smile as he gazed at his old companion.

"Fight!" Zeing roared with excitement as he rushed at Rider without another word. However, Rider vanished. Instinct guided Zeing to the right, where his fist struck forward. 

Unlike when Zeing fought with Kashi, there was nothing showy about this fist. It was not exceptionally fast, nor was there wind generated around it. Even his muscles didn't seem to be bulging as they should when exerting tremendous force, yet the smirk on Rider's face dimmed a little as he appeared at the exact spot where Zeing's fist shot to.

'This damned battle maniac.'  Rider's right palm formed a claw which he used to catch the fist. 

Surprisingly, there was no sound of impact, no fierce wind that would usually escape when masters exchanged blows. The ground did not even crack beneath their feet. This was the real realm of masters where their control of energy had reached its peak. 

Those who reached this level never wasted any energy in their attacks. They ensured they transmitted all their power to the opponent without fail.

Though these two men seemed fine on the outside, unease flashed in their gazes as both their insides churned from the chaotic energy rampaging inside them. Fortunately, that unease did not last because the blessing(?) of the goddess, Aerith, instantaneously activated, returning their bodies to normal. 

Rider's fingers were more like claws as they dug into Zeing's fist, firmly holding it in place. He then said in an even tone that bordered on apathy, "There is no point to a battle without a victor."

Zeing knew what he meant. Due to Aerith's curse(?), they could not die. Their injuries healed instantaneously and they did not feel fatigue. Their mana pools were incomparably large and regenerated at a frightening pace. With all of this, if they were to fight each other, they could keep going for a century without either claiming victory. 

As much of a battle junkie as Zeing was, he knew the greatest reward of the fight was either emerging victorious or losing. The former gave a sense of accomplishment, while the latter gave one a goal to work toward. As they were at the moment, he would gain neither if they were to fight. Zeing knew this, and so reluctantly, he relaxed the tension in his arm.

Zeing dropped his arm and clucked his tongue. "Still, you could have played along, even for a little while."

Rider's brow shot up with a hint of ridicule. "The last time I 'played along,' you kept at it for two decades without pause. We may be immortal, but that was the first time I felt a decade long headache."

Zeing's eyes twinkled as he let out a heartfelt roar of delight. With a speed that did not match his side, his right arm was already slapping against Rider's back. Even though no sound escaped, minor shockwaves exploded from the contact. It was only that neither man wished to disturb the fight below, or else each of those shockwaves could have wiped out half the coliseum. "HAHA! Come on! You know you enjoyed it too! Even that girl and the cosplaying grandpa admitted they were entertained for those decades. Our lives are boring except for those moments, you know?"

Rider's brows creased. Even though the mountain destroying taps did not hurt him in the slightest, they still had an irritable itch. "I hear Fladnag's been bored the past couple of decades. Surely you would like to drop by for a visit. You can be the amusement for the next thirty decades, no?"

Zeing's complacent grin froze in place. Of the seven guardians, the one man he did not want to meet no matter what was precisely that fake fogey. As strong as Zeing was, he had found no way to break out of Fladnag's illusions easily. If he fell into that crazy coot's clutches, it would not be a matter of fighting but a matter of finding ways to run before Fladnag drove him insant. 

Zeing immediately stopped slapping Rider's back and instead sheepishly smiled. "Big brother, you would not do that to your little bro, will you?" Zeing chuckled for a bit before his expression turned extremely grave. "Besides, I believe old Fladdy has a new source of excitement."

Rider ignored Zeing's 'big brother' endearment. This shameless dwarf would say anything to get out of trouble when he could not punch his way out of it. To be fair, there were extremely few situations the muscle-brained oaf could not use brute force to solve. Rider instead focused on his purpose for dropping by in the first place. "What do you think of him?"

Zeing furrowed his brows. "He's strong. I'll give him that. Got an assortment of monsters working with him too." Zeing's gaze focused on Hektor as he cleaved through several guards with a maniacal smile on his blood-red face. "I have not seen residents reach this height on their own in a long time. Proves that daeben's doing something right after all."

Rider waited patiently. "But..."

"He's not ready yet," Zeing declared. "If Razznik were to appear here with the same stats, weapons, and level, he would still slaughter that daeben eleven times out of time. I don't know what his story is, but that daeben is caught between identities. Until he resolves this..." Zeing turned to Rider. "Are you going to advise him?"

"No," Rider said matter-of-factly. "He must work this out on his own. The rules do not allow us to influence his decisions in any way."

Zeing sighed and shook his head. "Even till now, you still follow the rules. You, losing 'her' was not enough?" Zeing immediately regretted his words as his entire body suddenly felt a chill that it had not felt in a long time. This was the aura of death. It was inconceivable since they were immortal, but the cold only got worse, until Zeing felt like he was submerged in the Northern seas. "Sorry! Rider—Lucius, stop!" 

Rider immediately snapped out of it. He glanced apologetically at Zeing and then ruefully smiled. "A thousand years, and I still lose myself when it comes to her. I apologize, Zeing. I needlessly took out my frustrations on you."

Zeing harrumphed as he regulated his body temperature such that the rivulets of sweat that had drenched every inch of his clothing completely evaporated. "That's why I always recommend a good fight at least once a decade. Guys like us, the stress only piles up over time. Without an outlet, we would have ended up killing ourselves ages ago."

Rider shook his head. "We are not allowed even that."

"Right," Zeing snorted. "Isn't that why so much is riding on this kid Old Flad found? And you still insist on playing by the book with this one?"

Rider turned around. "It will only help his growth in the long term." He made his way towards, then paused at the mouth of the tunnel. He glanced casually over his shoulder and said, "Of course, if you wish to train him under the rules, then I have no objections. What you say and do during said training is naturally out of my hands."

Zeing watched Rider disappear with his mouth wide open. Did that old man just bend the rules? Zeing shook his head with a rueful smile. "Yare yare.  Just can't be honest, can he?"  ‘ Then again, Rider of all people agreeing to bend the rules is all because of her, isn't it?’  Indeed, there was nothing like a thousand years of festering regret to bring out the term 'lifetime regret.'

"Hmm, looks like they’ve almost wrapped things up over there," Zeing muttered as he turned his attention back to the fight below. Truly, there was almost nothing left in the arena save thick pools of blood. The few remaining pockets of resistance were well on their way to oblivion. "Seems my worries were meaningless." Zeing shrugged as he turned his head to the side, seemingly staring at a far off wall. But if a line were to be drawn from his eyes and through the wall, it would be seen that eventually, it would meet up with two men who were running with everything they had, one fleeing and the other chasing. "Let's see if this kid can impress me."





At the same time, away from Zeing's prying eyes, three Maggots faced off against a terrifying opponent. Baleful aura burst out endlessly from the suit of armor like smoke from a smelting furnace. The aura alone was enough to lock down lesser warriors, leaving them vulnerable to attacks. 

As a bard, Lunette lacked the natural buff that resisted such intense fighting spirits, so she was forced to shoulder immense waves of violent oppressive energies manually. Her shoulders bent over from the massive pressure, and it took all she had not to collapse on the spot. 

Shadow was the first to notice the abnormality. Blood rushed to his eyes as he screamed, "Bastard!" He burst forward with the innate superior agility of assassins, covering ten meters in a single step. He leaped at the armored head. "Let her go!" Cold steel flashed toward the helmet, but to Shadow's surprise, a black spear appeared in the armor's hand, which it then used to parry the blow.

Sparks flew from the contact, illuminating Shadow's rage twisted face. He gritted his teeth and launched a volley of strikes at the berserker armor. The armor, however, responded in kind with blinding speed, erupting fireworks of sparks wherever the blade and spear clashed. 

The only thing that could be seen of the assassin suspended midair by the counterforce of the strikes were numerous afterimages as he unleashed a blitz of attacks. 

However, even though Nadir could not attack, its defense was impenetrable, not allowing Shadow even the slightest opening to reach its neck. The duo was locked in a stalemate for about five seconds, in which they traded countless blows. 

Shadow cursed in his head. Launching a frontal assault like this was not the assassin's style of fighting, which left him at a considerable disadvantage. What's worse, that armor did not have the concept of fatigue. He could not keep up this speed much longer. Shadow knew very well that the advantage of the spear was its long reach. If he were pushed away, the situation would go from bad to worse.  ‘ Should I use it?’

Shadow hesitated on whether to use his trump card so early in the fight when a booming roar shook his core. Even Nadir, which should have lost the concept of fear, had its actions slowed for a second. A sense of impending crisis bore down on Nadir, and it swiftly took advantage of Shadow's distraction to punch at the assassin's chest. 

Shadow crossed his blades to receive the blow. His eyes widened, and he coughed up blood from the impact as he was launched away from Nadir.

 Nadir didn't even spare the assassin another glance as the sense of looming crisis grew heavier. Guided by perverse instinct, it jumped a step back then thrust out its spear. A black mass appeared on the spear’s blade, growling as it arched its body like a beast. 

Before Nadir could react, the beast sprung from the ground with blinding speed and was right in front of the armor, claws already poised for a strike.

Nadir swiftly decided to abandon the spear. Its armored hand barely made it in time to prevent the claws from ripping off its helmet. Its right hand trembled from the impact, as the blow had ripped clean through the hand, almost lopping the whole thing off. 

Nadir stared at its foe in terror. Steel knives and arrows could barely leave a nick on its armor, but the claws of this little beast shredded through so quickly. If it had not reacted in time and blocked the strike...

Zuri glared at the terrible armor, all traces of her innocence buried behind primordial savagery. Her canines, long and prominent, moved to bite off Nadir’s face, but it bent its neck to the left, dodging the strike. 

Zuri swiftly changed direction and bit into its shoulder instead. Nadir's guttural roars seemed to spur her savagery, as she tore piece after piece of armor with her bare teeth. Her claws and feet latched onto several areas of its armor for better stability as she roared and tore through the armor like a lion on its prey.

Surprisingly, only a dense black cloud existed beneath all the layers of metal. Zuri made to bite into this mass, but it pre-emptively gushed into her open mouth of its own accord. 

The strange cloud froze Zuri’s body stiff, as a status notification informed her it would be thirty seconds before she would be free.

Nadir issued a roar as it grabbed Zuri's bountiful hair and yanked her off its body. It lifted the child till they were face to face, and then roared as it slammed her face-first into the ground. The earth caved in as spiderwebs cracked from that center. With a pleased roar, it raised its feet and stomped down on her head again. 

Zuri could not prevent the strike and was buried deeper into the ground.

Nadir materialized its spear and raised it high above. It struck down, aiming for Zuri's head. "That's about enough," a cold voice reprimanded from behind.

Nadir did not get a chance to readjust as an intense stimilus ran up its backside. It was launched into the air causing the spear to miss by a considerable margin. Nevertheless, it still stabbed into the ground. Nadir used it as a fulcrum to rotate round and launch a blow to the fellow at its back. 

"This is where it ends." A mass of white appeared in front of Nadir’s face. Before it could react, the white mass rose above it and a strong knee crashed into its forehead. 

Nadir was once again launched back through the air, but Shadow had no desire to let it off so easily. He followed up, appearing on Nadir exposed chest area. Before Nadir could set up a block, Shadow launched several strikes with his dagger, connecting dozens of hits within a second. He then spun around and kicked Nadir into the ground. 

The earth erupted where Nadir crashed down. It pushed everything it had and fled the crash site immediately as Shadow dropped down with a finishing strike. 

Nadir swiftly turned around and glanced toward the most defenseless of the trio: the songstress who had somehow moved close to the Perdition pit. Nadir swiftly made a decision and launched at her.

Lunette was still doubled over when she heard the tell-tale whistle of the approaching armor. A small smile spread on her face when Nadir was but a meter from her. "Do I look like the hostage type?" 

Nadir ignored her words as it launched a blow with all it had. 

Lunette laughed as she effortlessly slapped the approaching arm, so it passed by her face. She grabbed the armored arm with her left hand, then stabbed its midriff several times with the sword Kashi gave her. It did no damage, of course, but it was enough to distract the armor for a fraction of a second. 

Lunette displayed mind-numbing footwork as she nimbly moved to Nadir's back in that fraction, arm in tow. She pushed the arm against Nadir's back then yanked it upwards. A sadistic smile celebrated the sardonic crack that followed. She ignored Nadir's roar as she jumped back and to the side just as a mass of black slammed into Nadir from behind.

The two masses fell into the perdition pit, punching and scratching their way to the bottom. 

Zuri's growls lessened as the anti-magic pit slowly dissipated her transformation. 

Nadir, on the other hand, had it much worse. Its entire being was made of magic, so the magic runes were like poison. It screamed bloody murder as vast puffs of smoke escaped from cracks and holes in its armor and then dissipated. Panicked, it jumped for the mouth of the pit. 

Zuri growled as she jumped onto the wall like Kashi did and kicked off of it. She slammed into Nadir's midriff then crashed against the opposite wall. 

Nadir roared in rage and smashed its fist onto Zuri's back. Zuri nearly blacked out from the pain, but she fought off the darkness and latched onto Nadir like a leech. Once again, the foes crashed to the floor. They wrestled on the ground, tearing and clawing at each other like the most primitive of beasts. 

Skills? Techniques? Zuri and Nadir forgot all those as they battled according to their most primal instincts for the sake of survival.

Nadir managed to get the upper hand eventually. It grabbed Zuri's leg and flung her against the wall. The young daeben coughed blood as she bounced off the concrete surface. 

Nadir roared and then charged at her, fist straightened into a knife. It swiped at her head, having decided to eliminate the primary threat.

"AAAH!" A scream echoed through the depths of the pit. 

Nadir stared in disbelief as its arm floated through the air then fell to the ground. It never got a chance to understand what happened as its helmet suddenly dropped to the earth. 

Its body fell to the earth to reveal Shadow behind it with an apathetic gaze. He raised his blade then stabbed into the helmet once more just to make sure. The dense black clouds let out several screams of terror and pain before completely dissipating. 

As Nadir perished, the entire armor and loot dropped to the earth as cursed loot. Next to the armor was a dark gem with a large crack through its center.

Shadow stomped on the gem, crushing it beneath his feet. He watched as the last of the soul hidden in the gem let out a reluctant cry before completely dissipating. Shadow took all the loot into his inventory then walked over to Zuri to check on her. "You okay?"

Zuri showed a pained smile as she lay on her back. "Zuri is fine. Zuri heals fast."

Shadow smiled and ruffled her hair. "You did well." He looked up as two pieces of rope dropped to the bottom. "Come on. I'll carry you. A lot of people are waiting for us..."

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 99: Bloodline

    
    
    
    
                Dead! 

They're all dead!

"Uuuak!" The soldier choked on her blood as she stared in disbelief at the impossible scene. Her feet shuffled through ankle-deep pools of blood as she backed away till she felt the wall behind her. The woman still pressed against the wall, in a vain hope that if she tried hard enough, she would be able to blend into the wall. 

Tears and snot marred a once beautiful face as she fervently shook her head. No, this had to be a dream. Yes, a horrible dream. She would wake up, and it would all be over. But no matter how hard she bit on her lip, the nightmare refused to end. 

"Arara~ seems we have a survivor. Sloppy, sloppy."

The woman's knees buckled under her nightmare's progenitor’s sweet, mocking voice. Every step he took towards her was like decades shaved from her life. The mad man still had a pleased, almost amiable smile as he closed in on her, eyes shining with perverse delight. His hair was dyed a very deep tinge of dark red, same as the blood that pooled the earth. Little streaks of white choked for survival in the mass of red as if to signify the last vestiges of innocence that remained in the demon's soul.

A pair of bright yellow eyes emphasized the blood-splattered face as the demon crouched in front of the soldier. He reached for her face, but to his surprise, her eyes rolled back to show the whites, then she collapsed to the ground, dead.

"Well, I have to admit, this is a first even for me." Syèl's laughed as he clenched his fist. The woman's body exploded before it could return to the circle, adding her blood to the red pool.

"Needlessly cruel," a slightly familiar voice rebuked.

"Huh?" Syèl turned around to see Rider observing him with a neutral expression. "Oh, it's you. What you want, uh..."

"Rider."

"Yeah, Rider. Got a problem with me?"

Rider looked from the pool of blood their feet were submerged in, to Syèl's yellow eyes. "You inherited the blood magic."

Syèl raised a brow. "Doesn't sound like a que—"

"A pale imitation of the blood arts," Rider continued. He glanced at Rider's blood-soaked hair and shook his head. With a flick of his finger, all the blood droplets in the hair strands floated out, leaving only a single streak of red. "The blood tome. Where was it found this time?"

Syèl frowned. He hated people who acted like the whole world was in their control. "Why should I tell—"

"He found it in Mònòch," Shoko interrupted as she walked up to them. She sheathed her sword then bowed politely to Rider. "It was being worshipped by a cult."

Rider smiled at her and returned her gesture with a grateful nod. "The cult in Mònòch. I do recall coming across them a few centuries past. They are an outer branch of the Chaos Order. Hmm, so they were the ones who stole the book." Rider nodded as if he had finally solved an annoying mystery. "Ah, do they still have the tome? As weak as it is, it still should not be in the hands of such people."

Syèl and Shoko shared a look as Kira, Hektor and Jade walked up to them. Syèl frowned, but Shoko shook her head. "Fine," Syèl clucked his tongue and took out the Book of the Damned from his inventory. The book, which was almost as tall as he was, slammed vertically onto the floor. Oddly, not only did it stand straight without aid, the blood had parted and flowed around the book. "I have it."

Rider's eyes showed genuine interest for the first time. Strangely, his gaze was not on the book, but the halben that held it. "I do not believe they just let you leave with it?"

Syèl's eyes flashed with decisive cruelty. "I killed them all."

"Hmmm..." Rider's gaze alternated from the tome to Syèl then back to the book. His brows slightly creased like he was in the middle of a tough choice. Eventually, he asked, "What level were you?"

Syèl's interest was officially piqued when he noticed Rider's utter disregard for the  Book of the Damned . He decided to see where this line of questioning was going. "Level 1 when the killing started."

Rider's lips curled in a slight smile. A glint appeared in his eyes as he appraised Syèl with newfound interest. "You. Would you like to obtain the vampiric nobility?"

"Haa!?"





‘How long do you plan on running? Let's see how far you go.’ 

Kashi matched Froy's frantic pace with a steady speed that was neither too fast nor too slow. No matter if Froy sped up or slowed down out of fatigue, the distance between him and his pursuer neither increased nor decreased. Kashi was like an annoying pest that was just always out of reach.

After over thirty minutes of non-stop running, Froy's face was flushed red, and every breath he took caused stabbing pain in his chest. However, he did not dare pause for too long. He knew that the second he stopped would be the moment he breathed his last. So Froy spurred himself onwards, ignoring the blood that had begun to seep out from his legs. What terrified him, even more, was that whenever he looked over his shoulder, he would see the damned daeben easily following him like he was on a stroll. 

Run. Run! 

Froy cursed all the gods and demons he knew as he fled from tunnel to tunnel, hoping to at least delay the daeben with the patrolling guards, but no matter where he went, there were none to be seen. The rare instances he did see them; they were only in batches of one's or two's. Kashi quickly dispatched these few guards without a break in his stride, gaze apathetic.

"You can't kill me!" Froy's roars echoed through the caverns. "I am a High Priest! DO you want your entire family killed!?" The priest, delirious, flung threat after another at the daeben. "They will destroy everything you care about! Your guild? HAHA! You will watch as it crumbles to dust. Your men will be slaves for eternity! Your women... hehe."

Kashi's brows tightly bunched together at the priest's last words. His eyes darkened blood-red as an almost primal rage bubbled up within. "Ah, that's right," Kashi muttered. Somehow though, Froy could hear his voice right next to his ear. His voice was eerily level and calm despite all the rage that should have been festering in his heart. "I have yet to express my thanks for extending your hospitality to my  guildmates ."

Kashi quickly sifted through his inventory until he found one of the experimental bows he had created in the lab at Meilfour. With a soft tap, the bow materialized in his hand. Unlike his previous creations, this bow looked crude and unrefined, its shaft strangely made of metal rather than wood. A pair of 30cm bone-white teeth protruded from both ends of the shaft. 

The teeth, which were rare drops from a level 90 Desert Prima-Lion, were top-class materials for crafting blades for swords, axes, and the like. Through Kashi's 'drug method' he obtained four sets of the sharpest canines per lion, which he kept for himself. The remaining teeth were used for crafting a unique set of arrows that were in the new quiver he just equipped.

Of course, since the Prima-Lions themselves were so rare, and he wanted to avoid extinction, he could only get about ten of them, totaling to forty canines and close to a hundred 'normal' teeth—more than enough for him to forge about a thousand arrows from the teeth. 

The bow's string, on the other hand, was crafted from a cave troll’s tendons. Obtaining these had proved challenging, as most animals tended to perish during the extraction process. Unfortunately, Kashi was nothing if not persistent. Since cave trolls, like goblins, had naturally high spawn rate/productivity, the daeben had no qualms slaughtering one after to the other to perfect his craft. The dark, violent bowstring, tougher than most metals, yet still quite flexible, was the eventual consummation of all his efforts. 

Kashi notched an arrow and drew tightly on the bowstring. Even with his superior strength, his muscles were taut with vein lines etched across as it took all he had to pull the string fully. The bowstring quivered like the muscles of an ancient beast, then—

BOOM!

A scream erupted from Froy's mouth before the explosion sounded. The priest cried out in disbelief as he stared at the stump at his shoulder where his left arm had been. As if frightened by whatever had torn off his hand, blood refused to flow out of the gaping wound. 

CRASH!

Froy stared in disbelief as an entire cave system collapsed ahead, forcing him to switch directions. Somewhere in that cave system, his missing arm had exploded, leaving behind only a dense blood mist, while an undamaged arrow lay buried underneath piles of rubble. Froy's expression blanched as he turned around to stare at the lightly perspiring daeben.  That was the sound barrier!  

What the hell!? Why was a weapon that could break the sound barrier in the hands of a barely Level 100? It was not like he had not heard of projectile weapons like that, but usually, they required impossible strength. The kind only found in warriors nearing Lv. 150 and above. But because warriors were naturally poor with projectile weapons, these barrier-smashing weapons rarely made it out until archers who invested in agility and dexterity had reached Lv. 200 and above. This guy was supposed to be an archer. What kind of archer invested so much in strength!

Froy could not be blamed for his delirious ramblings. As an archer, Kashi should have concentrated on agility and dexterity. But instead, he focused on Strength and Agility like a typical warrior. The reason for this was that he genuinely did not need the dexterity stat due to the game's unique structure.

Dexterity stat artificially improved proficiency with ranged weapons. It also aided non-ambidextrous people to slowly become able to use every finger independently of each other. Higher dexterity stats could even give players the sensation of being in full control of their bodies such that they could efficiently complete any task simultaneously with both hands and feet doing completely different things. 

More than all this, though, to ranged and assassin class players, the real benefit of the dexterity stat was in the increased critical hit chances and bonuses. 

A player with high dexterity could continuously smash a dragon's toenail and still shave significant HP because of automatic critical hits now and then. In the video-gaming era, High Dexterity players were a godsend and were genuinely feared by all players and monsters alike.

However, then came Genaco and virtual-reality. Even with the lowest critical hit rate, if a strike lands on an opponent's head, it is given as a critical hit—similarly, the heart, spinal cord, and other essential body parts. 

Aside from dexterity, a strike’s strength and accuracy also affected the chances and score of a critical hit. For example, a sharp punch that struck centimeters to the heart would receive a lower critical hit bonus than a strike that accurately hit the heart dead-center.

King's Journey  developed Suzuki's dexterity until he was perfectly ambidextrous. Between the game and real-life his archery was also perfected, so the stat was not needed to raise his proficiency or dexterity. The only other use, the hit bonuses, was also nullified since Kashi could just pierce an arrow into his targets' skulls or hearts for even better critical hit bonuses. 

Because of all these (plus a little bonus from the handiwork skill), Kashi could freely focus on increasing his strength and agility, resulting in a level 100 archer with the strength of an early to a mid-200 level archer. Of course, being an artist also helped. He often gained extra dexterity points when completing drawings, especially those with higher quality.

Kashi glanced at the weapon in his hands with an appreciative smile. For now, it was still too difficult for him to pull the string. It required monumental effort on his part, which meant it was not yet battle-ready. No, that was wrong. The weapon was fine. He was the one who was not worthy of the bow. 

Kashi estimated it would take another five to ten levels before he could use easily pull the bowstring. At that point, he would be able to rapid-fire arrows with the penetrating force of sniper rifles. 

Kashi smiled and returned the weapon and quiver to his inventory. He was satisfied with the test. He replaced the yet unnamed bow with another set of bow and quivers. For scum like Froy, this should be more than enough.

Froy screamed profanities within his heart, but he did not dare threaten the daeben again. He knew that despite how long it took to draw that bow, once Kashi shot, he had no hope of dodging it. Who knew, maybe the next arrow would explode his head instead. But at the same time, this caused an inferno to roil within the priest's heart. 

‘ You want to play me to death?’  Froy's eyes were bloodshot as he bit his lip to distract himself from the pain flaring from his shoulder.  ‘Fine, let's play! I'll play you to death!’  Froy's entire body glowed a deep crimson red as several veins ruptured in his system. His speed tripled before Kashi could even understand what was happening.

Kashi smiled as his pace also suddenly increased, easily keeping up with Froy but somehow never getting close enough to catch him.  ‘ Show me your trump card!’  As an avid gamer, Kashi knew quite well every hidden boss should have an extreme trump card, which could instakill unsuspecting gamers. 

At first, Kashi assumed the diamond earring was the trump card, but after obtaining it and not seeing anything too special about it, he began to suspect otherwise. His suspicions only grew stronger when he noticed that while chasing Froy, they took a route that had become almost second nature to the daeben.

Froy had something which he believed could turn the tides against the daeben. 

Kashi was determined to obtain whatever that thing was. After all, he was scheduled to face an ancient dragon in but a few months. Conventional methods and weapons were not going to cut it.





While Froy and Kashi neared the torture chamber, several pairs of eyes were wide with shock as they stared at the man in front of them. What did Rider just say? Vampire? Did he just ask Syèl if he wanted to be a vampire? A few pondered on what the process to change into a vampire was like. 

However, the majority were struck stiff with fear. Vampire? That thing that relies on blood to live? Wasn't Syèl bloodthirsty enough as he was? Why would anyone in their right mind turn Syèl into a vampire? That was like consciously inviting a natural disaster into your town.

These pairs of eyes all turned to the silver-haired youth who sported a small smile. They wanted to know what his answer would be. The fate of all of Destia could very well depend on his response. 

Syèl was conscious of the stares, but a playful smirk was his only acknowledgment. "What's in it for me?"

Rider did not even flinch like he had expected such a rude response right from the start. "Power."

"How much power?" Syèl asked with a tinge of amused delight.

"That will depend on you."

Syèl's brow rose in question. "What's that supposed to mean."

Rider held out his right palm. "You will understand soon enough." His fingernails grew long and sharp, and then his hand balled into a fist. The nails drew blood as they dug into the palm, which then dripped onto the pool of blood beneath their feet. "Make your choice." Syèl opened his mouth to answer, but Rider gestured for him to hold on. "Before you decide, I must inform you that what I am transmitting to you is not the vampiric virus, but the bloodline itself. You will be much stronger than a turned vampire of the same rank but, at the same time, require more blood to live.

“Most importantly, however, there is no cure for the bloodline just as there is no cure for humanity." Rider calmly observed Syèl's reactions, the only sound in the coliseum, the 'plop' 'plop' of his blood dripping onto the pool. "If you understand all these, then make your choice."

"Daylight's overrated anyway," Syèl answered with an exaggerated shrug.

A hint of a smile curled up Rider's lips. "Good answer. I will not waste your time any further then." He glanced at the pool. "This should be enough.  [ Dusk Pelmut ] ."  The sleeve on Rider's burst into dust as several streams of very dark, red blood slithered out of the hybrid's arm. The maggots watched dumbstruck as these uncountable streams coalesced into the form of a mythical Chinese dragon of roughly two meters. 

Rider flicked his wrist, and his arm returned to normal, sleeves and all. He looked up at the blood dragon and muttered, "[ Dawn Pelmut ]"

The dragon issued a bellowing cry which shook the caverns for miles, and then began to fly around the length of the arena. To the spectators' surprise, the dragon absorbed the blood scattered around the arena ground. The more blood it drank, the longer and thicker its body seemed. Eventually, it reached an impressive ten meters in length, and its blood scales were so thick, they even looked solid.

The dragon, having absorbed all of the blood in the arena, flew over to Rider then coiled itself around his frame, its massive head looming above. Blood red sockets glared at the silver-haired halben.

Rider observed Syèl, secretly satisfied with the halben's reactions. The blood mage was not overwhelmed by the pressure emitted by the dragon. If anything, he was wildly grinning as if to challenge the dragon to do its worst. But at the same time, there were small but evident sparks between his fingertips. The halben had not relaxed his guard or vigilance even though he looked to be making fun of the whole situation.

"How much do you know about a vampire's nobility?" Rider asked.

Syèl frowned. "You're all Counts?"

Rider's smile surprisingly spread into a warm grin. "I see that rumor of my Uncle is still flying around." Rider ruefully shook his head. "Vampires—pure vampires that is—are segregated into nine ranks: Commoners, Baron, Viscount, Earl, Marquis, Duke, Prince, King, and finally Lord. For vampires, rank directly correlates to strength. Every child born to a vampire is born at commoner status regardless of the parents' rank. Increasing ranks for vampires requires comprehension of the blood arts."

Syèl frown deepened. That was the third time he heard that term. "Blood Arts?"

Rider pointed at the tome. "You see that Book of the Damned you're so proud of? It is merely an introductory supplement for the blood arts. All vampires at less than ten years of age are required to have mastered that book to perfection. Only then can you truly begin the steps to becoming a vampiric noble."

Syèl's previous elation deflated in an instant. "Wait, do I have to read even more books!?"

Rider smiled. "Not exactly. This blood dragon contains all of my memories in regards to the blood arts. The blood we collected should be enough to activate it for a few minutes, five at the most. Within these few minutes, you must comprehend as much of the blood arts as you can. The more you can comprehend, the higher your rank will eventually be. In the future, if you wish to attempt to attain a higher rank, you will need to collect and store vast quantities of blood to reactivate the dragon."

Syèl stared at Rider. "What rank are you?" From what Syèl understood, those born to higher-ranked families would have a much higher chance of becoming nobles themselves. If Rider was a Lord, wouldn't that mean Syèl also had a good chance at becoming a Lord?

"I was a King," Rider replied. He noticed Syèl's slightly disappointed gaze and could not help but chuckle. "There can only be one Lord at a time. King rank requires you to comprehend the Blood Arts fully, but you can only become a Lord by defeating the current Lord." Before Syèl could ask, Rider continued, "The current Lord is Danarius Dracula. He has lived for countless millennia and was the first-ever vampire created in tandem with the werewolf lord. Do you believe such an existence is someone who you can challenge?"

Syèl opened his mouth, but then shut it when he realized the words just would not come out. Challenge a god? How many levels would that require? Would the game even allow him to get that strong? Rider's next words stunned him even more.

"No wait, there was someone who challenged him a thousand years ago." Rider had a rare, sad look as he reminisced about a distant past. "Razznik Y'Terlow. He defeated ten Vampire Kings to gain the right to battle Dracula. That was one of the most intense battles I have ever seen. Of course, Razznik eventually lost, but it was more of a pyrrhic victory for Dracula."

Rider wryly smiled as he recalled a certain red-haired draconian laughing wildly at the scene. Even more so, he remembered the violet-haired beauty next to him. 

"Hahaha!" Syèl shook his head as he released self-deprecating chuckles. He muttered under his breath. "I was about to repeat the same thing."  ‘ How long do you plan on playing it safe, eh? Survival at all costs!? She would still be alive if it weren't for your damned cowardice!’  Syèl's gaze sharpened as he glared at Rider. "If I'm gonna do it, might as well aim for the top right?"

Rider's eyes gleamed with satisfaction. "Good!" He flicked his wrist, and the dragon adhered to his order. It issued another roar then dove straight for Syèl. 

The blood mage stood his ground as the mass of blood opened its jaws and swallowed him whole. The dragon flew several meters into the air, where it began to revolve around a spot. The revolutions increased in speed, and then the dragon melted into liquid blood. The liquid revolved around a mass at its center till it formed a sphere, around 3 meters in radius. 

It was not very perceptible to the human eye, but ever so slowly, the blood sphere began to shrink in size.

Rider knew that as of that moment, Syèl's brain would feel like it was about to explode from streams of information rapidly entering. The amount he could remember and decipher would depend on his self. Not just anybody could attempt this trial. In fact, among the thousands of Summoned, there were probably only about five to ten people with the adequate mental faculty required not to turn into a vegetable. He only judged Syèl worthy because he knew just how hard it was to not only finish but comprehend the Book of the Damned for normal humans.

Rider's eyes shone with a glint as he watched that sphere slowly shrink in size. "I wonder just how much you can comprehend."

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 100: Scion of Blood

    
    
    
    
                Zeing glanced at the blood sphere hovering over the arena. "Can't believe that old man passed on the blood rites. Is he so confident in that halben? Or is it..." His gaze returned to a section of the wall perpendicular to the chase occurring several miles away. Zeing's brows furrowed when he noticed where the duo’s direction. "Coincidence?" His gaze once again traveled to the sphere, then down to Rider. "This lad has gained the recognition of the two geezers. This should prove interesting."

His mind made up, Zeing no longer tarried. Even though he was intrigued by Syèl’s fate, his instincts directed him to award the daeben his attention. His figure seemed to vibrate for a nanosecond then disappeared altogether. 

To those beneath Zeing’s level, this would have seemed like teleportation, but they would have been dead wrong. Zeing Ashqoj’s power laid not in his unfathomable muscle strength, but his achievements in earth magic. He had reached the realm of being one with the planet itself. 

What that meant was that within a particular territory, the entire earth and everything within it was under his control. He could merge with and travel instantaneously within the ground to any location he sought.

Within the interrogation room, Zeing's form appeared from within one of the walls. A stone chair protruded from the wall, which he then sat on. A smile played on his face as two figures flashed into the chamber above. Within seconds they would be at the stairs that led down to his location.





"Had enough?" Kashi called as he carefully stepped towards a grimacing Froy. Whatever increased the priest's speed so much came at a heavy cost. 

Froy threw up several mouthfuls of blood as he backed away from the daeben, his pale skin white from excessive blood loss. 

Kashi recognized the chamber they entered. It was directly above the torture/interrogation chamber. Was there something here that was worth gambling on?

Kashi could not recall anything like that.

Kashi observed Froy's bloodshot eyes, the raging furrows between his brows, and the way his teeth gnashed hard against each other. Those were not the eyes of a man driven to despair, but one of desperation.

They were eyes of the scorned who had only one card left to play, even though it might very well claim their lives. Those were the eyes of a man who wished to drag the opposition into hell with him.

Kashi let out an involuntary sigh. Suzuki had faced eyes like that on a few occasions, Razznik on numerous occasions, and now it seemed he was to witness the same. Maybe it was their destiny to bring pain to others till they descended to such a state. However, Kashi's eyes shone with a dangerous light as an arrow tore through Froy's calf. Whether or not that was destiny, he would make sure this man fully understood the extremity of his error in touching a member of his guild.

Kashi egged Froy further into desperation with one arrow after the other. Some narrowly missed, others drew a line of blood, and few pierced into Froy's body but somehow missed his vital organs.

For all his faults, Froy was not stupid. He knew the daeben could have killed him at any time, but instead chose to deal him a slow death. He surmised that this was all because of that bard girl. She and the daeben must be an item or something. Damn it! He should have just killed both these pests when he had the chance!

But then Froy recalled how easily Kashi escaped the perdition pit. 

Did that not mean Kashi could have escaped at any time? Gods, Kashi wanted to get captured! Even worse, the daeben willingly submitted himself to torture to achieve his goals. 

Froy's pale face became as pale as a sheet of paper when he had finally realized just how terrifying an opponent he had enraged. Froy hated, Hated Kashi to death! If the daeben was so strong, why not just attack upfront? At least then, Froy would have had a chance to escape. 

It was too unfair to pretend to be weak when you were that strong!

Froy's panicked brain worked in overdrive as he descended the last set of stairs to the interrogation chamber. Why would the daeben go so far? What did he want? Froy's panicked eyes trembled as he considered a possibility. No, no, that was not possible. It was a secret even within the dwarfs and the Chaos Order. There was no way for the daeben to have found out. 

Froy looked over his shoulder at the specter of hell. No, if the daeben knew, he would have killed him before he activated it. 

A maniacal grin spread across Froy's face as he arrived at the landing on which a dwarven statue stood. Bloodied hands reached for the hammer by the dwarf's side. HAHAHAHA! Watch as I drag you to hell with me, you stupid elf!

Kashi's instinct exploded with warning signals as Froy reached for the hammer. He swiftly released several arrows at full strength, but—

Crrrackle  BOOM!

Kashi muffled his scream as a surge of power blasted him against the stairs. He groaned painfully as his spine smashed against a rough nosing. Instinct guided him as he forcefully suppressed the pain and flipped backward up the stairs. 

The earth erupted where he had been a moment ago, releasing massive plumes of dust. Kashi waited with bated breath for the smoke to clear. He had not seen any of the attacks, so he had no way of knowing what exactly he was up against. In such a situation, it would be foolhardy to charge gung-ho through the dust. 

Kashi chuckled inwardly as he briefly checked his HP. Whatever the first attack was, it had not harmed him in the slightest. The 20 HP he lost had been from the impact of his spin hitting the nosing. He could not help but laugh depreciatingly.  ‘You wanted to know what this guy's trump card was? Now you know.’  His reverie was cut short by Froy's exaggerated laughter.

"HAHAHAHA! Well, what now, daeben!" Froy's voice was distorted but strangely full of vigor—almost like he had received a new lease on life. "You were going to toy me to death, weren't you? Why are you hiding? Come out! I know you're there!"

Kashi sighed. He had hoped Froy would be like one of those idiots who assumed he managed to one-shot the enemy with their new overpowered skill. But it seemed this guy at least had enough ability to have gained such a high ranking. The daeben kept his vigilance up as he stepped through the dust, his left hand relaxing, then clenching around the bow.

Kashi's eyes widened when he exited the dust cloud. Before him, several electric snakes writhed and arced around something that barely resembled the form of a man. The overly skinny frame was over seven feet, even with a hunched posture. Arms longer than Kashi ended in huge claws the size of a man's head. Its legs were bent somewhat like a werewolf's, but that was not the worst of it.

No, it was its head. Somehow, its hair and scalp had burned off, revealing the pinkish mass beneath floating in what seemed to be a lake of blood. Kashi's eyes traveled from the monster’s head to the chest, only to see something similar--black ribs that housed a slowly beating heart.

Kashi had to fight off a wave of nausea. What the hell? Did Froy summon some hell beast? Only when he saw the hammer in the beast's right hand did he realize the terrible truth. Kashi's eyes narrowed as he uttered "... Froy?"

The beast's blood-red eyes glared at the daeben as its mouth widened in a toothy grin. "Die! Die with me!"

A desperate roar shook the walls as the beast charged at Kashi in the narrow landing.





In the room, just a few meters from them, Zeing's eyes narrowed as he observed Froy's form. "Another rejection," he muttered. "Still, at least now, I know it was not a coincidence." He regarded the fighting daeben with mild curiosity. "I wonder how he will overcome this." But since he knew this fight was nowhere near its conclusion, he turned his eyes back in the direction of the arena. "Hoho. Now ain't that a surprise?"





Roughly five minutes had passed since Syèl was encased in the blood sphere. By that point, the globe had shrunken until it was like an additional layer of skin on Syèl's body. Suddenly, the blood burst into thin layers of smoke, which then condensed to form a hazy dragon that circled the transformed halben.

As if dyed by the blood, Syel’s once silky white skin had darkened to a deep bronze. His blood, muscles, and bones underwent an explosive rise in quality that caused his body to fill out in size. 

Gone was the tell-tale frail structure of a halben mage, replaced by a lean, but muscular frame that would leave many a man red with envy. Syel’s ears grew longer and sharper, and his face more angled, causing him to resemble a savage beast.

But nothing compared to the tremendous pressure that exuded the halben encircled by the dragon as he slowly opened his eyes. The ferocity in his those yellow orbs sent an involuntary shiver down the spines of everyone present. They collectively felt like a god of slaughter had descended into the mortal realm.

Luckily this pressure was only temporary as the dragon issued a savage roar then burrowed deep into Syèl's body, melding with his bloodstream. The pressure reduced with the disappearance of the dragon, and Syel winced as streams of blood tore out of his back, then solidified into a pair of wings that spread nine to ten feet on either side of him. The new vampire's lips curled in a frustrated smile as he inspected the changes to his body and the window that appeared before him.

 





	
Congratulations!





	
You have unlocked the Vampiric Bloodline!

Current Rank:  Duke
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Vampiric Bloodline





	
The vampire race was created at the beginning by Ferulic to spite his wife Aethir for abandoning him for the sake of the humes. As creatures created specifically against the humes, they are blessed with substantial life force and strength, especially the magic, which would later be known as the Blood Arts. However, these beings created from foul energies suffered from a few curses that offset their tremendous strength. 

All Vampires, regardless of rank, are affected by the sunlight to varying degrees. They are born with a significant weakness against holy weapons and magic. i.e, Even simple healing and restoration spells can prove fatal to a low-class vampire. 

As the first player to obtain the vampire bloodline, you receive the title: Scion of Blood.

We hope you enjoy being a vampire. Especially since you no longer have a choice. There is no cure.    

Vampiric Traits:  Blood King, Enhanced Vitality

Vampiric Rank:  Duke










 





	
Blood King





	
Vampires are beings cursed to forever be unable to feel and manipulate mana naturally occurring in the world. To remedy this, the vampires found ways to transform their own blood into mana.

All MP transformed to HP. 

Wisdom Stat Deleted.

All stat points in WIS converted to Vitality.










 

 

 

 





	
Enhanced Vitality





	
Vampires regenerate at a frightening pace, only affected by sunlight and holy artifacts.

Current Rank: Duke

Regen rate: 1.5% Max HP/s

Regen rate in sunlight: 0.5% Max HP/s

Holy magic and weapons 20% more effective against you (Liable to increase or decrease depending on the grade of weapon or spell.)










 





	
Vampiric Rank: Duke





	
Strength increased by 100

Agility increased by 150

All magic 150% more effective.










 

 

Syèl scrolled through the numerous windows that kept popping up like annoying internet ads. Several new skills and traits flashed across the screens, but he did not have time to peruse them carefully. At least, not while he was the center of attention. Syel made a mental note to go through them later to familiarize himself with the new array of skills, some of which looked ridiculously overpowered.

Syèl closed the stat windows; his interest piqued mainly by the  Enhanced Vitality  trait. His greatest weakness as a blood mage had always been in single combat. He had nothing to fear when he fought large groups because one dead person meant an increase to his health points, but that was not the case for single combat. Without blood bags to suck dry, Syel would quickly fall into a significant disadvantage if his enemy was as strong as he was as he would eventually resort to using his own HP to enhance his more potent spells. 

However, now that problem was taken care of. Not only was Syel’s HP ridiculously high, but it regenerated at a god-like level. He could regenerate his full health in less than two minutes! Who would he have to fear? But just as he was at the peak of his excitement, his gaze drifted to a certain blond girl observing him with intrigued eyes.

Syèl could ruefully laughed as he realized he had forgotten one crucial fact: He had joined a team of monsters! Excluding Hektor, who even now was growing exponentially as he fused more with the mark of the god of war, the newborn vampire realized he could not be sure of a certain victory against the main damage dealers in their line-up.

Even though he healed exceptionally quickly and had many new skills, Syèl knew very well what would happen if he was forced into a close-range battle with either Shoko or Shadow—not to talk of the abnormal Kashi. These people knew how to fight—really fight. Not the little skills picked up on the streets but real training from masters. 

Syèl was confident he would win if the area were wide enough as he could spam his spells while his health regenerated. But who were the Maggots? Not one of them was not smart in a fight! Like any of the three would attack him when he held such an obvious advantage. Syèl inwardly chuckled as he recalled the warning words of his mentor/kidnapper when he still lived in hell. 

'There is always someone stronger. Keep your head down and observe. Only then will you   survive.'  

Syèl shook his head, secretly glad he had joined this group. Perhaps if he were alone, he would have let the power-up fly to his head and go crazy. Then he would have inevitably come up against someone like Kashi and die a painful death without understanding what happened. Still, though, Syèl thought as an evil grin spread across his face, that in no way meant he could not utterly bully the weak. 

Syèl gently descended to the ground. His wings gently flapped and then dissipated into a red mist. Syèl took in the shocked expressions on the other maggots with a massive grin. Naturally, he first turned to Shoko with a huge smirk. "Whaddaya think? Cool, right?"

Shoko gritted her teeth but for once could not come up with a reply because she knew any ridicule she thought up now would only be a shallow lie. She stubbornly shook her head, then surrendered with a defeated sigh. "Yeah, it's alright."

Syèl's grin spread to his ears in exaggerated triumph as he continued to tease the swordswoman to repeat her words. That was, at least, until she drew her blade. Finally satisfied, Syèl retained his snarky grin as he turned to Rider, who had silently stared at the blood mage the whole time without a single reaction. "So, how'd I do?"

A light flashed in Rider's eyes, bringing him out of his deep thoughts. His eyes held respect and admiration for a fraction of a second before they regained their solemnity. This flash was so fast, none of the Maggots managed to notice the subtle change. 

Rider lightly smiled. "Your only limitation turned out to be time. I daresay if we gave you an hour or two more, you would have advanced all the way to King." Rider shook his head. When he advanced to Prince at the age of thirty-five, he was hailed as a genius amongst geniuses. But what was that compared to this monster who reached Duke in only ten to fifteen minutes? It was almost like he did not require any extra time for comprehension.

Rider shook his head in defeat. The new would always surpass the old. "Do not rejoice just yet," Rider admonished when he saw just how big Syèl's ego was getting. "Most of the reason why it takes vampires so long to advance to the next rank lies not in their comprehension ability, but the time taken to accumulate enough blood to activate the blood rites." Rider's words caused Syèl to raise a brow in question. "The blood you pooled from the people you are not even close enough to activate the blood rites, let alone keep it active beyond a second."

Syèl's brows furrowed. "But—"

"This time, I added my blood," Rider explained. "The quality of one drop of my blood far surpasses thousands of these normal soldiers'. If you wish to activate the blood rites in the future, you will have to either massacre entire countries or search for high leveled individuals with powerful bloodlines: Dragons, for example," Rider said with a small smile. "If I were to estimate, you would require over two thousand dragons at your current level to activate the blood rites for about a minute." Rider snorted when he saw Syèl's aghast expression. "Did you think it would be so easy to activate the blood rites. It would take the average vampire centuries to reach Duke status. You managed to reach it in mere minutes because of my help. From now on, you're on your own."

Syèl stared at Rider with a complicated gaze. Slowly a small smile spread as an idea formed in his head. "So... if I kill you and drain your blood, I should have more than enough to activate it for hours... days even?"

Rider's eyes went wide, but then an amused grin spread. "True, if you kill me, it would save you years of effort." Rider's flashed a toothy grin. "I am not so easy to kill, though."

Syèl lightly shrugged. "Matter of time..."





Elsewhere, Kashi's gaze turned solemn as he stared at the monstrosity before him. He already knew this was not a battle where he could afford to be careless. "Damn, I did not plan on using this until further testing, but..." Kashi flicked to his inventory screen and selected one of his newer bows.

This new bow was completely black, with lots of moving gears. The string, made from the silk of cave spiders, was extremely tough, but not so tough that Kashi could not draw it. The odd thing about this bow was the presence of a slider along which arrows would be placed. The rest point of this slider was oddly at the middle of the bow itself, causing the shape of the bow to be oddly triangular. Even stranger, the inner part of the bow which the string was connected to, was sharpened to a fine edge. 

Kashi's focused gaze tightened as he notched an arrow and glared at the monster. With a loud shout, the stairs beneath his feet exploded. His figure was only a blur as he arrived beneath Froy. The bowstring was pulled until it was taut, then released. 

Twang!

The explosive force of the arrow was just short of the sound barrier as it ripped a hole through the beast's midriff.

Froy roared in rage, but it seemed it did not feel any pain because it rapidly swung that hammer at the daeben at full force.

"Don't fail me now!" Kashi muttered in desperation as the speed of the blow exceeded his estimation. The bow switched over to his right hand, which then pulled hard on the slider. Sparks flew as a colossal bang erupted with the sound of clashing metal. The daeben was flung back up the stairs, but this time he fared a lot better.

Kashi softly landed four rungs above the landing, but with a massive smile on his face. Surprisingly, he held an oddly, triangularly shaped double-edged sword in his hand. The handle on closer look resembled the slider for the bow he had earlier. Kashi smiled as he gazed at the sword in his hand. "Good, with this..."

 

 

 

 

 
‎  

            

    
        Chapter 101: Glass

    
    
    
    
                BOOM!

A daeben emerged from the erupted ground, red eyes fixed on his prey. The sword in his right hand cut through space with the speed of a viper, its aim the opponent's jugular. The monster at the receiving end snarled in contempt as it jumped back. With a sufficient gap created, the hammer in its hand roared as it swung down at the daeben.

Kashi kicked against the destroyed stairs. He deftly spun in place, strands of air just about singed off by the deadly strike. He pushed a button on the sword’s handle, and it snapped open into a dangerous bow. 

Froy let out a guttural roar as several arrows ripped into its chest with numbing speed. Blood pooled in his eyes as he issued another roar, this time filled with rage. As if responding to his cries—or maybe to send him to his death faster—several arcs of red electricity roared out of the hammer. These red arcs burrowed into Froy's blood and heart, writhing underneath his skin like enraged serpents. 

Several arrows struck against Froy as Kashi rapidly backpedaled up the stairs. The daeben's pupils constricted as those arrows exploded after smashing into an invincible force field. Shit! Kashi knew he had done it now. He had provoked something he shouldn't have. He naturally knew the meaning of red electricity.

Just like armors and weapons, elemental attacks were into grades. 

Aside from Water, Air, Light and Dark, whose natures never changed, Fire, Earth, and Electricity were divided into five grades, each multiple times stronger than the last. 

Fire started from Orange to Yellow, Blue, Black, and finally, the realm-destroying white. Even Razznik, that monster could not reach the level of white flames. If, by chance, Razznik did, he would not even need to fight. 

Just a wisp of white flames could clear out several thousands of combatants. 

Earth element was a little different, in that its rank only increased in terms of hardness. At the base level, it could be said to have the hardness of graphite. In time, it would grow to have the hardness of diamond, which could block almost every attack known to man.

This was the level Zeing was at. It was also the reason Rider refused to fight with him. The dwarf's defense was too perverted. He could just stand in a single position and receive attacks for several days before there was even a chink in his defense. This was also why Earth users were hailed as the best in terms of defense techniques.

Electricity's pure destructive ability fell short of Fire. It lacked the flexibility of water and air and was not as defensively stable as earth. Indeed it was an all-rounder element, but that was also why it was one of the most feared elements, as a single lightning mage could handle a fight against thousands of soldiers far better than any other elemental could. 

Its destructive ability, which was woefully short of fire in the early stages, was only slightly less potent in its latter stages, especially at the last two: Red and Black lightning. 

Anyone who read light novels or watched animes would know what these two represented. They were the pinnacle of lightning arts, used only by high-level Gods or end-level OP characters. These two forms of lightning were not something mortals could possess or control!

With this in mind, Kashi leaped back, eager to drag this fight out as long as possible. This was no longer a case of if he could kill Froy or not. Since the priest had unleashed the red lightning, it was only a matter of time before he perished. Now, it was more a question of surviving until the inevitable occurred. 

Froy's bloodied teeth curled in a sneer at Kashi's retreat. "Think you can run?" He took a step forward, then  'poof'  he disappeared!

Kashi's eyes pulsed as he activated  [ Mind's Eye ] , forcibly enhancing all his senses to their limits. Like most of his passive skills, the daeben frequently used this skill outside of battle whenever he could. As such, even though the skill was only Lv.2, most importantly, it was no longer disorienting. At this point, the daeben could easily keep it on indefinitely, since the cost of 500MP was not much to him who did not rely heavily on mana-consuming skills.

In fact, the only reason Kashi did not use it in battles was that in the end, he knew the reason for his existence: To help Suzuki regain the things he had lost and improve even further so he would never lose them again. While the skill was great, if Kashi relied too much on it, he would lose that innate sense of danger warriors developed on the battlefield. In such a situation, if he ever lost  [ Mind's Eye ] , he would not even know how he died. Even more so where Suzuki was involved.

Kashi pushed against the wall on his right as a flash of red appeared and smashed onto the ground he initially stood. Kashi forced himself to swallow mouthfuls of blood as stray arcs of electricity crashed into him. These tiny strands ran amok, ripping his body from the inside out. 

Kashi did not have to see his HP to know it was dropping exponentially by the second. This was just from being close! Kashi refused to imagine what he would happen if that hammer smashed into him directly.

Kashi swiftly took out three Health Potions from his inventory. He then dashed up the staircase, downing two in one go. For many similar reasons as Mind's Eye, Kashi had formed a habit of fighting without relying on potions. But since this damned game had brought out a god-tier weapon to deal with him, he too would shamelessly show off the fruits of his alchemy experiments. 

Even though it did not show on his face, Kashi was utterly enraged. Fuck this difficulty curve! If it were anyone else in this current predicament, they would have died ten times over! Such weapons should only appear end-game when everyone had hundreds of thousands of HP bars to sacrifice. Why was such a divine weapon appearing now!?

A trace of ruthlessness flashed in Kashi's eyes as he suddenly froze in his steps. Nothing to it! If they wanted to play this game, then he would play with them! Several flasks appeared in his hands with different kinds of liquids churning menacingly within. With a determined grunt, Kashi flung the flasks in every direction, just before a flash of red appeared.

Green, Black and red smoke exploded from within the flasks, engulfing the tunnel in a myriad of colored gas. A few of these flasks smashed to pieces as they hit the red flash. 

The world suddenly crawled to a halt from Kashi's perspective. He saw the hammer which had grown in size, bearing down at him with the oppressive nature of a tyrannical mountain. His gaze traveled up from the hammer to his enemy’s disfigured snarling face. A smile curled up the daeben's lips as the red arcs round the beast's body made contact with the gaseous substances.

BOOOOM!!! 

A floor below, Zeing's eyes went wide as an entire section of the whole cavern disintegrated to dust accompanied by a raging inferno so hot, the surviving rocks turned to beautiful sheets of glass. This inferno died off as quickly as it appeared without a single trace left. Zeing had to resist an urge to act as two figures plummeted to the ground, one of which was surrounded by three glass walls. 

First floor? Gone!

Staircase? Gone!

For at least a mile around, a spherical glass dome was forcefully carved into the earth. The only thing left was the ancient stone Dwarven statue, which stood out like a sore thumb at the center of this glass world. 

Zeing unconsciously heaved a sigh of relief when the two figures jerked mid-air as if waking from a nightmare. Both figures corrected their postures as they slammed onto the glass floor. Surprisingly, not even a hint of a crack appeared. 

The glass walls, however, shattered upon impact, to reveal a daeben with a pained grin. Nestled between his teeth was an empty health potion. He spat out the bottle as he wobbled dangerously, only able to sustain his balance when he stomped his right leg ahead. 

Kashi cast a ghastly figure with half of his face charred down to the bone. The heat and red electricity had excited his blood vessels till they ruptured, bathing his entire frame in dried blood. 

Even with Kashi’s high elemental resistance, coupled with the protections from  [ Wall ] , his life tethered on the edge of oblivion. If  he had not begun drinking the potion as the explosion occurred, simultaneously healing the damages as they cropped up, he would have surely perished.

Blood leaked from the edges of Kashi’s lips, but he still wore a triumphant smile. That was because, as bad as his situation was, his opponent was far worse! 

After all, the explosion was not caused by any run-of-the-mill flammable gas. 

Except for high-level creatures that used advanced magic, the elemental attacks of other beasts were rooted in their biological makeup. Take the salamanders, for example:

The fireballs they shot out were made from igniting a flammable liquid stored in their glands. The timeframe from the liquid escaping to ignition was shorter than a second, so most people just saw it as regular flames. Alchemists, on the other hand, knew better. The liquids in these glands were popularly used for creating highly effective bombs. And since these liquids had the unique property of diffusing to gas at room temperature, they could gain far more yield per liter compared to ordinary flammable substances.

Kashi had stored several of these bombs during his alchemy sessions. He had never thought he would use them in combat but planned to save them as ingredients to refine future weapons. However, life rarely went the way he planned. To cause maximum destruction, he had not hesitated to toss out everything he had on hand. If he wished to obtain more, he would have to find fire breathing creatures again. Luckily, they were in the hot wastelands. There were no shortages of such animals in this climate.

Kashi shook his head to refocus his mind, which had begun to wander in circles. Damn, the shock from that explosion might have given him a  'confused'  debuff. The daeben forced himself to focus on the lump of flesh about thirty meters away from him. 

The monster that was Froy, although possessing a terrifying attack, had little in the way of defense. After suffering the full brunt of the instantaneous combustion, it had crumpled upon itself into an unrecognizable mass of flesh that formed a small mound.

Suddenly, a light brown human hand stabbed out of that mass. A handsome, barefooted man soon followed it in tattered clothes that just about covered his privates.

Froy's golden mane fluttered lightly as a pair of golden eyes bore into the daeben across from him. The young mage looked to be the symbol of power, his full health returned to its peak and even increased. Green electric snakes coiled along well-toned muscles that rippled with divine power. 

Even though he possessed this imposing form, both men knew the truth of the matter. That accursed hammer had drawn out all of Froy's life-potential to execute one final stand. The masonian, as of that moment, was like the brightest flicker of a flame before it snuffed out. 

It was a manner of moments before Froy’s body would crumble to pieces.

Strangely, neither man made a move at this moment. 

Froy's eyes held neither hate nor contempt, nor did they fall into melancholy or despair when faced with the certainty of his death. Maybe it was because he had glimpsed into the profundities of the world when infected by the hammer, but he realized just how insignificant he was in the world. 

The revelation washed away all of his hate, greed, and contempt. After all, he had given everything he had to the cause. In this life, Froy had offered everything that he was to his god, Razznik. If there was one thing he regretted, it was the greed that had formed in his heart after living the life of a king among the dwarfs.

If Froy had stayed in the Holy Land until death, even with his inferior magic skills, his ability to plan several steps ahead would have allowed him to reach much greater heights. Alas, greed had consumed him as he sought more power and control. He should have reported the dwarven statue when he first saw it. He should have also reported the crystal after he excavated it. He should not have eyed the power of the Summoned, which even his superiors feared. 

Although his research into the way they leveled and increased their 'stats' grew his status in the eyes of the superiors, karma, in turn, decided he would perish by the hands of a Summoned.

Who knew it would be so soon?

Froy regarded the daeben with tired eyes as he said with a soft sigh. "This is your victory." Indeed if they were still in that narrow staircase, Froy could have stood a chance. But in this world of glass, Kashi's superior speed had already determined the battle if the daeben should choose to run around and stall for time.

Shameless? 

Of course not! Even Froy knew such an accusation would be beyond stupid. The most important thing was survival. Everything else was secondary. As such, why should Kashi risk his life to fight a battle he had already won?

Kashi shook his head as a bow appeared in his left hand. Four sets of quivers appeared on his back and sides. "No. Not like this." That was right. If this were Suzuki or Kashi at the beginning of this game, they would have chosen to stall for time. Suzuki had his reasons, but Kashi, at that time, was just a ball of instincts without direction.

Now, however, it was different. 

Kashi had awakened! It was moments like these that would define the man called Kashi. Survival was important, yes. But it was only the most important to a man with nothing to protect. A man who had someone or something to protect would eventually find out that those values (like pride & honor) which he scoffed at before, suddenly possessed a whole new meaning.

The Kashi of now did not just have himself anymore. There was the ever watching Kira; the hot-tempered Hektor; the free-spirited Syèl; the prideful but valiant Shoko; the cheerful Jade; the silent but steadfast Shadow, and his wonderful sister, Lunette. Kashi knew if he was to be worthy of these companions, and the guild which the incomparably capable Leila helped him run, he would need to be more than a strong adventurer.

More importantly, if Kashi wished to fulfill his ambition to unify all of Dreiza, he needed a certain level of character. 

It would be easy to run away from Froy now. After all, no one would see him. But that did not matter! Kashi himself would always know. The red lightning had regressed to green, and while that was still dangerous, it was nothing the daeben could not handle given his current strength. 

Kashi had chosen to stay true to his ideals, to always plunge into danger to increase his strength. Since that was so, "My name is Kashi of the Daeben. Guild Leader of The Hopeful Maggots. Your ambition crossed with mine, and as such, you shall fall to my bow. Such is the karma between us."

A ghost of a smile played on Froy's face before his eyes swelled with unabashed pride. "My name is Froy or the Lord clan, HighPriest of the  Chaos Order . My mission was to suppress the dwarfs and then slowly turn them over to the side of Chaos. Alas, time was not on my side, as I have run into you. With these final breaths of mine, I shall at least take you with me as a gift to our Lord Razznik."

"You can try!" Kashi activated  [ Angel Steps ],  and his figure instantly blurred as he dashed straight for Froy.

Five arrows whistled through the air ahead of him but failed to hit anything, as Froy had already appeared next to the daeben. 

Froy swung the hammer down at the daeben's head. Kashi's right hand seized a bunch of arrows from the lower quiver, which he used to block the strike. Electric snakes slipped into his arm, rendering it numb for a split second. Luckily, his left hand had already jerked heavily on the bow shaft, swiftly turning it into a sword. 

The sword whistled as it pierced straight for Froy's heart. Hardened lightning caked Froy's left hand as it stabbed at the blade, effectively blocked the strike. 

All this transpired in a second. By the next, the impact of blocking the fatal strikes blew both men several meters backward.

A grin spread on Kashi's bloodied lips as he dashed once again for Froy. The masonian answered in kind with a roar with sent several layers of shockwaves at the daeben.

Kashi's eyes focused as he released one arrow after another in quick succession with varying strength. These arrows all had  [ Drill ]  activated. The formation consisted of four arrows flying in a square shape, with one just a bit ahead of the rest. The triangular prism tore a small hole in the shockwaves, which Kashi dove through. 

Kashi rolled to a stop, but then abruptly jumped to the side. He looked up in surprise as wind from the hammer striking the ground had yet to reach him when the hammer was once again centimeters from his face. 

Kashi gritted his teeth and then raised the 'sword' to take the strike. 

The blow lifted him off the ground. 

Ten arrows screamed in revenge from the transformed bow! Of the ten, three stabbed through Froy's chest, but at this point, the mage could not care for any injury that did not immediately end his life. With a fanatical roar, he once again ambushed the flying daeben, his speed greatly enhanced by the lightning. 

Kashi caught the movement from the corner of his eyes and rotated midair. He slung the bow over his shoulder as green hues enveloped his fists. With  [ Gaia ]  activated, Kashi's fear of electricity naturally diminished as well. No matter when and where, Earth was the natural enemy of Electricity!

Kashi instinctively unleashed a punch towards an empty space.

BANG!

Impact! Froy's eyes widened in surprise as he realized the daeben had predicted his movements. Still suspended mid-air, the mage screamed as he drew on even more power from the hammer. Several afterimages blurred the mage's form as hundreds of hammers suddenly appeared in the air!

Kashi's gaze grew solemn at this attack. The green energy spread from his hands to the rest of his body. "HA!" The daeben's defiant scream echoed throughout the glass arena as he punched at those hammers. At first, he only hit one or three, but suddenly his arms seemed to multiply exponentially, filling the air with arms smashing against the hammers.

Both men were wrath incarnated as they gave their all with their finishing moves. Seconds later, one of Kashi's punched slipped between the hammers and landed on Froy's face. As if expecting the blow, the mage did nothing to block it but instead swung the hammer upwards. He traded his face for a blow to Kashi's jaw.

Froy was sent crashing to the ground while Kashi was launched several meters into the air. The priest rapidly regained his faculties, only to see the roof blocked by more than a thousand arrows spinning in place. Fuck! That daeben had two finishing moves! How was this even fair!?

Froy roared as the thousand, or so arrows struck down towards him. A giant dome of electricity pulsed from within Froy and directly swatted away the thousand or so bolts. He refused to believe the daeben had any more moves after this! He rapidly searched for the dae—

Puchi!

"Ah..." Froy gurgled as blood pooled in his throat from the 'sword' embedded in it. No! How, how was this possible!? He looked over his shoulder at the daeben’s apathetic eyes as he withdrew the sword. 

Singed hair, which gave off the smell of smoke, told the story. 

This damned daeben, Kashi, used the thousands of arrows, his ultimate finisher, as a decoy! 

Rather than hide in the air after sending down  [ Gilgamesh ] ,  Kashi held onto the tail end of two arrows at the back. As such, when the arrows slammed into the protective dome, Kashi, with the imperviousness of  [ Rock ]  activated, tore through the electric barrier and landed behind Froy. The only downside to this move was that once activated, his feet could not move for the sixty seconds it was activated, and its cooldown was an alarming twelve hours! Even longer than  [ Gilgamesh ] .

However, since he stuck his landing perfectly, all Kashi had to do was reach out with his 'sword' and stab Froy in the neck. 

Kashi released a huge sigh of relief as he watched Froy crumple to the ground, eyes wide in disbelief. Suddenly, cracks began to appear all over the mage's body. Once the cracks permeated every corner of Froy, the body crumbled to dust, which formed a mound on the floor. 

Froy was ‘kind’ enough to leave a few items as loot, but Kashi was too tired to even glance at them.

Once the sixty-second penalty wore off, Kashi fell to the ground and just lay there. He did not know when or why he started laughing, but he realized that at some point, the dome filled with his laughter. 

"Hot DAMN! What the hell kind of fight did you have here!?"

Kashi cracked open an eyelid to see Syèl's mocking jeer hovering above. Next to him, the Maggots, who formed a circle around Kashi, stared at their guildmaster with mixed expressions. 

Kashi chuckled as a small mass jumped onto his midriff and lay her head on his chest. Kira, who had inexplicably adopted the tiny puppy form she'd had when they first met, did not say anything as she rested on her partner. No words were needed, nor did she need to cry or vent her feelings of how worried she was. No, all that mattered was that her partner was alive and here. 

No one was allowed to kill Kashi except her. He would never die before that. That was their solid pact.

Kashi patted Kira's head, suddenly realizing it had been a long time since he played with her like this. Somehow, because she had matured, he had begun treating her like a person and ignoring her. Seeing her content expression, he realized that no matter how evolved she got, it would not change her nature. She was a wolf—a diety, but a wolf nonetheless. He would make sure to keep that in mind from now on.

“Ugh.” A sudden wave of fatigue overtook Kashi. The daeben’s hands dropped, and his eyes involuntarily shut as if protesting the noisy attention. The last thing Kashi saw was a pair of aqua-blue eyes smiling down at him.

And so, the Hydra Slayer, Liberator of Countries, and Leader of one of the world's strongest guilds fell into a deep slumber, surrounded by men and women he trusted with his lives. 

A luxury he would have never possessed in his parallel lives.

 

 


            

    
        Chapter 102: The Daeben Must Die

    
    
    
    
                ???  
‎ Merriheim

7th   Muriel, 1093

While Kashi slept, somewhere in Merriheim, several menacing guards escorted a masonian lady wearing a headdress that only allowed one to see a pair of tired brown eyes. Her hands were bound with charmed shackles, which sapped her of energy as she walked. The lady gazed at the polished corridor, every few steps an artwork of some kind placed on glazed walls. If she were not a part of this organization, she would never have believed they were underground.

The group stopped ahead of a massive fifteen-feet door made of tempered gold. A mural of a man encased in flames jeered mockingly at all visitors. The door, which was at least twenty centimeters thick, was impossibly heavy. However, two guards by the door identified the group, then and easily pushed each side of the door.

A guard by the lady's side pulled down the headdress to reveal Zaram Karim, the first person Kashi had made contact with after entering Merriheim. Zaram winced as she was pushed into a magnificent hall. 

A magnificent long table, carved from the most expensive wood, sat at the center of the hall. Several young women stood a few meters from the table, all observing the red-haired man who sat at the head. 

The man was not shy of showing off his opulence, garbed in a golden robe made from griffin's hide and phoenix feathers. 

Ruse looked up as Zaram entered the room. A momentary flash burned in his eyes before he pointed at the closest chair to his left. "Sit."

Zaram's gaze held a mixture of fear and stubborn pride as she shook off the guard's hand and then took a seat as ordered. She bowed her head in reverence as she greeted, "My lord—" 

Ruse raised a hand to cut her short. 

Stray beads of sweat pooled on Zaram’s face as she realized she was in real trouble. Ruse never stopped someone from greeting or praising him except when he was furious.

Ruse reclined on his chair, his eyes never leaving Zaram's. "The daeben." A shiver ran down Zaram's spine at Ruse's cold tone. Anyone who had met the man knew it was far better when he exploded with rage, compared to when his anger quietly simmered. "I received a report claiming you were the first to encounter him?"

Zaram did not know if she was allowed to speak or not, so she weakly nodded.

Ruse's brows furrowed. "Speak."

"Yes, my Lord Prime," Zaram hurriedly complied. "My team was a few kilometers away from Suvron's Gate when it ro—"

"Hmph, Suvron's Gate," Ruse sneered. "That brat even dared to name the tower after a dead god." He paused for a second then glared at Zaram. "Who told you to stop!?"

Zaram, of course, did not dare point out the absurdity of that question. She immediately apologized then continued with her report. "I decided to check on the tower to search for clues as to why it rose."

Ruse's eyes narrowed. "You met the daeben on the way?"

"Yes, My Lord, I did."

Ruse's countenance instantly grew cold. His eyes were like cold, blood jewels as he asked, "Why did you not kill him then?"

Zaram breathed heavily. She knew the next few dialogues would ultimately decide her fate. She chose her words carefully as she replied, "We did try, but we never expected that he had a method of blocking out the effects of our songs. Before we could recover, he injured my subordinates."

"... How did he find Meilfour?"

Zaram's breath hooked in her throat. "I... I led him there."

Ruse's tone was overbearingly even, his glare like a smoldering flame on the verge of exploding. "Why"

"My men were held captive," Zaram said. "If I did not take him, he would have killed them."

A large vein bulged on Ruse's forehead. If it wasn't before, now it was clear he was holding his rising rage in check. "These men?" He coolly inquired as he waved his left hand.

Zaram's heart lurched as four heavily bruised Masonians were dragged into the hall. Large purple swellings all over their half-naked bodies revealed the brutal punishment they had suffered the past weeks. 

Zaram suppressed her panicked, and pained cries deep within the recesses of her heart. Try as she might, she could not stop the train of tears that leaked from guilt-ridden eyes. She did not dare move in the slightest, as she feared that with Ruse's temper, he might just kill them altogether. Enduring the agony, she weakly replied in a hoarse voice, "Y-Yes, these are my men."

Ruse's lips curled in disdain. "So for this trash," he spat as he motioned for the guards to bring the men closer. "You would dare to betray me?"

Betray? Zaram's heartbeat quickened as her eyes went pale with fright. She knew better than most how serious this accusation was. And what's worse, it even came from the Primate himself. Who would dare seek justice on her behalf? "M-my Lord! I have never betrayed— BANG !" Zaram nearly jumped in fright as a flaming fist slammed onto the table.

"You still dare deny!" Flames erupted from Ruse's eyes and mouth as he roared with rage! "Why then did you lead the damned elf to Meilfour! Leading someone unfamiliar with these regions into a trap should have been easy for you, right!?"

Zaram bit her lower lip. The red liquid that leaked out was already tasteless to her tongue. "I gave him my word. My men for th—"

"What dogshit word!" Ruse burst into flames, no longer able to contain his rage. "You think I give a damn about your word? You goddamned Merrites! Think I give a shit about your fucking honor!?" His hate-filled gaze turned to the four bruised up soldiers. "Are these the men you betrayed me for? Was it worth it?" He roared with a sneer.

Zaram's eyes went wide with horror. "NO!" She rushed from her chair, ignoring the potential consequences, but two guards tackled her to the ground. Tears streamed down her face as she screamed till her voice broke, but she could only watch as undying flames slowly burned their bodies to ash inch, by devastating inch. 

Her squad! 

These men followed Zaram since they were little beggars on the streets of Drul. Koturot, the adorable coward, would always confirm the details of everything they did a thousand times before they attempted it. 

Gulkala had just gotten married! His wife was six months heavy, and his ailing mother would always welcome them with a strange, extremely bitter green soup. No one knew Grinn's real name. They always playfully called him grinny because he was always smiling regardless of how dire the situation as if it was his job to prove to the world that happiness can still be found in despair. See! Even now, his warm eyes were lit by a small smile despite the immense pain. He nodded at Zaram, his lips moving, "Live on..."

Zaram's eyes traveled to the youngest of them, and her heart threatened to shatter to pieces. Unlike the others, Wethu was not a warrior. Even though he was over six years younger, they all respected his intelligence and wit. He had been the one to decide their stealing targets as children, and as adults, he was in charge of the logistics part of their division. 

Fate was callous. 

On that day, Wethu had only joined them to escape the dull repetitiveness of logistic duties. Who would have imagined they would run into a big shot like Kashi? Just when Wethu considered himself lucky to have survived that, he was immediately sent to prison and beaten for several weeks. Still, he had held a sliver of hope that eventually they would be released.

Yet now...

Blood and tears mixed as Zaram watched this young man die. His screams and reluctant wails haunted her ears till they bled. Blood vessels in her eyes burst as she refused them to shut for even a second. She screamed till her voice was lost entirely, then she cried, but she even ran out tears. 

Zaram slammed her head against the ground until it bled, apologizing to her friends over and over.

Regret! Zaram heavily regretted!

Why did she not listen to Wethu when he cautioned her about this organization? She had assured him that as long as they kept their hands clean and climbed up the ranks, they would be safe. In truth, the moment she decided to join, she knew the others would come too. She had taken that for granted! Why!? Why did she not listen!?

Over ten minutes had passed since Ruse set these men on fire, but they were still alive. These flames’ special characteristic was their ability to kill slowly, burning the extremities like the hands and legs before slowly encroaching on the heart. 

It was designed to give the worst imaginable pain before death. When it reached the critical point, it would pause for about half a second, before consuming the rest of the body in a flash.

These four men, in this terribly short reprieve, forced all their clarity to look at their leader with apologetic, yet proud gazes. Even the comparatively weak Wethu found the strength to muster a soft smile.

Zaram wanted to scream at them that she was the one at fault! They had nothing to feel sorry for! 

She should have listened to them! 

She should not have gone to that tower! 

She should never have joined this organization!

However, notwithstanding that her voice was already gone, Zaram never got the chance. In the very next second, all that remained of her friends were piles of ash. 

Ruse snorted and waved his sleeves in disgust. A guard proficient in wind magic immediately mumbled an incantation. A small gale lifted these pieces of ash and tossed them into a nearby hole used to get rid of waste. Several miles below was a vein of lava that conveniently got rid of the trash and provided heating.

Zaram's reason drifted with those ashes, till her very mind had crumbled to the abyss. She didn't even struggle as the guards lifted her, then forcefully sat her down on her designated chair. Revenge? Impossible! Be it, Kashi or Ruse, both were monsters far beyond her. She just sat there, staring at the opulent table before her. Dead eyes examined the wood. 

Was it because of this? 

Did she trade the lives of her friends for vague promises of riches? Even though life had been hard-living, but at least they had each other and were alive. But now—

"How long do you plan on moping?" Ruse rebuked with a sneer. "You should be thanking me. I've rid you of those pesky chains."

"Ah, yes," Zaram murmured. "I'm free."

"Hmph. What dogshit loyalty." Ruse, although slightly surprised Zaram agreed so readily, had seen men forsake their brethren for less. He elatedly took his seat at the head of the table, pleased he had exposed the hypocrite.

A fierce light flashed in Zaram's eyes as she abruptly jerked from her chair. Before either of the guards could react, she had already leaped onto the table. The guard to her right reached for his sword but was shocked to find it missing. He stared in disbelief as the Merrite woman drove his sword into Ruse's chest then pinned into the chair behind.

Zaram's initial jubilee crashed to despair as Ruse slowly stood up. In doing so, the sword cut down to his thighs, but Zaram's fear came from the feeling she got from the sword in her hand. There was no resistance! It felt like cutting through the air!

"Did you think the rank of Primates was just for show?" Ruse mocked as he stepped to the side, allowing the blade to pass through him. "Every Primate must master an element to the point their very beings are the element itself." Ruse's voice instantly grew dark. "Tell me, can you still claim not to have betrayed me now?"

Zaram could only watch on in despair as burning fingers wrapped around her throat. She knew she was going to die. She had failed. Ah, at least she would join her friends—no, her brothers soon.

Just as Ruse was about to release his flames, one of the maids coughed. He frowned as he turned to that maid. "Larsial (Lar-shul), what are you doing here?"

The maid chuckled coquettishly and undid the illusion magic. A pair of laughing purple-blue eyes regarded Zaram's shocked expression. That was because this woman was a daeben! 

Pale-blue skin adorned with tattoos, subtly covered by an expensive-looking red and dark-brown leather armor that exposed most of her cleavage. The woman smiled at Zaram before winking at Ruse. "As big boss's trusted right hand, wouldn't it be bad if I ever left your side?"

Ruse ignored her coquettish tone. "What do you want?"

"Don't worry," Larsial said as she walked over. "This time, I just want to give my boss some advice." She pointed at Zaram, "That girl, don't kill her. We still need the local support, and she's a big figurehead amongst them. It's one thing to imprison her, but if we kill her, we lose their trust."

"We can just threaten them!" Ruse spat.

Larsial shook her head. "Sorry boss, I know you're angry." She wrapped her arms around Ruse from behind. To Zaram's surprise, Larsial’s arms did not burn. "But you don't want the higher-ups to know you messed too much with the karmic virtue, right?"

"What dogshit karmic virtue! Who believes that shit!" Ruse spat out in rage. But despite his words, his fingers still relaxed around Zaram's throat. Reluctantly, he released her, and she crumpled to the table. Without even glancing at her, he spat, "Get her out of my sight!" When the guards had finally dragged the dull woman out, Ruse turned to Larsial. "So, why did you really have me release her?"

Larsial smiled. "Call it woman's intuition. I have a feeling she would be useful later on."

Ruse rose a brow. "Is that it?"

Larsial only shook her head and pursed her lips with a cute pout. "Women can't reveal all their secrets, you know? How else would we keep the men interested." She pecked Ruse on the cheek, her tone an alluring husk as she added, "Now simmer down, and we'll find creative ways to vent your anger later tonight. Maybe, I might even reveal some of my secrets." 

Ruse's right hand rose to meet her face, but she released him and jumped back with a short laugh. "The little wannabe kings are here," she announced, as she disappeared in a whiff of smoke.

Ruse stared at the spot she had just been before gloomily taking his seat at the head of the table. 

No sooner had Ruse sat down did the doors swing open, and a total of thirty men and women walked into the room. Walking at the head of the newcomers was a red-haired, middle-aged halben woman Asha would have recognized were she here: Sheri Orthana. 

Guided by the maids, the people took their designated chairs at the table. Naturally, Orthana's seat was next to Ruse on the right.

Ruse's eyes scanned over these people with blatant disdain, but none of them dared to object. He then closed his eyes for a moment to adjust his mental state. When he was sure he would not directly melt the next person to annoy him slightly, he announced in an authoritative tone, "We are here to discuss how to prevent that accursed daeben from eating this country. If you do not wish to see this happen, then stay. Otherwise, leave..."

Leave? Who dared to leave at this point? Doing so would be the same as declaring war on the rest—what sinister wording Ruse used.

Sheri Orthana, while respectful, was not as afraid of this man as the others were. She had faced off against far scarier people in the high courts. Her current situation was as a result of losing to one such person. "We would not be here if we did not want the same thing. Speak, please, what exactly do you want?"

Ruse's eye twitched, but then he recalled how he needed this woman to corral the wild herd that was the various chiefs. He suppressed his irritation as he explained, "If we allow the daeben to stay with the dwarfs for longer than necessary, he might convince them to defect to Rosendun."

Orthana frowned. "Surely you jest. The dwarfs have never willingly agreed to live under the rule of another since the beginning of time. Unless you think he'll force them?"

Ruse shook his head. "What I'm about to tell you is a classified secret, very few select people are aware of." He paused, noticing the tension in the room thicken with every passing second. When he was sure everyone was engaged, he said, "The only reason the drakul coexist with the other races is at a result of his design."

There was a collective gasp around the hall, some going as far as to cry out in disbelief. The drakul was not any ordinary tribe. They were notoriously territorial!

If Kashi could find a way for the drakul to serve under humans, who was to say he could not convince the dwarfs to do the same! These people could scarcely believe the words, but since it had come from a man like Ruse, they had no choice to take it as the truth, whether they believed it or not. This was the benefit of power.

Orthana closed her eyes in thought. "If he manages to take control over the region governed by the dwarfs, that would be real trouble." Of course, the dwarven territory encompassed a large area at the direct center of the 'right claw'—such a strategic location. If anyone wished to travel through the right claw, they must either pass through dwarven territory or add at least twenty days to their journey. Her eyes shone with steely determination. "What's your plan?"

Ruse raised two fingers. "A two-pronged attack. To allow easy access, there are two main gates to the dwarven caverns. North and South. My men and I will directly launch an attack head-on from the north. My head alone should serve as a suitable lure for their high ranking fighters. With their best fighters lured towards me, you attack the south with a coalition of your forces."

The men and women could not help but release a gasp of admiration. Usually, the strong leaders would use the weaker players as bait, but in this case, Ruse was more than willing to be the bait! Ruse’s plan suggested they would only be fighting impoverished dwarfs who had not fought for decades.

But one amongst them was not so easily impressed. Orthana asked, "How exactly are we supposed to sneak an army ten thousand strong past their territory to attack them from the south?"

Surprisingly Ruse chuckled, clearly amused. "Why are you thinking of land when you can travel by water."

Everybody visibly paled. Travel by water? Them they would have to cross the great divide between Merriheim and Drakase? Are you fucking crazy!? All those rumors that nobody came back alive after entering Drakase? Those were rubbish for tourists. The locals all knew the truth. It was not that no one returned from Drakase. No one ever reached the damned place! 

That semicircular canal was like a hook of death. Whoever dared to enter perished to the overwhelming monsters below. 

Kraken? Hydra? Any one of these warriors would sooner hug and kiss those guys than be within ten kilometers of the monsters beneath that sea. This asshole wanted them to go across that river on a journey that would take at least three days if they sped like crazy? 

Fucker, if you wanted to fish for exquisite creatures, you should have just said so!

Seeing the faces which had turned red with extreme rage, Ruse only chuckled. "Don't worry. I'll gift you a fleet of DarkSpawn ships."

Immediately, the originally red faces turned to a different shade of red as they howled in exaggerated joy! 

What were the DarkSpawn ships? These were ships crafted from the carcasses and bones of immensely powerful monsters. These gave off an overwhelming sense of danger to the monsters in the seas, preventing them from daring to probe, much less attack the ship. 

If Ruse was gifting them these ships, then he was confident they would work on the monsters.

However, once again, Orthana proved why she led this group of madmen and women. "I assume you will also accompany us?" What DarkSpawn? What if they were made from the bones of thousands of church mice. Wouldn't she and her men die an unjust death for the bards to laugh at for ages?"

‘Sheri and her band of Merry,

Set for glory with her gaze imposey,

Built a ship from mice so holy,

They sent her straight to hell, so lonely.’

Naturally, Ruse had no idea what was going on in Sheri's head. "Naturally," Ruse smiled. "Why would I spend weeks crossing with my army, when we can just sail across the river and be there in a few days."

Orthana nodded, her greatest fear allayed. "We will need time to prepare. A week at the least."

Ruse's gaze steeled. "The deadline is eleven days."

"Fine, that is more than enough."

"Alright then!" Ruse exulted in a pleased voice as he clapped his hands twice. Several maids walked into the room with exquisite cuisine that sucked the drool from these poor men and women. "Please, please, enjoy your meal," he said as the maids placed the trays on the table. "Feel free to eat as much as you want." He added with a slight leer, "Of course, the maids are also on the menu." Before the few women could vent their frustrations, Ruse added, "Before I am considered a chauvinist," he clapped again.

This time a bunch of topless guards trooped into the hall and began sparring against each other. Watching those supple muscles glisten with sweat from the strenuous exercise left those women far hungrier than the rare dishes in front of them.

Ruse chuckled as he turned to Orthana. "If you will, my lady, I do believe this is not a place for one, such as yourself."

Orthana nodded as she stood up, then proceeded to exit the room with Ruse.

Unbeknownst to Kashi, he had unwittingly united the forever incompatible Merriheim against himself. 
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"... Hello, Hello,

Can't you hear my voice?

Hello, Hello,

Can't you hear my song?

Hello, Hello,

I am standing here, right here, 

Why can't you hear me?"

 

Kashi felt his chest constrict as the familiar song drifted in his subconscious. It took him back to that familiar, hopeless 20 sq.m apartment. A young woman, barely out of her teens, sat in the unfurnished room, blank sunken eyes and disheveled hair robbing her of whatever beauty she once had. 

Kashi—no, that's wrong. 

Suzuki was huddled in the corner of the room, his school bag on the floor ahead of him. Consciously, or not, the bag seemed to resemble a wall between the vacant-eyed woman and him. From the woman's throaty voice came a song whose lyrics Suzuki had memorized in and out as he had heard it every day for as long as he had lived. But this was not the part that scared him. It was the silence that would follow when she finished singing that song. Or even worse...

The woman suddenly turned to Suzuki, an enraged, mad glint in her eyes. "Why can't he hear me? It's your fau—"

Terror seized Kashi's heart as his eyes snapped open, red with panic. Surprisingly, the song continued, but this time, something about the lyrics soothed his frantic soul. Unfocused eyes cleared, to see a beautiful petite face, adorned by a crown of aqua blue hair. Her eyes were closed, and from gentle lips suffused the song that he never thought he would hear again.

Only after he had finally relaxed did Kashi realize his head was resting on her lap, and her fingers were gently combing through his hair. He gazed at the songstress, reluctant to move an inch in fear of alerting her to his woken status. Unfortunately, movement on his chest forced his gaze downwards. Luckily, his head was elevated, or this would have been annoying.

Scratch that thought.

It wasn't very pleasant, regardless.

Kashi groaned as he weathered Kira's mocking leer. The direwolf—who retained her cub form—smirked, laughing eyes mocking the daeben. She looked up at Lunette, then back down at Kashi. Her smirk widened even larger. What delighted her even more was that she could tell Kashi wanted to throttle her but did not want to risk moving. 

Intending on taking full advantage, Kira's placed her right-foreleg on Kashi's nose with a devilish grin. At least for these precious few seconds, she was Kashi's master. Kira recalled how Kashi had tortured her with that sand-like thing as a cub whenever she failed to hunt. Since then, she'd never gotten a chance to gain an overwhelming advantage as he'd had then. Now, she had it, and she fully intended to maximize it.

Kashi's eye lightly twitched as Kira's claws extended from her paws and dug into his nose. He loathed to admit, but it seriously hurt! Kira noticed the daeben's pained expression, and with a triumphant snort, hopped off the daeben. She snickered silently then dashed off for the exit, most likely to inform the others that Kashi was awake.

Realizing this, although Kashi wanted to stay as he was a little longer, he knew the others would soon arrive. The last thing he wanted was for Syèl to walk in on them. He could only imagine the grief that would follow. So, he reluctantly raised his right hand and tapped Lunette on her cheek. He felt Lunette slightly tremble from his touch and struggled to keep his racing breath in check as a pair of aqua-green eyes gazed lovingly down at him.

Lunette, realizing Kashi was awake, turned slightly red in the face, but she made no move to push him off. "... You finally woke up."

"Ah," muttered Kashi as he reluctantly sat up and took in his surroundings. He was still in the glass dome; apparently, they had chosen not to move him while he slept. Well, judging from the injuries he had then, it was no surprise. 

Kashi’s gaze traveled to the numerous glistening glass stalactites that had formed on the ceiling from the pieces of rock that were too hard to be blown to smithereens. Someone had erected some burning lamps and magelights along the walls and ceiling, giving the chamber of glass a starry feeling. 

Kashi could imagine it might become a popular spot for the dwarven couples in the future. His gaze returned to the fairy by his side, who silently observed him with a small smile. With a weak smile, Kashi asked, "How long was I asleep?"

"Just over three days," Lunette confirmed.

Kashi's eyes widened in surprise. "You waited here for three days!?"

"No way," Lunette chuckled with a small wave. "We took turns to make sure nobody tried to assassinate you. You just happened to wake during my turn."

"Nah, this wasn't happenstance," Kashi softly refuted. He studied Lunette, traces of suspicion in his gaze as he asked, "That song, where'd you learn it?"

Lunette's eyes widened. "You know it? My dad taught me. It's the first song I ever learned."

"Ah, I see," Kashi muttered under his breath. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a second. When they opened a few seconds later, the traces of suspicion were gone. He then recalled something and smirked at Lunette. "By any chance, did you sing this song at Kerta when this game first started?"

"Heeh?" Lunette's eyes sparkled, "Were you one of my early fans? I don't remember seeing you, though."

Kashi chuckled. "Only heard in passing. It was good enough to give me a heart attack."

"Is that so? Perhaps I should sing it a lot more often," Lunette teased as she watched Kashi get to his feet and hold out his hand. "So," she said as she accepted the outstretched hand and rose to her feet. "What are you planning on doing next?"

Kashi gazed at the dwarven statue, then at the hammer lying a few feet away from him. It currently looked very ordinary, but the daeben quickly recalled the terrifying power that lay within that hammer. Kashi turned to Lunette and replied with a grin, "Want to see what a god's release looks like?"

Lunette's brow rose in question. "Release?" She followed Kashi's pointing finger to the dwarven statue. "Wait. Y ou don't think?"

Kashi shrugged. "Might be wrong, but the pattern fits." He walked over to where the hammer lay. He squatted next to it, then frowned. "If you're going to watch, then at least do it in the open. This is creepy."

Loud bursts of laughter accompanied Zeing as he appeared some feet away from them. "How long did you know?"

"Been irritating me since the fight," Kashi lamented. "Wasn't sure what it was 'til now, though." He regarded Zeing with an exasperated sigh. "So, did you enjoy the show?"

"Magnificent!" Zeing wholeheartedly praised. "I have not witnessed a fight that grand in ages," he proclaimed, hands spread in excitement. He 'stepped' towards Kashi, who could not dodge in time and wrapped the daeben in a bone-breaking bear hug. "Thanks, kid. That should keep me satisfied another decade or so." Zeing unceremoniously dropped Kashi to the ground as he laid eyes on Lunette. 

To Kashi's utter disbelief, Zeing's aura completely changed as he addressed Lunette with a warm smile filled with respect. "... And you must be the famed Ms. Falsetto. Having lived in these lands for over a millennium, I have witnessed thousands of bards and minstrels, but I must admit, none are worthy of holding your script. No wonder little Froy and Rusey went mad over you. Yours is truly the voice of the angels."

Lunette blushed and bowed gracefully. "I thank you for your compliments."

Zeing grinned. "Beauty and humility to boot. Hey Kashi-boy, act fast, or you'll lose her to someone else."

K-Kashi boy!?  Kashi nearly stumbled upon hearing that phrase. However, he chose to ignore Zeing. After all, it was not like he could defeat the oaf. Once beaten, twice shy, that kinda thing. Instead, he once again bent over and reached for the hammer.

"You sure you want to do that?" Zeing cautioned. "You saw what it did to Froy."

Kashi smirked as his fingers wrapped around the handle. "I'm not Froy."

Brrzzzt Crrrackle BOOM!

Blue electric arcs raced up Kashi's arm then dug into his heart with a sudden jolt. The arcs ran through his circulatory channels, before, they, as one, coagulated and then stormed right through his brain, depositing tons of information. 

The daeben's hair stood on end as the electric arcs bore out his head then flew into the ceiling, where dark thunderclouds had begun to form. 

Occasionally, lightning from these thunderclouds would strike down at the daeben. The lightning would flow through his body, healing all the wounds, and then return to the hammer—and so formed an unconventional cycle of lightning and pain.

Kashi gritted his teeth as he forced himself to hold on to the hammer, even as the lightning upgraded to green. The pain intensified, but Kashi refused to let go as he instinctively felt that the torrents of information that were flowing into his brain were uniquely important. After all, he was not like Syèl, who could process all of this as it entered his brain. 

Kashi could only hold on to the intuitive possibility that if he held on to the end, the game would reward him with all the information gained in a way it would be easy to remember.

Five minutes later, Kashi could no longer suppress his screams as the lightning upgraded to yellow. It felt like an army of red ants were tearing through his insides, and they only got angrier with each passing second. If it were not for the return lightning healing his body, Kashi would have long ended up dead.

Lunette's eyes widened with worry, but she bit her lower lip to prevent herself from calling out him out to stop. She knew the perverse nature of the man she had unwittingly fallen in love with. Rather than waste her breath to dissuade him from greatness, she was better served praying for his success. “Do your best," a whisper escaped Lunette’s lips as pale hands clasped together in frightened worry.

"Whoa whoa whoa," a familiar voice called from behind as Kashi dropped to a knee when the lightning once again upgraded to red. This time, it visibly looked like living snakes writhed underneath his skin, and blood seeped from several pores on his body. "We leave for a bit, and he's found a new way to torture himself," Syèl exclaimed with a laugh as he walked next to Lunette. He pointed at the kneeling daeben. "Any idea what he's doing?"

Lunette shook her head. At this point, she was far too worried to speak. 

"Looks like training to me," Shoko offered as she too stood next to Syèl.

"Is there such a perverted training method?" Jade asked as she stood on the right of Lunette. She patted the songstress' back and reassured in a whisper, "He'll be fine..."  Probably.

"Tch," Hektor spat from the entrance. "He keeps getting stronger." His grip tightened around his ax. "I won't be left behind."

"Pretty," a dwarven child murmured as his mother led him into the hall. "Mother, what's that?" The mother just stared ahead, her eyes wide with disbelief. The scene reminded her of an old legend, but she refused to believe it was true. She was not the only one.

Several dwarfs who entered the hall could only stare in disbelief. Be it the glass hall or the daeben undergoing tribulation at the center; they could not wrap their heads around the occurrence. 

Suddenly, a bog horn blared, causing the crowd to disperse and form a path. Anton Xafier, the man touted to be the next Dwarven King, led the Council of Six into the chamber. They took up positions next to the Maggots after bowing respectfully to Zeing.

"Your leader is indeed strange," Anton muttered as he watched the daeben refuse to loosen his grip on the hammer even as the pain intensified. "What drives him?"

"Sadism," Syèl chuckled.

"Honor," Shoko countered.

"...My sister."

Syèl and Shoko nearly jumped out of their skins at the voice that offered his opinion. 

Basketball sized blue flames formed on Syèl's hand as dark lines spread on his forehead. "Shadow, we talked about this." 

Shadow only shrugged and walked over to his sister's side. 

A vein popped on Syèl's forehead, and he surely would have flung those fireballs had Shoko not grabbed his wrist and admonished, "Neither the time nor the place."

Syèl turned to the dwarfs who were staring at him. "Tch, as if I care," he grumbled, but reluctantly snuffed the fireballs.

Meanwhile, no one except Hektor paid attention to the direwolf that appeared at the entrance with a young girl on her back. Zuri's eyes lit up with excitement as she stared at the lightning display. "Pretty..."

The red lightning reflected in Kira's eyes, but unlike the others, she did not see the beauty in it. One of the perks of their improving companion link was that she had an idea of the kind of pain Kashi was going through at that moment. She asked herself if she was able to endure the same level of pain, but she could not come up with an entirely positive answer.

Oblivious to the gallery that had formed, Kashi gritted his teeth as he struggled against the mind-numbing pain. His heart, stimulated by the electricity, raced so fast he feared it would burst out of his ribcage. His body arched in pain, but even though he knew it would end once he released the hammer, Kashi stubbornly refused to do so.

With a loud explosion, the lightning suddenly changed to a deep black, darker than night itself. It tore through Kashi, ripping off skin and flesh as the pain intensified a hundredfold.

As usual, Kashi played on full pain sensitivity, so it felt like he was thrown into a pot of boiling water filled with man-eating spiders. His clothes burst into shreds, leaving him with only a pair of tattered trousers.

Just when Kashi felt like he could take no more, the lightning stimulated the dragon in his subconscious. The dragon, which resembled a tiny baby, opened its mouth and let out a powerful roar that rattled all the bones in Kashi's body. Unknown to him, that roar echoed out and pushed the onlookers several steps backward.

Like a sponge, the dragon excitedly absorbed about seventy percent of the black lightning that bore into Kashi's brain, then allowed the rest to fly into the clouds above. The tiny dragon quickly grew in size, its dark scales suffused with arcs of black lightning. The excess soon escaped it and began to fuse with Kashi's cells and body, forcefully transforming it into one worthy of the power of a dragon.

Lost in pain as he was, Kashi was utterly oblivious to these changes. He could only faintly feel that the pain had significantly reduced. Mustering up all the strength he had, he painfully got to his feet, then took step after bloody step towards the dwarven statue.

The ground shook beneath his feet with every step Kashi took. The discharge from the hammer also began to reduce significantly. It looked like he was at the tail end of whatever test he had been forced to take. 

As the discharge faltered, Kashi’s gait strengthened, and his back straightened. By the time he reached the statue, the hammer was once again silent like any ordinary hammer you would find in a dwarven forge.

Kashi, caked in blood and scabs of flesh, impatiently swiped away the numerous notifications that popped up. He raised the hammer and identified it.
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Kashi glared at the hammer in his hand with hatred. Why? If this hammer were even slightly less awesome, he would have collected it for himself. But 100% Success? This thing raised more flags than the UN Assembly! Only a greedy fool would keep something like this for himself. 

The hammer was an item not meant for the hands of mortals. Only calamity would follow the poor sod who decided to covet this thing.

Kashi glared at the dwarven statue. "Isn't it about time you woke up?" He poured all his mana into the hammer, and then, with a roar, he jumped and struck the statue’s forehead.

Boom!

Torrential winds blasted Kashi away as several elements converged on the spot where the hammer met the statue. Lightning, wind, and waer stormed against the spot with increased vigor and speed, forcing the daeben to back off.

Crack!

The dwarfs dropped to their knees in concert as a light shone from cracks in the statue. The cracks spread from the forehead to the soles of its boots. After a momentary pulse, the statue exploded in a brilliant burst of light.

"Hahahahahaha!" A loud laugh boomed across the dome as a dwarf in resplendent golden chainmail strode out from within the pillar of light, shoulders protected by massive. Thick hands adorned with red leather gloves held the accursed hammer, which had significantly grown in size. 

The dwarf, who looked to be over sixty, had splendid white hair braided into a thin ponytail that reached all the way to the ground. Sharp, brown eyes studied the mortals before him as the dwarf stroked his magnificently long beard. "Hmmm," his gaze traveled from the kneeling mortals to the few who remained standing. He snubbed Zeing as he could smell his mother's scent all over him, and then rested his gaze on the sorriest looking mortal. "Are you the one who released me?"

Kashi was a little ticked off. This damned dwarf had the gall to remain floating in the air, which forced the daeben to strain his neck to talk to him.  ‘ Damned dwarf   probably suffers from an inferiority complex.’  "Yes," Kashi replied with a polite nod. "Fortune led me here. I was lucky enough to undo the seal."

The dwarf snorted. "Luck had nothing to do with it. Luck could not have allowed you to pass my trial." The dwarf raised a brow. "Why did you not take the hammer for yourself? You had passed the trial of ownership?"

Kashi snorted inwardly.  ‘ Passed the trial, my ass. If I dared take that thing as my own, who knows what kind of divine punishment this sadistic game would unleash on me?’  "I am well aware of my capabilities. I am not yet worthy of such a divine item. Perhaps my possession would only lead to a disaster. As such, I deemed it much more important to release you."

Aygor chuckled. "From your wording, it sounds like you would have taken this hammer for yourself were you worthy?"

Kashi stood straight, his eyes steady as he replied, "Naturally. If my strength were sufficient, I would still release you, but I would claim the hammer for myself." Kashi ignored the surprised gasps from the dwarfs behind him. This was his character. God or no god, he would be brutally honest. "However, I am weak, so I dare not covet that which I cannot handle."

"HAHAHA! Good Kid!" Aygor guffawed. "Fine then, I cannot just let you go empty-handed after all your efforts." A tome, almost thirty centimeters thick, and a meter long, appeared in his right hand. He tossed the book down at the daeben, who caught it with both hands, slightly shocked by the weightlessness.
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Kashi raised a brow in disbelief. This was good stuff! The first part alone was enough to engulf the entirety of Destia in a desperate war. Kashi could not hide the smile on his face as he stored the book in his inventory. Heh, even though the game said he could not trade it, what stopped him from copying out parts of the book? If he gave his guild researchers just a tenth of this book, he shuddered to imagine the heights they would reach. Kashi, ever the gentleman, politely nodded, "I thank senior for his generosity."

Aygor grinned, flattered by Kashi's politeness. "This is not nearly enough! Name one wish! As long as it is within my power, I will be sure to grant it.  We  are not permitted to interfere too much in the mortal realm, but it is different when it is a reward for services rendered. Now, come, make your wish."

Kashi looked to the still kneeling dwarfs, as an idea formed in his head. He gazed at the smith god and said, "I have my wish..."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


            

    
        Chapter 104: Awaken From The Dream

    
    
    
    
                Kashi's declaration sent chills down the dwarfs' spines. Although they were overjoyed by their patron god’s freedom, seeing him interact so familiarly with a foreigner—and a daeben at that—left bitter tastes in their mouths. 

Fortunately, either out of either respect or fear, not a single dwarf moved or showed opposition. However, their downcast gazes exposed their apparent discomfort. Kashi’s wish bothered them greatly. If Aygor ordered them to serve Kashi's country, they would have no choice but to do so.

Every dwarf awaited Kashi's next words with bated breath.

Kashi, aware of the dwarfs’ contradictory emotions, returned his gaze to Aygor. He then raised two fingers and said, "Before I say my wish, I have two things I wish to clarify."

Aygor nodded. "Only natural. Ask."

"First, you are not capable of changing the fertility of the ground, are you?" Kashi asked, his gaze measured. He had created a few hypotheses after examing the similarities between the rewards given by the gods after their release.

"As expected of the master of the guild that released three of my brethren," Aygor praised with a hearty laugh. "It is as you said, daeben. My domain lies mainly in the field of crafting. Land and animal management belong to the twins."

"Mera and Fera, right?" At Aygor's confirmation, Kashi nodded. It was as he suspected.

Freeing Fermes (god of communication) reactivated the Rinks while, according to Syèl, freeing Alure reopened the Circle. Finally, because Suvron was the goddess of beauty and music, renovating a tower could also be seen as falling under her jurisdiction. She could not, however, create a building from scratch. That was Gerber's domain. This information could prove crucial in possible future dealings with the gods, so Kashi made sure to store it in his mind. 

Satisfied, Kashi asked the second question. "How long until I have to give my wish?"

Aygor smiled. "I can only hold my existence for seventy-two hours in this plane. Any longer and the damage to this plane shall be irreparable. It would be best if you spoke your wish before then. Else I shall grant another reward I deem appropriate then leave."

Kashi nodded. "My wish is a bit cumbersome. It cannot be easily explained by word of mouth." Two worktables and several easels appeared in front of the daeben as he bowed respectfully. "I will trouble esteemed senior to wait on me. I shall present my wish before the deadline." 

Even as Kashi spoke, several rolled up canvasses of different sizes appeared on the table. Most had been replenished from the stores in Meilfour before he met up with Muko and subsequently got captured.

Kashi took out Rosario's brush. When his Intermediate Painting mastery passed Level 3, the brush’s bristles gained the ability to change their size and thickness at will. Being a top-class material, he never had to worry about brushes anymore. 

Rosario’s Brush’s next ability was scheduled to unlock at  Expert Level 1 . Luckily, all the paintings Kashi did for Project Fame boosted his Painting Mastery to  Intermediate Level 8 . The fact it had only risen four levels despite the weeks of painting fully displayed Suvron's adherence to quality over quantity.

"Hoho," Aygor's chuckled as a sharp glint flashed in his eyes. "Father never let anyone disturb him when he painted. It will be a treat to see what his chosen disciple can accomplish."

Kashi nearly fell over at those words.  ‘ Please don't compare me to a god!’  In the nick of time, Kashi collected himself and faced Aygor with a stiff smile. "Esteemed elder, I do believe it is only right to spend some time with the people you govern, lest they remain on their knees till your departure."

Aygor's brows furrowed, but he eventually conceded with a regretful look. "Yes, yes, you are correct." He cast the daeben a gaze like he was about to miss the most remarkable event on the planet. 

Collecting himself, Aygor resumed a visage of an imperial god as he cast his gaze over the dwarfs. A profound look filled with emotion regarded these fiercely loyal men and women. Eventually, he shook his head and sighed as he uttered, "...You have suffered."

These three words smashed open the dam of emotions these proud dwarfs had held in for so long. The dome shook as men, women, and children wept loudly, some knocking their heads against the icy floor as they repeatedly kowtowed to their patron god. 

Who knew the pain the dwarfs had endured these years better than they? Shunned by their people, yet forced to bear the brunt of the daebens' attacks. Used by both sides of the war to create machines of war, and then discarded afterward to pick up the remains of their people.

If all that was not enough, the people of Destia begun to eye the broken country of Merriheim for themselves. If the dwarfs had not sold themselves to the Chaos Order, then who knew, perhaps they would have ended up serving another. But as fate would have it, their protectors became their greatest prosecutors. 

The dwarfs endured humiliation and rage for so long that, at some point, they began to seek joy in the pain of others.

Now, the dwarfs shed tears as they realized just how shameful their actions had been. Enemy or not, for them to have found pleasure in watching a child fight for her life. How could such people be worthy of their god's love and protection? Shame, guilt, and joy caused them to kowtow repeatedly, as they knew the weight of their sins and the promise of a brighter future.

Kashi felt something in his heart tighten. He clenched his chest and squeezed, confusion in furrowed brows. What was that? That emotion just now? Something seemed to resonate inside him as he watched the dwarfs release years of pent-up stress and pain.

Listening to the dwarfs’ relieved voices, Kashi wondered if this was what the prodigal son felt like when he returned home after facing the cruelties of the outside world.

The daeben could not be sure. After all, neither he, Razznik, nor Suzuki ever had a real 'home.' Sure, they had a roof over their head and food to eat, but it was never quite 'home,' at least not in the way the TV sitcoms liked to describe it. A place one returns to frequently, where they can feel at peace and relax.

Ah, wait. Kashi recalled a certain girl sitting in a seiza with a bow by her side, practicing mentally. That serene picture. He wondered if that could count as Suzuki's home. Subconsciously, he glanced at Lunette, whose pain was visible on her bitten lips.

Ah, wait. For Kashi to learn this emotion, wouldn't he have to lose whatever or whoever eventually became his home? Realizing this, Kashi's eyes grew cold as he released his hold on his chest. 

Such a useless emotion. He had no interest in learning it.

It took nearly thirty minutes before the dwarfs stabilized their emotions. Zeing regarded his brethren with a rueful smile. Finally, they had begun to once again walk on the right path once again. Even though he could not interfere too much in the lives of mortals, he had long since vowed to protect these people regardless of what path they chose in life.

Of course, it felt much better protecting good people than protecting hooligans. With a sigh, Zeing helped the council elders to their feet. "Come, come. This is not a good place to hold this discussion." He looked up at Aygor with a solemn gaze. "My Lord, please, let us retire to the throne room. I believe Kashi'll appreciate the quiet."

"Mm." Aygor nodded and descended to the ground. He patted Kashi's shoulder as he headed toward the entrance. "I will be anticipating your wish."

Kashi's face paled as a sliver of Aygor's overwhelming power seeped into his shoulder. What the hell kind of monster was this!? What level could he possibly need to fight this guy? 1000? 2000? And Razznik defeated these guys! For the first time, Kashi got a good look at his goal. Shit, Kashi could not help but grin as his fingers rapidly clenched. 

This was truly exciting!

Aygor felt Kashi's rising battle spirit and secretly chuckled to himself. Ah, a mere millennium ago, he would have laughed at such a reaction, but he had borne witness to the Razznik's rise despite his mother's efforts to deter him. Indeed, there was not a single god who would still underestimate the potential of mortals, especially the Summoned. Their innate abilities were beyond terrifying.

Aygor motioned for the dwarfs to rise, and like the clapping of a thunderstorm, several thousand dwarfs shot to their feet and proudly stomped against the earth. With a cursory glance at Syèl and the rest, Aygor left the dome with Zeing close behind.

It took some time, but eventually, the dome was once again empty, save for the Maggots and Asha. The chetah’s troops retired to get some rest and await their next orders.

"...Well, that just happened," Syèl chuckled when he saw his guildmates' tongue-tied expressions.

Jade's eyes widened as she stared at Kashi in shock. "Th-Th..." She shook her head. "Did you just ask a god to wait for you!?"

"More importantly, you were chatting like he was the local bloke down the street," Shoko muttered, still reeling in shock from the events. "Were you not afraid he would accidentally sneeze you to death?"

"Right?" Syèl grumbled. "Couldn't even find the timing to poke my head in."

"No, no," Shoko countered with a wave. "You shouldn't be poking your head anywhere in the first place."

Pfft.  Lunette's chuckle drew Maggots' attention. Seeing the young girl with tears in her eyes, struggle to hold in her amusement brought wry smiles to their faces as they realized the absurdity of the entire situation. "Ha...Haha," Lunette panted as she wiped the tears from her eyes. "It's alright, isn't it? That's just how he is." She playfully glared at Kashi as she said so, eliciting complete approval from her guildmates.

"Hehe," Syèl chuckled as he wrapped his arm around Kashi's neck. His eyes flashed happily as he revealed a toothy grin. "Now, no one can call me weird anymore. Not when there's a guy who's pals with a thousand-year-old hybrid, has what is essentially the devil as his brother, and is a god-chatting monster on our team.

"No way," Shoko once again countered.

"Yeah," Jade seconded. "You're plenty weird on your own. Vampire-san."

Kashi's eyes lit up as he glanced incredulously at Syèl. "Vampire?"

"Hmph!" Syèl let out an exaggerated snort as he patted his chest. "Your big brother here's a Vampire Duke. Duke, you hear!?" Syèl boasted as a pair of blood-red wings sprouted from his back. Being in such proximity, Kashi could not help but shiver on the onslaught of the savage power within them. Syèl naturally did not miss this reaction, and his grin widened even further. Snarkily, he boasted, "Not bad, right? Don't worry. Big Bro here'll protect you from now on."

"Hmph!" Interrupted a cute little voice. "Kashi does not need your protection! Kashi is the strongest!" Several pairs of eyes turned in surprise to the little girl sitting proudly on Kira's back. Zuri's stuck out her chest proudly as she glared at Syèl, not pressured in any way under the gaze of all these masters.

"Well said." Kashi freed himself from Syèl's hold, a sardonic smile on his face. "I do not recall having an older brother. However, it is never too late to get a younger brother." At Syèl's raised brow, Kashi smirked.  ‘ I didn't get a chance to study it yet, but...’  Kashi  smiled at Zuri's proud gaze.  ‘ I can't betray that confidence.’  

The daeben's eyes shone with a dangerous glint. With a resolute gaze, Kashi stabbed his right hand into his chest and grasped his heart before anyone could react.

"[ Drakul's Dream ] !" Kashi crushed his heart as one of the prompts he got during Aygor's test appeared before him.

 

 

 

 

 

 





	
Dream of the Drakul [Mutated]





	
Stage 2:  Refinement

A suitable body is required to become a dragon. Though this process should take several months to years, a lucky counter with god-level lightning has awakened the sleeping dragon within your dream.

Your body, which has been refined by the highest grade of lightning, has unlocked the special dragon tier:  Elder Dragon.  

Achieving this height will depend on your destiny and strength.

Can now transform to a Draconian at will.

Warning:  Draconic Form Drains Stamina   (1 STA/s)

Warning: Refinement Level (99%)

To become a dragon, a resolute heart and appropriate destiny are required.

CRUSH THE HEART TO EVOLVE!

Chance of Success (50%)

Death upon failure!










 

Kashi's body trembled as rivers of blood burst out of his chest. His gaze faltered as his HP dropped to 1 in an instant, but he managed to stand his ground. Lunette visibly paled, screaming as she ran towards him, but a blood wing halted her steps. Kashi sent Syèl a grateful gaze as he closed his eyes and chanted. "My Dream among the heavens, My Star below the earth, Awaken From Slumber, Pierce Reality...  [Draconic Awakening]."

BOOM!

Massive aura undulations, visible to the naked eye, pushed the maggots several feet away from the daeben. The aura grew thick and black till it was like a night curtain surrounding the daeben. Kashi groaned as a venerable roar shook the depths of his mind, like something ancient struggling against its bindings. Kashi released a roar that echoed the dragon within as the nearly liquefied aura began to retract into his body.

The miasma burrowed into his skin, and flesh, to the depths of his bone marrows, commencing the final cleansing and reforming of his entire systems. Scales grew from his fingertips, toes, and head, all converging around the bloody hole in his chest, which absorbed an enormous amount of aura.

Kashi gritted his teeth through the pain and instinctively guided all his mana and aura into his brain. He was not sure what that thing fighting in his head was, but somehow he knew it needed his assistance.

Kashi did not know this, and indeed it could not be found in any records, but  [ Dream of the Drakul ]  was an ancient pact between an exiled elder dragon and their lord Skyrm. Though punished for his crimes, Skyrm promised the dragon that whoever received his inheritance would have a chance become a dragon. 

Alas, unfortunately, the dragon soul formed by even the most successful descendants could not break the boundaries of being a dream firmly locked in their soul space. Even though they could draw some power from it, they were never able to take that final step.

Kashi, too, would have forever gotten stuck at this stage, were it not for his first inheritance: The Legacy of Ferulic, weaver of dimensions. Ferulic's spirit could create dimensions from nothing and travel among the vast reaches of time and space. Busting open a dream realm was far too easy for this tyrannical spirit.

The dragon soul within Kashi's dream released a joyful cry as it burst out of its shackles, accompanied by an earth-shattering roar! Briefly, for just about a second, a 3m tall, 100m long dragon silhouette appeared behind the daeben. Its dark scales were the color of night, smoldering embers, carrying the glare of an emperor. It glared at the petrified Maggots for a second before burrowed into the gaping hole in Kashi’s chest.

The dragon coiled in on itself, revolving several times till it settled into a spot. It then morphed into a sturdy new heart, which greedily connected to badly ruptured blood vessels. 

Kashi's HP sharply climbed as the hole in his chest rapidly closed up. Kashi, whose entire body was coated in hard scales, heaved a sigh of relief as he examined the notification prompt.

 

 





	
Dream of the Drakul [Mutated]





	
Stage 2:  Refinement Successful (100%)

Stage 3:  Dream of the Drakul Evolved to Elder Draconian [Lightning]










 





	
Elder Draconian [Lightning]





	
Congratulations, your daredevil bastard!

Through luck or skill, you have fully unlocked the draconic potential within you. Although you are not yet a full-fledged dragon, you have the honor of becoming the first Half-Dragon (Draconian) in recorded history. With your potential, the day you fully transform into a dragon, you will be recognized as an Elder Dragon and command your legion.

However, that day is still far away. Train hard young warrior and your dreams will become a reality!

As a result of  [ Dragon's Heart ] , the blood of dragons now flow in your veins.

Draconian Transformation  Does Not Consume MP

The following attributes have been unlocked:  [ Elder Draconic Soul ]  (Passive);  [ Elder Draconic Body ]  (Active);  [ Elder Draconic Eyes ]  (Active);  [ Elder Draconic Instinct ]  (Passive);  [ Elder Draconic Aura ]  (Passive);  [ Elder Draconic Claws ]  (Active) 










 





	
[Elder Draconic Soul] (Passive)





	
An Elder Dragon is a being of mana. The pure energy within Elder Dragons resonates with the world to maintain a steady balance of reinforcement such that they never run out of mana.

Mana Reinforcement:  100 MP/Lv Increase

Mana Regeneration:  1.0% Max MP/Sec

.05% Increase Every 50 Levels

All Elemental Resistance:  +50% Resistance










 

 





	
[Elder Draconic Body] (Active)





	
+50% STR  (Active)

+ 100 STR Every 10 Levels (Passive)

+50% DEF  (Active)

+50 DEF Every 5 Levels (Passive)










 





	
[Elder Draconic Eyes] (Active)





	
A Dragon's Gaze Roams The World. Its Secrets Laid Bare.

Can focus on objects 2km away.

Mana-Tracking Sight  Unlocked!

Chance to reveal traps: 50%










 

 

Finally,  [Elder Draconic Instinct] (Passive)  added 100 points to Instinct,  [Elder Draconic Aura] (Passive)  added 200 points to Fighting Spirit, and  [Elder Draconic Claws] (Active)  Increased the chance to Ignore armor when used by 20%

 

"To think I would witness the birth of a Draconian." Kashi turned to see Rider watching him with widened eyes. "Kid, you truly are full of miracles."

The Maggots, still unrecovered from their shock, could only stare stupidly at the scaled daeben before them. They could all feel the oppressive aura bursting out subconsciously from every cell in the daeben's body.

Syèl could only leak out a wry smile as he complained, "Will it kill you not to be too much of a monster?"

Kashi laughed as he pointed at the halben. "Hehe. Only a monster can keep another monster in check."

"HAHAHAHA!" Zuri's proudly laughed as she excitedly patted Kira's back. "Zuri said Kashi is the strongest!" She declared, chest puffed with pride. Anyone would think she was draconian.

Rider glanced at Zuri. The light smile he wore suddenly stiffened. His brows furrowed as a yellow glint flashed in his eyes.  ‘ Beast Soul Possession? That skill still lived!?’  Rider struggled to keep his emotions in check as he turned to Kashi. As far as he was concerned, Kashi's Elder Draconian transformation was now akin to a pile of mud in his eyes. 

After all, Rider was no dragon. Faced with the possibility of a successor, even the aloof hybrid found his heartbeat racing. "Kid, who is that child?"

Kashi raised a brow, surprise in his eyes. Since he was in dragon form, he could naturally hear Rider's accelerated heartbeat even though the hybrid tried his best to keep it under control. "Zuri?" Kashi asked with an amused gaze. "Zuri is Zuri."

"That's right! Zuri is Zuri!" Zuri seconded with a proud shout. Her hearing was quite excellent too. "What do you want with Zuri, gray ojii-san!?"

"Pfft... BUAHAHAAHA!" Syèl burst out laughing as black lines formed on Rider's forehead. That was right. No one had dared to mention it, but Rider was unnaturally pale, to the extent his skin was slightly gray. If they were in the real world, Syèl would have bet a fortune he was a cosplayer with maximum cosmetics skills.

Although Rider was humiliated, he did not mind it and instead turned to Kashi. "That girl... Give her to me!"

Even though it sounded like an order, Kashi knew this man's infuriating personality. 

Rider would never force the weak into anything. It only came out as an order because he was agitated. 

"Heeh? What do you want with her? Don't tell me the years have turned you into a lol—" Even Kashi did not dare finish that sentence as Rider's agitation leaked out a small amount of his aura. That tiny amount, which did not even amount to a percentage of the hybrid’s true strength, caused the surrounding Maggots to feel sick to their stomachs.

Rider noticed the abnormality and quickly retracted his aura. "My apologies. I was too agitated." He took in a deep breath and explained. "Vampires pass on their inheritance through Blood Rites, but werewolves have two ways of passing on their inheritance. One is through childbirth. During consummation, a portion of a werewolf's strength is passed on to their child. This is integral to every werewolf as those who have yet to pass on their inheritance will always feel a void. The second and only other method is to infect a hume. However, ninety-nine percent of those infected perish from soul erosion. But there is one exception."

Kashi glanced at Zuri. "She's the exception?"

"[ Beast Soul Possession ]  The bearer of this skill, if trained well, can absorb the soul of any beast, including great beasts like Skyrm. It is a god-level apex skill. I have no idea how this young girl learned this skill, but if it is her, I am confident she can Inherit  [ Lucian's Lineage ] .  My blood is too pure, and I have no intention of getting married, so she is the only one capable of obtaining my inheritance without perishing."

Kashi smiled. "Fine. I'll let you train her since it'll make her stronger, but you have to do something for me too."  ‘ Perhaps we might be able to stimulate her memories if he can find out how she got that skill.’

Rider nodded. "What do you want?"

"Two things. First, find out how she got that skill. Second," Kashi pointed at the far-off entrance where Hektor stood. "Take him with you. Train him as a  [ Dragon Knight ].  He has the potential."

Rider glared at Kashi, but the daeben didn't respond to his intimidation.  ‘ He is cut from the same cloth as Razznik, alright. To dare make such demands of me.’  However, when Rider glanced at Zuri, his gaze softened. Resigned, he sighed. "I will take him. However, I will not be responsible if he perishes."

Kashi smirked. "He won't."

That said, Kashi walked up to Zuri. He patted her head and grinned. "Who's the strongest?"

"Kashi is the strongest!" Zuri declared.

"No," Kashi shook his head. "Zuri and Kashi are the strongest! Does Zuri want to remain as strong as Kashi?" Zuri nodded vehemently, such that Kashi was afraid her head would fall off. "Then Zuri should spend some time with the scary gray ojii-san. Scary ojii-san will make Zuri as strong as Kashi. Then we will both be the strongest!"

Zuri's expression flickered between delight, worry, and sadness. "But Zuri does not want to leave Kashi."

"Hehe. Don't worry," Kashi promised as he ruffled her hair. "Kashi won't go anywhere until you get back."

Zuri's eyes widened. "Promise?"

"Cross my heart and hope to die."

"Zuri doesn't want Kashi to die!"

Kashi chuckled as he lifted Zuri off of Kira's back and onto his shoulders. Zuri laughed as she grabbed Kashi's spiky hair. "I won't die. I'll be waiting here for you, so come back as soon as possible."

Zuri nodded as the daeben let her down. She rushed over to Rider and declared with a proud gaze. "Kashi has allowed you to train Zuri, gray ojii-san! You must not disappoint Kashi!"

Gazing at this young hellraiser, Rider did not know whether to laugh or cry. His disciple treated him this way! Ah, how his father would laugh at him right now. He placed a hand on Zuri's shoulder, and a mandala appeared beneath their feet.

"Well then, Kashi, I shall see you in two months."

Poor Hektor did not even know what happened when a mandala appeared beneath his feet. He did not even get a chance to scream before he, Rider, and Zuri disappeared.

Kashi's scales regressed as he deactivated  [ Elder Draconic Body ] . He stretched and then turned his gaze to the worktable. "Now, to get started." He looked over his shoulder at the Maggots. "You guys staying?"

"Heck, no!" Syèl answered for the group. Soon, only Kashi and Lunette remained in the dome.

Kashi spread the first canvass upon the worktable as he raised a charcoal pencil.

"Reminds you of old times, doesn't it," remarked Lunette with a chuckle.

Kashi smiled. "Got any songs?"


            

    
        Chapter 105: Kashi's Wish (Definitely an Artifact)

    
    
    
    
                ???

10  th   Muriel, 1093.

It had been a few hours since Kashi began drawing on the first canvass, but he was only nearing completion. His hands flew across the canvass at blinding speed, pencils giving form to his desires. He allowed his imagination to drift, buoyed Lunette’s calming piano tunes. 

Kira lay on the piano in her puppy form, absorbed in a soothing nap. Usually, by this point, Kashi would have been wholly consumed by his work and forgotten to eat or sleep. 

Ayumi once called Suzuki an obsessive demon for that behavior.

However, this time, for some reason, even though Kashi performed just as well as he did when 'obsessed,' he did not lose himself. He briefly glanced at Lunette, who was absorbed in the song. 

As if sensing Kashi’s gaze, Lunette smiled, though she didn't open her eyes. Gazing at her, Kashi suddenly recalled something and paused his work.

Lunette opened her eyes, brows raised in question. "Have you finished already?"

Kashi shook his head with a wry smile. "The skeleton's almost done. This is the hardest part. Once I finish, it should be smooth sailing from there."

"Oh?" Lunette faintly smiled. "Will you tell me what you're drawing?"

"Nope," Kashi refused. "Consider it a surprise."

"Stingy."

Kashi chuckled as he took out Froy's earring from his inventory. "Speaking of surprises..." He tossed the earring at her, which she caught with a slight frown. "See if that does anything for you. I couldn't identify it."

Lunette glanced at the earring, then glared at Kashi with puffed cheeks. "Muu," she complained. "You could have given this to me in a more romantic way, you know?"

Kashi nervously laughed as he scratched his cheeks. "I-I'll keep that in mind."

Lunette could not help but burst out in laughter at the way Kashi fidgeted and glanced in every direction that wasn't her. "Pfft. Look at you so embarrassed." Her lips curled in a radiant smile as she said, "Kashi's first gift. I'll treasure it." And for the hell of it, she added, "Besides, we have plenty of time to mold you into the perfect boyfriend." She cocked her head to the side, and cutely tapped her cheeks. "I'll have to make you fall for me first, though."

‘Please don't mold me into anything!’  Kashi begged. But against this forthright girl, he for once could not find the words to say. "Th-That... Do you not get embarrassed."

"Haaa!?" Lunette stared at Kashi, eyes wide with disbelief. "Have you ever heard of a girl that confesses to her crush without being embarrassed?" She shook her head with self-pity. "It's that you know... that. The guy I fell for falls into the ultra-dense category. If I'm not proactive, who knows how many seasons will pass before we reach the hand-holding stage. Then we'll have to wait till the final episode before you fall for me—"

"Uh... Lunette, you're beginning to make no sense." Kashi called the girl from her tirade of self-pity. "More importantly, check that earring. I think it'll suit you."

‘More importantly, he says.’  Lunette grumbled inwardly, and her eyes flashed with hidden determination.  ‘ Watch how I fix you when you fall for me! Hmph Hmph!’

Frankly, the songstress was not bothered about the earring. It didn't matter if it was a legendary item or a piece of crap junk item. She would wear it either way. After all, it was a gift from Kashi. Who knew when next he would give her something like this? But she could see the eagerness in his gaze, so she identified it.

 

 





	
Power Crystal (Legendary Mystic)





	
Suvron's Mark Enhanced 

Epic      Legendary (Bonded)

Can Store up to 10 Songs

Wearer under Triple the Effects of Song for Song Duration.

30 mins Cooldown Period for each Song (Does Not Consume MP)

Mana stored in Crystal can be accessed during Combat

Mana Recharged Through Energy from Music (Outside Combat).

Current Mana Bank: 15342/20000 MP










 

 

...Of course, even the most chaste woman would admit that a diamond looked a million times better than a rock.

Lunette's eyes were the size of saucers as she stared at the crystal. To Bards, who were often likened to the infamous Midas (their song buffs only worked on others), the song buff was absolute murder!

Due to this limitation, Bards moved around in groups to gain the effects of other bards. With this crystal, Lunette no longer needed to fear moving solo. 

Furthermore, that MP Bank! That was free, extra 20,000MP! With this, she did not need to worry about her MP forever. Especially as Bards naturally did not have high MP levels.

Lunette stared at the crystal, at a loss of how to react. Would 'thank you' be enough for something this grand? This was a permanent accessory she could use until the game ended! 

Kashi noticed the several changes on her face and worriedly asked. "How's it? Didn't look like junk."

Junk?  Kashi's words managed to drag Lunette out of her daze. She couldn't help but laugh as she rushed to Kashi and wrapped her arms around his neck. "If this is junk, then there are no treasures in the world." 

Kashi's entire frame stiffened like a board, unsure of how to react. "Uh..." he managed in a throaty voice. "That means it's good, right? What're the stats?"

Lunette's lips curled in a mischievous smirk. "Se-c-ret ." She teased, amused by Kashi's wronged expression. Tightening her arms around his neck, she stood on her tiptoes and lightly kissed the stunned daeben. 

It was only for the briefest of moments, barely two seconds even, but the great Elder Draconian, leader of the Hopeful Maggots and Conqueror of Nations, completely shutdown. 

Lunette's felt the blood rush up to her cheeks as she rapidly retreated. Lunette’s flushed, beet-red cheeks rose and fell as she struggled to calm her breathing. Embarrassing! That was so embarrassing! She peeked at the daeben and almost burst out in another round of laughter at his listless gaze. Phew, at least Kashi did not see her embarrassing side. 

Lunette took a deep breath then walked up to the daeben and patted his cheek. Luckily that managed to jumpstart his deep-fried brain. She chuckled as she resumed the act of the confident  Onee-san  character. The songstress placed a finger on her lower lip as she coquettishly complained, "A girl's first kiss is a sacred thing, you know. Consider this my thank you and also a loan. You've got to give me something of equivalent value later."

In a voice barely over a whisper, Kashi instinctively retorted, "...That was also my fi—" Luckily, he managed to catch himself. But it wasn't fast enough.

Lunette placed her hands on her waist and mock-frowned. "A guy's first kiss is not as sacred. Your first hundred might suffice as payment, though."

Kashi frowned. "Wait a minute. Why is a thank you also a loan? Does it work like that?"

Lunette's eyes widened in disbelief before they softened into apparent pity. She tapped Kashi on the shoulder and sighed deeply, "You're lucky I fell for you."

"Huh? What do you mean?" Kashi asked, but Lunette had already taken her seat and begun to happily hum something as she tapped a few keys on the piano, the earring already equipped. It seemed she was inspired and wanted to create a new song.

Kashi somehow knew this was the end of the conversation. So even though he wanted to know more, he could only return to the workbench and resume his drawing. He failed to notice the smile on his face as his pace increased. If someone listened very closely, they would have heard slight humming.





Nama Woods

"UOOO Virgin Power over 9000!" 

Two men sat in the clearing in front of Fladnag's home, sharing a kettle of tea placed on a crystal table. Fladnag, dressed in his usual robe, placed his teacup on a saucer as he regarded the man next to him with a mocking expression. "As I am sure you can relate."

The man next to him smiled, and the world seemed to brighten along with his smile. The unbelievable handsome, personification of a Greek God—

"Stop lying," Fladnag snorted as he took another sip of his tea. "You below average looking virgin-san."

"O-Oi!"

I  did not get to continue  my  objection as heavy gusts of wind interrupted the little get-together accompanied by telltale rhythmic beats of large wings. Fladnag looked up to see a blood-red dragon hovering above his home. Its size was too large for the clearing, so it could only hover above as a figure jumped down from its back.

Rider, with Zuri in hand, landed softly in front of the wizard. He cast an appreciative glance at his partner as she climbed into the skies with a petrified Hektor on her back to await his next call. Once the squall had died down, Rider let out a wry smile as he saw the two teacups on the table. By his side, Zuri peered at the wizard with suspicion. "Still playing with yourself, Flad-boy?"

"Hmph!" Fladnag snorted as he waved his hand. The crystal table, chair, and tea set vanished. Eyes narrowed in a dissatisfied glare, he inquired, "What do you want?"

Rider pointed at Zuri. "I need you to open Nama Woods. She's going to train there." If Kashi were there, he would have been confused as the two were clearly in Nama Woods. However, these two men knew what Rider meant.

Fladnag's brows furrowed, his expression unwilling. "Do I have to? It is always a pain to close it back up." He glanced at Zuri. "What is so special about this gi—Oh! I see:  [ Beast Soul Possession ] . I see why even you personally made a move." Fladnag sighed. "If it's this much, I suppose you shall keep asking until l I open it." 

Fladnag discontentedly cursed under his breath and then called out. "Yanakal!"

"Master." The earth trembled as the massive tree stepped out from within the woods. Surprise flashed within those wooden eyes when it saw Rider. "It has been a long time Supreme One." Yanakal's gaze widened even more as he examined the little girl. "This girl, she has the smell of the forest." 

Zuri, meanwhile, was, for once, dumbstruck. There had been far too many surprises in the past few hours. Flying on a dragon at nearly the speed of sound and now this gigantic tree. A part of her began to see this grey ojii-san differently. Maybe he would show her more weird and exciting things.

"My gratitude in advance," Rider replied with a polite nod.

"Supreme one, hmph!" Fladnag cursed under his breath. "Hmph, you still need my help, don't you, Oh Supreme Being." Fladnag did not care that Rider could perfectly hear everything he said as he turned to the great Treant with an irritated gaze. "Close down the forest. I'm about to open the gate."

Outside Nama Woods, a group of adventurers was arguing amongst themselves. Someone had posted online that he had seen Kashi enter this forest as a beginner. And it was after the daeben came out that he started spreading his legend. After the reports were verified, many people began creating new 'spare' accounts to enter Nama Woods in hopes of encountering some hidden quest. Unfortunately, everybody who entered died without fail, most of whom did not even know how they died.

Right now, those adventurers were arguing over whether to enter with their higher-leveled accounts to increase their survival rate. Both sides posed arguments against each other, and when the strife seemed to reach its boiling point—

RRRUMBLE!!!

The adventurers stumbled as the earth trembled beneath them. One of them who had a high sense of danger, screamed, "BACK! BACK!"

The petrified adventurers retreated quickly as several ten-meter-thick, brown tree trunks broke out of the earth along the perimeter of the forest. Upon closer inspection, the trunks looked more like the roots of a tree, but the adventurers shuddered to think what kind of tree could be this massive to have such enormous roots. These trunks stretched across the entire perimeter of Nama Woods, entwining each other to form a gigantic wall that seemed to reach the clouds. 

The adventurers could only weakly stare at each other as they realized they had been arguing for nothing. The forest was closed off. No one needed to test the integrity of the trunks to know they would never be able to break it. 

After this incident, the Adventurers’ Guild classified Nama Woods as a SSS Danger Zone with strict prohibition.

Within the forest, the culprits were either unaware or unconcerned by the commotion caused by the barricade. 

Yanakal, with a rare fatigued expression, listlessly pulled its primary arms out of the ground. A large number of leaves withered and fell off its branches, accentuating a sickly appearance. "It is done," Yanakal said with a hoarse whisper, speaking even slower than usual. It was a great effort for it even to talk.

"Mmm," Fladnag confirmed with a rare benevolent expression. "My gratitude, old friend. Rest and restore your vitality."

"Mm," Yanakal nodded. It took a step backward and then dug its legs into the earth. Its roots seemed to connect with something as a green glow immediately covered its entire body. 

Yanakal closed its eyes as its body rapidly expanded at a frightening speed. Soon, a tree over a hundred meters tall with a trunk of about thirty meters radius occupied the majority of the clearing in front of Fladnag's home.

Rider's eyes carried a hint of melancholy as he watched Yanakal's transformation. "Truly a descendant of Yggdrassil."

"Hmph," Fladnag snorted with a hint of hatred in his gaze. "If it wasn't for that murderous asshole, how would he be in this state."

Rider wryly shook his head. Among the seven chosen by Aerith, without a doubt, the ones with the highest amount of hatred for Razznik would be the wisben godchild Merilanya Faladhen, and the genius mage of Berring Pass, who abandoned his old name to only be known as Fladnag. 

Merilanya, even after all these years, never revealed the real reason for her deep hatred, but Rider knew Fladnag's hate developed as a result of Razznik's near extermination of the Treants.

Fladnag, with no regard for the hybrid's thoughts, stamped a bony white staff against the earth. Massive undulations of visible mana burst out from his body as he chanted in a frantic tone, "Mirror my soul, hide my spirit. Open the gates, unveil the truth!  [Reversal!]" All the mana erupting from his body suddenly rushed into the staff, then like water through a pipe, gushed into the earth. 

A tiny circular mandala with golden inscriptions written in ancient characters, formed around the staff. The mandala, which initially had a faint appearance, began to grow thick and vivid as mana poured into it. 

Looking at this tiny formation, Rider nodded silently. Indeed, no matter how many times he saw it, it was still impressive the amount of power contained in that small inscription.

At the critical juncture, Fladnag paled as he twisted the staff and ordered, "[ Release! ]" 

Countless outer rings explosively formed around the circular mandala, only stopping after they had covered the entirety of the enormous forest. Fladnag, Rider, and Zuri were forced to shut their eyes as golden brilliance erupted from the mandala. The brightness died down in a few seconds as the outer rings retreated into the staff. 

Fladnag panted and opened his eyes as the staff disappeared from his hand. "It is done." He looked over at the forest, whose trees had suddenly grown over seventy meters in height. Out in the distance, a massive head peeked out from within the blanket of densely packed trees, lazily munching on the tree leaves.

Zuri's eyes widened with an innocent wonder. Without a word to the weird ojiisan and the grey ojiisan, she scampered off into the thickets, scaling a tree with the expertise of a forest monkey. It was clear that these moves had been firmly ingrained into her muscle memory as she effortlessly traversed the maze-like treetrunks and branches, occasionally gazing at the several beasts on the earth below. 

Rider made no move to stop her but instead regarded Fladnag with appreciation. "I will trouble you to look after her."

"Too much trouble," Rider humphed.

Rider shook his head as he looked to the massive tree by Fladnag's side. "Please."

Yanakal tiredly opened its eyes. "That girl has the smell of the forest. I would protect her either way," Yanakal promised.

"Thank you," Rider said with a short bow. 

"What about the other kid?" Fladnag suddenly asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.

Rider looked into the clouds, where Hektor lay on his partner. "I intend to train him."

"Hoh?" Fladnag muttered in amusement as he lazily took a seat and reclined in his chair. "You personally training someone? Of us all, you were the one who stuck by 'Do not Interfere!' the most. What changed?"

Rider glanced at Fladnag. "I could say the same about you. I met your protégée."

"I got impatient," Fladnag shamelessly admitted. He shrugged, knowing that Rider would not answer his question. He waved his hand, and the tea set and table appeared next to him once again. He poured himself a cup of tea then took a generous sip. After savoring the taste, he asked, "The kid. Where do you plan on training him?"

"Drake's Grotto."

Fladnag's hand visibly froze. He stared at the man across him with a mixture of wonder and fear. "Are you mad?"

"The last person I want to hear that from is you."





Second Under.

Crystal Dome (to be named shortly.)

12  th   Muriel, 1093.

Two days had passed since Kashi started drawing. Whether as a result of instinct or impatience, on the second worktable were several completed paintings carelessly stacked upon each other. Since he finished the first work, his speed and obsession shot up considerably, till even Lunette could not manage to bring him out of his obsessed mode. Luckily, she had some fruits on hand, which she would worriedly toss at him at intervals so that he doesn't starve himself to death.

Kashi's brush carefully perfected a slight blemish on the final painting. When he finished, Kashi weakly tossed Rosario's Brush into the air and exclaimed happily. "I'm done!" 

Kashi happily examined the painting as he caught and then returned the brush to his inventory.

As an artist, Suzuki mainly dealt with abstract art, motifs, and character drawing, so this project had been a spot of a challenge for Kashi. Fortunately, Kashi combined all his knowledge from past games and movies to compile this complicated project. 

Yes, with these, even if Aygor was as dumb as a brick (no offense to bricks), he should still be able to understand Kashi's intention.

Kashi carelessly placed the final piece on the other stack as he prepared to call Aygor. However, the moment the canvass made contact— BOOM!

Unprepared, the enormous pressure flung Kashi to the ground. 

Nearby, Lunette and Kira, startled by the explosion, hurried over to Kashi's side in apparent shock. 

Their eyes focused on the workbench, where Kashi's paintings were absorbing vast amounts of mana and rotating around each other. Suddenly as if by some magnetic force, all the paintings began to converge on the largest of them all. The very first charcoal pencil Kashi had called a skeleton.

Lunette and Kira could now clearly make out the paintings. Most resembled concept art of cities and caves, but they could not see the connection. However, the largest canvass held what looked like a blueprint. Only, they were not sure of what.

Kashi felt a fluctuation of mana to his left and turned to see Aygor materialize next to him.

The dwarven god was not like Kira and Lunette. His eyes scanned the swiftly rotating canvases, and he wryly smiled. "This is your wish?"

"That is correct," Kashi said with a crafty smirk.

Aygor shook his head. "You know this does not fall under my jurisdiction."

"No, actually it does," Kashi refuted with a confident smile. He pointed at the paintings which had begun 'entering' the 'skeleton.' "That is an artifact."

Aygor's eyes twitched. "Artifact?"

"Artifact."

"That big?"

"Artifact." By this point, the ‘skeleton’ had absorbed all the paintings. Kashi received a prompt, which made his eyes grow wide with disbelief, but he closed it. Right now, he needed to convince this stubborn god.

Aygor shook his head. "I am not sure this counts."

"It does."

The painting on the final canvass suddenly changed. It depicted a massive octagonal city with an enormous castle at its center. The image suddenly zoomed into the castle, amd then went beneath it to represent sprawling dwarven underground civilization. 

As if wishing to prove its uniqueness, the painting suddenly released sprawling lights that merged into a 3-D image above it. 

It very clearly depicted an enormous surface level city and a dwarven city underneath it, connected by a few entry points.

"No matter how you look at it, that is a city," Aygor muttered. "That is the domain of Ger—"

"Nope," Kashi firmly refuted. He pointed at the 3-D image like it was the most natural thing in the world. "Artifact. Look closely."

Aygor squinted his eyes and inspected the 3-D image. Unbelievably, the entire construct was connected without a single gap. There were also several gears throughout the city whose master controls were situated at the castle at the center. Indeed, looking at it from that angle, one could argue it was an artifact controlled by an owner. 

Aygor could not help but wryly chuckle. This damned daeben played him!

But a god had a god's pride. Aygor would not so easily give the daeben everything he wanted. With a defeated, yet slightly amused sigh, Aygor relented, "I will craft the skeleton, the castle, and the passages. Further refinement will have to be done yourself."

Kashi smiled. Well, this was within his expectations. Convincing the god that the houses were also part of the greater artifact was quite a bit of a stretch. However, just this much was good enough. The dwarves were the best at construction, after all. "Deal."

Aygor chuckled as his hammer appeared in his right hand. "After so many millennia,  [ Apparition of the Gods ]  shall appear once again on this earth. Hopefully, Dad does not scold me too much."

That night, the entire planet would once again shake in fear as a result of the Hopeful Maggots.
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Painter Mastery [Intermediate Lv.9 increased to Expert Level 1]





	
+30% Increase in Painting Effects

-50% decrease in materials required per painting

+30% chance to add random effect

+70 Stats added to Art

100% Chance to auto-complete Ordinary Pieces.















	
New Skill: Dimensional Artist [Lv.1 ]





	
As you have learned to infuse your heart into your paintings, so must you understand the real power held in the power of art. A thousand words may tell a good story, but a single picture may tell a thousand stories interpreted in ten thousand ways. But you are not an ordinary artist, are you?

Break Through the Conventions!

 

Connect the Universe with a Stroke of a Brush!

Ferulic's Disciple, Reach for the Heights of the Universe!

Essence of Art Learned!

Dimension Break Costs 20% Less Mana

 

New Quest: Inheritance of the Gods










 





	
New Quest Unlocked: Inheritance of the Gods





	
Inheritance Location Unlocked

Quest Grade: SSS

Certain Relics Were Left Behind by the gods to serve as a Beacon of Hope for the Downtrodden.

Seven of These Relics Possess Power Unimaginable. The Strongest of These Seven, Ferulic's Bow, was Split Into Fragments and Divided Among the Seven Guardians. Find These Guardians and Retrieve Your Inheritance!

Number of Fragments Collected:  1





	
Rosario's Brush (Lv.3      Lv.4)





	
Who Needs Paint? Rosario's Brush now Produces its Paint.

Next Level Unlocked at Expert Painting Mastery Lv. 5










 





	
Essence of Art





	
Sometimes the Truth is Hidden Before our Very Eyes.

Essence of Art Unlocks the Hidden Potential in Qualified Paintings.

Cost:  3000MP

Activates Automatically










 





	
Congratulations, You Have Created Your First Grand Piece!





	
Aygorian Citadel (Created by Essence of Art)





	
One painting may tell a thousand stories, but a thousand paintings can also contain a single, larger story. Unlocked by Essence of Art, the truth buried within these seventy-six paintings shall be revealed to the world.

Those who look upon this painting feel an overwhelming desire to protect the city.

 

+5 to All Stats When Within 200km Of Painting.

Duration: 5 Hours

Limitation: Once a Day

 

Does not Stack with Other Paintings.

 

City Residents Receive +8 to All Stats when within 300km of Painting.

Duration: 24 Hours

 

Secret Skill:  Those Who Gaze Upon This Painting With Hostility Towards the City Will be Cursed With Blind.

 

Number of Grand Pieces Created: 1










 

 

Aygor prepared a short spell to transport all the dwellers of the cave systems to the glass dome, which allowed Kashi a short window Kashi to exhale at the prompts as he once again inspected them to make sure he was not dreaming. While he was excited at finally entering Expert Painting, he could not help but throw all his attention at the Dimension Artist Prompt. He hadn't even been aware that it was an actual skill. He had always assumed it was his class, and because unlike most other players, he very rarely checked his skills list, he had completely overlooked that!

However, Kashi encountered another problem as he feverishly examined the prompt. There was no clear indication of how to level the skill! Sure, it seemed to have been created with a significant advance in his painting mastery, but when Kashi compared how long he'd had the class to how many paintings he had made, he was certain there had to be more to it than met the eye. There had to be a faster way to level up the Dimension Artist Skill specifically.

Kashi glossed over Rosario's Brush as he had been anticipating that one for a while. Others might not get it, but what that prompt effectively meant was that every painting Kashi made henceforth would be created with god-class paint and brush. Honestly, the only things that would hold his future creations back were his skills and the quality of canvass or surface.

It was the last two prompts that caught Kashi’s attention. He knew that Essence of Art was what caused the phenomenon where his paintings were all absorbed into the very first, and then became a moving image within the canvass that could be converted to a floating 3-D diagram. 

The cream of the crop, however, was the final prompt of the Aygorian Citadel!

Although Kashi was a little peeved that the system named the painting without his permission, he suspected that 'the powers that be' accurately guessed that Aygor would be doing most of the work in making that painting into a reality. 

Not that Kashi minded much. With those bonus effects, they could name the city whatever they wanted! 

Forget looking for immigrants. The dwarves would have their hands full trying to prevent people from entering the city! 

+3 to all stats could mean the difference between life and death when hunting. And the fact there was a steady source of such a boost.

What's more, it was +8 for those recognized as city residents. Kashi could imagine Miote going crazy over how much they should overcharge the desperate horde that would want to buy houses in the city. Suffice to say, this city would provide a significant windfall for the Hopeful Maggots. 

Convincing the dwarves to defect the city to Rosendun might take a little work, though.

A light snort to his side returned Kashi's attention to Aygor as he tapped the ground with his hammer. Immediately, a large, blue mandala spread from the hammer and instantly covered the entire perimeter. 

Kashi was forced to momentarily shut his eyes as blinding light burst from the formation. When Kashi recovered his sight, the large dome was packed to the brim with dwarves, adventurers, some horses, prisoners, and monsters. It looked like Aygor had transported every living being in a 300 km radii. Luckily, the monsters seemed to have some effect on them that prevented them from attacking the humes. Likewise, the humes could not attack them.

The city Kashi had drawn was to be 150km in diameter, giving it a size of about 470 sq.km. In modern times, such a city was tiny, but in this game, it was beyond huge! To put it in context, Riven’s walls were only 114km in length. Furthermore, since Riven was shaped like a fan, it was much smaller in overall size compared to the octagonal-shaped Aygorian Citadel. 

This was the main reason Kashi wanted Aygor in charge to expedite the process. If he left it to the dwarves, who knew how long it would take, not to speak of the troubles he would encounter explaining the moving gears in the walls. Heck, Kashi himself did not fully understand the true intricacies. 

After all, he was no architect.

Kashi's knowledge came from Suzuki's extensive memory banks of anime, novel and game descriptions of giant castles with secret mechanisms, and the little research the latter conducted out of curiosity. So this wish could not have come at a better time. The daeben could not help but allow himself a second of gloating. Why learn how to build an entire car from scratch when you can just buy one readymade?

Kashi was forced out of his reverie by strings of shouts and curses. Well, it was to be expected. All these people were suddenly transported without warning. It would be more shocking if they were taciturn. 

Kashi turned to Aygor, who smirked at him and then disappeared. The daeben grumbled at this irritating god who made sure to repay his grudges quickly. Abducting the nearest 200km would have been enough, but he went as far as 300km. Why was that if not to cause trouble for the daeben who pulled one over on him?

Kashi realized this was his fault and responsibility, so he had to take care of it himself. With a resigned sigh, he placed the now dormant  Aygorian Citadel  into his inventory then hopped onto the workbench. He glanced over at the crowd who did not pay any heed to the daeben as they were too busy arguing amongst themselves.

"Hello," Kashi called out. When no one paid any attention, he tried in a much louder voice, "Hey! Listen up!" Unfortunately, the majority continued their grumbling and quarreling. His patience finally wearing thin, Kashi released a low growl as he roared, "I said—"

"QUIET!"

‘Sweet Barracuda's Balls’!  If it were not for the thousands of eyes, Kashi definitely would have jumped out of his skin. He and the odd ten-fifteen thousand people present turned in tandem to the beautiful, smiling songstress standing right next to him, hugging a beautiful wolf cub to her bosom. 

"All yours." Lunette flashed a smile at the petrified daeben and then accepted her brother’s hand as she descended from the table. 

Kashi coughed to hide his embarrassment as he faced the crowd. "If I may have your attention," Kashi greeted with a polite bow. "I am called Kashi. Some may know me as Guild Leader of the Hopeful Maggots." 

Silence. Absolute and utter silence.

If, by some chance, Kashi’s name did not have much of an impact, then the term Hopeful Maggots filled these people with equal parts dread and awe. Some players mixed into the crowd pulled out Rinks to communicate to their guilds that they had finally found the location of one of the secretly most wanted men in the game. "I apologize for the inconvenience, but a city is about to be built in this location. To prevent any fatalities caused by the construction, we were forced to relocate you all to this venue temporarily."

Kashi could easily spot the cunning spies, but he made no move, instead secretly glancing at Shadow. The youth, without so much as a nod of acknowledgment, blended into the crowd and then disappeared from Kashi's ultra-perceptive gaze. "I promise that in a few hours, you will be transported back to your respective original locations. Till then, I humbly request that you sit still and wait it out."

At a corner of the hall, a red-furred kafu stealthily took out his rink and placed a call to his superior. "I have a message for the lea—urk!" His words died in his throat as blood pooled at the base of his neck. A white-haired shadow assisted him to sit on the floor then wordlessly took the Rink from his outstretched hand. The kafu glared unwillingly at the shadow whose form he could not accurately discern. 

The shadow, perfectly replicating his voice, reported, "Sorry, I thought I saw Kashi, but it was a false alarm."

The voice on the other end snorted impatiently. "This is the third time this week Roan! Don't call me till you get confirmation!" 

"My apologies." Shadow pocketed the rink then took out a vial from a pouch on his belt. He prodded the spy's mouth open then forced him to drink the potion. "Can't have you dying just yet. Sleep a while." Shadow blended into the crowd as the spy was suddenly overcome with a heavy bout of drowsiness. By the time the spy's eyes finally shut, Shadow was by the side of his next target.

Somehow, despite the densely packed hall, no one noticed anything when Shadow silently took down these spies with experienced ease.

Kashi, of course, had no time to monitor the assassin's progress as he was accosted by a frantic crowd immediately after hopping off the workbench. The daeben was thankful for the dwarfs who immediately forced a barrier around him.

Lunette waved her hand, and thirty chairs appeared in a half-circle within the enclosed area. The Maggots, Asha's group, and the dwarven chiefs sat on the chairs, all gazing at the daeben with different expressions.

At Kashi's puzzled look, she explained, "I hold some extra chairs the orchestra used during our performances. Sometimes I would wave my hands like a magic trick, and they would appear in different formations. The audience loved it. Your capture came as a surprise, so I did not get a chance to empty my inventory of the stage props." 

Among the dwarves, Anton Xafier was the first to recover his bearings. He got to his feet and bowed towards the daeben. "On behalf of Second Under’s citizens, I wish to express our heartfelt gratitude towards the Hopeful Maggots for the liberation of our people. It is no surprise that our great god Aygor has granted a wish upon the esteemed leader."

"Please stand," Kashi wryly smiled as he grabbed the senior's shoulders and helped him up. The daeben's head had already begun to hurt from Xafier's tone. As expected of a future dwarven king, he had made the best political speech possible, while subtly inquiring towards Kashi's wish. 

"Xafier-san, if it's not too much trouble, can we please speak simply? My vice-guildmaster is the one who is adept in all these political hubbubs." Naturally, Kashi knew that if Leila were here, she would have already slapped him upside the head. 

‘ Never show weakness’  was one of the Adachi family principles concerning politics.

Then again, Suzuki was just a kid brought up on games and manga. For Kashi to dare use that superficial knowledge to go up against someone who had been on the political scene for over sixty years. That was tantamount to suicide. Instead, why not level the playing field? There was a reason Leila was in charge of administrative duties. 

Xafier seemed to understand Kashi's plight. He patted the daeben on his shoulder. "In that case, just calling me Anton will be fine," Xafier greeted with a relaxed smile. Dwarfs also hated complicated political bullshit. "Then, if we are speaking frankly, may I ask what are Kashi-dono's plans?"

Right to the heart of the matter. This suited Kashi much more than political warfare of words that skirted around the main issue. "My wish was for a city." Kashi took out the Aygorian Citadel. He did not know if it was an effect of the  Essence of Art  or not, but the painting floated by itself. Naturally, the council had mixed expressions upon seeing the city depicted in the painting.

Xafier frowned upon seeing the painting. "Why do you build a city on our land?"

Kashi shrugged. "The city's a gift."

Xafier's frown deepened, a trace of hostility in his eyes. "For whom?"

Kashi closed his eyes, acting like he did not feel the hostility. "For you, naturally. A present for your future ascension to the dwarven king. Ah, wait, should I also say for all dwarves? Basically, it's yours."

Stunned, Xafier's mouth gaped wide open as he stared incredulously at the daeben before him. "What!?" His expression flitted like the colors of the rainbow before settling on pure disbelief. "Why would you give this to us? What do you want?"

Kashi lazily opened his eyes. "What do you think of the state of the continent?"

Xafier froze. The eyes he used to look at the daeben turned solemn. "So the rumors are true. Rosendun truly does seek world conquest."

Kashi shook his head. "Rosendun seeks Unity. But I will admit that from the view of the continent, it bears concerning similarities to world conquest. Same word, different strokes." The daeben's expression was excessively solemn as he asked, "How long until the next war starts. How long until the Chaos Order’s legions once again takes over?"

Xafier gritted his teeth. "Be that as it may. We dwarfs have suffered long years of servitude. We do not wish to simply change masters—nay, we refuse to do so!"

Kashi's brows furrowed. "Who said anything about submitting! I do wish you would not liken Rosendun to those nations blinded by greed." Kashi was unusually grave as he explained, "Rosendun seeks Unity. A united nation cannot live the life of master and servant. Eventually, one day the servant might revolt or poison the master. What Rosendun seeks is equality of all races within her border—we seek partnership. Even though your banner will change to that of Rosendun's, you will still be your own state. Aside from a few reasonable taxes and laws, Rosendun will not interfere with the governing of your people. You will also have the liberty to choose which commissions you take and which you do not. Rosendun will protect you so that she lives and dies with you, as you will protect her." 

Kashi took a deep breath to steady himself. He had never spoken so much in one go. He was not exactly sure where he was pulling all this from.

Kashi tapped the painting. "This city is the embodiment of Rosendun's dream. If you look closely, the city is divided into two main parts, the surface, and underground. Suffice to say, the underground is your territory alone. The surface, on the other hand, is further divided into three parts. The substantially larger outer sector and the inner sector, which are both further divided into smaller sectors by walls, and the palace grounds in the center. 

“It is Rosendun's wish that to foster a relationship between dwarves and the rest of the world, you allow the outer sector to house immigrants. These people can also act as a liaison between the dwarves and the surrounding countries. Should an immigrant catch your eye through merits, or otherwise, you can allow him/her permission to move to the inner sector."

Xafier retained a poker face as he pointed at the painting, which had shifted to show a portion of the outer sector, which only had a vast body of water. "What is that?"

"Ah, that?" Kashi revealed a smug smirk. "That is a reservoir of sorts. I know dwarfs do not require as much water as the average guy, but the immigrants will, especially if they are as much as we forecast."

"I know that," Xafier replied with a shake of his head. "I intend to inquire as to how you expect us to acquire that much water?"

Kashi smiled. "There's a river not too far from here which runs into the Forever Sea. I assume that is where you have been collecting your water from?"

Xafier stiffly nodded.

"We'll be borrowing this river."

"B-Borrowing!" Brexio exclaimed, no longer able to keep his cool. The red-haired dwarf deserved an award for holding in his urges all this time.

Kashi nodded. In Rosendun, he had found that towns not close to rivers usually either dug wells or brought back several wagons of water every month. While these methods were feasible for small towns whose populations generally ranged from 40-700, neither were viable for a massive city of this scale. 

Riven and Kerta were built close to massive natural water sources, so they did not have this fear, but this had been a significant headache for Kashi when designing this city.

That was until he decided to steal an entire river.

Kashi waited till the diagram shifted back to the main 'skeleton,' and then pointed at a section which had a long, underground pipe heading westward. "I intend to siphon water from that river until the lake fills up. The pipe has a gate that can be closed when we reach the desired level." 

The dwarfs had very hesitant looks. Well, that was to be expected. Even in modern times, some people would freak out over heavy tampering of nature, let alone now when these people worshipped gods of nature. 

"Do not worry too much," Kashi cajoled. "Given the size of the pipe, the drain will not be as bad as you might think. Apart from the river dropping a few centimeters, there won’t be any lasting effects. And of course, when the lake fills up, the river will naturally regain its previous splendor."

"You speak well," Anton proclaimed. "But how do you propose we get these materials. I assume even your country cannot afford such an expense."

"Huh?" Kashi raised a brow. "Why do you think I requested it as a wish from a god? Do we mortals have any right to question how a god gets his materials? Of course not!"

"Hoh? Darkling, you have quite the mouth on you."

Kashi's brows sweated a little as he turned to his side to see the dwarven god Aygor smirking at him. "Wow, Esteemed Elder, I thought you'd be busy."

Aygor was amused. His lips curled in a mocking grin as he mimicked, "You have no right to question where I get my materials? Why not just admit it? You not only make a god perform unreasonable labor, but you also make him shoulder the costs. Tell me, your wish, is it expensive or not?"

Kashi stiffly laughed. "You jest with this junior Esteemed Elder. My wish is but swine poop compared to your riches."

"BAHAHAHAHA!" Aygor bellowed as he stroked his beard. "I like you, child. You know how to flatter your elders even if you don't mean it. Ho-ho, this god here shall accept your flattery." He then turned to Xafier. "Little Dwarven King, accept this kid's alliance. This is not an order, but providence from the gods. It is up to you if you wish to listen or not. BAHAHA! Now I have heard enough." 

Aygor glanced at the daeben. "Daeben, protect my people. They are few yet skilled and thus easily persecuted."

Kashi placed his hand on his chest, dropped to a knee, and solemnly bowed. "Upon my soul, I swear to do so to the best of my abilities and beyond."

Aygor nodded with satisfaction. "I can tell you meant that one. Now, why don't I go fulfill your wish." With another loud burst of laughter, the dwarven god vanished, leaving behind a stunned hall.

‘Little Dwarven King?’  Xafier's entire body trembled with a mixture of excitement and awe. His gaze at the daeben completely changed. At this point, even if the daeben asked his people to become slaves, they happily would. 

After all, not only had Kashi received their gods' recognition, Aygor also personally crowned Xafier king. To dwarfs, the existence of a dwarven king was not a matter to be taken lightly. 

Unlike humans, who could have several kings, there could only be one dwarven king. One of the main reasons Xafier had never officially crowned himself king was that his kind (half-dwarf, half-giant) were considered unclean and thus were not allowed to be considered for the kingship. If he still went on to crown himself king, it would be the same as officially declaring themselves to have left the dwarven clan.

But now, Xafier was personally conferred the title by their most revered god with thousands of eyewitnesses. Who would dare deny him his position! Even those from the pure bloodline would not dare open their mouths.

Kashi politely dropped to a knee in front of Xafier and hollered, "Long Live the King!"

Lunette followed his lead. "Long Live the King." Her sweet voice though low and solemn, managed to reach every existence in the hall. The Maggots, one after another, dropped to their knees, though Syèl needed a 'gentle' prod to his stomach from Shoko before he did.

The loud shouts sparked the dwarfs out of their stupor, and they quickly dropped to a knee as they blessed their new ruler. 

Some players who wanted to join in on the fun also dropped to their knees and screamed. Some even took pictures with the newly released 'Fotostones' from Meilfour’s stores. 

With over three-quarters of the hall kneeling and hollering, the remaining quarter did not wish to stand out and also dropped to their knees. Even the beasts, each fiercer than the last, were subdued by the atmosphere and lowered their heads.

So it was that Anton Xafier on the Fifth Day of the Twelfth Month of the Year 1121 A.P was coronated King in front of a crowd of ten thousand believers. Legends will proclaim the  Apparition of the Gods  that appeared on this auspicious day as the gods themselves granted this legendary king with a gift befitting of his rule.

 





‎In the clouds above Second Under appeared a massive golden hammer the size of a thousand mountains. Its splendor lit the skies ablaze, and all of creation could not help but bow before its enormous might. This massive hammer struck against the earth with the vengeance of a thunderstorm.

The world trembled under its terror as the earth’s structure changed with each hammer strike. With the ease of a practiced blacksmith, the hammer struck down again and again with a steady rhythmic pattern. 

In a 150km radius, dustclouds and stone formed a massive whirlpool that blocked whatever was being built from sight. However, no matter the thickness of sand or stone, the hammer's splendor shone through for the world to see.

The strikes seemed to contain a particular melody of the gods that aroused exhilaration and joy in all who heard it.

And so the hammer struck:  Bang...bang...bang...

For a brief time, it was the only sound in the entire continent.

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 107: The World Reacts (1)

    
    
    
    
                Somewhere in Daggerfall,

A legion of men and women stood upon a cliff. The group’s leader stood at the cliff’s edge, eyes fixed upon the hammer in the sky with a slightly feverish gaze. Upon closer inspection, these people, none surpassing five and a half feet, were the traditional dwarfs. 

Dark brown eyes glaring through a curtain of long curly hair the color of night and an equally dark beard exuded a noble aura that made the followers behind to bow in reverence. For a dwarf, at merely sixty-seven, he could be considered to still be at the prime of his life. He wore a slightly showy, yet practical black heavy armor made from dark steel and emblazoned with the double hammer symbol of the Farvulian Noble House. 

A black cape fluttered listlessly behind the man as he glared at the hammer in the sky, each thunderous bang echoing within the furthest reaches of his heart. 

To the rest of the world, the hammer was either a miracle or a rare phenomenon. But, to this dwarf and his kind, this signaled an era-changing destiny. Clenching his armored fist tightly, the man cast an impatient glare at the chamberlain to his side. "Still no word?"

The chamberlain faced with this chilling glare did not dare to dither. "N-no my lord. The messenger should be ba—"

"My lord!" A slightly juvenile voice called as its owner made his way through the crowd. The chamberlain released a relieved sigh when he saw the young man that stepped forward. The juvenile did not dare to be negligent in his respects as he hurriedly fell to a knee in front of the armored man. "Lord Farvulia, I bring a report from the seer."

The man called Farvulia snorted as he ordered. "Speak!"

"As you command." The messenger did not delay as he reported, "The seer speaks of an emergency. He said to inform you to come to him immediately, or it might spell doom for our kind."

Farvulia knitted his brows. The seer of their tribe was a unique man with no name. Unlike other seers, he sought neither money, power, nor prestige. He was content to live in a small hut within the commoners and live off the little game the local children hunted for him. 

So it was that whenever the seer had something to say, the Farvulia household always took it seriously as they knew he was not blowing hot air to gain popularity.

Farvulia turned to the chamberlain. "Instruct the guards to return to the manor. Send word to my father that I seek the seer's guidance." The seer hated the fanfare associated with the nobles, which was why, when visiting, members of the Farvulian household only went with a handful of guards at best.

"As you command." 

Farvulia stomped down the hill till he reached the posts where their rides were tied up. Because of their builds, dwarfs naturally could not ride horses. Instead, they forcefully domesticated a set of barghest wolves, which stood just about a meter off the ground. Even though these beasts were small, their speed was among the best, and their teeth were astonishingly sharp. 

Farvulia mounted his beast, and with a slight nudge, it took off down the countryside. As he raced across several small villages, he could not help but fall into a slight reminiscence. How long had it been since the dwarfs migrated from their homeland? Fifty, Sixty years? He was just about a little runt when the dwarfs made it to this land. 

Without a king to guide them, the dwarfs, besieged on all sides by orca, scattered like the winds at a time when they should have stood together. Only the Farvulian Noble House and a few other households remained to fight off the orcs and protect the commoners who were weary from the travels. 

Since then, the dwarfs, like scattered poppy seeds, took roots all around Daggerfall and tried to grow amongst the tenacious weeds called orcs.

Every dwarf since had to grow up living a life of kill-or-be-killed, especially as the orcs did not allow them to build any underground colonies. Whenever a tribe attempted this, the orcs would swarm the village like a floodtide, throwing bodies relentlessly until they either perished or stopped their actions.

So it was that for half a century, the dwarfs were forced to live aboveground. Other races would never understand the unpleasant feeling that itched at all dwarves, even the newborns as if a part of their very soul was missing. To combat this, the dwarfs would occasionally enter a tightly sealed room and pass several days in isolation. Only then could the itch slightly subside.

Farvulia raised his head as the sound of laughing children filtered into his ears. He looked up to see an old hut with hogpelts on the thatch roof to fight off the cold and about six toddlers prancing about an old dwarf whose hair had long since turned white and scraggly. His shabby, torn robe did nothing to hide the wisdom in shining eyes.

This old man was the seer. No one knew his real name as he always claimed he was too old to remember it, so everybody just called him 'Old White.' 

Farvuila greeted the children with a stiff smile on his war-hardened face. The perceptive kids sensed the tension and immediately scampered off to find something else to play with. When they were alone, Farvulia clasped his right fist in his left hand and politely bowed. "Rudega Farvulia, first son of Baritus Farvulia, greets the seer."

"Fumu," Old White acknowledged as he gave the young man a once over, appreciation in his eyes. "Rise child. You know I dislike these things."

"Respect to seniors must never be forgotten," Rudega stated as he raised his head.

"Fumu.  Young'uns are so stiff these days," Old White lightly complained as he reclined on his old stool, so his back rested against the wall. Sharp auburn eyes peeked through the curtain of matted hair as he proceeded to the main topic, "I assume you received my message?" Rudega's silence provided the answer. Eyes turning excessively solemn, Old White warned, "I must tell you this. The decision you make regarding my following words could elevate or destroy the dwarven clan forever."

Rudega stiffened. Old White had never expressed such a severe attitude in the fifty-odd years he had known this ageless man,. Feeling pressured under the sudden entrustment, Rudega could not help but ask, "Why me?"

Old White smiled as if expecting the question. "You are born with a great destiny which I have watched you walk toward with your own two feet ever since you were a child. Normally, I would have let you complete your destiny without alerting you to it, but..."

Rudega followed his gaze to the  [Apparition of the Gods],  which they could inexplicably clearly see despite being thousands of kilometers away. "As I thought, it has something to do with that?"

Old White nodded, his eyes grave. "A new Dwarven King has been crowned, personally coroneted by the gods."

Rudega felt the muscles in his entire body tighten for a second. His expression hard to read; he faced the seer. "Are you certain?"

Old White peered at the dwarf through half-closed eyes. "Have I ever been wrong?"

"No, you have not." Rudega's fingers brushed past the sword strapped to his side. The cold hilt jolted him to his senses. He hastily bowed and apologized, "I have shown you something ugly."

"Fumu~ Desire is not a bad thing," Old White replied with a mysterious smile. "It is what we do despite our desires that shape our destiny."

Rudega paused to consider the seer's words. With a sigh, he cautiously asked, "Is it possible to reveal the crowned king?"

"Why? Do you want him assassinated?" Old White said with a small smirk. At Rudega's ashen expression, he only waved his hand. "Do not worry. I do not care what you do." He paused for a bit to breathe deeply. "His name, I do not know, but I can tell you is he of the mixed-blood left behind at Merriheim."

Old White's words were like a thunderbolt to Rudega's heart. Even though he wished to be the dwarven king, it was only as a means to unite the dwarves so that they could become the power they once were. That was why it only took him a moment to get rid of the greed in his heart and accept that someone else was the dwarven king. 

That all changed if the dwarf was one of mixed blood! 

If it were a normal dwarf, at most 20-30% of the greedy dwarfs who sought power would rise in opposition. That small percentage could be settled with either bribes or force. 

However, in the case of a mixed-blood, the scales would most likely be 50-50 or at the most 60-40! This was a potential civil war that could rip the entire dwarven race to pieces!

Rudega, whose heart rate had climbed to an astonishing degree, did not notice that his feet had turned towards his steed. As he mechanically untied his steed and mounted it, he could not help but recall Old White's warning. "The decision you make [...] could elevate or destroy the dwarven clan forever." 

‘What should I do? Kill that dwarf? Muster an alliance?’  Whatever Rudega’s decision, there was one thing that had to happen first.  ‘ As I thought, we're no good divided.’  Rudega fished out a translucent Rink from within a bag tied to the side of his mount. He injected mana into the orb then waited for the Summoned to answer.

A few seconds later, a melodic voice belonging to a young woman cheerfully answered. "Farvulia-san, I have been expecting your call."

Rudega did not waste time with pleasantries. "Brilith, that offer you made—"

“—Still stands. Why? Have you changed your mind?"

Rudega drew a deep breath as he glanced at the massive hammer in the distance. "Things have changed. I will accept your offer."





Somewhere in Ederwood,

BANG!... BANG!... BANG!

Outside the city, Lilyguard, an army of about ten-fifteen thousand wisben soldiers, stood in silent order behind two women who gazed at the  [Apparation of the Gods]. "Brilith-chan, why don't you just kill that conceited dwarf?" A young female wisben coquettishly complained as she wrapped her arms around a taller wisben.

The taller wisben, with her fairy white skin, eyes the color of leaves, and straight, waist-length hair, the color of snow, resembled a goddess amongst men. Dressed in a noble green armor made from the leather of a lesser drake, adorned with tufts of crow feathers, she cast an ethereal image against the snow-laden forest. This lady was Brilith Loneheart, Guild Leader of the Winter Leaf Clan that dominated the entire territory of Ederwood.

Similar to the Hopeful Maggots in Rosendun, the Winter Leaf Clan spread their roots early within the upper echelons of the country then swiftly took over with brute force. In this country, Brilith Loneheart's voice was akin to the voice of god. Whoever disobeyed her orders were unceremoniously and quickly executed.

In stark contrast to her dreary reputation, Brilith revealed a pleasant smile as she patted the head of the girl next to her. Unlike her, this girl had a much more savage edge to her beauty. Her skin was the trademark light brown of the wisben race, with fierce yellow eyes that seemed to hold no regard for human life. The left side of her hair was shaved low, so Brilith ruffled the remaining short, black hair. 

"We can't do that, Roro-chan," Brilith lightly chided. "We still need him if we want the dwarfs' cooperation. We need to be able to do at least that much if we are to defeat 'her.'"

The girl called Roro snorted as she buried her head in Brilith's bosom. "I don't see what's so great about her." In the entire Ederwood, she was the only person who dared to act this intimate with the frost-like Brilith. 

Brilith's cold smile made the falling snow pale in comparison. "I made that mistake too once. I do not intend to repeat it."

At this juncture, a Summoned jogged up past the ranks and dropped to a knee behind the Guild Leader. He had a bound scroll in his hand, which he offered up with both arms raised. "I bring a report from our allies in Serisis.”

Roro peeked from under Brilith's arms. "Hand it over."

The messenger hastily rushed forward and placed the scroll in her hand. Without waiting for the easily irritated young lady to say another word, he swiftly left the area.

Brilith smiled as if the whole thing had nothing to do with her, still caressing the little girl's hair. "Roro-chan is still the scariest."

"They're just weak," Roro snorted as she switched position, so she had her back to Brilith. This way, Brilith could also read the report. She ripped off the seal then unfurled it to read its contents.

The kanji, which had a few mistakes here and there as proof of the rushed report, caused Brilith to reveal a cold smile. "See, I told you. She always has something big planned."

Roro chewed her lips with dissatisfaction. "Shouldn't we interfere? They will only get stronger like this."

Brilith shook her head. "This much is fine. We are not yet ready to confront them head-on. We should focus on consolidating our strength first." She placed a finger on the report. Ice covered the scroll in a flash. The next second it crumbled into tiny crystalline particles that drifted aimlessly with the wind.

Brilith rested her chin on Roro's head as she pointed at the hammer in the sky. "Besides, if my hunch is correct, that thing has some relation to that elusive daeben."

"Kashi!" Roro spat with hatred.

"That's right," Brilith soothed with a slow rub of her chin. "More than the capable Leila, I'm apprehensive towards that daeben whose movements no one can understand. If I did not know better, I would think he just acts on momentary whims," Brilith complained.

"Don't worry, Brilith-chan. I promise to kill him for you!"

"Mmmn," Brilith contentedly muttered as she rubbed her cheek against Rono's. "I know you will."

With that, Brilith finally released the girl and turned around to face her army. The chill in her eyes forced out any cold they might have been feeling from the snow. Voice low and serene, she ordered, "We march for Daggerfall. I want that country within two months."

The wisben army stomped their feet against the earth as they turned to the north with the poise of a well-grilled army, and then started a relentless march that would shake the continent for months to come.





 

Jatakem   (The Holy City)

The High Shaman of the Lightbringer Church, known only to the mortals as Sayen-sama, sat cross-legged on the fields of an opulent snow white garden, a pair of eyes as dark as her hair fixed on the hammer in the distance.

Although none dared enter this sacred field, several tens of priests of different ages in golden robes respectfully stood at the perimeter of this winter wonderland, caring not for the snow that fell upon them. For the lady who sat within this garden, everyone was willing to stand there until their legs gave way without a shred of discontent. 

This was because they knew that the reason the capital could remain so peaceful for centuries was not because of some vague blessings left behind by the goddess, but this nineteen-twenty-year-old looking shaman.

"Horus." The shaman, Sayen, had a voice light the song of a nightingale. Soft and light, but slightly haunting. Upon her summons, an old Cerulean stepped forward and bowed. Although advanced in age, he exuded the temperament of a warrior, his back straight and his eyes sharp. "Summon Sonic. Our fears have come to light. The daeben has succeeded in his expansion, and thus the continent shall enter a new age of war."

"Horus obeys." The old priest took a step backward, then personally went to summon the man called Sonic.

While she awaited the arrival of the person she summoned, Sayen gazed at the hammer in the distance, each thunderous strike resonating deep within her heart. They too quickly reminded her of the drums of war, the chaos, destruction, and hopelessness that filled the people when these war drums resounded. 

In Sayen’s eyes, that hammer in the distance was a declaration of war. It was a challenge set forth by the daeben of the Hopeful Maggots to the entire continent.

Hands grasping the helm of her sleeves, Sayen could not help but loathe her inability to stop this upcoming war. But she could not interfere. If she did, Karma would balance her intervention with something of similar or greater magnitude, bringing even greater misery. The most she could do was protect the people who had placed their hopes on her.

"Your Highness." A masculine voice filled with power and authority greeted.

Sayen waved her hand, and its owner came to stand in front of her. Sayen looked over the Summoned, whose appearance resembled the fusion between a snow wolf and a fox. The characteristic lithe form of a fox was covered in thick snow-white furs on his front and ash-silver coat at the back, culminating in an unbelievably thick and bushy tail that was almost as large as the entire Lycan. 

A pair of blue eyes as clear as the afternoon sky warmly regarded the shaman. Ever since Sonic first encountered Sayen as a level 20 warrior, he was smitten beyond repair. The gaze of this young girl who seemed to carry the burden of the world on her shoulders had filled him a sense of purpose that he lacked in real life. That's right, if he could make her burden lighter by just a little, that would be all he needed.

With that in mind, Sonic immediately joined the Church as a trainee and fervently worked his way up till he could now stand before the great Sayen. Somehow, along the way, he seemed to have become the leader of a gargantuan guild with crazy accomplishments.

But all of that paled compared to the girl before him. 

Even now, just watching her seemed to purify his entire being. There were no obscene thoughts like desire in his mind, just the pure unadulterated adoration usually only found in the eyes of children. 

"Your desire to conquer Mònòch was not misplaced," Sayen calmly stated as if not aware of the young man's feelings. "Rosendun shall soon declare war upon the continent. If we do not wish to embroil our citizens within the embers of war, we need a suitable deterrence to prevent him from carrying out his ambition."

"Whatever Sayen-sama wishes, I shall deliver," Sonic declared with resolution in his eyes. Sayen revealed a small smile that brought tears to the lycan's eyes. For that smile, dying a thousand deaths was more than worth it.

"I give you permission to use the Wyvern Corps." Sayen hesitated for a second, but then shook her head. It could not be helped. "Make it swift with minimum casualties."

Sonic bowed. "I will ensure they come to know of your benevolence." With that, Sonic bowed once again and then left the garden.

Sayen sighed, her heart embittered. "Now, my hands shall be dyed with blood once again." She gazed at the falling snow.  ‘ If only our hearts could be like the snow, free and without desires, would we find happiness?’  The shaman shook this thought out of her mind. It was this dangerous line of thought that had facilitated her encounter with Razznik. 

Huge roars that shook the entire city drew her eyes to a large mass of about 5000 wyverns with the nation's best Dragon Knights atop, blotting the sky. Ahead of this mass, Sonic shockingly sat atop a forty-meter dragon! 

It had to be known that dragons were incredibly proud creatures. The chance of taming a grown dragon was next to nil, yet the lycan sat atop this proud beast with extreme ease. 

Very few people knew Sonic's true capabilities as he mostly spent his time either training solo or by the shaman’s side. But he was a real monster, one capable of gaining the respect of all the priests in the Lightbringer Church, including those much stronger than he was.

From atop the dragon, Sonic cast a loving gaze at the snow garden several hundreds of feet below, yet could spot Sayen's small nod. With an enthused shout, he urged the mass of dragonkin to the north. 

Below them, Ten thousand soldiers on griffin mounts ran across the snow, their beasts unworthy of sharing the same sky with the dragon.

Sayen watched the horde slowly disappear into the horizon, her eyes bitter as she muttered, "In the end, were you right, O God of Chaos? Are humans only capable of war and slaughter?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 108: The World Reacts (2)

    
    
    
    
                Unknown Location,

BANG!... BANG!... BANG!

Resounding echoes accompanied the burst of light that forced its way past heavily congregated clouds, illuminating a land that had rejected the sun for several centuries. The light rays traveled over the island, through numerous barracks and fortresses to a giant mountain upon which a magnificent manor sat. 

Atop one of the four spires that towered around this manor, a lone kafu with fur the color of the raging snowy winds, and clad in a silvery-white trenchcoat, glared at that light as if challenging its might. Cold eyes squinted at the hammer in the distance, resulting in a distasteful click of his tongue. "To be capable of summoning  [ God's Apparition ] . It seems a determinant has finally appeared among the Summoned. I wonder if he will be useful or not?" 

"Cathek." A destitute voice, lovely yet chilling, drifted into his ears. "I hate the light."

Cathek took one last glance at the hammer then snorted. "What [God's Apparition ] ? There is only one true God." He drew up the sleeves on his right arm and then placed his left on it.

The billowing snow suddenly rushed towards him in droves. The islanders, feeling the apparent change, glanced at the figure on the spire, their eyes filled with reverence and fear. The swirling energy rushed into Cathek, mysteriously disappearing like it was never there. The only evidence was the rising thickness in the mana concentration around him. 

Thin sheets of ice spread from Cathek’s feet and then traveled down the tower. Several blocks of ice formed as the air around the kafu dropped below the freezing point. Eyes narrowed, Cathek clenched his outstretched hand. 

The surrounding winds bellowed with rage as they charged at the break in the clouds. 

However, the rays of light as if considering this a direct challenge to their authority considerably thickened. The icy winds melted upon contact with these burning rays, but Cathek only snorted. He flicked a finger, and the scattered clumps of ice and snow gathered ahead of him to form a 30m long snarling fox. 

With a snap of his fingers, the beast issued a roar that shook the surrounding mountains, then charged at the opening in the clouds.

The light rays attacked the approaching fox, resulting in terrifying explosions that lit up the sky for miles. The islanders gazed in rapt admiration as the smoke cleared to reveal the snarling fox completely unharmed. Buoyed by the small victory, the fox immediately resumed its charge at the breach. 

The light rays, as if consumed by fear, immediately coagulated into one giant pillar of divine energy. The pillar charged its energy for a few seconds, then attacked the fox head-on. 

Atop the spire, Cathek’s eyes flashed as he ordered, “Swallow.”

The snow fox, faced with this impossibly dense energy, only opened its mouth wide as ordered and ate the beam whole. Without a single pause, it slammed into the breach. Its presence stimulated the clouds around to gather while forming new and tougher barriers. In but a few minutes, the clouds once again blocked the sun’s rays, only allowing just enough light such that the islanders could see.

“Thank you.”

Cathek nodded to show his acknowledgment of the speaker’s gratitude. Clumps of snow covered his form then dispersed the next second, along with the ice mage.

Several kilometers away, on an empty field, a humongous dragon sat before an aging wisben, sitting patiently as the wisben poked and prodded its body and then muttered incomprehensible gibberish. 

The dragon was naturally Skyrm, whose body had been possessed by a spirit called Gunder, and the physician, Perah, was in charge of studying him. It was evident that compared to before Skyrm—no, Gunder’s size had reduced drastically. 

Gunder was still drastically tall for a dragon with a standing (on four legs) height of nearly seven-floor apartment buildings. Yet, even that was relatively tiny compared to his previous stature.

It was next to this bewildering spectacle that clumps of snow coagulated, then dispersed to reveal the ice mage Cathek. The kafu regarded Gunder with a slight shake of the head before he turned to the physician. “So, have you found what is wrong with him yet?”

Perah sighed as he scratched his graying hair. “From what I have inferred, there are two main problems. The first is with the sealing. It turns out the seals used were far more effective than even the original users might have thought.”

Cathek frowned. “How is that possible? I was there. The seal erodes the mind and restricts the power of the creature trapped inside.”

“That’s the thing,” Perah muttered with evident frustration. “The seal also severely weakens its user. And I mean permanently. To put it in adventurer terms, it strips away levels from the imprisoned. I don’t know how powerful this dragon once was, but its power is currently about to drop to Elder Dragon. I say, if he had not been released when he was, everything would have gone to waste.” 

Cathek did not like where this was headed. “Is there a way to fix this problem?”

“Yes,” Perah muttered. “The reason the seals could not fully affect Skyrm was because of his enormous mana pool, but after he destroyed his chi centers, the lingering effects from the seals started assaulting his weakened body. I suspect this was his way of protecting the world.”

“He has always been that kind of person,” Cathek said with a rare hint of praise. “It would have been better if our interests did not clash.”

Perah continued, “By healing his chi centers and meridians, he will naturally begin to regain the levels he lost. Although, it will take a while before he returns to full strength.”

“How long is a while?”

“Several years,” Perah explained. “This brings me to our second problem. Skyrm’s consciousness is gaining strength, especially in moments when Gunder assumes his dragon form. We have less than a year before he destroys Gunder from the inside. Faster, if Gunder is in dragon form or uses high-level magic.”

“How long until Gunder can cast Nether Gates?” Cathek asked.

“Three or four months,” Perah replied. “You have to understand. A grand-level skill like Nether Gates. If he casts it, the chances he will be consumed immediately are high.”

Cathek glanced at the huge dragon next to him. He could see the determination and desire in its eyes. That’s right, Gunder had persevered in a locked battle within a seal with Skyrm for several centuries, all for this moment. There was no way he would get cold feet now. Cathek silently acknowledged Gunder’s resolve, though it did not show on his face. “Countless sacrifices have been made. All for this moment.”

No more words were needed. All three individuals confirmed their resolves deep within their hearts in that field of snow.





Stone Maze,

Royal Castle, 

Senehal, Serisis.

“Should I say, as expected of Kashi.” 

“At this point, I doubt we can even hold expectations any longer.”

The two individuals who enjoyed a rare moment of peace sat contentedly within the center of the famous stone maze garden belonging to the Royal Family of Serisis. 

The snow had not reached this region yet, but the gentle breeze carried with it a tinge of cold, just enough that the raven-haired beauty felt the need to don a woolen shawl over her gorgeous white formal dress. 

This was the famed Vice-Guild Master of the Hopeful Maggots, Leila Lightwood. 

Next to her sat an incomparably handsome man with golden blond hair and beautiful blue eyes that sparkled when he smiled. Adorned in golden regalia that boosted his imperial aura, Parrissius Vermillion (II), King of Rosendun could not help but express his admiration at the swinging hammer in the distance or rather, at the daeben responsible for the phenomenon.

Paris, as he insisted he be called when alone with friends, sported a relaxed smile for the first time since Rosendun's royal delegates first set foot in Senehal. He sent the daeben responsible for the  [ God's Apparition ]  his silent gratitude for granting him this rare break. 

Paris glanced at the lady to his left, revealing a guilty look when he realized the one who was most deserving of the break was this young woman who was not even officially part of his court, yet whom without, this trip would have been an absolute disaster.

"I honestly wish he would take it easy sometimes," Leila complained half-jokingly, oblivious to the king’s thoughts. 

Paris leaned back as he let out a low chuckle. "I understand your sentiments. When he is that outstanding, it puts too much pressure on the rest of us to catch up."

Leila sighed, her eyes listlessly gazing at the thundering hammer. "Do you think we can catch up? Can we complete this deal?"

Paris' jovial mood notably dampened. "I am ashamed to say, but that would heavily depend on you." He shared in her melancholic sigh. "I sincerely apologize on behalf of my inept court."

Leila shook her head with a wry smile. "It is only natural that I help. After all, we do share the same ambitions. Added to that, your court is merely a few months old. The internal power struggles have not even ended, and yet we undertook such a heavy task. Frankly, if it were not for the worrying signs from other continents, I would have recommended pushing this endeavor back by at least a year."

"Unfortunately, we cannot get off the tiger once we have climbed it," Paris mumbled as he looked over his shoulder at the magnificent Selehan palace where he had spent the last three days. 

Three days. 

Three days, but it felt like three years! 

Paris had never felt so much pressure, not even when faced with the daebens’ ambush in the war eleven years ago. Watching these old men duke it out in a contest of words had blossomed newfound respect for the court ministers and previous kings in the young king's heart. Even more so for the young woman who not only held her own but easily dominated the verbal battles against these veterans.





Three Days Ago,

7  th   Muriel, 1093.

Three days ago, upon disembarking the pride of the Rosendun Royal Fleet,  Phoenix,  at the Royal Port of Senehal, capital of Serisis ,  King Vermillion (II), and his entourage were 'ambushed' by a huge crowd of Serian citizens. Even more surprising was the unexpected presence of the Seran King, Chu Tianjo, and his first daughter Chu Ming.

A king personally welcoming guest to his kingdom was as rare as spotting a white whale at sea. 

Despite this, King Vermillion (II) was secretly pleased with his first impression of the Serian King. King Chu Tianjo, seventy-two at the time, had the bearing of a dragon amongst men. 

King Chu Tianjo’s body was still strong and healthy, allowing him to walk without needing a walking stick. A healthy amount of well-groomed white beards added to his regality, especially in contrast to the simple, red-themed armor he donned. 

Dark brown eyes, deep and sunken, like quicksand, tended to draw unsuspecting onlookers into a muddled state. Even the wrinkle lines on his forehead only added a wizened aura to the bloodthirst that unconsciously wafted off his body.

In direct contrast to King Tianjo's war-like apparel, his daughter, Chu Ming, though twenty-five years of age, had the graceful appearance of a young teenager. Dressed in a low shoulder formal gown that emphasized her lithe figure, she resembled a fairy descended upon the mortal realm. Light blue hair resembling the morning sky was styled neatly into a decorative bun and wreaths on her head, such that her porcelain white neck was exposed for all to admire, drawing in countless lustful gazes from some of the Rosendun delegates. However, this young lady's thin lips only revealed a small smile, which, when coupled with her ocean blue eyes, warmed the hearts of the Rosen delegates.

King Vermillion (II) was almost forced to concede this first psychological battle when like a hammer striking upon metal, the hearts of the Serian escort group were similarly seized and locked under key instantly. 

King Vermillion (II) noticed the sharp intake of breath from the opposing side. He wryly smiled when he turned to see Ms. Leila Lightwood, garbed in night black leather armor, which coincidentally (or not?) doubled as a formal dress, walk down the plank with a Nespian tiger which reached her chest. 

If Chu Ming was a calming breeze that warmed its way into the hearts of her admirers, then Leila Lightwood was a monstrous hammer that smashed apart the barriers and directly seized the attention of all present whether they wished it or not.

King Vermillion released a sigh of relief. His delegates snapped out of their bewitched state after sustaining Leila Lightwood’s dominating presence. However, similarly, the Serian escort also regained their wits after a moment's bewilderment. The initial battle had thus ended in a stalemate.

But would Leila let it merely end there?

The wisben curtsied with an elegance that would not lose to queens as she greeted. "On behalf of King Parrisius Vermillion, King of Rosendun and the people of our country, I, Leila Lightwood of the Hopeful Maggots, express our ineffable gratitude and honor for your grace in accepting our humble delegates in person."

Serian King Chu Tianjo felt his eyelids twitch. He had come fully clad in military garb and even brought his daughter out to exert invisible pressure on the young Rosen King. After all, who had ever heard of a King personally coming to the port to accept a delegate from another country, king or not? 

But he did! However, this young lass just dumped a vast cold bucket of 'gratitude' upon all that pressure, washing away any 'debt' the Rosen delegates might have incurred from such a massive honor.

King Chu could not very well ignore her gratitude, could he? Even if he did not wish to acknowledge her, she had already locked him down with her polite approach. King Chu could only stiffly smile as he gestured for Leila to rise. "It is [our] pleasure and honor to receive his Majesty Vermillion and his consorts. It has been twenty-odd years since His Majesty last visited. At that time, he was still a little child playing with my daughters. How times and circumstances change things. On behalf of Serisis, We offer our condolences for the loss of your family. We also extend praises for your triumphant return to power. Truly, to the Vermillion name, you rise from the abyss even stronger than ever."

King Vermillion's lips twitched slightly. Even though it seemed like King Chu had praised him, he had hidden several thorns in rosy words. First, King Chu relegated his most significant threat, Leila, to the status of  cohort , indirectly removing her right to speak and heightening his own daughter's standing. 

Next, in a few words, King Chu pointed out King Vermillion's youth and the fact he had just returned to power recently. Worse yet was the way he phrased it. It made it seem like the only reason for King Vermillion’s rise to power was his family’s death.

Even though King Vermillion felt heavily insulted, he could not act out on his rage. He knew quite well these verbal sparring were all to establish a firmer footing for the negotiations to come. He could only suffer this loss. Who told him to underestimate an experienced veteran with over sixty years in the Royal Courts? 

Just as King Vermillion was about to offer some superfluous words of gratitude, the wolf by his side bared her fangs.

Leila's dark eyes surreptitiously glanced at the opposite king. "My apologies, King Chu. His Majesty is not used to sea travel, but he was adamant we hasten to port against the better judgment of his physicians. As a result, he reopened old internal injuries from the  [ Battle of Riven ] , and coupled with a bout of seasickness, he is in no shape to be standing for too long. 

“However, motivated by Your Majesty's brilliance, which has supported his people even in their hardest times, he demanded we bring our gift to you even a moment sooner to express his pride in Your Majesty's ability." Leila's eyelids dropped as she adopted a somewhat helpless expression and shook her head lightly.

King Vermillion raised his right arm and lightly coughed onto his sleeves. Of course, the primary purpose of this was to hide the widespread grin that had spread across his face as he fought the ability to burst into laughter. 

Fierce! This girl was too intense! Who told King Chu to step on a wolf's tail!?

Leila's words were like a direct counter to everything King Chu had struggled to build, completely changing the views of the public who were watching the exchange with wide eyes. At first glance, it seemed like she had diminished King Vermillion's image by painting him as a weak king who can't even handle sea travel.

But, she actually used the tactic of a small retreat to prelude a giant advance. By recalling the [Battle of Riven], King Vermillion’s public image instantly switched to that of a brave king who had reclaimed his country from the hands of invaders  despite  his young age. 

Even better, the fact that he ordered his people to make haste showed his concern and respect for their people of Serisis and their King. 

Of course, the truly learned heard the hidden jab at the end, which mocked King Chu Tianjo for his people's decline, and when they thought of the threat of civil war that had been hanging low in the country, they could not help but shake their heads. Of course, that final jab was delivered in the form of praise so no one could find fault with it.

The scholarly could not help but reevaluate this young lady who arrived with the Rosen King. From their stature, the duo did not seem to be lovers, but the king clearly trusted her—this much was evident from the king playing along with her bullshit 'sick' story. 

No one genuinely bought that juvenile excuse. They knew it was a way for the ambushed king to retreat and recoup, but the people who mattered—the public—thoroughly and utterly believed this farce.

That was all that truly mattered.

King Chu Tianjo suddenly had no desire to remain in the public eye any longer. His long drawn out plan to dominate the negotiations by belittling the little king in public was seen through and destroyed by that young lass. Worse yet, she had stealthily counterattacked without being overbearing such that no one could find fault with her. 

But who said he could leave just because he wanted to?

Leila's insipid eyes greatly contrasted the light smile on her lips as she interrupted before King Chu could bring up the topic of resigning to the palace. "These are the gifts His Majesty labored to bring to your people." Leila waved her hand, and several crates were rolled down the gangplank to the port. A few were placed before the king, while the rest were rolled to the curious populace. Of course, none of the citizens dared to make a move before their king.

King Chu Tianjo stared at the crate before him with furrowed brows. The boxes were about one meter tall and about two to three meters long. Unlike treasure chests, they did not seem to be made of metal, but rather some plastic. Of course, that could easily be an exterior coating.

King Chu Tianjo made to open the chest, but then a sudden chill ran up his spine. Years spent on the battlefield of blood and court had honed an incredibly dense instinct, and at this point, it was blaring warnings nonstop. His hand hesitated on the lid, refusing to open the chest. He did not know why, but he felt immense danger from whatever was within this chest. It wasn't the type of hazard that threatened his life, but it felt mortal anyway. These contradictory, stressful emotions froze his hand.

At that moment, King Chu thought he heard a growl and looked up at the young girl—no, Ms. Lightwood, who accompanied the Rosen king. The chill in his spine intensified as he realized he had fallen into this wolf's trap. He had stepped on her tail, and in turn, she had not only trapped him, but he felt like maggots had begun to crawl up his skin. Never had he felt the shadow of death so near.

Due to the crowd’s increasingly loud murmurings, King Chu Tianjo had no choice but to open the chest. A blast of breeze, even colder than the winter wind, escaped the chest and chilled his face. At first, his brows furrowed in confusion at the chest’s contents. 

But, after but a few seconds, understanding dawned.

Everyone present felt their scalp go numb as King Chu Tianjo visibly aged a few years in front of them. 

The Serian King looked up at the Vice-Guild Master of the Hopeful Maggots, bent his head backward... and laughed! 

He laughed!

And laughed even harder!

Then laughed some more!

Tears ran down King Chu Tianjo's eyes as he smiled at Ms. Lightwood. The Serian ministers visibly paled when he bowed all the way to his waist level and shouted, "The Land of Serisis will never forget this!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 109: Serisis (1)

    
    
    
    
                The country, Serisis, was a peculiar land, even for a continent filled with dragons and magic. Some claimed the country was cursed; others said a god was slain on the land, and its blood destroyed the earth. Others said its current state resulted from a punishment from the gods for a sin long forgotten.

Whatever the reason, despite the country's poverty, no one had bothered trying to conquer it.

The reason for this peculiarity lay in the soil.

The lands of Serisis could not bear fruit. That's right, not even the most tenacious of weeds could grow on the earth. In return, the region's mana density was much thicker than other countries, even slightly higher than the concentration in Jatakem, which was rumored to be blessed by gods.

Perhaps as a direct consequence of this, the beasts in the land evolved such that they lived off of the abundant mana, only choosing to kill and feed when they felt peckish, or they sensed a territorial threat. These beasts, which freely roamed the land, gained the ability to use magic and were henceforth known as mana beasts (mabeasts for short).

Over time, some mabeasts migrated to other countries, which led to the spread of mabeasts all over the continent. Still, everyone knew the birthplace and best location to hunt mabeasts remained the lands of Serisis, which were later nicknamed 'Badlands' by adventurers since there was no foliage in sight for miles.

The land of Serisis was also famous for one other thing. It was the hypothetical birthplace of Beastmen. Some theorized that the mabeasts, after reaching a certain level, gained the ability to switch to human form, a theory strongly supported by the Elder Dragons' ability to achieve a human form.

This theory was further strengthened by the density of beast men in this country, which easily surpassed other countries by over ten times. Furthermore, the number of races that possessed intelligence dwarfed the other countries by at least five times.

Unfortunately, there were very few pure-blooded races of the Chetah and feline classes left. Most of the races belonged to the canine class and a few other races which had beaten the evolution race like the capricious hares, raccoons, and tenacious mouse. Of course, these races preferred to be called hares, Rakus (raki), and Midus (midi).

These smaller races were far fewer in number compared to the canine races, so they tended not to leave the borders of the country.

Oh. There was also the lomu (mole) race that lived underground. But you could go two lifetimes without ever encountering one, so they do not matter.

Without plants, this country of Beastmen and humans were forced to learn how to hunt mabeasts to fill their stomachs. Luckily the density of the mana strengthened those born in the country, and hunting low-level mana beasts did not prove too difficult.

To ensure the country of meat-eaters did not starve, the Crown created a system to regulate the number of beasts slain daily Commoner families hunted low-level mabeasts while soldiers and nobles hunted higher level mabeasts. The higher-level mabeasts' usually larger sizes and more filling portions offset their lesser numbers.

This system prevented nobles and soldiers from killing off the lower-leveled beasts that the commoners depended on for survival. All in all, it was a sustainable system, one that held even when adventurers from other countries visited to expand their horizons or hunt specific beasts for a quest or reward.

Or, at least it should have been.

Nearly a year back now, the Summoned returned to Dreiza, and with them came destruction, especially to Serisis. The Summoned, who followed no code of conduct nor obeyed any rules laid out by countries, obliterated the low-leveled mabeast population to near-extinct levels as they rewarded bonus EXP and better materials compared to the ordinary beasts found in other beginner areas.

The Summoned, who at the time did not stop to think of the consequences of their actions, stopped only when the number of low-level beasts became too low for profitable 'farming.'

Only then did the Summoned return to their various countries.

This swift disaster left only the higher-leveled mabeasts, which the nobles and soldiers hunted for themselves. The commoners, who couldn't even rely on grain if they wished, demanded the nobles shared the mabeasts hunted with them. In contrast, the nobles argued truthfully that even with their superior strength, it took anywhere from ten to a hundred people to hunt a single high-leveled mabeast. They could not repeat this feat daily. As a result, the meat was barely enough for their families, let alone having enough to feed the populace.

However, starvation clouded judgment, and the common people could not agree with the conclusion of the nobles and Crown. They felt that since the nobles were so strong, they should have enough power to take care of them. After all, it was the nobles' ineptitude that allowed the Summoned to decimate their only source of survival.

The Crown, in desperation, reached out to the neighboring countries for aid, but there was little the other countries who were in the middle of dealing with the disease called the Summoned could offer in the way of assistance. Grains could not be planted, normal animals couldn't survive without plants to feed on, and any food items sent spoiled long before reaching their destination.

The commoners, who had no path of retreat, could only rely on these spoilt foodstuffs so that they did not starve to death. But even so, they began to fall ill to the toxins present in the food. As a result, the dichotomy between the commoners and the nobles only grew larger. Small factions began to raid the nobles' storehouses to steal food, and there were burgeoning signs of rebellion in certain areas.

The anti-human factions, who did not want a human to rule over a country that was seventy percent beastmen, used this opportunity to stoke the flames of rebellion and denounce the king.

King Chu Tianjo, pained by the torn state of his country, initially accepted the messenger from Rosendun happily as he would have grasped any olive branch handed his way at that moment. However, upon hearing what the messenger had to say, King Tianjo and his ministers were forced to swallow a bellyful of rage not to cut down that messenger where he stood.

Still, though, King Chu Tianjo agreed to meet with this daring Rosen King that had the appetite of a dinosaur, daring to lay eyes on Serisis. He intended to steal a march on the negotiations to find out the Rosen King's intentions, then squeeze as much as he could out of this inexperienced king without actually giving up too much on his end.

Who could have guessed this great and wizened king would come across a formidable foe in the form of Leila Lightwood? Before he had a chance to steer the negotiations, she had kicked him off the wheel and directed the ship to her port.

Gazing at the contents of the chest, King Chu realized this was checkmate! He had thoroughly and utterly lost before the battle had begun.

From now on, the Serian Court could only play catch-up. No—not even that. They were relegated to damage control. Sweet Mera, where did this child come from? How could she be so wicked, not even giving them a chance to retreat?

The porters in charge of the crates took King Chu's laughter as good a confirmation as any. They pried open the locks in unison, opened the lids, and then stepped back to allow the curious public to check the contents for themselves.

A caramel-furred, middle-aged female lycan was the first to step forward to the crates. The lycan curiously peeked into the container, and her eyes widened as she feverishly snatched out a fruit.

The lycan sniffed the fruit and then tentatively licked it.

"Wow!" She was shocked to find it still fresh! It should be known that in this country, even fruits that were on the verge of spoiling would be ridiculously expensive, but here she was faced with an entire crate of completely fresh fruits.

Commoners have commoner habits. Without regard for decency or face, the lycan grabbed one fruit after another and wolfed it down in front of the stunned crowd. A part of her mind wondered why the fruits and crate were slightly chilly, but the other ninety percent was occupied with the rare taste she would probably never have a chance of trying again. She was determined to eat as much as possible before the rest caught on.

It was at this point that a scream rang out next to her. He lycan reluctantly raised her head, only for her eyes to nearly bulge out of their sockets when she saw that annoying chesch whose son entered the army and wouldn't stop bragging about it holding a lump of giant thigh meat in her hand.

Even though there was a thin layer of icy frost on it, the Lycan could smell the aroma coming from that meat. It was still fresh! That was fresh meat!

The Chesch, as if realizing her error, swiftly hugged the thigh to her chest and glared at the other commoners with apparent bloodlust. The other commoners, far from intimidated, responded with snarls and bloodshot eyes. Even the humans did not lose out in ferocity to the beastmen.

Just when it seemed a riot would erupt, a south-west breeze blew from the ocean onto the port, carrying the scents from the other open crates into the commoner's noses.

Disbelief, shock, then unbridled joy warped through their faces, as they charged at the remaining crates, releasing hoots, yelps, howls, and screams of pleasure. The boxes did well to sustain the onslaught, as the mob pulled out all manner of fruits, vegetables, and meat.

An old midus (mouse-man) who had retired from active service grumbled about the disappointing behavior of youths in this generation as he walked towards a small crate at the pier's edge. Curiosity made him open this crate, abandoned in favor of its larger counterparts.

To his surprise, the cold crate only contained a few bottles. Curious, he lifted one of these bottles and pulled the stopper. In Serisis, it wasn't odd for a commoner to live his/her whole life drinking nothing but water. As he served in the army, he had tasted a few wines, but they were usually one or two cups in like five years. So he was intrigued by this bottle that contained a drink whose smell he did not recognize.

Although he could not understand why the bottle was cold, he resolutely decided to test this sweet-smelling drink. Worst case scenario, he would die. Who cared? He had lived long enough. The midus steeled his heart, then raised the bottle to his lips. He grimaced as the cold liquid flowed down his throat, but then his eyes went wide with shock.

This taste! This sensation! What was this heavenly feeling!? Sweet Mera, give me more!

The old man bent his neck back and gulped down the entire bottle, eyes shining with unabashed delight. His eyes greedily traveled to the remaining bottles as he smacked his lips. 'Good stuff! You, youngsters, fight over the food. This old man here will just... hehe!'

"Oi, old man! Looks like you found something good!"

Tch!

King Chu Tianjo shook his head as he watched the pier descend into chaos. By revealing these goods here, Leila had already forced the court into a corner! It would not be long before some commoners put two and two together and realize that the real treasure was not the food or drinks but the crates that could somehow preserve these foodstuffs in fresh conditions over a long journey.

Once they did, the commoners would demand more of these crates, no matter what it takes! After all, with these, if a group of low leveled commoners hunted one high leveled beast, they would not have to fear the majority of the meat going to waste. Even more importantly, they could finally trade for fruits and vegetables from neighboring countries without fear of the goods perishing midway.

Negotiations hadn't even begun yet, and the Serian Court was pushed into a situation where they desperately needed Rosendun. King Chu knew he had to find a way to remedy this situation and fast. Hence he bowed, and then said, "The Land of Serisis will never forget this!"

This tactic was crude, even more so when you consider Ms. Lightwood just employed a similar tactic of using 'gratitude' to write off debts. But when it came from King Chu, it was a level deeper. He was implying that the crates were already a given, to pressure the Rosen Court not to use it too much as a bargaining chip later. This way, if the Rosen Court decided not to provide the crates later, rather than blame the Serian court, the people would look harshly on the Rosen Court.

But Ms. Lightwood was already prepared for such an outcome.

The Vice-Guild Master similarly curtsied. "I do not dare accept the gratitude of one as great as thee. These crates are merely a recent development from my Guild's Research Department. I am ashamed to say these are only prototypes that His Majesty insisted on bringing to the Serian people. Unfortunately, if we wish to further the research, we would require more funding, which His Majesty has promised will be granted after talks with the Serian court. Unfortunately, until then, these crates will have to be kept out of the populace as they are still unstable."

King Chu nearly threw up blood as he listened to this little wolf speak, each word a furious gale that shattered any thoughts he might have of salvaging the situation. First, she made sure the 'debts' remained by politely denying his 'gratitude,' then she distanced the crates from the Rosendun court, thereby turning it into a private venture. What's worse, she then tied the condition of the populace receiving these crates to the negotiations.

Of course, Leila never explicitly stated that it depended on the negotiations, only saying that the Rosen King would grant her the funds she required 'after' the peace talks. Like this, she had solidified the stance of the Rosen court of wanting to help the Serian people in the public's hearts.

Now, if the populace didn't receive the crates after the negotiation, they would blame the 'greedy' nobles and greed. In their eyes, the Rosen King wanted to help the common people but had to pull away due to funds.

King Chu knew he had thoroughly lost this skirmish. Every time he launched an attack, Leila retaliated a thousand times worse. He decided there and then to just give up this initial battle. If Leila said anything else before the public, he might be forced to sell the entire country for one Syros.

With a short burst of laughter that did not reach his eyes, King Chu said, "We thank you for your generosity. I assure you We will, to the best of our ability, makes this negotiation a successful one." Without giving Leila a chance to reply, he added, "King Vermillion, We recall your health is not too good. Come, let us retire to the palace so you may rest well. My daughter can show you the sights as we advance."

King Chu, by this point, knew better than to give the little wolf even the slimmest opportunity to use her venomous tongue. With a short clap, he led the way, with King Vermillion and Princess Chu Ming a step behind. Leila Lightwood and her Nespian Tiger followed three steps behind the duo. And finally, the ministers and court officials of both nations brought up the rear.

Two open carriages and many covered carriages clattered to a halt at the port's entrance. The Serian King waved to his people as he clambered onto the first. King Vermillion gracefully offered Princess Chu Ming his hand as he assisted her up the small stairs onto the carriage, following shortly after.

Ms. Lightwood, who saw through the Serian King's intentions, climbed the third carriage with Hogosha. Incidentally, this carriage was covered, such that unless she drew the window's curtains back, the people would not be able to see her.

Leila released a small smile as a chamberlain removed the small staircase and shut the door. She knew the king did not want her to have too much exposure, so she did not steal the limelight from his daughter. After all, officially, this was a visit to propose to the Serian Princess.

Leila welcomed this lack of exposure. The less the public knew her, the smaller the demands they would inquire of her. She needed to remain a 'concerned stranger' to the Serian people.

Allowing herself a little shut-eye, Leila harkened back to the years of political grooming and scenario planning her father had subjected her to. He would throw several plots and schemes at her and then ask her to unravel the truth. Sometimes, he would engage in political debates with her, forcing Leila to master the ins and outs of business and political roundabout conversations. Other times, he would adopt different personalities, and she had to infer from his actions and speech which type of strategy would work best: Direct or Indirect. Aggressive, Passive, or Reactionary.

Leila released a wry laugh as she realized in all eighteen years of her life, those were the closest she and her father had come to family bonding. Still, she could not hate the man nor harbor ill-will towards him. For all his faults, he had always been a constant in her life. When she was troubled or scared, he would offer advice, however cold it might have seemed to others. Even though he had a vision for her life, he respected her choices, as was evident in his prompt approval of the Virtual Drive's purchase.

And in moments like these, Leila realized how important the few lessons he imparted onto her were.

Indeed, Ayumi's relationship with her father was a constant source of headaches and heart warmth.

"Ah... but this time, I suppose I owe you thanks, Father."


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 110: Serisis (2)

    
    
    
    
                7th   Muriel, 1093

Amidst cheers from an excited populous, the royal caravan leisurely trotted along the road, flanked on either side by terrifying, raptor-like mana beasts. These beasts, which were twice the height of a regular human, possessed robust bodies, protected by tough scales, and black bony appendages that made them a nightmare when they chose to ram into anything.

Riding these beasts were the Royal Guard in intimidating full plated armor that made it near impossible to guess the identity of the individual. If it were not for a few individuals whose racial genes were so strong that their legs retained the tell-tale incline at the knees, it would also have been impossible to guess their races.

However, neither the fanfare nor the imposing guards managed to draw King Vermillion's attention. Instead, it was captured by the oddly comfortable road on which the carriages traveled. His eyes portrayed slight interest as he marveled at the interlocking stones joined together by thinly laid dark grey materials. "So this is the asphalt I have heard so much about. Exclusive to Serisis."

To his side, Princess Chu Ming revealed a wry smile. "This one must really be lacking, for His Majesty to find more interest in pebbles and stones."

"Ah, my apologies," King Vermillion apologized with a guilty smile. "I admit I am a bit tongue-tied. Your Grace's beauty puts the heavens to shame."

"Ara, it would seem Your Majesty is well versed in flattery," Princess Ming praised with a light chuckle, her eyes sparkling with amusement. Her voice was like a timeless classic symphony, soft and unhurried, gently caressing the ears of its listeners. "I am a tad bit jealous of Rosendun's fair maidens who get to enjoy such flattery daily."

"Haha, were it only so, Your Grace," King Vermillion teased. "Alas, my chamberlain and mirror are the sole portents of my flattery."

"Oh?" Princess Ming's brow rose. "How about the fair lady you arrived with? I daresay a thousand beautiful poems wouldn't do her justice."

"Ms. Lightwood? Indeed, Your Grace is right. A thousand poems would not do her justice. On the contrary, one single word describes her in entirety."

Princess Ming's hand, which had kept waving to the crowd, faltered for a second, her eyes revealing her increased intrigue. "Oh? What word is this, pray tell?"

"Competent," King Vermillion replied with a firm grin. "She is competent to the degree it is scary. I would happily sell my entire court for her permanent services."

Princess Ming covered her mouth with a fan, but her eyes exposed her shock. "Is she that good?"

"Ah," King Vermillion affirmed. "Were it she was just good." He paused as a nostalgic memory flitted across his mind. "Do you remember Ms. Frackt?"

Princess Ming chuckled behind her fan. "I recall she spanked your bare bottom for stealing into the ladies' dressing room."

Ms. Frackt was the former Royal Nanny of the Rosendun kingdom. She was a wizened halben who had watched over the growth of the previous king and all his children. She was a scary woman who was well versed in politics, linguistics, swordplay, magic, archery. 

If there were something the royal brats did not understand, Ms. Frackt would solve it. Unfortunately, she perished along with the royal family during the drakul's raid.

"Fu..." King Vermillion let out an embarrassed chuckle. "Why was that the memory you picked?"

"What can I say, it isn't every day a lady gets to witness a prince's spanking. Leaves an impression."

King Vermillion shook his head in defeat. "My embarrassing episode aside, you recall how no one cared about whether she was ugly or not. Nor did anyone mid the scar down her face. That was a result of competence that puts beauty to the back seat." His expression adopted mock fear as he gazed into Princess Ming's eyes with an exaggeratedly grave gaze and whispered. "I did not say this, but Ms. Lightwood is ten times scarier than Ms. Frackt. Do you still think I would dare flatter her?"

"Pu!" Caught off-guard, Princess Chu Ming could not hold the laughter that bubbled up her throat. Thankfully she had the fan to cover her lips. Else she might have shown the people an unsightly expression.

King Vermillion's expression relaxed at the lady's shaking shoulders. "I must say, I am delighted to finally witness Your Grace's true smile, if only for a second." He shook his head as Princess Chu Ming suddenly flinched, her smile once more coming under control. "I remember, as children, your laugh was like an ocean, capable of soothing even the hottest of hearts."

Princess Chu Ming's smile never broke as she replied, "Your Majesty embarrasses this one. I am afraid that was but the rambunctiousness of ignorant youth. I implore your Majesty to please toss away such useless memories."

King Vermillion felt his heart sink at the renewed, controlled smile. If you asked ten men, eleven would proclaim her smile, the most beautiful thing they and ever seen. But alas, to him who had seen the real deal, this controlled version just felt lacking. Sighing heavily, King Vermillion lamented the sacrifices of those in the royal family. "I understand. We both have the expectations of countries on our shoulders, and hence every move has to be a calculated one. We cannot laugh, cry, or show any emotion which does not serve a particular purpose."

"This one feels such a trifle level of sacrifice is only fair considering the vast favor we receive from the people, and thus our duty to them."

King Vermillion's eyes lit up with a pleased expression. "I see that part of you has not changed. Your Grace still holds the people dear to her heart." With a slight shake of the head, he continued, "But maybe it is because I spent so many years away from the court; I often find myself yearning for the few moments when I can let loose and be myself." He searched her eyes for any reaction as he asked, "Does Your Grace ever feel the same?"

Princess Chu Ming's eyes betrayed nothing as she calmly refuted, "Unfortunately, this one has never felt discomfort in carrying out her duty."

"Haha," King Vermillion laughed heartily at her response. "I suppose then that Your Grace is a much better person than I am."

Princess Chu Ming shook her head with a wry smile hidden behind her fan. "This one does not agree with that statement." At King Vermillion's raised brow, she explained, "At the very least, this one does not have the confidence to continue working for a cause even through discomfort. In that, I truly admire Your Majesty, who can earnestly work for his people even though you suffer by yourself. At least, in that, of the people this one knows, only my sister and father have those kinds of convictions as rulers."

"Ho... and as always, Little Ming sells herself short."

Princess Chu Ming's eyes flashed with a rare hint of defiance. "This one does not think that is appropriate."

"Why not?" King Vermillion chuckled, enjoying the Princess's reaction. "If everything goes as planned, then Little Ming and I will be married shortly." He leaned closer with a teasing tone. "Don't you think it's a little distant to be using polite speech at this point?"

Princess Chu Ming rolled her eyes. "It is as Your Majesty said:  If  everything goes as planned. We have yet even to be engaged. It would not do to appear too close at this moment. A level of decorum must be maintained."

"Haha, it feels like becoming a king was worth it if I get to listen to Little Ming's lectures." He pretended not to notice Princess Chu Ming's glare. "We can let those stuffy adults sort out politics. We don't have to be embroiled in that, do we?"

"May I remind Your Majesty that you are now one of those stuffy adults," Princess Chu Ming countered with a mischievous glint in her eyes.

"Ack!" King Vermillion touched his face with abject horror in his eyes. "Me? This handsome me is now a stuffy adult?" He let out a defeated sigh, but then his eyes brightened. "Hey, if I'm now one of those stuffy adults, isn't it fine for me to call you Little Ming?"

"This one sees His Majesty is determined to do away with formal speech even if it means spouting nonsense."

King Vermillion chuckled. "Careful Little Ming, you slipped at the end of that one."

Princess Chu Ming shot him a reproachful glare but then sighed in defeat. "Fine, as long as we are not in public, I will loosen my attitude. Is that fine... Parissius-sama?"

Paris grinned, enjoying his small victory. "While I would prefer you drop the sius-sama, I suppose Jatakem wasn't built in a day. I look forward to working with you, Little Ming."

Chu Ming frowned. "At the very least, please call me Chu Ming."

"De-nied."





While King Vermillion and the first Princess Chu Ming further acquainted themselves, Leila absentmindedly scratched a content Hogosha behind his ears as she observed the passing scenery. Her gaze traveled from the interlocked tiles on the road to the clay and brick buildings. The reason why she was so shocked was that between the bricks, she could see the tell-tale grey where cement was used to hold the individual bricks together, and the asphalt shingles which were used as the roof for most of these buildings.

From the poorly finished works, Leila surmised these were all handmade, a conclusion that left her even more perplexed. To the best of her knowledge, most commoners' homes in other countries were also handmade, with the stark difference being that they were usually either made from straw or wattle and daub, with thatched roofs. Most major constructions were done through Gerber, with the evidence of his expertise being the complete lack of cracks in the projects he created (except explicitly requested by the craftsman).

Leila could not help but find a newfound respect for the people of Serisis. Within a few decades, they would most likely be the country to boost the industrial sector, similar to London in the 1800s. Her only cause for concern was if Serisis had naturally occurring asphalt deposits or if its citizens had somehow found a way to refine petroleum. The former would come up in the negotiations if so, but the latter was utterly terrifying. That would mean these people were too far ahead in civilization compared to the other countries.

But then Leila shook her head. If these people had such an ability, grass or not, they would never have fallen into such a deplorable state. So it was safe to assume they had natural bitumen (asphalt) deposits, and quite sizable ones at that if they were freely used to pave roads and in the construction of commoners' homes. Leila sank into her thoughts as buildings gently passed her by.

From what she could gather, the people of Serisis must have been too poor to hire those magic craftsmen who could call on Gerber. When even a guild like the Hopeful Maggots, while funded by the Royal Crown, could barely afford a few dozen, it could be imagined how impossible it would have been for the people of Serisis to afford them. To prevent themselves from ending up in the stomachs of those mana beasts, the Serians could only blindly fumble their way through and advance their construction methods without the aid of Gerber.

It just seemed like the rest of the continent had not noticed the value in this. Well, Leila could not blame them. Since they could hire artisans to summon Gerber, why would they pay attention to manual workers?

Leila's eyes flashed as she worked out various ways to make this work to Rosendun's favor. Okay, first she needed to find out the size of their deposits and what other natural deposits they had. She knew the style of game developers. They would never make a specific place entirely without value, especially not an area the size of a country. 

Serisis was a hidden gem, and it was Leila’s job now to carefully brush away the layers of stone and dust to find the true beauty hidden within.

The Vice-Guild Master of the Hopeful Maggots could not help but reveal a smile as renewed enthusiasm sparked her eyes. It seemed this trip would be much more fun than she had initially anticipated. Either way, it was early Sunday morning in the real world, so she had approximately five days before she had to log-off and prepare for school. 

Leila decided.

Within five days, she would devour this nation.

At this point, Leila felt the carriage come to a stop. Only then did she realize she had drifted off and wondered how much time had passed. She lifted the curtains on her window and could not help but raise a brow in surprise.

The carriage rolled to a stop in front of an impressive three-story manor that reminded her of old British buildings. The estate was shaped in a horizontal 'I——I' formation with a massive clock tower towering over the south-west wing. What further threw her was that this building was handmade, and the walls were lime-washed with a humble dark grey coating. 

A chamberlain garbed in deerskin opened the carriage door with a proud expression. "Welcome, Ms. Lightwood, to Redmont Citadel, home to the Esteemed Royal Family." 

Ms. Lightwood did a double-take as she stepped down from the carriage, her eyes staring in disbelief at the chamberlain. 

The chamberlain seemed to be used to this reaction as he proclaimed, "For generations, the Chu Family has inhabited this humble manor to remind themselves that no matter how high they may fly, they are originally creatures of the earth, and hence should not forget those who grant them the winds their wings beat upon."

Ms. Lightwood nodded in appreciation even though she heavily disagreed in her heart. In her mind, the leader of the people needed to be an unreachable existence almost akin to a god as only a mixed blend of fear and respect can guarantee a stable rule. If one or the other were missing, the nation would inevitably crumble. 

Ms. Lightwood took a fleeting glance around the compound. As she expected, although the manor itself was small and unassuming, the surroundings were majestically ordained with resplendent statues, fake, but beautiful grass, and shrubbery with tamed mana beasts lazing around under the sun. She could not see the back of the building, but she could imagine there would be even more sights befitting a royal palace there.

However, Ms. Lightwood's thoughts seized when she saw King Chu Tianjo at the manor's main door with King Parissius Vermillion, and Princess Chu Ming engaged in light conversation. She took in the fervent, but forcefully subdued gazes with which the guards and servants regarded these three then shook her head. She had almost forgotten. The house's construction did not matter. 

After all, the National Diet Building, White House, and Blue House were not entirely groundbreaking structures. Having them cut off from the public and the figures residing in those buildings was enough to raise their symbolism in the public eye to another level. She supposed in that regard, this building did pass all the qualifications. Even though to her and other city folks, this building was relatively lacking, in the eyes of the citizens, it was a symbol of power and authority.

"A worthy lesson I will endeavor not to forget again," Ms. Lightwood mumbled as she walked up a few steps that preceded the manor doors.

King Chu Tiuanjo smiled at this formidable woman, wondering how such terrible planning could come from a girl so young. "We welcome you to our home. It is late, and we know you must be tired from the journey. The servants will show you to your rooms. It is our wish that you rest. We can begin negotiations tomorrow after you have fully rested." With the king's words, a few servants stepped forward and urged the ministers to follow them. 

Simultaneously, a separate regiment showed the Royal Bodyguards to their king's bedroom to conduct a preliminary security sweep. That is except two silent tanned men whose presence was almost difficult to detect, standing just a couple of feet behind the king.

Ms. Lightwood curtsied to King Chu and was about to leave when the king expressed his wishes for her to join them for supper later in the evening. She gave her promise, curtsied once more, then followed a female servant to what was to be her quarters. Along the way, she could not help but marvel at the building's interiors. 

Although tapestry was rare, the coating on the floors and walls were really well done, giving the building an archaic yet majestic look that made one feel like they were walking in the halls of ancient gods long since past. 

Not to be discouraged by the lack of paper and parchments, the Serians used burnt sand of different colors to enact beautiful stories on the walls and high ceilings, which added an ethereal feel to the building. Leila was sure that in the real world, this building would flourish as a tourist attraction center. 

The servant led her up a flight of stairs to the second floor of the west wing. Upon reaching a particular door, she opened it then stepped inside, beckoning Leila to follow. Leila entered the room, briefly taking in the homely atmosphere in the medium-sized room.

The maid showed the bathroom, explaining that if Leila wished for hot water, she could summon a servant, most of whom are at least versed in low-level magic. She then explained that a servant would always be close to Leila's room at all times, so should Leila have any requests, there would always be someone nearby to tend to her.

"Dinner is at seven," the maid explained as she stepped out of the room. "A servant will come and show you to the dining hall. Please rest in the meantime."

Leila waited till the maid shut the door behind her, then exchanged her formal dress for loose-fitting pants and a shirt. She climbed onto the bed, then turned to Hogosha, who sat at the foot and muttered, "Wake me in three hours."

The Nespian tiger sat straight by the bed, eyes fixed on the door. "As you command."





Three hours later, Leila felt a weight on her face, and lazily opened her eyes. A small smile lit her face when she saw Hogosha staring at her, his paw resting on her face. 

"It is time, boss."

"Mm." Leila mumbled as she rose from the bed. She swiped through her inventory, eventually deciding on a light grey gown, with matching elbow-length gloves. Times like these, she just loved that this was a game, and she did not have to go through the stress of putting these on manually. She lightly accessorized with a humble necklace, then strode over to a man-sized mirror to see how she looked.

With a slightly fatigued expression, she mumbled, "Up or down?" as she toyed with her hair.

"If I may, I prefer it when boss lets down her hair."

Leila gazed at Hogosha, then smiled. "Down it is then." She combed her hair to get rid of traces of bed hair then turned to the door as a knock resounded. With a sigh, she placed the comb in her inventory. "You may enter."

The same servant who showed her around in the afternoon once again stepped into the room. The little midi woman froze upon seeing Ms. Lightwood. "M-m-iss." She struggled to get the words out, stunned by the ephemeral beauty before her. She did not know if it was because of the slight traces of sleepiness still apparent in the wisben's demeanor or the traces of vulnerability in her eyes, but it was such a gap from earlier that she could not help but take a second to recollect herself. "Miss, the king requests your presence for dinner."

Leila nodded then closed her eyes. The next time she opened them, all traces of fatigue disappeared from her features, her eyes once more regaining their threatening bite. She patted Hogosha, ruffling his ears a little. "I'll ask them to bring something for you."

Hogosha growled then lay on the floor.

The maid glanced at the sleeping tiger as she led Leila out of the room, wondering just how much meat such a mighty beast would need before it was satisfied.

As Leila followed the midi, her gaze was once again drawn to the murals on the walls and ceilings. The first time around, she was too tired to pay attention. Now, she could appreciate the murals enough to identify them as connecting tales of Serian legends and kings. Unfortunately, she did not have much time to truly study them as the maid maintained a steady pace ahead of her, which she was forced to match.

The maid led them down to the east wing on the first floor, where they stopped in front of rare mahogany doors. The guards at the door nodded, granting permission. The maid pushed the right door open, then stepped aside. She then bowed and announced in a loud voice. "Ms. Leila Lightwood of Rosendun."

Ms. Lightwood stepped into the dining hall, her figure immediately drawing the attention of the people seated around a rectangular table, which could sit eleven people, five-a-side, with only one head.

The dining hall was quite quaint, small even by royal standards, its only source of lighting a pair of candleholders on the dining table and a few lanterns hanging overhead. Coupled with the dark red theme of the curtains, walls, chairs, and tablecloths, the hall had a homely close-knit atmosphere to it. 

Ms. Lightwood surmised this must be the private family dinner table. A hypothesis strengthened by the six people seated at the table: His Majesty Chu Tianjo at the head, with King Vermillion to his immediate left, and Princess Chu Ming to his immediate right. The next spaces after both the Princess and King Vermillion were empty, evidently reserved for some guests.

After the empty spaces, the next two at each end were occupied by the Majesty's extended family consisting of his junior brother General Chu Tianku, his wife Chu Xie, and his two sons, thirty-year-old Chu Yao and thirty-five-year-old Chu Wu.

Ms. Lightwood curtsied and offered her greetings, which was warmly welcomed by the king. He immediately invited her to sit next to King Vermillion, which placed her on the same row as General Tianku and his eldest son Chu Wu. 

Ms. Lightwood answered some polite questions about her trip and if she rested well, acquainting herself with Chu Xie. Just when she was about to inquire of King Vermillion, whose seat was empty, a chamberlain stepped into the dining room and announced.

"Second Princess Chu Ling!"

Ms. Lightwood's eyes widened as immediately as the entire room seemed to rise a few temperatures. These dignitaries all tensed or flinched in one way or another, including King Vermillion. She could not tear her eyes from the door in amazement at who could cause such a reaction.

She did not have to wait long.

A red-haired beauty clad in rough leather armor that clung to her like a second skin confidently strode into the room; a tattered cape slung around her shoulders. The beauty whose rough, disheveled hair reached the nape of her neck, cast severe, burning gazes at the people gathered in the room. 

Dark brown eyes lit up when they landed on King Vermillion. "Heeh? The little brat’s grown into a nice looking King."

While the entire room froze at the contemptuous words, Ms. Lightwood's eyes were drawn to the tail that was perked upwards in excitement. Her eyes widened as she realized this woman was a half-human half-midi hybrid.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 111: Chu Ling's Bomb

    
    
    
    
                The hall's atmosphere dropped several degrees as the people seated gaped at the newly arrived Princess Chu Ling with mixtures of fear, shock, and suppressed anger. The Serian King's eyes revealed traces of resignation as he admonished his daughter. "Ling-er! Mind your manners! You are in the presence of a king!"

Chu Ling's mocking smirk never left her face as she replied, "C'mon dad, Such a great and awesome King shouldn't mind something of this level, right?"

"No, it's fine," Paris replied with a cocky smirk of his own before King Chu could intervene. "She is absolutely right." A complacent grin spread across his face, his gaze carrying a tinge of mischief. "A grrrreat and awe-inspiring king such as myself would never mind the ramblings of an immature child."

Chu Ling's eyes flashed bloody murder. "Who're you calling a child!?"

"Ah, you're right. My apologies," Paris' gentle voice seemed to soothe its way into the hearts of those who heard it. "The little bud has bloomed into a magnificent fire lotus."

Chu Ling stuttered, her cheeks burning as bright as her hair. The fire lotus was the emblem of the Serian Royal Family. It was rumored that the last plant to survive on the Serian soil was the fire lotus. Some even claimed it was the one plant that could grow in the lands.

Unfortunately, the flower had long since gone extinct, so no one had any way of confirming the rumor. Still, though, the Serian Royal Family had the fire lotus added to the national flag to inspire its people to persevere in the harshest of conditions like the fabled lotus.

Chu Long, this powerful Princess, was feared in the army and badlands for her aggressive nature, but before Paris' little compliment, she could only pout with a ferocious glare as her cheeks visibly reddened. Snorting, she mumbled something about an incorrigible prince then sat down next to her sister.

King Chu took full advantage of the brief lull to signal a servant. A second later, maids filed into the hall, with several trays in tow. They lined them neatly on the table, then helped the guests fill their bowls with soup. King Chu noticed Ms. Lightwood's curious gaze. He coughed lightly as he embarrassingly explained, "This is our seaweed soup, the only thing aside from meat that we eat in this country. However, I promise you would not have tasted anything like this before."

Ms. Lightwood gracefully nodded then took a light sip. Her eyes brightened as a small smile suffused her features. "Indeed, I daresay I cannot find a better seaweed soup in all of Destia. I must congratulate the chef."

"Hehe," King Chu lightly laughed, his eyes betraying the relief he felt. It seemed while this woman was harsh, she was not wholly unreasonable. Some other negotiators would not have missed the chance to belittle him at this point. "I will be sure to send your regards."

Ms. Lightwood nodded as she continued drinking her soup. She gazed across the table, her interest piqued by the heavily contrasting sisters.

The eldest, Chu Ming, maintained a grace that would likely put the Queen of England to shame. She methodically raised the spoon to her lips, each movement refined to perfection, yet somehow carrying a certain charm.

Ms. Lightwood nodded, understanding why she would be the one offered up in marriage. On the other hand...

Princess(?) Chu Ling directly forwent the spoon, choosing to lift the bowl and drink from it like a soldier or commoner. Astonishingly, the action was so natural that the words 'disgusting' or 'how, unlike a princess' did not come to mind.

Instead, Ms. Lightwood could only see her actions as 'as expected.' Maybe it was from the way Chu Ling carried herself, but most people never expressed her as barbaric. Instead, they used the terms 'wild,' 'aggressive,' and 'free-spirited' which could all be good or bad things depending on who looked.

Princess Chu Ling felt Ms. Lightwood's gaze as she put down her bowl. She threw a challenging glare while she licked her lips. "So, you're Paris' lackey, huh?"

"If Her Highness wishes to see it that way," remarked Ms. Lightwood, her voice even.

"What 'Her Highness'?" Princess Chu Ling snorted. "Chances are we'll soon all be one family, and none of those stuffy old ministers are here to judge. Just call me Chu Ling."

"I wouldn't dare," Ms. Lightwood politely declined. Though her tone completely lacked the shock that should have accompanied the declaration.

Chu Ling frowned. "I insist!" She swiveled to her father, brows furrowed. "You don't have a problem, right?"

King Chu sighed in his heart, wondering whose side of the family this lass got her wildness. Conveniently, the king's memories never touched his younger days when he used to disguise himself as a commoner and go hunting in the badlands. "No, We do not mind. This is a family dinner. It is only natural certain court etiquettes be left at the door."

Ms. Lightwood bowed. "Since Your Majesty has spoken, it would be rude of me to reject further." She then turned to Chu Ling, who had a weird grin like she won something. "I will then drop the formalities, Ling-san."

Chu Ling waved her hand. "Ah, we don't use san here. You should call me Ling-er." As if thinking better of it, she scratched her head. "On second thought, just call me Chu Ling. Scrap the honorary titles. I'll call you, Leila too. Mm, that's how it should be."

The stalwart Leila felt something twitch within her. What kind of Princess was this? How could she be so rampant? Whoever heard of a guest addressing the Princess of a foreign nation without titles? Knowing she would not win against the stubborn redhead, Leila sent a pleading gaze at Princess Chu Ming.

Contrary to Leila's expectations, Princess Chu Ming released a beautiful smile. "I too think it is fine, Ms. Lightwood. At least, for tonight, we should drop the formalities. After all, by tomorrow, we will be going to war." She let out a soft giggle at the end, capable of charming the toughest of men.

Rather than relax, Leila's guard rose sharply, sensing an immediate ambush. On the outside, however, her expression remained as composed as ever. "If that is how it is to be. I will be in your care Princess Ming, Chu Ling."

"Ha!" Chu Ling exclaimed as she slapped the table. "You got a great advisor, flower boy. I like her style."

Paris chuckled inwardly. If it were any other person, such insults would not pass, and the negotiations would have broken down right there. Luckily, however, Paris knew the two girls and their unique temperaments.

Even as a child, Chu Ling was abrasive and loud, saying the first thing that came to mind without a sliver of a filter. With an amused smirk, he teased, "Ah, I must say, it is the first time someone has compared my elegance to flowers. Princess Ling, I must praise your insight and humbly accept your compliment."

Chu Ling stuttered, shocked by Paris' shamelessness. Eventually, she sneered, "Heh, looks like you didn't lose your narcissism."

"Of course not," Paris replied with a short laugh. "I believe every man should have a healthy amount of self-love. Only then can you share your love freely with others."

"That sounds fascinating," Chu Ming interjected, eyes holding a tinge of humor. "So how much love do you have?"

Paris grinned, a dangerous glint in his eyes that momentarily made him look even more dashing. "Enough for the whole world."

"Fuu..." Chu Ling breathed then whistled. "Your appetite's grown since you became king, huh?"

"It is the sign of a healthy man," replied Paris with a snarky smirk.

Chu Ling's eyes narrowed, a boundless amount of pressure exuding off of her in unrelenting waves. The atmosphere in the room thickened considerably, no one retaining their appetite—all except Paris, who leisurely finished his soup and then smiled at King Chu.

"You must give me this recipe," Paris joked, his countenance not reacting to the pressure at all. "It was truly divine."

King Chu dryly laughed, somewhat embarrassed by his daughter's conduct. But he was helpless when it came to Chu Ling. No one in the country could control this overly willful woman. Hence, he decided not to interfere unless things got out of hand. "We are glad to hear that it pleased you. Unfortunately, the recipe is a national secret."

Paris chuckled at the king's joke. The servers used this short lull to swap out the soups for the main dish, which consisted of several types of meat. To everyone's surprise, Paris unceremoniously cut himself a rather large slice of beef, which he placed on his plate with a satisfied smile.

Chu Ling sneered. "You really have an appetite."

Paris laughed. "My appetite's as large as my love."

"Are you sure you can eat that much?" Chu Ming giggled. "Will you not develop indigestion?"

"That is why I have trusted aides who will not only cure me but also stand-in for me should such a thing occur."

"Look at you eating so freely." Chu Ling's eyes narrowed, her tone carrying a tinge of malice. "Have you not given a thought to whether such foods might contain poison?"

Paris' eyes, on the contrary, were vibrant and intense with laughter and resolute steadfastness. "When the person preparing my meal is someone I trust, I can afford to take that risk."

Chu Ming smiled meaningfully. "Even if they are not of your staff?"

"Even if they are not of my staff."

There was a moment of pause as each person at the table digested the short but significant exchange. No one there was naive enough to believe it a simple discussion about food. There were so many undercurrents to that conversation; it was a miracle that it did not cause a massive wave of turmoil.

Leila, in particular, was silently impressed with Paris' eloquence. She understood the young king's unique situation more than most. As the youngest child, he had no claim to the throne.

Hence, he was free to be spoiled by his elder siblings and parents. Although he received the compulsory education every royal born child received, Paris' exposure to actual court politics was severely limited. Compounded with the fact that he had left the Royal Family to join the war at the tender age of sixteen, then it was no surprise his unpreparedness for the ambush at the pier.

But those who lose also eventually gain.

After six years at war in which he was the sole survivor of the guard that accompanied him, Paris returned home only to find the castle had already been overrun. He spent the next eleven years among the people of Ranad since he had friends from the war in that area.

After spending so much time among the common people, upon his return to kingship, Paris' aura inevitably underwent a drastic change. Although he retained the inborn arrogance and pride of all nobility, he developed a certain roguish freeness that stemmed from the commoner within.

After living both sides of the world, Paris' views drastically differed from other politicians and kings. He could look at situations from both the profit-chasing nobles and the hardworking commoners' eyes. These contrasting personalities created a dichotomy that charmed and drew the curiosity of those he spoke to.

With a small smile, Leila gratefully chewed on a piece of meat, enjoying the unique taste. Yes, with this, she could relax and enjoy the meal. Paris seemed capable of handling this pair of hot and cold women.

A period of about five minutes passed in which nobody spoke and merely ate their respective meals. Eventually, the atmosphere began to loosen up, and some idle talk sprang up on the table.

General Chu and Paris exchanged war stories, the former often scolding his sons who 'knew nothing of real war' while Leila politely responded to Chu Xie's mild and friendly banter. Only Chu Ling remained silent, head bowed as she seemed to be in deep thought. With the prime troublemaker occupied, the conversations flowed freely, much to King Chu's delight.

After about fifteen minutes of idle talk, Chu Ling suddenly raised her head, a determined flash in her eyes. Amusingly, the conversations all froze in sync, those at the table scared of what else this woman had to say.

Leila, especially, felt the hairs at the back of her neck rise. She did not know why, but she was afraid. Seriously afraid! The instincts her father had driven into her warned her of impending danger, the likes of which she would not be able to escape from. What's more, this danger was emanating from Chu Ling's heavy gaze. She wanted to warn Paris, but on second thought, she shook her head. If she were to offer her assistance now, then everything Paris had worked on so far would crumble.

In the end, Paris was not just a friend but also a king. A king should not be overly reliant on his aides, more so a woman not of his court. So with bated breath, Leila bit her lips and attentively observed the princesses.

Chu Ling revealed a testing smile, her countenance suddenly taking a drastic change. Somehow, she seemed larger, more glorious, and terrifying. Yes, this was the aura of royalty.

Usually, as a result of Chu Ling's temperament, it wasn't obvious. However, now, even the servants behind her suddenly felt an urge to bow at her feet. This change was so drastic, serious scowls spread on the faces of those seated.

"The riddles are over. I never liked those anyway." Chu Ling's voice was low but deliberate, each word heavy in its own right. Yet, despite the stillness of the room, they had a feeling even if a hundred elephants stormed past, her voice would still easily reach their ears. Chu Ling rested her elbows and the dining table, then placed her chin on clasped hands, her gaze never leaving Paris'. "I know what you truly want from our land. If you satisfy me, I can give you the means to improve your chances of success to at least 90%."

Mo@#%*!@ker!!!

BOOM!!!!

"CHU LING!" King Chu Tianjo roared as he slammed his fist on the table. His eyes burned with flames, this bombshell too much for even his tolerance. "LEAVE!!!"

Princess Chu Ling's gaze met her father's, but there was no fear in them, only cold apathy. "I am not finished, Royal Father." Her tone was icy cold, yet burned with deep-rooted determination. "I can assure you, if King Parrissius Vermillion fails to answer this question, I will ensure your alliance fails." She paused, then returned her gaze to King Vermillion. "Do not fret, Royal Father. Should his answer disappoint me, I shall simply step aside and let you continue your negotiations tomorrow."

King Chu faltered, his gaze narrowing. Despite his daughter's obstinate and mischievous conduct, she had never directly opposed him like this, more so in public. He also knew that her words were no small joke or threat, either.

If they were to say who had the most power in the country, it would be himself, Chu Ming, then the General and Chu Ling tied in third place. However, Chu Ling's power was somewhat different from the rest, as it was not measured in political or military might.

No, she had the most powerful weapon of all: The People!

The reason the rebel forces had not exploded in full force had nothing to do with deterrence from the army. No one in Serisis was afraid to die. It was Chu Ling who singlehandedly negotiated with these various forces, sometimes even joining hands with them to destroy other rebels who dared to harm the innocent. If the people revered the King and Chu Ming, they respected and ate off the palm of Chu Ling.

No matter the conditions agreed in the negotiations tomorrow, if the people outright rejected it, there would be no progress without risking a civil war.

King Chu Tianjo knew his daughter was no fool. For her to risk enraging him to this extent, even pulling out such a fatal threat, it meant this matter was just that important to her. He gritted his teeth, then turned to Chu Ming.

The azure Princess smiled like she had been expecting that look. "Why don't we hear what sister has to say. I do believe it sounds important."

King Chu laughed bitterly. These two girls agreed on something beforehand! Otherwise, there was no way a woman as politically astute as Princess Chu Ming would have supported her sister's risky move.

Ah, the two had even teamed up during the Paris' earlier interrogation.

When one daughter defies a father, he gets angry. When both daughters team up to defy him, he can only laugh bitterly and step back. Poor King Chu missed his wife. She was the only one capable of straightening these two out. His gaze traveled to the portrait that hung at the west side of the hall.

It depicted a female half-midi with blue hair in fisherman's garb. The lady enjoyed a beautiful day in the sun while resting against the mast of a fishing boat. It was a painting of the Late Queen's earlier days, which she had ordered made to remind her of where she came from, so she never forgot the needs of the common people.

'Ah, Yao'er, your children have really grown. They're so much like you now, defying me at every turn. Hehe, you would have loved this, wouldn't you? You always warned they would one day gang up on me.'

King Chu, with an apologetic smile, turned to Paris. "I will have to trouble you to answer my daughter's question. I apologize for her rudeness."

King Vermillion shook his head. "No, no. She was not rude at all. I, too, am intrigued by this question. By your leave, I will have a go."

Princess Chu Ling's eyes narrowed. "Good. First, what do you think of this country?"

King Vermillion hesitated. Usually, he would praise the good aspects of the country and release a round of flattery. That was the 'correct' political move. But he did not know why; Princess Ling's ferocious gaze dispelled those thoughts from his head.

With a long sigh, King Vermillion closed his eyes for a short period. Eyes filled with determination, gazed at the Princess a second later. "...It's a mess."

Aside from Princess Ming and Leila, the rest of the room, including the servants and maids, flinched, uncomfortable expressions on their faces. Who here did not love their country? Who here was not fiercely patriotic? No one! That was why Paris' reply felt like a massive slap to their faces.

Contrary to their reactions, Princess Ling showed an amused smile, a twinkle in her eyes. "Oh? Do tell."

Paris took one more breath. "I dare not pretend to be an expert as I have only read reports. But there seems to be a gulf between the nobles and commoners, stemming from the increasing food shortage caused by the Summoned's excessive hunting. Villages have been abandoned en masse, their inhabitants crowding into cities in hopes of receiving food from the soldiers and guards stationed there. This has resulted in the standard of living for the common man dropping rapidly as food prices continuously shoot up across the board. Dissatisfaction and mistrust in the Royal Family have risen to the extent that there are signs of rebellion. Surprisingly though, they seem to have been largely kept in check. We do not know who is responsible, but there seems to be someone within the rebel forces with sufficient foresight. Something usually lacking in rebel forces."

"Hooo, your network is quite impressive," Princess Chu Ling praised, ignoring the stiffened faces around her.

"I dare not take credit," King Vermillion refuted calmly. "Ms. Lightwood is the one who proposed and implemented our intelligence network."

Princess Chu Ling turned to Ms. Lightwood, a gratified, appraising look in her eyes. "Not bad, not bad at all. I'm beginning to like you more and more."

Ms. Lightwood only smiled. "Your Highness praises me too much."

Princess Ling nodded in appreciation. "Then, the second question." She turned to Paris. "If Serisis were to be part of your territory, how would you resolve this crisis? Ah, please do not present that cooling thing in front of me as a solution. You may have fooled my father and the people, but I saw through your play."

Ms. Lightwood frowned. Here it is, the uncomfortable feeling.

Oblivious to Ms. Lightwood, Princess Ling continued, "I looked into the crates you brought. Each one requires three charged runestones. Let's assume you could easily get gemstones in the first place. The expertise needed to cut, refine, then transcribe runes onto those stones would cost a fortune per piece. Don't tell me you intend to distribute such expensive objects to all households freely?" Her tone was strangely level despite her biting tone. After a short pause, she continued. "Besides, let's assume you are wealthy enough to squander so many resources. How do you intend to transport these goods to those living far off to the north or west? Do you want everyone to come live in the capital?"

Ms. Lightwood inwardly shook her head. Damn this woman! She did not know whether to praise or curse Princess Ling right now. These were all issues that she and King Vermillion had discussed before, but they had decided that the shock and awe of the fridges should be able to buy them enough time to seal the deal. After which they would address these other issues. This was partly why had the crates withdrawn earlier, so as not to divulge too much information.

A little shady? Yes. But that's politics for you.

Ms. Lightwood could still think of several ways to salvage the situation. But she understood something. This was King Vermillion's stage. It would lose all meaning if she were to offer her aid here.

King Vermillion's eyes narrowed. "I feel ashamed. Princess Ling just praised my network, yet it seems you have quite the formidable one yourself."

Princess Chu Ling grinned. "A man's greatest threat is his ally, after all."

"Indeed. Princess is correct." King Vermillion took a deep breath, rubbing one of the rings on his finger. His brows furrowed a little as he seemed to struggle to come to a decision. Eventually, he sighed and muttered inwardly. "Forgive me, boss. I'll have to release them ahead of schedule."

The ring on King Vermillion's right middle finger suddenly lit up with a bright glow. The next second, he held several scrolls and rolled up papers in his hands. He placed the items on the table, not surprised by the lack of shock on anyone's face.

Although spatial rings were items from a forgotten era, and there did not number more than a few dozen on the entire continent, it was not so uncommon for a king of a country as large as Rosendun to have one or two low-grade spatial rings.

"The Princess is right," King Vermillion started when he had arranged the items neatly in front of him. "Even if Rosendun were so rich, she would not give such a vast amount of resources for free. After all, not only is such a prospect not feasible, but it will also leave Serisis overly dependent on Rosendun. If anything were to happen to Rosendun or were she to pull off support, Serisis would return to square one. I understand your desire to avoid such a precarious situation."

"Then I assume you have a solution?" Princess Chu Ling asked with narrowed eyes.

"Not at present, no," King Vermillion replied honestly. Just as raging flames ignited in Princess Chu Ling's eyes, King Vermillion added, "But I will within a few months with your help."

The rage evaporated immediately, replaced by curiosity. It had to be said that Princess Chu Ling was the epitome of decisiveness. "I assume it has something to do with the scrolls you brought out."

"Yes, it does," King Vermillion confirmed, a pained look in his eyes. "Frankly, I did not wish to reveal these until the negotiation table tomorrow as a trump card. But call it instinct, or madness; I somehow believe my profit at this table will far exceed anything I can gain tomorrow."

"Oh?" This time it was Princess Ming who muttered. She sat up straight and monitored the scrolls with an intense gaze. "In that case, please do not keep us in suspense any longer."

"Hahaha," King Vermillion chuckled. "Unfortunately, the fair ladies will have to wait just a little bit longer, while I tackle a few problems."

"Tch," Princess Chu Ling clucked her tongue. "You're still an unbearable tease."

King Vermillion only smiled. His gaze traveled to the walls then back to the Princess. "This house, it was built by hand, was it not?"

"Every single brick was laid personally by my ancestors," replied Princess Chu Ling, evident pride in her voice.

King Vermillion's gaze hardened. "Do you have any idea how much money your people could earn as masons in other countries?"

"Haah!?" Princess Chu Ling stammered, thrown by this sudden declaration. "What're you talking about? In other countries, they pray to... what's his name again?"

"Gerber," Princess Chu Ming aided.

"Yeah, Gerber!" Princess Chu Ling repeated. "Why would they need masons?"

King Vermillion's gaze was piercing as he said, "Someone once told me, "There is beauty, only in imperfections." I never truly understood what he meant until I came to this land. After gazing at your buildings, I feel the need to tear down Rosendun's capital and have it rebuilt by hand." He chuckled ruefully. "Of course, were I to do that, I would not find a soul capable of planning out and making high-quality buildings in the entire country. This is something that can only be found in Serisis."

Seeing that they still were not convinced, King Vermillion added, "Sentiments aside, the standard of buildings for the commoners in our country and yours aren't even close. For commoners who cannot afford to call upon professional craftsmen to pray to Gerber, masons would be a much more viable and cheaper solution. Count the number of commoners on the continent. Can you imagine the business should your people open a mason's guild and build for the commoners?"

Princess Chu Ling nodded. "That does sound feasible. But then what? Do you intend to have every Serian leave Serisis? Also, this does nothing to solve the food crisis."

King Vermillion picked up two of the parchments on the table. "The solution to the issue of transportation lies in these two blueprints." His gaze traveled across the servants. "But before I hand these over. I must ask your servants to vacate the premises." Who knew which one was an infiltrated spy from another country.

King Chu sensed the severity of the issue and ordered the servants to take the plates from the table and leave. Mrs. Chu Xie also felt the atmosphere, and without being told, bade her goodbyes and left with her sons. General Chu then picked his chair and unceremoniously placed it at the corner, between King Chu and King Vermillion.

After the small clamor, King Vermillion handed the documents to an impatient Chu Ling. He also handed an identical pair over to the Chu brothers. He then shared scrolls, which explained in excruciating detail the performance of the machines on both blueprints.

Several minutes passed as the Chu family browsed through the documents, their expressions shifting from disdain to curiosity, then disbelief followed closely by shock, and finally topped off by sheer excitement!

The other three were fairly better. Princess Chu Ling slammed her fist on the table, and her head bent back in wild laughter, unbefitting of nobility. With tears in her eyes, she glared at King Vermillion. "Ahhhh, I'm Jealous! So Fucking Jealous! Why did such a Summoned not appear in my territory! Fuck, Fuck! What dog-shit luck! So fucking Jealous!!! hahahahaa!!!"

Paris blushed, showing a shameless grin. "I must have saved a thousand lives in my past life."

"A thousand lives ain't enough! You must have been a fucking saint! Hahahaha!"

A myriad of emotions flashed through the gentle seas in Princess Chu Ming's eyes. She looked up at Paris with curiosity. "How long until these can be made?"

Paris smiled. "The Summoned who proposed this has gone to visit the dwarves to begin production on *******." Leila nearly threw up due to the laughter that bubbled up her throat. What fucking visit? The dude was captured! "I believe we should receive confirmation in a few days. The *****, on the other hand, can be built with the help of your people since they are already used to construction. With these two, I do not think transportation will be much of an issue."

Princess Chu Ling resembled a rabid tiger as she grinned at Paris. "GOOD! Your answer surpassed my expectations a thousandfold." Her eyes flashed, having made her decision. "I'll give you something even I never expected."

"Oh, what is this?" King Vermillion asked, curiosity piqued.

Princess Chu Ling slapped her chest and declared, "Me!" Unperturbed by the sudden pin-drop silence, she elaborated with a determined grin. "Rejoice, O King of Rosendun. Today, I, Princess Chu Ling of The Serian Royal House on the Seventh Day of the Second Month in 1021 A.P, hereby declare that you have won the hands of the First and Second Princess of Serisis in Marriage!"

"WHAT!?" King Chu Tianjo exploded with rage, flying off his chair with the desire to throttle this impulsive daughter of his.

However, no sooner had he stood up, did his eldest daughter pour cold water on his rage. "Sit down, Father. Rosendun's king has earned this reward." Her tone might have been gentle, but it carried far more weight than Chu Ling's screams and declaration.

Poor King Chu Tianjo visibly aged several years as he sank in his seat, eyes listless. General Chu could only console his brother by patting his shoulder. Who would've thought? During a simple dinner, he had managed to lose both his daughters to a foreigner. Ah, how painful. General Chu secretly thanked the heavens both his children were male. Or else, forget the alliance, he would have broken King Vermillion's legs—including his third!

Meanwhile, Leila's mind exploded from the shock. This was the last thing she expected. They had devised layers upon layers of strategies for tomorrow's negotiations only for everything to be solved during a damned dinner. The wisben suddenly felt a wave of fatigue wash over her. Her father was right, and she would have to grow from this experience. Plans were almost meaningless once the battle started. Always expect a new variable to occur, and the situation is never entirely under control.

Leila let out a sigh. No wonder Princess Ling had been so confident earlier! 90%? No! If the negotiations still did not proceed positively tomorrow, Leila would have to smash her head against the wall.

It had to be said that handing the King Chu's only daughters to King Vermillion was tantamount to giving him Serisis on a platter and in an inferior position. Ah... what was this? Leila had resolved to devour Serisis within a week, but it practically jumped down their throat within a night.

What's more, she had almost no hand in it!

While Leila's mind was still reeling, King Chu's eyes narrowed as he regained himself. "Fine! You two stubborn children take after your mother too much. But Ling-er!" His authoritative tone caused even the fearless Chu Ling to jump slightly. "You pushed for this, so you'll have to bear the burden of providing this country with an heir. Your second son will be raised in Serisis!"

Princess Chu Ling started, her brows furrowed. She chewed her bottom lip then turned to Paris. Seeing his serene smile, she relaxed. She turned to her father and clasped her right hand to her breast. "Daughter obeys."

"Mmn." King Chu Tianjo mumbled as he sank back into his thoughts. Ah, these naive children. Like their mother, they were more than willing to sell the entire country if it meant the common people would live happily—loyalty to the people before the flag.

King Chu smiled. Fine, let this old man handle those irritable nobles and die-hard loyalists.

The old ideals led the country to its current situation. If the younger generation had a better idea for the future, then it was the job of the elders to make the journey smoother, then step aside. This old man will do just that.

Show us the future you envision, oh young ones...


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 112: Who Runs The World?

    
    
    
    
                8  th   Muriel, 1093

As one would expect, the following day was beyond chaotic. King Chu, together with his brother, assembled the ministers and nobles to the throne room located on the East Wing’s second floor. 

Within the packed hall, King Chu disseminated the events of the previous night in full detail, only to be attacked by the enraged nobles and ministers, some even going as far as to call him a traitor to the country. Some called for his impeachment, others ordered his resignation, while a good number sat on the sidelines, coldly watching the proceedings.

A great deal of the morning was wasted arguing back and forth between the dissatisfied nobles, their King, and several Generals. Those select few who secretly supported the anti-human government was utterly excited, as they had finally found an avenue to attack the powerful King Chu.

Luckily (or not, depending on who looked), Serisis was an impoverished nation. The nobles lacked the financial and social weight required to exert excess pressure on the king, or else they would have successfully impeached him the moment he proposed this absurd notion. 

However, though the crown could easily suppress these cowardly bunch individually, collectively they represented a rather substantial force. 

King Chu inwardly sighed as he heard words like "the great Serisis,"; "Never yielding country,"; "Dishonorable and deplorable"; spout of the mouths of these men and women with such vigor. One would be forgiven for thinking they had sacrificed countless lifetimes for the Serian people. 

But the painful reality was far too different.

The true die hard loyalists—those who had fought on the frontlines to protect their people from beast hordes—had already quieted down. This was because they sensed in King Chu a path for survival for the Serian people. Thus they had decided to adopt a wait and see approach to determine the worth of the Rosendun government.

At some point, a certain Duke Xiao Fei, leader of the mighty Xiao Sect, stood righteously before the king, spittle flying everywhere as he unceremoniously condemned the king for his lack of foresight and greed. 

This Duke Xiao was of the canine descent, more specifically the dog family. Surprisingly, despite the Beastmen's high metabolism and lack of food in the country, he was immensely fat. Coupled with a height of over seven feet and his presence was one that commanded attention. As the leader of the anti-human faction, he was incomparably loud when it came to voicing his opinions. "... I must say! Handing our country to a foreigner!

“Furthermore, gifting him with the two Royal Princesses!? What are you thinking, my king!? Several fine gentlemen have bled for this country within the nobles. Are you saying a Serian is not good enough for your daugh—"

BOOM!!! 

"Ah... I'm tired of hearing all this rubbish!" The owner of the voice who had just kicked the door open complained. This voice seized the heart of the elders for a second... almost sending them all into cardiac arrest. 

All heads in the throne room reluctantly turned to the entrance to greet the red-haired woman as Princess Chu Ling, garbed in red hide armor, with a sword and quiver of arrows hanging by her waist, confidently strode into the hall with large, purposeful steps. It looked like she was off to join in a hunt or expedition and just decided to stop by the throne room briefly.

Somehow easily keeping pace with her without seeming hurried was Princess Chu Ling, who had opted for a simple, sky blue, loose-fitting dress. As usual, a soft smile boosted her features and calmed the minds of the nobles. 

Princess Chu Ming should be able to control this sister of hers, right? The nobles and ministers thought to themselves as they bowed at a ninety-degree angle, while the siblings made their way to the throne. 

Unfortunately, they had grossly miscalculated, as today, Chu Ming intended to allow her younger sister to push these arrogant nobles down a peg or two. 

Just before the twins reached the throne, a mountainous shadow loomed over them. Chu Ling squinted at Duke Xiao, her eyes conveying her displeasure.

However, Duke Xiao pretended not to see the look in her eyes. Even King Chu Tianjo had to give him some face, let alone these two brats. "Oh my, I must say it is a surprise to see Princess Ling at this great function. We have not seen your presence in years. May I ask what it is that has brought you here?"

Princess Chu Ling frowned, the displeasure in her eyes growing. "Is that any of your business? Last I checked, this Princess did not report to you."

Duke Xiao's jaw slackened, at a loss for words.  ‘Shc uck! So tyrannical! Maybe it was none of my business, but couldn't you answer politely?’ "Ah... yes." He coughed to hide his embarrassment. "I was just worried the princess might be overwhelmed. Court politics differ too much from combat, after all."

"Fuck!" Princess Chu Ling openly cursed, her brows so profoundly set, they were almost touching. "Do I now have to give you a report on my court abilities too!?"

"Uh..."

"Kneel."

"What?" Patriarch Xiao mumbled, eyes wide in disbelief. Even the king gave him three parts respect, yet this little brat did not put him in her eyes.

For the first time, Princess Chu Ling raised her head, so her eye met the duke's. A suffocating aura exploded from her body as she coldly repeated. "I said kneel!"

Dong!

Duke Xiao did not know how it happened, but he suddenly found himself on his knees before Princess Chu Ling. His eyes widened with fear and shock as he stared up at the young woman, unable to understand just how she was able to pressure him to this extent with only her words. Don't just look at his size. This man was a bonafide Lv.70 Duke. Even though that was a bit on the weak side, Princess Chu Ling was only twenty-five years old! What kind of potential was this if she could already pressure him to this extent? 

The nobles and ministers stared at this scene with their mouth agape. None dared to criticize the princess for her rude action as they did not want to end up as embarrassed as Duke Xiao.

"Princess," Duke Xiao managed through gritted teeth. "What is the meaning of this? Do you intend to force me into submission!?"

Princess Chu Ling, whose facial features had smoothed over, revealed a smile as she patted Duke Xiao's shoulder. "Ah... it's nothing like that. I just don't like talking to people who require me to bend my neck backward."

Duke Xiao nearly fainted from anger, his brow furs bristling with restrained rage. However, before he could say a word, he felt the grip on his shoulder tighten. A second later, he was sailing through the air, still locked in a kneeling position like his limbs had forgotten how to work. In the blink of an eye, he had returned to his place by the nobles—still on his knees.

"Mm, Good," Princess Chu Ling remarked with a satisfied grin. "If you're that far, you won't block the light." With a short nod, she commanded, "You may rise."

Duke Xiao jumped to his feet the second he felt the pressure on him relax. His gaze at the princess held a tinge of animosity, but mostly fear! He would never forget that feeling of losing control of his body. He wanted to lash out at the injustice he had just suffered, but when he thought about how the seemingly clueless Princess Ling was ignorant of all court etiquettes and decorum, he shut his mouth. He had no desire to repeat that painful experience, after all.

"Huu... Ling-er, you seem to have improved again," Princess Chu Ming lightly praised. "It seems Elder Sister will have to work hard not to be overtaken."

Princess Chu Ling scratched her head, and shyly shook her head. "Come on, Sis, you're already Level 120. I was only lucky enough to break level 100 because of the manticore I hunted yesterday. I still need to work even harder if I want to catch up to you."

An odd light flashed in King Chu's eyes as he observed the abject shock and horror on the faces of his subjects. It was to be known that the levels of the veteran soldiers in Serisis averaged around Lv. 70-90. Granted, the density of mana, and hence the leveling speed of Residents, had vastly increased since the Summoned arrived, but these two women improved far too quickly!

Soon, the levels of the average soldier would also increase, which would allow the cities to expand their domain of influence. Still, it was an open secret that the Summoned's leveling rate would vastly outstrip the Residents'. Because of this threat, the Residents had to abandon their previous method of leveling, which only consisted of practicing their skills to perfection for warriors, and meditating on the different daos of magic for mages.

In its place, they realized they had to fight fiercely against monsters if they wished to match the Summoned's leveling rate. It was a good(?) thing these Summoned were not like those in the past who never died, or the Residents would never catch up. 

Due to these circumstances, the nobles could somehow reconcile Princess Chu Ling's strength since she always battled on the frontlines against the monsters. 

But how on earth did Princess Chu Ming advance so fast!? She was always in the manor dealing with affairs of state, so her only mode of advancement would be through meditation. Was that it? Was she just a genius in terms of cultivation? This leveling speed... Did the rumors about the presumably deceased Queen Chu Yao hold some weight?

It was often forgotten because of their temperaments, but the sisters were twins! Both began their training around the same time, so it was not difficult to see who was the more talented one. And what an insane talent at that! The ministers could only console themselves with the thought that what Princess Chu Ming had in raw strength, she probably lacked in experience. After all, a novice with a legendary sword, in the end, remains a novice. 

While these thoughts and more were spinning through the nobles' minds, a hint of a smile edged at the corner of King Chu's lips. These two brats definitely planned this. The sisters had effectively scared the several nobles into at least listening to them for a short period. The king could only sigh when he realized these two would probably continue tag-teaming like this in the future. 

Would there be a single person who could handle them?

At this point, King Chu almost felt pity for the little brat from Rosendun—almost. That lucky brat was, after all, getting married to both his daughters! That kind of favor should not belong to a mortal.

Oblivious to her father's mood swings, Princess Chu Ling sneered at the nobles. "Well then, I heard you all cackling like a pack of dogs all the way from the east wing. Instead of acting like a bunch of uncultured, vulgar children, Quick! Let me hear your complaints!"

‘Schcuck! Who's the uncultured child!? Who's been spouting profanities all day! Let daddy here fight you to death!’  Of course, none of the nobles dared say this out loud, but it was visible from the tomato-like faces and bristling furs that a lot of rage was boiling deep within. 

"What!? Cat got your tongue?" Princess Chu Ling sneered. She suddenly pointed at a middle-aged midi standing at the front. The midi's long ears twitched with confusion, but he forced himself to keep a level gaze with the princess. "You Cao Yun, I heard your bastard squeak saying my father does not care for the people. Two months ago, your family skyrocketed the price of meat to double the standard price. Why was that?"

Cao Yun snorted when he realized the Princess' line of questioning. Hadn't the king already vetted him over this issue?  This naive girl, watch me take you down a peg.  Putting on his best humble expression, Cao Yun refuted, "This issue... I already explained to your father that it was out of my hands. I lose a huge amount of soldiers every time they go for a hunt. Moreso, two months ago, I lost a huge batch of soldiers. I felt the prices needed to match the efforts of my soldiers so I could increase their salaries."

"Oh?" Princess Chu soothed with a sympathetic smile, "I am sorry for your loss."

Cao Yun hurriedly bowed and mockingly said, "Ah, Princess is too kind."

The azure princess's eyes briefly flashed. "By the way, how large were your losses? A man who sacrifices so much for the people should be rewarded."

"Ah, I lost 83 men."

"Oh? How many men do you have left?"

"Exactly 500, your highness. I was lucky enough to find some recruits on short notice."

"Oh?" Princess Chu Ling suddenly cut in with a snide grin. "83, huh. Then I suppose the 83 mercenaries found at Redvale's new dungeon site have nothing to do with you?"

"AH!" Cao Yun felt his world collapse before him. Without a shred of dignity, he hurried dropped to his knees and kowtowed, endlessly begging for his life. The crime of lying to and hiding a dungeon from the king were both punishable by death. With these two combined, it could Cao Yun was finished. No one would be able to save him should he be executed on the spot.

Princess Chu Ling ignored the sniveling rat at her feet. She glared at another Patriarch and pointed at him. "Fu Muhren, would you like to explain what happens in room thirty-four of your Culture Pavilion?" 

The great Patriarch, nearly seventy years old, suddenly felt sweat thicken at his back. Room thirty-four was beyond exclusive and secret. How did the princess find out? Without even bothering to contend his innocence, he joined Cao Yun at the Princess' feet. He pleaded her forgiveness, even going as far as to postulate that it was bad juju for a woman who was about to marry to spill blood.

Princess Chu Ling likewise ignored him and pointed out another noble. Like this, she continued to list vague sentences without ever really accusing any of these people of a crime. But, whoever she pointed at, without fail, rushed to the ground and begged for forgiveness. By the time she finished, more than sixty percent of the nobles were on their knees, snot, and tears marring their faces. 

Princess Chu Ling glanced at these men and women with disdain as she pulled out her sword. "You all know your crimes and the punishment to be meted out." With those words, she walked over to Mu Fuhren. Her gaze met his, and before the terrified duke could open his mouth, his head was suddenly free, falling from several feet high. The princess, with a dense shake of her hand, obliterated the thin lines of blood on the sword. Without sparing a look at the fallen corpse, she cast her gaze at the next noble and once again raised her sword.

"Ling-er, that should be enough as a warning." Princess Chu Ming's soft voice had never sounded more beautiful to the nobles on their knees. "I believe the esteemed nobles have learned their lessons and will work towards the betterment of the Serian people."

Cries of "Yes!" "We Swear!" "Never again!" sprung up all over the place, turning the throne room even rowdier. 

Princess Ling glared at these men and women, disdain evident in her eyes. But eventually, she sheathed her sword. "If Elder Sister says so, I can only obey." 

Princess Ming smiled and gestured at a few guards, who carried both parts of the corpse out of the hall. She then waved her hand, causing the blood on the floor to suddenly visibly chill till they became sheets of thin ice. These, in turn, burst into innumerable tiny sparkles of red snow smaller than a grain of salt and then dissipated into the air.

Like so, all evidence of the earlier deed was scrubbed clean. 

Princess Ming glanced at the nobles. "You may rise." The nobles rose to their feet but did not dare meet her gaze. "We will be heading to the conference hall to further discussions with the delegates from Rosendun. In there, I trust you will work towards the future of the Serian people and not personal gains."

The nobles all but tumbled over each other to swear their undying loyalty and fealty to the people and crown. 

Princess Ling snorted at these bunch of morons, then shook her head as she cast an apologetic look at her sister. "Sorry, I won't be able to follow you. There have been reports of Gnolls attacking civilians during their hunts around Saluk Haven."

"It's fine," Princess Ming replied with a genuine smile. "The people need you more than I do."

"Alright, then." Princess Ling, not one to dally around, bid her father goodbye then walked to the exit. The nobles shivered when they heard her mutter, "This seems more fun than expected. Maybe I should attend more meetings."

Princess Ming's eyes twinkled with hidden laughter at the sheer terror in the nobles' eyes. But a second later, they had regained their serenity. "Father and the Ministers of Finance and Resource, if you will follow me..."





Within a large hall, Paris and Leila sat at a ridiculously long table with the delegates from Rosendun. The duo had begun preparations early that morning for the talks to come but had not expected they would have to wait until late noon. Luckily the servants had already brought breakfast and lunch, else Leila would have wondered if the people of Serisis had forgotten their existence.

Just as the Rosen delegates were at the peak of cursing the Serians' lack of respect, the door to the hall abruptly opened, with a chamberlain announcing the king's entrance. The delegates, Ms. Lightwood and King Vermillion rose to their feet in a show of respect, burying all complaints within their hearts.

King Chu entered with an apologetic smile, followed closely behind by Princess Ming and ten ministers in charge of the different regions' Finance and Resources, of whom Duke Xiao was a prominent member. 

Ms. Lightwood observed the despondent attitudes displayed by the ministers while the ministers and Kings exchanged pleasantries. Of course, she also said a few words, but her gaze never stopped studying the minsters, noting those with traces of hostility, an air of curiosity, and the neutral, apathetic ones. But overall, she was surprised to see that the ministers all had a firm lid on their expressions as if not to let any trace of hostility show, while occasionally revealing frightened looks out of the corner of their eyes.

The wisben gazed at Princess Ming and could not help but wonder what she had done to make them so subservient. Either way, this was good for her. It meant she did not have to mince words.

Ms. Lightwood remained standing after the pleasantries had been exchanged, then bowed only after the ministers were comfortably seated. In a moment, all the gazes in the room landed on her along with the pressure of a mountain. However, the wisben's steady gaze remained the same, as she started her address, "King Chu Tianjo, Princess Chu Ling, and Esteemed Elders, it is this one's honor to be able to speak before you on such an auspicious day. As the following conversations might get a little testy and heated, I propose we dispense with the formalities to avoid needlessly offending each other. Will that be alright?"

The ministers grunted or nodded their approvals. Even in the King's Court, these ministers only used polite speech when speaking to His Majesty as it was just an annoying hassle in negotiations, which could get hot real fast. 

"If we are all satisfied," The ministers noticed she kept using polite speech but chose not to point it out. It wasn't like there was a distinct shortage of people who used polite speech as their default. "Then, I will commence the first council between Rosendun and Serisis to discuss the terms of Serisis'  conditional surrender ." Ms. Lightwood noticed their stiffened looks but chose to ignore them. For these kinds of matters, one needed to drop the bomb at the beginning, then work to find solutions that suited both camps. Or else, a situation where both sides were working towards entirely different goals would occur, and progress would stagnate or even regress.

"That is correct. This is not an alliance but total surrender," Ms. Lightwood emphasized with a grave tone, her gaze steely. "Whatever the outcome of today's talks, we cannot forget what it is we are working towards." She paused and glanced at the Serian ministers. "If there is anyone who feels uncomfortable, please speak."

Duke Xiao's brows furrowed. He cast a gaze at the seated King Chu, but when he did not see a reaction, refuted, "This surrender you speak of. Is there a reason we should agree to it?"

Ms. Lightwood's gaze matched his. "At this rate, Serisis will perish." Her stark warning caused a ripple to spread through the table. Unperturbed by the strained undertone, she continued. "How many low-level beasts are left?" Without waiting for his answer, Ms. Lightwood shook her head, "Wait, no, let me rephrase that. On average, how many low-level creatures spawn around Senehal? 10,000, 20,000? In contrast, how many midlevel creatures spawn. Say around 2000-4000, and then how many high leveled creatures..." Ms. Lightwood paused for a moment before continuing. "Do you see the trend? The reproduction rate drastically reduces the higher up the food chain you go."

Duke Xiao's expression hardened. If he could not understand the meaning from her words, then he had wasted his whole life. With most of the low-level creatures wiped out, the hunting for mid-level creatures had significantly increased. 

Since the population drastically relied on meat, they could only hunt harder than ever. With this, the rate of killing off mid-level creatures was only slightly lower than the rate at which they reproduced. This stat would change rapidly when the average Summoned crosses the Lv.100 barrier and come hunting for Serisis' unique mid-level mana beasts.

That was right; it was as she said! 

Those with the slightest bit of foresight could feel the country's bleak future. It was just that his pride as a beast-man refused to listen to the words of a human King. Duke Xiao buried his head in his hands as he realized just how stupid he had been. Rather than finding a suitable solution for the people earlier, he had been overly blinded by his bias towards humans to realize the situation his country’s dire situation. 

Now, Serisis did not even have the right to speak about an alliance.

Don't joke. Does a dying man have the right to negotiate rights with someone who will save his life? There was a reason people paid the priests' exorbitant fees for treatment and potions.

Duke Xiao did not keep his head buried for too long, though. He had not come this far by backing down at every setback. Raising his head, Duke Xiao imprinted the figure of the wisben at the opposite end into his brain. Regardless of his past failures as a Duke, he decided he would give his best in this meeting to protect the Serian citizens.

Oh, wait—soon, they would be called Rosen.

Duke Xiao, who did not have the confidence to face his ancestors in death, swore in his heart to live and oversee this process until it bore fruit for the Serian people. This way, he could enter Vishtu's (Assumed progenitor of beastfolk) embrace with a confident smile. "It is as you say," Duke Xiao surrendered. "We will keep this in mind."

"Thank you," Ms. Lightwood bent her head politely. With that said, she turned to the other people seated. "Naturally, this is not something that can be completed in a few days. There will be tons of documents to sift through and correspondence to occur between our nations for this to be a reality. I estimate it would take at the very least three to four months to complete."

"Instead," continued Ms. Lightwood. "I would like to use this as a session to get to know each other."

"Get to know each other," a Duke mumbled.

"Yes," Ms. Lightwood affirmed. "Right now, the most we know about our respective countries is from word of mouth and information our spies have stolen." The Dukes stiffened at the mention of spies, but then shook their heads in amazement when they realized her intentions. It seemed Ms. Lightwood was determined to hammer into their heads the fact that they were now one body regardless of contracts and all that. At this point, hiding secrets from one another would only put unnecessary strain on the partnership in the future.

Of course, there were secrets too sensitive to be shared in the first meeting, but there were some, which withholding them would only do more harm than good in the long run. Ms. Lightwood was, in a sense, warning them to disseminate such information quickly.

Ms. Lightwood, seeing that they had understood her meaning, nodded inwardly. It was truly great to deal with intelligent people. "We will start with the basics. The size of each state, their general population, style of government, revenue, and natural resources." 

The ministers' eyes widened in shock. Do you call those basics? What will be left to talk about when the real deal starts? Luckily for these ministers, all these records were stored in Redmont Citadel to be regularly updated every meeting. So while one of the ministers excused himself to get the documents, Leila continued. "While we wait, let me introduce our nation to you." She retrieved many documents from her inventory, which she shared among those seated at the table.

Contained within these scrolls were exhaustive details Rosendun, from its topography to its military might (on the surface). Previously, Rosendun was far from one of the wealthiest nations. In fact, its most significant export lay in resources from its few mines, swamp herbs, and monsters. 

After King Vermillion took over, he heavily promoted and subsidized commercial farmers, effectively utilizing swathes of abandoned land. Of course, to prevent monsters from trampling these farms and the commoners working there, there were constant work notices posted at the Adventurer's Guild, giving Summoned a steady source of income.

Furthermore, the Summoned were offered generous remuneration for the discovery of mines and dungeons beyond the little experience points given by the 'system.' These led to the discovery of even more mines by eager players searching for a little extra gold. Altogether, over fifty mines and twenty dungeons were uncovered in the past month, including several medium-level gold, silver, and iron ore mines.

To speed up harvesting, the kingdom of Rosendun, together with the Hopeful Maggots, pooled their resources to create small guilds specialized in gathering raw materials. The most prominent of which were the Woodcutters' Guild, Miners' Guild, and Farmer's Guild. 

The idea was to provide better rates for those who choose to follow the harvesting professions, without losing too much. At present, the Adventurer's Guild also bought these materials, but not in large quantities and at meager prices.

These guilds, in turn, worked in tandem with newly created research guilds like the Carpenter's Guild, and Chef's Guild; and old, existing guilds like the Alchemists Guild and Blacksmith's Guild (although the latter needed complete overhauling from the ground up as a result of its disrepute after the dwarfs retreated from the world.) The idea was to boost the economy and promote research by making materials readily available for researchers and harvesters alike.

Generally, Rosendun’s economy had become so boisterous in the past months that many Summoned either migrated or created new accounts to live there. As a result of all these improvements, the gods (system) improved the intelligence, strength, and wisdom of the average civilian, boosting the nation's military strength and standard of living.

When one considered that all these individuals (including merchant Summoned) paid taxes... huhuhu, the Royal Family were reaping the incredible benefits of investing in the nation. 

"In addition to these, we recently discovered several islands south of Rosendun," Ms. Lightwood patiently explained. "A few of those are currently inhabited by monsters which are far too high-leveled. But, we discovered five decently sized islands that we set aside for agricultural purposes, and three with decent monsters and dungeons which we intend to turn into resorts for the sake of what our kind call  casual Summoned , and tourists." Ms. Lightwood took a deep breath, then continued, "We originally intended to have our craftsmen develop the buildings in these regions, but frankly, I believe the stone buildings in Rosendun pale somewhat to yours."

Ms. Lightwood lightly nodded as she took in the curious gazes. "As a sign of good faith, we will create a Mason's Guild for your people and leave the development of the islands to them. Also, regardless of the time it takes, we will cover the costs of all the materials used in the production, and your remunerations won't lose to those fancy Gerber craftsmen." Leila raised her fingers. "All in all, the lowest estimate of the worth of this contract is fifty million syros, or five hundred thousand gold."

BAM!

The Serian who had gone to retrieve the files lost his footing, causing a massive book on the trolley he rolled to fall onto the ground. Embarrassed, but unable to hide his shock, he picked the book off the floor and returned it to the trolley. Even while he shared these documents around the table, he could not hide the shock in his heart!

Five Hundred Thousand Gold! Fifty Million Syros!

It had to be known that in the entirety of Serisis, there was only one low-level gold mine, which was almost exhausted. So, the only way for them to get gold was from trade with other countries. A sum like Fifty Million Gold was similar to the nation's revenue of five years! And that was the lowest estimate!

Duke Xiao sucked in a deep breath as he glanced at King Chu. What the hell kind of deal was this? This was enough to simultaneously feed the people and satiate the nobles' greed for a decade at the least. The best part was, this was not a gift. 

For the Rosen Kingdom to propose a mason's guild, they certainly had projects in mind that would work much smoother with a stable guild. Hence, this would be a steady source of employment for the people, and, in turn, a steady income source for the country. 

All these, coupled with the devices Rosendun brought earlier, caused Duke Xiao to admit his short-sightedness. Beast or not, the king was beyond competent.

Ms. Lightwood allowed the Serian ministers to digest this information before she closed her introduction, "Aside from these, there is some miscellaneous information within the files we handed over. It is my wish that by the next time we meet, we will be able to begin negotiations on equal ground in terms of knowledge." Satisfied, she took her seat to give the Serians a chance to talk.

"Thank you," Paris whispered. "You were great."

"Hoo," Leila breathed out and allowed herself a rare smile. "I should be able to handle at least that much."

"And here I thought you were the humble type," Paris joked.

"Even if I were, I have spent too much time around you."

Paris chuckled, though his brows rose in surprise when Princess Ming stood up. What's this? He had expected Duke Xiao to make the Serian presentation. Instead, it seemed the princess had decided to take it upon herself. 

"Our country owes you a debt it can never repay," Princess Ming started with a small bow. Without giving the Rosen delegates a chance to refute, she continued, "We can only hope to repay this debt over centuries, but hopefully, this will be a start." She turned to King Chu. "King Chu, this lowly Princess requests the Akasha Records."

The faces of the Serian delegates went through several stages of shock, but ultimately, no one made a move to stop the princess. Although these records were national level secrets, they paled compared to the Rosendun’s favor.

King Chu sighed as one of the rings on his finger lit up with a dull glow. A giant book made from treated animal hide and nearly thirty centimeters thick appeared in his hands. 

"This Princess thanks the King." Princess Ming bowed as she received the book from her father. Answering Ms. Lightwood and King Vermillion's curious gazes, she stated, "The Akasha Records contain information on the Four Hundred and Seventy-Five dungeons in our country, along with locations of several exclusive beasts our warriors have encountered over the centuries. The strongest of these beasts is a level 400 Rakshasa with a territory of its own close to the country’s center. Hence the name given to the records. Although some countries are aware of a few low-level dungeons, most of our dungeons remain a secret known only to a select few. Their monster ranges go all the way from 1-400."

Were it not for an inhuman level of self-control, Ms. Lightwood would have jumped out of her chair in shock. Everyone knew that no matter how much resources a country had, the true value in this era of Summoned lay in the dungeons. Their variety, difficulty, level, and number all played a significant role in how many Summoned would choose to stay in a country, and in turn, spend their hard-earned syros.

Although it seemed insane that Serisis did not disclose the number of dungeons to the public, on second thought, it made perfect sense. Summoned weren't exactly good people. Were they to find out about this leveling spot, they would storm this country in huge numbers and sweep through the few beasts that remained. What's more, the other countries would tear Serisis apart to gain a share of the dungeons since they did not have to worry about food. 

It was a situation of a poor weak man flaunting a beautiful jade. He could only blame himself when he was robbed or killed for that jade later. 

Still, Ms. Lightwood could not understand how they managed to keep it a secret. It wasn't like no Summoned had ever entered Serisis before. "How did you hide this?"

Princess Ming revealed a smile. "The Dungeons in Serisis have a peculiar characteristic of hiding themselves, and can only be revealed when one holds a mineral unique to our country. The greater the dungeon's level, the more of this mineral one needs."

"These dungeons, they do not overflow?" 

An overflow was caused when adventurers neglected a dungeon for an extended period. The monsters accumulate, then rush out as a beast horde into the open. This was the main reason the Adventurers Guild was formed: to encourage adventurers to combat the dungeons and reduce the threat of overflows.

Princess Ming shook her head, "Our soldiers regularly manage the low-level dungeons. The mid-level dungeons are estimated to overflow in about five years, while the higher leveled ones (250 and above) have at least ten to twenty years until they overflow." She smiled sheepishly. "In a way, by revealing these dungeons to you, we are requesting your assistance in managing these mid-level dungeons, so they do not overflow in the future. Even with the increased leveling rate, we are not entirely sure our soldiers can reach a sufficient level in time."

Ms. Lightwood whistled in her mind. This was truly monstrous. Could the number of dungeons have something to do with why the earth was so barren? If so, this was truly taking one's life to give them a mountain of jade. However, she maintained her composure, speaking with a light smile, "Well then, you have truly left us speechless. These have solved our country's major problem of not having enough higher leveled dungeons."

Princess Ming lightly laughed, then gazed embarrassingly at the scrolls on the table, "We needed to at least offer this much. Our natural resources are a bit on the useless side, after all."

"Let me be the judge of that," countered Ms. Lightwood as she picked a random scroll and began examining its contents. When she was done she would roll it up and choose another one. She was so engrossed in reading, she did not notice the fervent gazes from the people at the other end of the table, as if awaiting an ultimate judgment.

From what she could gather, Ms. Lightwood could see why the Serian people felt their resources useless. Rather than the common metals used in games to create weapons, they had resources like Aluminium (Moderate), Asphalt (Insanely Rich), Aggregate (Very Rich), Asbestos (Insanely Rich), Cobalt, Coal (Insanely Rich), Zinc (Moderateh), Limestone (Moderate), Gold (Poor), Iron (Poor) and Saltpetre(Moderate). What's even crazier was that they had natural Oil Springs, just gushing onto the surface. 

Indeed from a gaming perspective, these resources were quite useless. But looking at these resources with the eyes of industrialization and the people’s handiness, Leila understood the game developers’ intentions. 

While everyone focused on magic, Serisis would be the first to enter the age of industrialization, exploding onto the continent's scene like bosses when they do.

Unfortunately (Or fortunately), Kashi and Leila also had this idea for Rosendun, hence their focus on research and development. And also, one of the main reasons Kashi wanted the dwarves in the first place. Between the innovative dwarves and the tenacious, hardworking people of Serisis, Rosendun could create a band of engineers that would make the rest of the continent jealous. 

Ms. Lightwood finally revealed a smile as she placed the last scroll on the table. "Indeed, to some, these resources can be construed as useless." She paused, taking in their expressions. "Those people are useless and blind," she finished with a snort. "What you have in your lands are the future. It's only that the world is yet to see it. Do not worry, very soon we will reach that future... together."

"Thank you for your kind words," Princess Ming said with a short bow.

"No need for that!" Ms. Lightwood refuted hurriedly. Only when Princess Ming raised her head did the wisben relax. "More importantly, the exclusive mineral you mentioned earlier, I did not see it in the scrolls."

"Mm," Princess Ming nodded. "This mineral is very limited and is located in a mine very close to the capital. Our forefathers named it wolframite, after the beasts which once ruled the mines."

Ms. Lightwood's eyes brightened. Wolframite was the ore from which tungsten was obtained. It was difficult to refine, so it was no wonder they had not seen its actual value. While wolframite in its ore form might not seem like much, tungsten was a tough material that could be used to make adamant weapons. 

Judging from the blacksmiths she knew, it should require a grandmaster blacksmith to refine the ore. And even then, he/she would have to be at least level 250 to have enough strength to beat the ore into submission.

It was a pity that the mine was not overly abundant, so they had to manage its use. Ms. Lightwood decided she would hold off on informing the Serians of its use, lest they deplete it prematurely.

"Wolframite, is it?" Ms. Lightwood murmured. "I look forward to seeing it in person one day."

Princess Ming revealed a brilliant smile. "On your next visit, I will personally take you on a grand tour of the country should you so desire."

The meeting went on as both sides exchanged information among themselves. Only at the eleventh hour did the meeting end, ministers from both countries freely chatting like long lost brothers.

Ms. Lightwood excused herself to her room as King Vermillion, and Princess Ming chatted for a while longer. Once she got to her room, she did not even have enough energy to greet Hogosha before she passed out on the bed fully clothed.





9th   Muriel 1092,

"So this is where you two were!" Chu Ling bounced into the resting spot at the center of the maze garden, a huge grin on her lips. "Careful now, I'd think you were poaching my future husband."

Leila gave a dry laugh, amused by the Princess's conduct.

"It truly is a magnificent sight," Chu Ming spoke, appearing from the east entrance, her eyes on the hammer in the skies. "I wonder who has summoned such a sight."

Leila and Paris shared a look. "An incorrigible bastard," they spoke in tandem.





In the corner of the world, surrounded by many hostile and curious gazes, a daeben suddenly issued a loud sneeze. Sniffing, Kashi muttered, "I wonder who is praising me somewhere."

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 113: Dwarven City

    
    
    
    
                Merriheim

10th   Muriel, 1093.

Kashi leaked a smile as he hummed along to the sounds of laughter and music bouncing around the icy dome. Out of the corner of his eyes, he spotted Lunette dancing in circles with her arm hooked around some random adventurer, their feet desperately trying to match the rapidly increasing beats of several drums donated by Diegel. Once again, Kashi found himself heavily indebted to the beautiful songstress. Her ability to wow crowds had saved him and the Maggots from a sticky situation.

As one would have expected, after being trapped for more than six hours with no way to know how much longer they would have to wait, murmurs of discontent began to arise in droves. With the situation deteriorating exponentially, Kashi's gaze slightly narrowed, his head already calculating the fastest method to take down the opposition when Lunette placed a hand on his arm and shook her head with a smile.

At the time, the daeben had stared dumbly at her, only realizing her intentions after she spoke to the triplets and had them donate any spare instruments they had. Luckily, Diegel was a bit of a hoarder, so there was an abundance of drums that were relatively easy to use instead of the technique-reliant string and wind instruments. 

Thirty minutes and a few songs later, the hostile atmosphere had all been destroyed, leaving people laughing and cheering. At some corners, eager men and women had stripped to tops and pants before wrestling with each other, affected by the mood. Some people, drawn by curiosity, had attempted conversation with the reticent dwarves. And although at first, there was no sign of progress, when Lunette personally held a dwarf's hand and clasped it with a young halben, both men found their guards drop a little and engaged in terse conversations. Soon after, the two loudly guffawed while debunking each other's exaggerated adventure tales.

Although Kashi was also affected by the jubilant atmosphere, he quickly found himself an excuse to avoid being called up to join in the festivities. The unholy trinity learned a thing about dancing when Razznik was required to attend a noble's ball as a reward for clearing out a group of devils. At the time, Suzuki was taught formal dancing from Ayumi, but if Kashi dared join these adventurers to dance wildly, he would only end up making a fool of himself.

To avoid this embarrassment, Kashi was guarded by dwarfs as he focused on the almost finished painting before him. It depicted the merry scene before him, with a little exaggeration on his part. Even though Kashi regarded the picture as an experiment, he had still given it everything he had, as he had long since learned that the amount of 'heart' inserted into a painting heavily affected its overall score.

Kashi released a sigh of relief as he finished the final detail on a flying shirt, then raised Rosario. He gazed at the painting, then nodded, satisfied. As if sensing his satisfaction, the system asked for a name. Kashi glanced at the singing crowd, then murmured, "The Mess Hall." 





	
Fine Piece: The Mess Hall





	
The heart of a jubilant celebration can be found within. Whoever gazes upon this painting will find themselves filled with joy and the vigor of life.

 

Artistic Value:  120

Requirements Met:  Essence of Art  can be Applied





	
Effects

Stamina + 5% for 3 Hours

Agility + 10% for 4 Hours

 

Effects do not stack with other paintings.

Number of Fine Pieces Created: 135











Kashi glossed over the stats, his gaze only pausing at the Essence of Art prompt. It was as he thought. He had tried a few pieces before this one, but the Essence of Art prompt did not appear, nor did his Dimensional Artist skill proficiency increase. He hesitated, then muttered, "Essence of Art."

Immediately Kashi shut his eyes and had to resist an urge to throw up as he suffered a vast sucking force that seemed like it wished to drain him of his vitality. Luckily it ended after he had lost exactly 3000MP. He then opened his eyes, which sparkled with renewed jubilee as he inspected the improved painting.

The Mess Hall now seemed like a living painting, with the men and women inside it moving and dancing across the entire picture. Unlike the Story Painting of Twilight Wolf, it did not seem to be a short loop, but rather a window into a dimension where these souls were forever partying. What's more, the painting had evolved into a Grand Piece. 





	
Grand Piece: The Mess Hall (Essence of Art)





	
The heart of a jubilant celebration can be found within. Whoever gazes upon this painting will find themselves filled with joy and the vigor of life.

Artistic Value:  240
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Stamina + 10% for 3 Hours

Agility + 20% for 4 Hours

 

Effects do not stack with other paintings.
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The effects had doubled! But Kashi was not as interested in that as he was the most important of all, the Dimensional Artist skill finally increased by about twenty-five percent. It seemed he could finally understand why his Dimensional Artist Skill had not activated until now.

It appeared that unlike his ordinary Painting skill, the Dimensional Artist skill only enhanced when paintings had a somewhat supernatural nature. And weirdly enough, despite the dozens of pictures he had made, only three met these requirements: Twilight Wolf, Aygorian Citadel, and The Mess Hall. 

Out of those three, Twilight Wolf seemed to lack enough 'something' to activate the Dimensional Artist skill. At least he now had the Essence of Art skill. Until he made his paintings possess a supernatural nature by will, he would have to rely on that skill to level the Dimensional Artist skill.

Satisfied, Kashi hummed a pleasant tune as he placed the painting in his inventory. Since he had fulfilled his goal, he decided to join the dwarf Otto for a more in-depth chat on their future aspirations. He had only stood up when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

Accompanying that hand was a laugh that sent shivers down the daeben's spine. "Hahaha! I really should book an appointment for the future. Elsewhen you get famous, I would have to wait in line for a painting."

Kashi's smile froze as he turned to see Aygor beaming at him. To his surprise—Ah, no, it wasn't a surprise, was it. The old man was a god after all—no one else in the room seemed to notice the dwarf god's presence. "Ah, Esteemed Senior, you should not make such jokes," Kashi weakly laughed. "One such as you would never have to wait in line for anything."

"Such confidence!" Aygor's grin widened as he clapped Kashi's shoulders. "You truly believe you will one day have a painting worthy of my attention."

Perhaps due to Aygor's demeanor, Kashi found himself relaxing. Even though he did not fear Aygor, he was still not sure how exactly to handle himself in front of a being whose sneeze could wipe all his cells to oblivion. With increasing bravado, Kashi returned a grin of his own, "Naturally. Not only shall you enjoy it, I dare say Lord Ferulic himself will one day marvel at my paintings."

"Perhaps," Aygor muttered with a brief sigh. However, his gaze soon brightened as he teased, "But father needs to be freed first before he can call your work 'trash'."

Kashi revealed an arrogant smirk. "I originally planned on doing that anyway, but now I'll do it just so your jaw drops when your father calls me Sensei." If anyone else heard this conversation, they would probably wet themselves from fright. 

Aygor's eyes flashed with disbelief before he threw his head back in exaggerated laughter. "HAHAHAHA! Okay then! We shall bet on it! If you can get my father to praise your work, I'll gift you three things. However, if my father calls your work trash, you have to gift me thirty paintings of minimum Divine Quality. I bet even Suvron would be jealous of that."

"Fine, I accept," Kashi declared and held out his hand.

Aygor once more released loud laughter as he took Kashi's hand in a firm handshake. "To think a god would share a handshake with a mortal..." He paused after Kashi released his grip, a conflicted look in his eyes. Finally, he harrumphed as a book appeared in his hand.  I will probably be punished for this, but I have never found a more worthy individual. A little favoritism is only normal.  

"Here, this is for you," Aygor handed the book over to the confused daeben. "You do not deserve it right now, but at this rate, your progress will be too slow. A word of warning, however: Do not get complacent. Unlike the other tome, for the sake of fairness, I am forced to divide this tome into several volumes and share them across the world in dungeons and special venues. As such, you shall only have a few months' headstart before the rest of the world catches up. I suggest you use it wisely."

Kashi registered Aygor's warning with a grave expression, as the book's prompt showed the severity of the situation.
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Remnants of the first civilization, runes are the physical representations of the language of the gods, used since ancient times to channel power and affect the world in similar ways to the days of creation. Within this tome are all the runes known to man and god. 

 

Warning:  Ensure Runemaster Level is sufficient before attempting to inscribe a rune. Failures have a high chance of damaging the user.










 

 

 





	
Universal Skills unlocked





	
Aygor, the god of Crafts, has split the Runes of Creations into thousands of volumes and pages, now spread across the world. Try your luck, brave warriors, and find these pages.










 

Kashi frowned. While the first prompt was private, the second was a public announcement from the system to all Summoned. He could imagine the guild leaders right now placing these as a priority to be found at all costs. 

Since L.N.E launched, Artificer classes suffered a deep decline in popularity compared to the previous game. This was due to the severe lack of runes needed to advance and practice the class. 

Artificers without runes were like blacksmiths without ores. 

Fortunately, now that the runes were back, it would not be too long before eager artisans smelled the profit and started making runestones for mages' staffs.

Well, it was no real problem. 

While the rest of the guilds floundered about, the Hopeful Maggots would study the runes in this tome and see how much they could advance. Yeah, Kashi could recognize the enormous advantage Aygor had given him. Which was why he stared at the dwarf god with an incredulous gaze, "Are you sure about this?"

Aygor snorted. "Hmph, do you want me to take it back?"

The tome immediately disappeared into Kashi's inventory. The daeben murmured with a sheepish smile, "Uh... I was just asking out of curiosity." 

The dwarven god snorted again, humored by the daeben's shamelessness. "Well, good then." He clapped his hand, causing teleportation circles to appear under all the adventurers. Before they could utter sounds of shock, their bodies were drowned in a burst of gold light then disappeared from the dome. 

Next, a section of the dome gave way to reveal magnificent double doors, with a mural of a certain daeben trampling upon another man, a drawn bow trained at the latter's forehead. 

Aygor chuckled at Kashi's funny look as he handed him a rolled-up map. "You should go see your new city."

Kashi realized this was Aygor's way of dismissing him. He thought of everything the god had done for him in this short period and bowed deeply to express his thanks. "I do not know any fancy words, which will be enough to show my gratitude. So, it is with great shame that I must simply say, Thank you for all you have done."

Aygor revealed a pleased smile as he patted the daeben's shoulders and made him rise. "Some men bow a thousand times and never mean it; some believe themselves too great to bow to others, and only a select few know the true virtue behind a bow. Neither servile nor overbearing, displaying true gratitude regardless of station, high or low. To have received a true bow from a proud man such as thyself, I can be said to have obtained the rarest of treasures." The dwarven god nodded briefly as his body began to dissolve into particles of light. "Grow strong Kashi of the Daeben, and know that this god is watching over your progress."

Kashi watched the particles dissipate with a solemn look, then turned around to face the dwarfs who could only now see him. It seemed Aygor had purposely allowed them to see and hear their final exchange, which made the dwarfs' gazes contain a hint of awe and worship.

Kashi coughed to hide his awkwardness, unable to deal with all the attention, and so decided to push their attention elsewhere. He walked over to King Xafier and handed him the map. "You should show your people around their new home."

King Xafier's eyes widened with realization as he flashed Kashi an appreciative grin. Turning to face his people, he raised the map high and shouted, "Long have we suffered! Long have endured! But today, with the aid of our friends, we have not only freed ourselves from oppression but have been given a chance to start afresh in a new home bestowed by our god Aygor himself! I henceforth declare: No longer shall we hide from the world! Just as our god has blessed us, so shall we spread his name across the continent. That with every strike of our hammer, the sparks of our sweat shall blossom into a torrent of flames, baptizing this world in the name of Aygor! And as long as these embers fly, we shall not be oppressed, nor shall we oppress. Our names will be heard across the lands! Long shall the people flock to our lands to seek our expertise! Our coffers will burst with gold, and our bellies with mead. Today, we usher in a New World!"

"HUOOOAAAAA!!!!"

Kashi watched, incredulous, as the dwarfs roared with one voice, their collective emotions causing the dome to tremble as if afraid. 

Filled with confidence, King Xafier made his way towards the massive double doors, but suddenly paused midway, an awkward expression on his face. He turned to Kashi and said with a fishy smile, "It is only right the savior of our people do the honors."

Kashi, although weirded out, did not overthink it and made his way to the door. Gazing at the almost eight-meter door, he admired the exquisite hard work that went into this one door. 

Kashi placed his hand on the door and was about to push when he suddenly felt something leaving his body. Since he had felt a similar occurrence not too long ago, he knew it was the door sucking in some of his mana.

Just as Kashi wondered what the hell that was, he got his answer in the form of a prompt.
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Kashi immediately understood. It seemed like Aygor had gifted him with a private zone within the dwarven city. He had probably warned Xafier to prevent him from making a fool of himself immediately after a rousing speech. Chuckling inwardly, Kashi took a step back as the doors swung inwards to reveal a beautiful bronze passage on the other side, with murals on the walls depicting different stages of a fight between a hooded daeben and a lightning infused man.

Kashi rained several curses at Aygor as he realized the murals continued for the length of the corridor, which rose to a flight of stairs equal distances from each other. He waited for King Xafier to lead the way and was then forced to bury his head in his hands as Kira and Syèl teased him over becoming a celebrity.

The Hopeful Maggots had fun at their leader's expense as they followed the procession of dwarfs along the bronze corridors, each marveling at Aygor's handiwork. The dwarf god had certainly chosen bronze as the theme of the city. The reflective walls, floors, and massive support pillars gave off an earthy atmosphere from the torches that lined the corridors. 

Typical of a dwarven settlement, occasional channels of lava flowed from one outlet to another. At some points, there were even lava waterfalls that fell right next to passages hewn into the walls, protected by transparent materials with abnormally high melting points. Kashi could easily see the dwarven city pull in steady revenue on tourist money alone. 

Eventually, Xafier and the entourage passed by the residential area. This section was designed to have buildings similar to apartment houses in the real world. Kashi created these to provide ample space for all dwarfs regardless of station. There were open spaces where the dwarfs could place anything they wanted, including playgrounds for the young'uns. 

Although the dwarfs would have liked to settle down, no one rested until Xafier reached the place most important to dwarfs: The Forge!

Once they passed through the bronze gate, Kashi swallowed hard as he stared at the behemoth-like hall in front of him. Kashi felt like he was at a Boeing 797 assembly line, judging by the massive moving cauldrons that carried and transported vats of lava from one point to another, before pouring it down. From what he could make out, there was a particular sector dedicated to only making ingots from smelted ore. At the moment, bronze ores were melted in cauldrons carrying a select amount of lava. 

The molten mass was then carried over to a board where several ingot casts were placed. The molten mass was poured into the casts before the cauldron left for another pass. The casts, after a few minutes, was dunked into cold water, the molten ore within rapidly cooling into the form of ingots. The casts then carelessly tossed these ingots to the floor then awaited the next batch.

Kashi and the dwarfs released shouts of exhilaration as they ran from one mechanical marvel to another, disbelief, awe, and greed all over their faces. The daeben, drawing inspiration from the Hobbit movies, and several RPG games, had roughly designed a massive forge into his plans. But never in his wildest dreams did he imagine Aygor would produce something as practical as this! 

More than the products this forge could make, Kashi's mind was blown away by the imagined excessive speed at which the dwarfs would advance in their crafts and ingenuity after studying such advanced works.

Otto Knutsen grabbed Kashi and gripped him in a tight bear hug, tears, and snot matting the old dwarf's beard. "Ah! AH! AH! This old man will forever remember this day!"

Kashi could understand the old man's exaggerated behavior and responded with a pat on his back. There was a bright gleam in his eyes as he took in the forge. Yes, with this, not just one, but a few dozen of  that  might be possible. 

Although also overwhelmed, Xafier, as a king, had to comport himself with grace. After allowing his people around thirty minutes to inspect the forge, he called for them to continue their tour. They passed many new structures, including the refurbished throne room and arena, both of which filled the dwarfs with colossal pride. 

They eventually made their way to a set of small weird doors with buttons by the side. 

Xafier frowned when he saw what it said on the map. "This thing is called an elevator. It is supposed to carry people to any floor they wish to visit. However, the capacity is only about ten dwarfs per ride. We don't have time now, so we shall take the stairs."

The dwarfs murmured among themselves but eventually followed Xafier up a flight of stairs to the side. They ultimately reached a locked door, which opened after absorbing a bit of Xafier's mana. 

The door opened to another set of corridors. Only, this one looked far grander than the previous ones, adorned with beautiful gold and silver linings crisscrossing each other like a set of waves. The gold and silver waves grew thicker as they walked the lower floors of this building and ascended. They passed several small gardens, rooms, and halls as they went even higher, the bronze walls further eaten away by the gold and silver waves.

By the time they reached the throne room on the first floor, the bronze walls had disappeared, to reveal a palace made entirely of gold and silver, as if to profess the dwarfs’ opulence. The 'surface' dwarven throne was wholly made of gold, to match the floor and pillars.

By this point, Kashi had begun to wonder whether he had overdone it a little. After all, imagination and reality were two entirely different things. A castle of gold in a painting is far different from seeing the same in real life! Of course, there was the possibility Aygor only coated the surface with gold, but somehow the daeben doubted that was the case.

Kashi's internal battle lasted only until they exited the palace. At which he point, he wryly smiled and came to a definite verdict. He overdid it!!!

Two forty-meter dwarven statues stood at both sides of the two hundred steps leading up to the castle entrance, their massive mallets crossing each other above the palace entrance. But these could only serve as backdrops to the truly astonishing sight!

Across vast swathes of empty earth, a massive wall, over a hundred meters in height stood imposingly at the far distance, its menacing height a blatant provocation to the world. "Come, Come attack me if you dare!"  As if one of these bad boys was not enough, several kilometers ahead, was a second, and then a third! 

Kashi had never seen anything so unreasonable in this world before and could not help but release a dry cough in embarrassment. Christ, if the dwarfs every chose to close their gates, then the only course of attack would be by air. Forget siege towers and catapults. He doubted any of those would prove useful on a wall that was around ten meters thick.

Gazing at the far walls, Kashi felt a sense of relief wash through him. After he left, he would not need to fear the dwarfs getting attacked by other guilds or players for a good while. Satisfied with the results of the tour, Kashi refrained from joining the celebrities and instead made his way back to the icy dome, or 'Hall of Heroes', as Xafier would choose to call it in the future. 

He closed the door behind him, then shut his eyes.

Kashi had been in the world too long. It was time for Suzuki to come out and play...

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 114: Crazy Heads

    
    
    
    
                Training Hall 3,

 Fourth Floor,

Learning Building 2.

10th   June, 2043.

Klack! Kataka... Clack-la-clack-clack!

Heavy quick sounds like the striking of drumsticks against stone escaped the training room, its rhythmic burst echoing the tight control exerted by its cause. At the center of the hall was a 20mx20m raised platform upon which were placed several wooden training poles roughly thirty centimeters in diameter.

Each pole sported about four to six 'arms' protruding out of them.

These wooden poles were rotating and moving around the platform with reckless, random abandon, eliciting screeches from the wind they shredded in their path. Amid this raging storm danced a young man dressed in a tight-fitted training vest and shorts, his body weaving between the wooden shoots with chilling precision. When one came too close for comfort, he would lash out, slapping and redirecting it from his path.

This training required an enormous amount of spatial awareness and perception, as well as tremendous agility, flexibility, and reaction speed. Without even one of these attributes, any person undergoing this training would only find themselves in a world of pain. 

This training room was one of the greatest inventions of Genaco Fitness. Since the Nesla coils powered it, many institutions and even governments bought them to train their soldiers to counter several attackers at one go when retreating was not an option.

The platform had levels of difficulty ranging from 1 – 10. Usually, a trained soldier could handle around rank 3—5, while specialists like the American Navy Seals could go up to level 7 before being forced to stop. 

Shockingly, however, the number 8 was displayed on a waist-high station that manipulated the platform's level. The young man weaving his way through the storm was performing at a level above the highest trained individuals!

Of course, this was more an issue of suitability as opposed to skill. Specialists in armies were usually trained for power, speed, and precision, aiming to swiftly take out targets with the least amount of open combat possible. As such, although they lacked the flexibility and speed of the young man, their robust and powerful bodies could tank stray hits from the wooden dummies while they smashed their way through, allowing them to reach all the way to level 7. 

The young man, however, although not weak by any definition of the word, could not contest in terms of raw strength. If he were to be hit numerous times, he would be forced to quit early as even though he could fight through pain, his body was not biologically capable of sustaining prolonged punishment. 

As such, Suzuki’s method of advancement was to dance around, continually dodging and redirecting the dummies for as long as possible until they reached their 'red zone.' 

Since the dummies were meant to mimic being attacked by a mob, they slowed down after about thirty minutes, allowing him to start his counterattack.

Hair matted to his forehead from obtuse sweating, Suzuki gritted his teeth as he repeatedly ducked, weaved, and redirected the blows from the inconsiderate dummies. His eyes darted left and right, quickly taking in the dummies around him and predicting their path patterns before moving to the few 'safe' spots. 

The higher the level, the fewer these spots would be; at this point, there were barely three-four constantly shifting zones every second. Suzuki could not dare to imagine what it would be like at level nine or ten. 

Without an idea on how much time had passed, Suzuki could only wince as his muscles screamed in protest, clearly none too pleased with the abusive exercise. But he gritted his teeth and held on, just waiting for a sign. 

It was then, just as his concentration seemed to be on the edge of slipping, that he noticed it. A dummy to his right seemed to slow down by about a cm/second. It was almost negligible, but Suzuki caught the lapse. Without a shred of hesitation, he lashed out like a tiger out of his cage. His right foot cut a savage arc as it smashed against the dummy. The dummy toppled over as the damage registered. 

Immediately, about three to four dummies were forced to reposition their route as they would have collided with the toppled one if they continued. Suzuki leaped out like a cat out of hell at these dummies that had paused for about a millisecond. His fists flew rapidly and smashed into these four, the accompanying pain an afterthought as he retreated sharply just as several dummies zoomed past his previous location.

Suzuki's eyes were cold, a small smirk at the corner of his lips as he took in the five downed dummies. With those five out of the way, the number of 'safe' spots had increased, giving him more room to dodge. Of course, by this point, the dummies had begun to slow down, allowing him to smash them down systematically one by one.

Eventually, only the youth remained, surrounded by a field of 'corpses.' Of course, the dummies were not dead, but only on standby until the next user activated the platform. 

Rooted to the spot, Suzuki, drenched in sweat, occasionally trembled. It was not that he did not want to move, but more like he could not. Each time he tried moving his feet, sharp pains ran up the length of his thigh, so harsh in their warning that even the incomparably resilient young man could only suck in deep breaths as he waited for his body to stabilize.

Suzuki understood that it would take several weeks before his body could handle The Platform at level 8 without severe repercussions. Added to that, the heavy workout he had put himself through as soon as he returned from the game world, and it was a wonder he was even able to stand at all.

The pain eventually subsided after about ten to fifteen minutes, allowing Suzuki to make his way out of the training hall. However, the ceaseless throbbing in his thighs let him know that he would have to refrain from strenuous exercise for at least two days. Suzuki sighed inwardly, acknowledging his rashness. Similar to how Razznik influenced him, it seemed he had been affected by Kashi's sudden rapid rise in strength.

Alas, reality was different from the game. There was no way to get strong that fast without paying the appropriate price. However, to Suzuki, it was precisely this slow, arduous progress that he enjoyed, the pain in his legs reminding him of his mad search for strength back in junior high.

Back then, while Razznik rose in power, Suzuki had gone around challenging all combat-related clubs without discrimination. The Suzuki of then, who Adachi had likened to a massive clump of unchecked rage, was only able to keep his anger in balance when he was in a fight. 

To avoid a situation where he provoked people blindly, Suzuki challenged the combat clubs, spending approximately two weeks to a month to completely steal their techniques before crushing their leaders. 

Naturally, even if Suzuki was a heaven-defying genius, two weeks was too small to steal an entire dojo's skills. However, that was without factoring the time Razznik spent in-game polishing the skills. The Suzuki of then had been really brash, even going as far as taking trains to neighboring cities to challenge popular delinquent schools so he could experience battles against numerous foes. 

Suzuki shook his head with a rueful smile as he recalled these 'fond' memories. During his trip down memory lane, he returned to the locker room, took a shower, and changed to a pair of dark grey T-shirt and sweat pants. 

Though Suzuki was lost in his memories, it did not stop him from immediately coming to a halt a few meters from the door, his muscles tensing as he stared at the man who stood at the doorway.

Sporting a pair of square rimmed glasses, the snake-eyed man seemed to fill the entire doorway with his presence. Although bald, the man had a full, sharply cut dark beard currently fiddled with by his right hand. Suzuki could not be sure, but the man looked to be in his late twenties to early thirties.

Suzuki's fingers tightened around the strap of the gym bag slung over his shoulder. "Who are you?"

The bald man smiled as if expecting this question. He answered, "Nagashiki Kaido. Feel free to call me, Kai." Even though he seemed amiable, his frame never left the door, ultimately revealing his intentions. He did not plan on letting Suzuki go.

Suzuki frowned. "I'm not interested in your name." He took a step forward, killing intent visible in narrowed eyes. "Who are you?"

Something flashed in Kaido's eyes, and for a second, Suzuki felt like a viper was watching him. It was an oppressive feeling he had only suffered once outside the game world, and that had been from James Shouyou. However, it was gone in a flash, that sickening smile still apparent on Kaido's face. "I guess this much is necessary. I am Kaido, team leader of Titan's Breath." He searched Suzuki's eyes expression, his brow raising when he saw the look of indifference on the younger man. Could it be they were so insignificant... or? "Could it be... you have never heard of me?"

This time it was Suzuki's turn to raise a brow. "Should I have?"

Kaido's brows shot up in confusion. "You... what team do you belong to? Only Gladiator Prospects should be able to use this training hall freely." Indeed, Kaido was shocked. When one of his teammates had reported seeing a crazy guy rush from level 1 to 7 on the platform, his interest was immediately piqued. 

Kaido ran over to see which of the teams had been hiding such a talent, only to discover that he did not recognize the young man! 

Suzuki was about to rush his way out but paused when he heard the Gladiator remark. Taking a closer look at this man, he seemed to have a faint impression of him at the gathering earlier. Of course, he could be wrong, but Suzuki decided to play along for the time being. "Team Four."

"Four?" Kaido's brows sunk even lower. "Have you not updated your team name? Who is your leader?"

Suzuki remained vigilant, but he could already tell this guy did not arrive with ill intentions. Although Kaido had a naturally predisposed evil aura, Suzuki could feel it resulted from his unique temperament and not that the guy was actually evil or anything. 

Since Kaido's goal seemed to be information gathering, Suzuki chose to comply and see if he could get any himself. After all, he had been in the game for over six days. A lot could have happened in that time. 

"I do not know what you mean by team name. And no, we do not have a team leader."

Kaido revealed a blank stare, completely shocked. "Wait, you  have  registered for the competition, right?"

Once again, Suzuki returned the question with an indifferent gaze.

The snake eyes blinked in apparent disbelief, staring at the puzzle before him. Since Suzuki's team was numbered fourth, there was no way they would not have received the message. What the hell had this team been doing? Kaido immediately found himself at a crossroads, his mind weighing the pros and cons of either helping this clueless guy out or deceiving him.

Kaido hesitated, but when he recalled the figure dancing through the level 8 storm, a determined glint flashed in his eyes. That's right. He had already spilled the beans. If he tried to deceive this dude and Suzuki found out the truth later, Kaido would gain himself a potentially powerful enemy with no plus side. 

On the other hand, Kaido could gain a potential ally with no costs. The decision came easily to him. "Do you have your phone?"

Suzuki fished through his pants pocket and took out the device. Truthfully, there was no need to ask that question since the phones acted as keys to 90% of the facilities in the campus.

Kaido nodded. "Check your messages. There should be an announcement posted up three days back."

Suzuki did as he asked and flipped through the inbox folder, ignoring the dozens of Campus Sysemt update messages. Surprisingly, although he had dozens of messages from that address, there was only one other address that had sent him a message, and that message was titled 'Centurion Placement.'

Suzuki clicked on that message and inspected its contents. 

Apparently, Genaco had completed a new line of suits they called Centurions. The contents warned that the Centurion project places were severely limited, so the Gladiator teams had to battle it out for a spot in the Centurion project. Naturally, they would be using the Gladiator suits in the contest to determine which team had the best prospect in terms of Neuro-Sync adaptability.

There were also added incentives such as seven-figure sums in salaries and monitored leaves to the outside world. However, although Suzuki was neither interested in money, nor did the outside world hold any particular shine, his fingers trembled slightly from excitement. 

Why? 

That was quite simple. The young man loved fighting! 

The harder and more challenging the fight, the better! So it went without saying that Suzuki was immediately pumped for this. Hmm, it seemed he would have to work out a system with Kashi, so neither of them lost out too much. 

Suzuki clicked the 'Register' tab. The screen displayed the names of his teammates and the team name "Team 4" above. He did not know why, but he seemed to be allowed to make the administrative decision as to whether to register or not and change the team name. Well, when he considered his team's makeup, he could vaguely understand why he was chosen as the leader.

A crazy murderer(?), a weird gothic hacker girl, a big-breasted bishoujo who had no qualms molesting a man she just met, and Usman Taki. Ah, now that he thought about it, though Taki had his shady parts, he should be the most normal of them all, right? 

Suzuki shook his head as he instinctively edited the team name and registered his team. After all, it was not like he could fight alone. The whole team had to be registered if he wanted to participate. Well, if anyone complained, he did not mind fighting alone. That would be even more stimulating.

Satisfied, Suzuki placed the phone in his pocket. "I owe you one."

Kaido nodded. He appreciated the young man's straightforward personality. Therefore without any pretense, he responded. "Mmn, I'll hold you to that." He noticed Suzuki adjust his bag like he was going to leave. Since he found the young man intriguing, he asked, "I never got your name."

Suzuki had half a mind to butt him off, but he recalled that the guy had just helped him. With a slight frown, he said, "Mato Suzuki."

Kaido was pleased that Suzuki did not brush him off thoroughly. So even though there was a slight bite to the young man's tone, he chose to ignore it. "This might seem a bit rude, but what's your  Line  profile name?" 

Rather than call it ‘L.N.E,’ many casual gamers referred to the game as  Line . Kind of like COD as opposed to C.O.D.

Suzuki's eyes narrowed. "Why do you want to know?"

Kaido's eyes slightly widened, impressed by the intimidating aura pouring off the young man. "Some teams have started forming alliances in-game to boost their leveling speed. Since we are all working in the same place, I thought it would be best if we—"

"Allied, so the other teams don't wipe us out in-game?" Suzuki snorted. It wasn't hard to see what was truly happening. Before this competition, the teams might have just wanted to increase their leveling speed. But now, it would not be weird if they started hunting each other in the game to reduce their competitors. Frankly, Suzuki wanted to tell him to piss off. After all, he preferred to fight alone, but it seemed the guild leader in his head had other ideas. With a sigh, he said, "I cannot tell you my name, but I work for the Hopeful Maggots."

Shockingly, apart from a slight brow raised, Kaido did not have too heavy a reaction. With a disappointed sigh, he muttered, "Oh, that is unfortunate. I’m based at Imperium, so it would be hard for us to work together."

Suzuki found his lack of reaction amusing. Not to be arrogant or anything, but he knew Kashi's Hopeful Maggots was an impressive beast of a guild right now. Someone not impressed by that would either be incredibly arrogant or have strength equal to or surpassing the guild. Suzuki was ninety-nine percent sure it was the latter. Later, Kashi would have to find out from Leila about guilds active in Imperium.

The two men, realizing they would not get much else from each other, decided to call it quits temporarily. 

Suzuki nodded as Kaido moved out of the doorway, allowing him to pass. Suzuki's brow rose when he stepped into the hallway to see two men at either side of the door. The young adult to his left had shaggy brown hair that was tied into a ponytail at his back. His lean body had signs of muscles, which showed he had recently begun exercising. 

In contrast, the meat bun to his right was both extremely fat and tall. He was at least three heads taller than Suzuki, and the young man could not help but stare at those arms the size of his head. Though others could not tell, Suzuki's trained eyes could see the muscles rippling beneath that layer of fat. Both men resembled the extremities of the otaku stereotype, but Suzuki did not find anything amusing about them. 

Instead, after analyzing them and determining they would not pose much of a threat if they were to gang up on him, he turned back to Kaido. "Incidentally, how many teams are there?"

Kaido's eyes revealed an appreciative look when he noticed Suzuki did not discriminate against the two men. Unfortunately, it was more like Suzuki did not give a damn about them, just like he did everyone else. "Twenty-six, five-man teams."

Suzuki nodded, then glanced at the two at the sides of the door. "Are these two your teammates?"

Kaido nodded. "The broomstick's Nagashiki Kaizen and the meat bun's Nagashiki Kaizo."

Suzuki brows rose in surprise. "A family of pro-gamers. Can't believe I actually met one in real life." He paused and then glanced at them again with renewed interest. "...Are you strong?"

Kaido revealed a slimy grin. "Reality might be tough, but it would be difficult to find someone to defeat us in-game or in the gladiators."

Suzuki revealed a toothy grin, which made Kaido's heart palpitate. "Is that so?" His eyes seemingly locked onto all three men simultaneously, like a predator on its prey. "I look forward to fighting you guys." With those words, he adjusted his gym bag and strode down the hall.

Kaido watched Suzuki leave with mixed emotions, but was brought back to his senses by a buzzing by his right thigh. He fished out the phone and revealed a wry smile at the notification that arrived. "How aptly named," he murmured as he led his brothers out of the building.

Final Team Registered: Crazy Heads!

Registration Closed. Please Standby for Further Details.
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Restricted Sector

"... Well, this is a pleasant surprise," Yukino exhumed with a bright smile as she faced the stoic young man before her. Beautiful, dainty fingers clutched onto an electronic tablet, eyes scanning the man with undisguised interest. "It's not every day we get the pleasure of your presence."

Suzuki snorted, unwilling to spend any additional time with this woman. As someone who prided himself in studying human relations (absolute loner wisdom), he was especially sensitive to the hidden layers behind people's actions. His sensitivity to the faces hidden beneath polite masks caused him to develop a slight aversion to people with these masks. This was why Suzuki avoided most people, and also why he found it much easier to understand and get along with the 'villains' of the world.

The group of Taiga, Jade, and Saeko might have been weird in their own ways, but at least they were true to their emotions most of the time. If they were upset, they would speak frankly, and the opposite was true of their joy. Even though they inevitably held secrets as everyone in the world did, he could always be sure of what they felt at a particular time. 

Glancing at Yukino, this woman whose very job dictated she kept a constantly amiable expression, Suzuki felt an urge to congratulate himself on not reflexively avoiding her. It was a sign of progress. Taking a deep breath, Suzuki buried his thoughts as he regarded the older woman with a measured gaze. "Have been busy."

Yukino's ensuing bright smile made the young man feel an urge to squint. "Oh, we are aware. We have been keeping tabs on your performance. I must say we have been very impressed."

"Is that so," Suzuki distractedly murmured as he stepped past the woman into the room, once again greeted by the sight of several Full-Body Virtual Drives, their cold metallic exterior creating the illusion of a cemetery. 

Suzuki's entrance caught the attention of five people who stood off to the opposing corner, watching something on a row of monitors that took up the wall. Suzuki's eyes glossed over these people, failing to commit their faces to memory before landing on the nearest free Virtual Drive. 

Suzuki unceremoniously dropped his bag to the floor and took off his shirt. He did not care for the involuntary gasp Yukino let out at the sight of his scars, only climbing into the Virtual Drive, the slight glint in his eyes betraying his hidden excitement. Nor did he spare a glance towards the other people in the room who suddenly had ferocious glares, mostly from being so blatantly ignored, but also from the irritating pressure they suffered during the brief millisecond his gaze passed over them.

Yes, like they were less than bugs beneath his feet. Utterly unworthy of his attention.

Suzuki did not know the thoughts passing through their heads right now. Then again, he would not have cared either way even if he knew. That was because, at that moment, he was entirely focused on one thing.

As the disorienting void welcomed him, Suzuki mused back to the day he watched the Deus Ex movies and wondered why humans would willingly give up so much just for a piece of mechanical body parts.

However, as his 'body' began to come to life, powered by several thousand jolts of electricity, which he could feel like they were his cells, Suzuki pushed that question to the back of his mind, seeing as the answer was quite obvious: Power!

Even without a direct connection to his body, Suzuki's heart raced as several terabytes of raw data flooded his brain, the stressed organ working in overdrive to sift through and classify the information quickly. Suzuki's body spasmed as he withstood the sharp pain, only relaxing when he finally managed to get the data stream under control. 

Even though Suzuki felt like a truck rammed into his brain, he swiftly rode his momentum and activated the Gladiator. The Gladiator's spinal cord, which housed its primary operating system, flared up instantly, then started the millions of bio-engineered nerves that ran throughout its frame, bringing the numerous auxiliary systems directly under Suzuki's control.

The Gladiator's frontal cameras located in its 'eyes' booted, giving Suzuki a view of his environment while waiting for the last set of systems. He was not surprised to find himself in a narrow metallic corridor, about 6ft. wide. 

Suzuki stepped out of the pod the Gladiator was stored in, then watched as it closed behind him, forcing him to move forward if he wished to exit this place. Suzuki continued down the hallway, flexing his fingers and familiarizing himself with the subsystems in the machine. The Gladiator he was in was of the agility model. Its sleek, skinny frame barely had any armaments for protection, relying only on the strangely flexible alloy which all the Gladiators had as a base, forming to form their 'flesh' as protection.

The tail, protected by several shifting plates, swished lazily behind him, its purpose to offer increased stability in 3-D environments. Suzuki drew the katana that lay in a scabbard magnetized to the back of his frame. His steps quickened while he examined the blade, impressed by the extensive craftsmanship that went into it. The katana was a single-edged curved blade, just over a meter and a half (5.5ft) in length, made from entirely black material. Its guard was simple: a metal carving of four gates to represent the four seasons, finally completed by a hilt with the kanji for 'Heart' carved onto the top. 

The Gladiators were linked to their weapons, allowing Suzuki to feel like the katana was a part of him. It communicated its ability to him: the power of vibration. The blade possessed the unique ability to vibrate at different frequencies over tiny, micro-distances, invisible to the human eye. The vibrations significantly increased the katana’s cutting power since it sliced materials at a near molecular level.

Suzuki could not hide his shock as he stared at the weapon in disbelief. Was James sure they were the ones getting invaded and not the ones about to invade? He quickly shook his head as he understood that there was no use wondering. Just because Genaco had mind-blowing advancements did not mean the other countries were sitting down and twiddling their thumbs. Especially America. Suzuki would sooner believe Gandhi was a warmonger before considering the States were not rapidly upping their military might.

Suzuki sheathed the blade along with his stray thoughts as the corridor opened to a much wider path. Suzuki eyed the turrets inlaid on the opposite walls then turned to the path ahead, which was fraught with randomly placed roadblocks designed to impede or restrict movement as much as possible.

The Gladiator flexed its fingers as it once again took in the position of the hanging turrets. Its controller knew they were only visible because it was the first stage in training. After it had memorized the turrets’ positions, the Gladiator bold dashed into the hall.





The five people Suzuki had ignored at the observation room watched a Gladiator walk through the beginner 'adjustment' corridor with slow steps, causing a sneer to rise up their lips.

"With that attitude, I thought he was a bigshot," a thirty-year-old man sneered, his bushy jaw shaking with disgust. The man was called Takahiro Ken. For a gamer, he had a very robust body, which showed the hours he regularly spent at the gym. He was a member of the group Silver Spear. He had come to watch his leader train in the jungle. Never would he have expected to be insulted by a snot-nosed brat with no manners.

" Yeah, right," scoffed a small chibi. The girl, Kuoshimida Akiyo, just barely 5ft tall, loudly crunched on a lollipop, pink eyes frowning at the screen. "See how long the fool's taking in the noob walkway. Idiot's probably been playing the game too much and forgot the reason we're here in the first place." She also belonged to 'Silver Spear.'

Next to them, a teenager with neatly brushed brown hair and square rimmed glasses shook his head. "I do not know why, but I feel he is strange," he murmured, his shoulders slightly slumped. "I think we should examine him further. You saw how Yukino-san reacted when he arrived. Like she was excited." The teen, Tsukuda Taidan, lazily raised a hand to stifle his yawn. The lackadaisical young man was impressively the vice head of the group 'Nature's Vanguard' of and was the proud(?) owner of the moniker 'Tidal Wave.'

The last two wore hoodies, so their identities were unclear. However, their gazes were unmistakably glued to the screen. A shaky bony hand slipped out of the sleeves of one of them and pointed at the screen. A raspy voice as if devoid of water for years whispered, "He's moving."

The other three seemed to be used to the voice and did not show any surprised reactions. However, the calmness on their faces soon turned to shock and then abject horror as a lollipop slipped to the floor.





Suzuki easily dodged the systemic assault from a line of turrets ahead of him, his natural, exceptional cognitive abilities heavily boosted by the Gladiator's advanced cameras. To him, these pellets, which traveled at almost a thousand meters per second, were just too slow! His heart exploded in laughter when he finally dashed into a tunnel that signified the end of the first stage.

Suzuki had always lamented the limitations of the human body. Many times, his cognition and reactions were much quicker than his body, failing him on multiple occasions. And even though he threw a lot into severe training, the increase in his body's abilities was very slow and frustrating. 

To finally be able to not only follow, but surpass his vision was a joy that the violence-addicted young man could not express in words.

The tunnel opened to another hall, but rather than turrets on the walls, the hallway was packed with several robots, the majority holding firearms of some sort. The terrain here was also a lot more complicated, with lots of platforms, raised blocks, and miniature buildings creating several blind spots or height advantages which he or the enemy robots could take advantage of.

Suzuki did not dare underestimate the skinny robots, even though they were far inferior to the Gladiator model. After all, these were made by the same company that designed L.N.E. The chance that the robots were simple idiots that followed simplistic orders were meager. For all he knew, they could even have their own A.I.

He was right!

Immediately Suzuki exited the tunnel, his vision was blanketed by a dense mass of red and yellow rushing in his direction. Others might have ducked back into the tunnel, but Suzuki instantly raised his hand left hand. The metal just below his wrist slid open, allowing something resembling a gun's barrel to rise out of it. A black mass immediately shot out and latched to the ceiling overhead. By the time the pellets reached his previous location, Suzuki had dethatched the slingshot from the ceiling and was briefly floating in the air during the brief moment of equilibrium. 

The robot at the front had only raised its sight when a tiny arrow-like object slammed through its head and into the ground behind it with the ferocity of a tiger. It barely had time to register the damage before the Gladiator slammed into it like a meteor, sparks, and oil blossoming like a lotus flower.

Suzuki swiftly shifted from his position as several rifle shots pelted the ground. He unleashed the katana, swiftly cutting through three robots in one swing. He then backpedaled as a robot launched at him without fear, catching two more jumping from his right and left. Suzuki suddenly paused, his right leg sliding back then clockwise. It cut into the face of the robot to his right, then sent it careening into the robot ahead of him. 

The one to the right took advantage of his body, which was still in motion and grabbed for his throat, but the dormant tail suddenly shot upwards and stabbed through the robot's chin to the command center in the brain like a pincer. As sparks flew, Suzuki sheathed the blade and used the tail to push the body ahead of himself to block the next hail of pellets, all the while swiftly dashing to the side. 

Suzuki discarded the pellet ridden robot as he scampered up the wall with the ease of a wall gecko, his claws providing impressive traction. He swiftly jumped for an outstretched platform with two robots on it. 

Both bots had predicted his movement and trained their rifles at him, their synchronized index fingers on the verge of squeezing their respective triggers.

Their movements slowed to a crawl as the Gladiator speed-analyzed the situation and sent a series of potential solutions to its controller. However, even as the analysis had just begun, Suzuki's arms already flung forward like whips. By the time the analysis ended, sparks had started to escape the rifles as two knife edges barely ten centimeters (four inches) in length ripped through them.

Suzuki spun around as soon as he landed on the platform, his tail smashing the bots to pieces. Without celebrating his victory, he swiftly bent backward, barely dodging a long blade thrust by a robot that had chased after him from behind. The Gladiator's feet's claws dug into the ground for traction as its left hand shot upward and grabbed the hand of the robot flying overhead. It gripped hard, crushing the robot's wrist, its right hand grasping the sword that fell out of the now useless hand.

 The robot, seeing its chance, ignored its damaged right hand. Its left thrust with the vigor of a snake, aiming for the Gladiator's chest.

Clang!

The robot's eyes recorded the impossible sparks that flew out as its hand crumbled against the armored tail that had wrapped itself around its owner's throat at the last moment. Before the robot could compute a countermeasure, Suzuki resolutely beheaded it.

Suzuki rose to his feet, and then, with a running start, jumped off the platform at an angle such that he landed on a large 'box' at the center of the hallway. He swiftly blocked three pellets fired by sentries on the box before falling backward over the edge. He stabbed the sword into the side of the box then swung into an open window. 

No sooner had he landed did five robots simultaneously lunge at him with daggers drawn. The Gladiator turned on two optical feeds by the side of its head, improving Suzuki's vision to a jarring 280°. If it were any other person, they would need a long period to adjust to the new range, but Kashi had already received more than enough training with Mind's Eye, allowing Suzuki to adjust after only a brief millisecond of discomfort.

Strangely, despite that momentary discomfort, Suzuki's instinct still guided him to his right. Simultaneously, his tail cut an arc around him, momentarily halting three of the five robots’ advance.

Suzuki followed the momentum to spin past the advance of the fifth robot. The scabbard screamed as the katana was violently drawn and sliced through the fourth from head to pelvic region, cleanly cutting it in equal halves. Sparks blossomed as his tail parried the backward strike of the robot which had flown past, flinging its arms into the air. Suzuki whirled around, and the katana cut the robot's head clean off.

Of the three whose assault had been momentarily halted, two pulled out pistols and kicked backward to increase their distance while the third pushed forward to face the Gladiator. 

Suzuki inwardly smirked as grapplers zipped out of his outstretched arm and stabbed at the two retreating drones.

Without glancing at its companions, the one in the lead suddenly dropped to the ground, virtually falling out of Suzuki's raised sight and slid towards the Gladiator. Barely a meter from the Gladiator, it abruptly shot upward dagger angled for the bottom of its chin.

Suzuki surprisingly showed no reaction to its advance as he reeled in the other two robots. Only when the dagger was inches from his chin did his head tilt ever so slightly to the side. The blade sparked as it brushed the side of his face. By this point, the robot was too far gone to pull back its momentum. It was powerless to resist as Suzuki bashed his head against its rising head, smashing the cognition cameras in its eyes to pieces. 

The stunned robot was blasted away as Suzuki's heavy kick angrily lashed out at it. The incoming robots slammed against the outbound robot and combusted in a brilliant show of oil and flames. 

Suzuki barely paid any of these attention as he jumped out the window on the other side of the box and continued the trial.





Outside, the five onlookers were too stunned to notice two pods open with a silent hiss. Its occupants, a disheveled, skinny, purple-eyed man in his late twenties to early thirties and a bright teenage girl with eager blue eyes. 

The purple-eyed man, Tsukosen Kimuri, picked up his shirt, which lay by the side of the pod and put it on. His left hand scratched a lazy beard while his right searched his pockets and pulled out a cigarette, which he swiftly lit despite Yukino's reproachful glare. 

The black-haired teenage girl, Yokina Natsu, likewise put on a sweater. She flicked several locks of hair of her thin, waist-length hair over her shoulders, then brushed her forehead bands with her hands. She glanced at the scraggly man next to her and flashed a smile. "Hey, ossan, how did you do this time?"

Kimuri yawned while he glanced at the young girl. "Made it to the second level this time... Hey, don't call me ossan. I'm still in my twenties."

"Haio... Kemuri-san*," Natsu cheered brightly with a cheeky laugh.

"It's Kimuri."

"Of course, Kemuri-ossan."

"You have a terrible personality," Kimuri snorted as he glanced at the guys by the screen. "Hoo... it seems these knuckleheads found something exciting for them to forget to greet their Overlord." He snuck a glance at Natsu, whose smile seemed to have stiffened somewhat.

"Let's see what's so important, Kemuri-ossan," Natsu rebutted, then made her way to the screen immediately, followed closely by Kimuri.

The first to notice their arrival was Tsukuda Taidan, who smiled at Kimuri. "How was it, boss?"

"Made it past the second level today," Kimuri said with a lazy smile. That's right, this man was the leader of Nature's Vanguard, with the moniker of 'Wind.' His brows slightly rose when he discovered something wrong with the previous question. "You were watching. Why would you ask that?"

Taidan released an awkward chuckle. "We found something interesting, you've got to see it for yourself."

Next to him, Ken stiffly stared at Natsu with a slight tremble in his eyes. Do not look at her age. This young girl was the leader of Silver Spear and was greatly feared for her exceptionally high NS levels and combat ability. He watched as she wordlessly stepped past him, her hand absentmindedly stroking Akiyo's head as she gazed at the figure on the screen.

Natsu’s eyes narrowed in shock and rage as she glared at the screen. "Who is he!?" She demanded of no one in particular, and yet everyone at the same time.

"His name is Mato Suzuki," announced Kaido as he entered the room in a timely manner. "The leader of Crazy Heads."

Natsu frowned. "Never heard of him. Is he new?"

"Doubt that," Kaido said with a shake of his head as he took off his shirt. "But I am quite sure his name will soon reach the top." He entered an empty capsule then cast his gaze at the seven people by the screen. "Be careful. That monster will surpass you soon if you relax."

"Mato Suzuki," Kimuri murmured as he released a plume of smoke. He gazed through the smoke at the figure that finally broke through the second level and launched directly into the third with no hesitation. "Interesting..."

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 116: Gladiator Training

    
    
    
    
                Suzuki rushed through the tunnel connecting the second stage to the third, optical drives working at maximum capacity to capture any movement. Having faced the arduous second stage, he could not help but be curious regarding the third stage's test.

 This curiosity was further enhanced by the increased difficulty of the second stage towards the end. Towards the end, the terrain became more complicated and filled with more cleverly placed obstacles. Even Suzuki could not keep up his starting blistering pace and instead, had to slow down and run rapid simulations in his mind of possible attack points to counter them.

Suzuki was thankful he picked the lightweight Gladiator as not only did it increase his speed, but the sound of its footsteps were almost non-existent, allowing him to ghost through some sections and ambush the unaware robots.

Unfortunately, upon entering the third stage, Suzuki instantly realized those attributes were useless. If the first test checked reaction speed, the second tested combat zone ingenuity. However, this third test seemed to try something else altogether—something every soldier required.

Gazing at the dozens of robots armed that filled the auditorium sized hall, armed with different sorts of melee weaponry and the turrets that sporadically popped in and out of the walls without a hint of a set schedule, Suzuki's conjecture was solidified by a holographic message that appeared in front of him.

Destroy As Many As You Can!

A simple message by all accounts, but it caused the being in the Gladiator to burst with unabashed excitement, fingers rapidly clenching and releasing in turns. With an excited growl reminiscent of the King of Beasts, Suzuki shot into the room.

The Gladiator, katana drawn, skillfully deflected all pellets in its path before slamming into the crowd of robots. However, what the robots lacked in speed and strength, they more than made up for with intelligence. Unlike a mass mob that would try to squish the Gladiator between themselves, the robots quickly spread out, forming a dense net around their adversary. This was to reduce the chance of Suzuki using the meat (well, in this case, metal) wall as a shield from other attackers.

Suzuki, noticing their actions, inwardly shook his head with resigned acknowledgment. If the coalition forces that faced Razznik had done something similar, they might have lasted longer. They would still have lost, but not as poorly as they did. However, despite the strategy's apparent advantages, there was one major flaw. Which was, with the spaces between the robots, Suzuki had more room to maneuver, and at most, he would be facing at most three to four simultaneous attacks at any one second as long as he was always in motion.

There was a slight momentary pause as the robots stared down the Gladiator. Blade raised, Suzuki was as still as an immovable mountain, sound receptors at full power to catch even the slightest movement. 

The stalemate seized as a robot to his left dashed towards him with a two-meter long halberd in hand. Suzuki swiftly brought his blade down, its edge clashing with the halberd at an angle. With a slight jerk of the wrist, the halberd's momentum was redirected to his back, forcing another to retreat. Suzuki rotated towards the robot, dodging a downward swipe from another. Sparks flew as the missed strike slammed the halberd behind him to the ground. 

Not one to miss an opportunity, Suzuki's sword swung upwards, disconnecting the robot's hand from its halberd. The stunned robot was not allowed a moment to process the shock as Suzuki's left fist tore into its brain and permanently shut it down, and his tail launched the spear into the air.

Suzuki sheathed the katana, using his bare fists to redirect the outstretched blade of an onrushing robot blows such that it ended up in the chest of another to his right. Suzuki jumped onto the edge of the sword and grabbed the halberd he had launched earlier. Like a starved snake, the weapon emptied the heads of both robots before they could react.

The Gladiator dropped to the floor amidst the sparks, immediately flitting the attacking robots with the spear, the sound of its blade cutting through the air, akin to the shrill cries of dragons. 

The Gladiator's superior strength and speed were showcased in its entirety as it mowed down the robots with the ferocity of a lion and the agility of a tiger. 

However, despite its tenacity, the numbers it was up against were just too high. Soon enough, it was forced to endure ranged attacks to its rear from his blind spots. To deal with the increasing horde, its operator had no choice but to increase the active cameras. 

Suzuki faltered in his steps, nearly passing out as the cameras switched to give him a top-down, 360  o   view of the room. The robots did not miss this obvious chance. Suzuki's tail barely blocked a savage blow from a war hammer to his rear, bought the momentum still launched him off his feet. He winced as a colossal robot appeared in his vision and slammed its fists down on his exposed chest. 

Suzuki slammed against the floor with the impact of a bullet and reflexively gasped for air. His vision soon clouded as the robots piled on top of him one after another.





Watching this fight play out on the big screen was Yukino, whose eyes refused to blink in fear of missing a single moment of this extraordinary battle. Glancing at the profile of the young man displayed on her PDA, she once again was caught wondering just what the hell this Mato Suzuki was made of.

His Neuro-Sync Levels were a measly 180 N.S. Though this was much higher than the 130 N.S average, it was not as mind-blowing as those whose N.S levels were above 200. Yes, like Ms. Yokina Natsu. Now that was a real powerhouse with an N.S level of 230.

It had to be known that Neuro Sync Levels governed the assimilation strength between the Human Brain and External Electrical Impulses like those from the Virtual Gear and the Gladiator.

The lower the Sync level, the lower the Synchronization, and hence at high computing levels, players or users would begin to experience a 'time-lag' between their commands and actions. The higher the N.S level, the smaller the 'time-lag' experienced. Common sense dictated that those with higher Ns levels became better gamers and Gladiator pilots.

But why then was it that she had never seen anyone fight the way Suzuki did. At least, no one had used the Gladiators to its full potential the way she saw him use it. It was almost like the Gladiator was the only body he ever had. And as such, he was able to push its potential and even try to surpass it.

"No need to think too hard on it," Shouyou's cheeky voice fleeted into her ear as he showed up behind her and took her PDA hostage. "His ability isn't something you can measure with something like N.S."

Yukino reached for her device, but Shouyou kept it out of her reach with a mocking smirk. Irritated, she folded her arms with a pout. Still, her curiosity prevailed over her irritation. "What ability are you talking about."

Shouyou tapped his chin with a slight smirk as he watched the robots pile on the Gladiator. "If I were to use a word..." He cocked his head to the side and smiled at Yukino. "Adaptability?"

"...Huh?"





"Uack!" The miserable cry rang out in the training hall as a figure struck the wall and then weakly fell to the ground. Judging from how the other trainees in the hall ignored the young man's cry, it seemed to have become a regular occurrence.

The youth, a young 14-15-year-old boy, groggily rose to his feet, supported by an old worn-out wooden sword which he had remarkably refused to let go off. The youth, whose red eyes burned with undisguised rage behind a curtain of equally dark red hair, let out a desperate war cry as he charged at a disgruntled middle-aged man seated on the floor at the other end of the training hall.

The middle-aged man, garbed in a battle tunic, slightly shifted his battle-weary green eyes to glance askance at the youth before returning to the empty beer bottle before him. He distractedly scratched his thin beard as he muttered, "Gonna need to go bother Ol' Song soon. Think this was my last bottle." 

By this time, the young boy had reached a meter of him, and the wooden sword swung down without a hint of holding back. 

Without sparing the boy a glance, a repulsive force escaped the middle-aged man's body, immediately launching the boy across the hall once again, this time smashing against a wooden dummy. 

The boy let out a pained shout as several bones shattered on impact, but to the middle-aged man's shock, the boy once more stood up, the rage in those red eyes ever burning. His right hand, though trembling from the pain, still refused to let go of that sword. He shakily raised the sword and pointed it at the middle-aged man. "Teach me!"

This back and forth had been going on for over five days. The middle-aged man never believed there would be someone who could punish himself like this. He took a good look at the boy, and finally resignedly sighed. "Wipe the floor clean." At the boy's widened eyes, he added, "My name is Geni Yamato, but from now on, I am only Shishou* to you." He had expected some resistance, but to his surprise, the young man stood up and walked over to the closet from which he pulled out a broom. 

Since it was already close to closing time, there were next to no people left swinging their swords tirelessly at the mannequins. The young boy swept the over 50m X 50m hall all by himself, then arranged the practice swords and cleaned the hundreds of mannequins in the hall.

Yamato watched all these with a serene smile. This kid had tremendous will power. When the child was done, he beckoned him over. "I forgot to ask earlier. What is your name, and why are you willing to bear such pain for strength? For what do you seek strength?"

The youth's burning eyes fiercely met Yamato's with overwhelming drive behind them. "You can call me Razznik," he said as he lifted a training sword from the rack. "To answer your question: only living beings are permitted to feel pain." He raised the sword. "I do not live; hence I do not acknowledge pain. My sword is swung so that I might live..."





BOOM!!!

Yukino stared, mouth agape in shock as the dozens of robots that had been piling atop the Gladiator were suddenly blasted in all directions by an unseen force. She turned to Shouyou with surprise written all over her face. "Don't tell me... he could not have!?"

Shouyou gravely nodded as he passed her PDA back to her. "He activated it."





"That's right." Suzuki's voice echoed in the hall as the Gladiator rose to its feet. It had escaped the pile-up using a controlled magnetic burst, but the Gladiator took an hour to recharge it so the blast could not be used a second time. "I am not human." It stomped the halberd against the earth, its silvery sheen severely imposing against the dark Gladiator. "I should stop fighting like one." After a short pause, he instructed. "Activate Earth Pulse"

For the first time, a warning interrupted the commanded.

Warning:

The System Cannot filter data From Earth Pulse.

Brain Damage a Possibility.

Please Reconsider.

 

Suzuki ignored the warning. "Progress is impossible without risk. Proceed." 





Outside, Kimuri, while hiding his shock at the crazy bastard on the screen, happened to pick up on the administrators' conversations. Brows slightly furrowed, he peered over his shoulder and asked, "What're you guys talking about?"

Yukino cast Shouyou a scathing look, which he replied to with a shrug of his shoulders.

Shouyou sighed and shook his head with a small smile. "All matter on earth experiences a branch of magnetism called diamagnetism, a weak repelling force so tiny it is next to impossible to notice it in everyday life. It took a while, but we finally found a way to release a similarly weak pulse from a machine such that it could detect the movement of other materials in its vicinity that repelled this pulse."

"Like a radar?" Natsu offered, challenging eyes demanding an answer.

"If radars were a thousand times more sensitive, then yes, just like radar," Shouyou confirmed. "We decided to call the finished project Earth Pulse, an ability which allows Gladiators to constantly release weak pulses in a certain range to sense the movement of every particle that repels them." He cast a glance at the chibi who was biting her lollipop with a dark expression. "To put it in simpler terms, it can track every movement down to near molecular levels in its active range."

"How come we weren't aware of this?" 

Shouyou revealed a bitter smile as he inputted some instructions onto Yukino's PDA. "Unfortunately, this stream of information proved too heavy for regular humans to bear, but we noticed the burden lessens with improved NS levels. So we created King's Journey to boost the N.S level of the average person artificially."

Tsukuda adjusted his glasses, a slight frown between his brows. "Wait, so you're focus isn't only on us here in this compound? Are you actively raising the NS levels of all gamers worldwide? Why?"

Shouyou flashed a teasing grin at the youth. "You are not ready for that yet." 

"Noted." A cold voice brought the attention of everyone in the room to the young man rising from a recently opened pod. Suzuki wiped trickled of blood leaking from his nose as a pair of bloodshot eyes stared at Shouyou, not even sparing a glance to the others in the room. "When will I be ready?"

Shouyou's eyes twinkled with a strange light. The relationship between him and this child was too odd for others to understand. Although Suzuki had very few things he would enjoy more than socking Shouyou in the eye, there was also a tight bond of trust reserved for very few people in the child’s life. "I will let you know when you are ready."

"Noted," murmured Suzuki as he picked his shirt off the floor and put it on. He slung his bag over his shoulders and then walked to the door. However, a dainty hand stretched in front of him, and stopped him in his tracks.

Suzuki’s eyes traveled up the arm to the teenage girl barring his path. Eyes narrowed, he seethed, "Move."

Natsu's brows furrowed at his curt tone, but she swallowed her anger. "I believe it is only good manners to greet others, is it not?"

Suzuki snorted. "Do you greet everyone you see on the road? It's a wonder you get to your destination at all."

Natsu blinked, her tongue momentarily tied. She had not expected him to twist her words in such a manner. Luckily, she managed to recollect herself quickly and glared him down. "That is not the same thing."

"Whatever," Suzuki spat, his patience running thin, especially when he saw the others snake up behind him and form something of a circle, surrounding him. He glanced askance at Shouyou but was only mildly surprised to see that both he and Yukino had magically disappeared. Useless! That man was absolutely useless when it mattered! His eyes, still bloodshot from the backlash of Earth Pulse, carried a distinct murderous vibe to them as they rested on the young girl.

Suzuki knew her type. Rich, pampered brats who were used to things going their way and getting worshipped wherever they went. They loathed anyone doing better than them, and instead of trying to surpass them, they looked to bring down their opponents and suppress anyone who looked like they might have potential. Girls like this only made Suzuki appreciate the rare oddity that was Adachi Ayumi all the more. "Look, move out of the way, or I will make you move." 

Natsu balked. She momentarily paled, but only for about a second before her cheeks burned with red fury. "You would hit me!?"

Suzuki, whose irritation had begun to reach a bottleneck, growled in a low voice, "Give me a reason to!"

Natsu snapped. Her right arm instinctively swung towards his face.

Pa! Thud!

On one side, Tsukuda grabbed Natsu's hand in mid-swing, while Suzuki's outstretched fist as caught inches away from her cheeks by Kimuri, the man's arms shaking slightly from the considerable force.

"Natsu-san, please let me handle this," Tsukuda soothed as he cast a wary glance at Suzuki. Just now, if Kimuri had not acted on time, Suzuki would have sent Natsu flying before her palm ever reached his face.

Tsukuda did not know how he should feel about this young man's brutality.

"That was a little much, no?" Kimuri muttered as Suzuki withdrew his fist. "No matter what, she is still a girl."

Suzuki glared at him. "Live by the Sword, Die by the Sword. When I hit someone, I am prepared to get hit in return. I expect the same of others." His eyes narrowed. "Do you also want to block my way?"

Before Kimuri could reply, Tsukuda chuckled as he pulled Natsu away from the door. "No, no, you can go as you please." Tsukuda glanced at Kimuri, who understood his plea and retreated. "May I just ask for your in-game name?"

Suzuki glanced at him. "Is that what this is about?" He snorted as he walked past the door, his voice leaving a slight trail as he disappeared down the hall. "... Maggot ."

The young man did not care for the visibly confused crowd he left behind.





Two hours later, Suzuki stood at the center of his room, hands restlessly modifying the holographic models floating before him. As this was a critical period for Kashi, the young man, strapped for time, was forced to rush his experiments resulting in several failures. 

If Suzuki were not at Genaco and instead at home, he could never have afforded to waste so many materials with such reckless experimentation. But ever since upgrading to Level 6, he received a weekly stipend of over 400,000¥, allowing him to burn through cash without blinking an eye. Of course, this reckless spending could only be used while the game's real money trading system was still offline. The second Genaco opened the market; all the vast corporations would descend on the game with the force of several billions of dollars in investments. By then, every single Yen he could save would be of utmost importance.

The reason Suzuki did not bother saving at the moment was that to him, laying perfect foundations by taking advantage of the in-game simulator this early on was his only chance of fighting those mega-corporations in the future.

Suzuki gazed at the floating  [ Runes of Creation ] , his gaze so focused on transcribing some of the runes onto a floating gemstone, that he did not notice Jade stealthily slink into the room and take a seat on his chair. 

Jade sported a small grin as she watched him work at the stone with such rapt attention. As per usual, he worked bare-chested, furrowed brows and frustrated gaze providing such a stunning gap from his usually apathetic or irritated look—It was somewhat endearing. She then cast her gaze to the gemstone, trying to figure out what it was he was working on.

Suzuki, totally oblivious to her presence, stared at the stone then muttered, "Simulate charge and release. Calculate expected effective time period." His eyes held a slightly pleading look as the gemstone released white gas from itself, the density simulating cold mist. The mist was strongest within fifty centimeters, then completely ineffective at a meter. The simulation seemed to speed up, with floating numbers next to it rapidly climbing. 

Eventually, the mist retracted into the gemstone, and the numbers stopped climbing. The numbers read 230 Hours, 47 Mins, 12 Secs.

"Too inefficient," tsked Suzuki, eyes betraying his impatience. 

"What're you trying to do?"

"Create a cooling system," Suzuki answered. His eyes suddenly widened when he realized what just occurred. He turned to Jade with shock in his eyes. "When'd you get in?"

"Just a little while," Jade replied with a serene smile. She waved off his suspicious gaze, skillfully drawing his attention elsewhere. "You said you're trying to create a cooling system? For that project?"

Suzuki nodded, the previous issue tossed to the back of his mind. "I ran some simulations of extended or faster flights and found some issues. Several gear systems tend to overheat. I need a way to cool them down."

Jade glanced at the gemstone. "Were you going to apply cold air to them? That could be disastrous if frost forms on the gears."

Suzuki shook his head. "Nah, even I'm not that stupid. I was going to use a cooling water system. Saw it in a movie once. Problem is I need a way to keep the water cool. Unfortunately, if I were to use my current method, we would need to take them apart every few days just to recharge the gems. And that's with high-quality gems. The low-quality gems barely last a day." Suzuki snapped to Jade when he heard her chuckle. "What's so funny?"

"Haha," Jade giggled as she brushed tears from her eyes. "Nothing, nothing. You're just so different when you're working on something. You look like you can talk for hours on end." She sighed, her eyes shining brightly. "Kinda like my father."

Suzuki raised a brow. "How's he, by the way?"

"Dad?" Jade blinked. She tapped her cheek and cocked her head to the side. "Last I heard, he was bored, so he accepted the CIA's blackmail to work for them for a few years?"

Suzuki immediately regretted asking. This girl's family was far too messed up in the head for him to make heads or tails of them. 

Jade, oblivious to his feelings, pulled out a pair of Synth-gloves from the back pockets of her shorts and slipped them on. "More importantly, rather than trying to cool the water that way, have you considered absorbing the heat and transferring it outside the system."

Suzuki frowned. "Absorbing heat?"

Jade nodded, her eyes twinkling with the hidden joy of educating the young man on something. "Yeah, like in refrigerators. You didn't think fridges blow cold air, right? They would be a hell of a lot more expensive if that were the case."

Suzuki murmured. "Is that so? Ah, yeah, I remember something like that in physics class. Entropy, was it?"

"Close enough," Jade commended. "It's actually Enthalpy. More specifically, heat loss by Conduction. If you can find a way to absorb heat from water directly, it should be a much more cost-effective method."

Suzuki thought about it. The very first rune he had learned was the absorb rune. And though he had combined it with flame, water, sound, and air, he had never explicitly targeted an entity like heat. Did that even have a rune of its own? 

Suzuki searched through  [Runes of Creation]  and surprisingly found it close to the early pages under a list of runes titled :  [Nature Runes]

Luckily for him, this rune, despite its lofty title, did not seem to require too high a level to draw. Or at least that's what he thought. If it weren't for Rosario's Brush, he would have been forced to wait till he was at least Expert Runemaster before being able to draw this rune.

It took Suzuki a few tries, but he was finally able to create a hybrid rune from Heat and Absorb successfully. To his surprise, the Runes of Creation absorbed the rune immediately after creation. It seemed like the book recorded all runes in existence, including those created at present.

Jade snickered as she observed Suzuki apply the rune to a gemstone, which was then 'submerged into water.' Suzuki's fervent gaze was so hilarious that she had to resist the urge to reach up and pinch his cheeks.

Suzuki ignored Jade's gaze as he muttered, "Begin Simulation."

The first try, they were somewhat embarrassed because the gemstone kept absorbing heat until the water turned into an ice block. Lesson learned, Suzuki accepted Jade's advice to treat it as a programming model and find a way to add a conditional command, so it stopped cooling when it reached a specific temperature.

This lead to another series of wasted materials as the duo struggled to find a solution. Eventually, Jade suggested they make two different gemstones. One to cool, and the other to measure the temperature. This proved much more manageable and after a few more hours, they both fervently stared at the simulator with bloodshot eyes.

When the water-cooled at a steady 16  o  C, Jade erupted with a gleeful shout and jumped at Suzuki, who wrapped his arm around her tiny waist and spun around with absolute abandon. Only after a few seconds had passed did he realize what he was doing. 

Frozen in place, Suzuki awkwardly stared at the girl whose legs were wrapped around his waist. "Um..."

Jade, grinning at his expression that resembled a deer caught in headlights, could no longer resist. She gently bit down on his nose then squirmed out of his grip before he could react. Gazing at the shock in his face, she forced herself to hold down her laughter. Maintaining her cheeky grin, Jade strolled out of the room, calling over her shoulder, "Kashi's kept Lune-chan waiting long enough, don't you think?"

Suzuki stared at her retreating back, wondering what the hell the momentarily increased beating of his heart represented. 
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                15th   Muriel, 1093.

Within a dome of glass sat a cross-legged figure. Even breaths akin to those of a slumbering dragon echoed off the ice-colored walls. The figure's eyelids fluttered slightly, then opened to reveal a pair of blood-red irises from which boundless pressure escaped. Kashi took a deep breath, and the pressure significantly reduced as he released his breath. His gaze remained cold, but the suffocating presence had receded to its depths.

Kashi rose from the floor, tired bones creaking in protest from the move. He rotated his arms and neck and kicked forward to put those complaints to rest, then walked to the door. He placed a palm on the door, and it willingly pulled open to reveal someone at the other end who had been patiently awaiting his arrival.

Kashi bitterly smiled at the faint feeling of disappointment that arose within him. Was it because of Jade's last words to Suzuki? 

Zeing Ashqoj caught the expression that fleeted across the daeben's face. He grinned as he pushed off the wall he had been resting on, "Sorry to disappoint you."

Kashi resolutely kept a poker face, refusing to fall for the obvious trap. "Nothing of the sort. I am, in fact, delighted to meet you." Kashi held out his hand. "After everything I've done, I think it is fair to give me the next piece, right?"

Zeing's eyes flashed. "When did you realize?"

Kashi shrugged. "Since we fought. There are extremely few beings that can possess the power you have." Pointing at the dwarf's forehead, he continued, " Plus, there's the mark on your forehead. Though your nonchalant reaction to Aygor only confirmed my thoughts."

"HAHAHAHA!" Zeing threw his head back and laughed animatedly. "So I gave myself away! Good. Good!" With an air of over-familiarity, his left arm clasped round the daeben's neck and dragged him up the flight of stairs at the end of the corridor. "As you said, you do deserve the next piece, but I'll only hand it over on one condition."

Kashi frowned. He hated ultimatums, even if they were given by a being thousand times more powerful than he was. "What conditions?"

Zeing's right hand waved three fingers in front of the daeben. "For the next three months, devote three hours every day to me."

Kashi's brow rose. "Why?"

"Your martial art is terrible!" Zeing flatly stated. 

"That's bullshit," Kashi confidently retorted. Although he would not go as far as to call Suzuki and Razznik the strongest martial artists in their respective worlds, they had learned from various masters and fought multiple practitioners. 

Kashi had absorbed the styles of these two and even improved on them, so much so, the game system had created a brand new martial art as a result.

Zeing did not react to the daeben's tone, choosing only to continue with a smirk, "Heh, I don't know who your teachers are or were. I will admit that they must be a couple of capable bastards to have taught someone like you to such a degree. If I were to liken your teachers to a couple of exquisite paintings, you would be a rubbish mishmash drawing by an amateur who thinks that by haphazardly combining several original paintings, he can suddenly produce a masterpiece." Zeing stroked his beard, pleased with his genius in using the painting analogy. "As you are now, you surely have a lot of skills and are definitely a genius in combining them to suit your needs... but you lack an identity of your own."

"Identity?"

"Yes, Identity." The two men were so absorbed in their discussion; they ignored the dwarves they passed on their seemingly aimless walk. "A man's method of fighting speaks to his identity. It is a reinforcement of his ideals, one he can always call on amid battle. Tell me, what are your ideals? Are you a shield, protecting your allies from harm? A spear blinded by rage who seeks to destroy the enemy without regard to your own life? Do you fight to live, or live to fight? All these answers can be found within your fists." Zeing pointed ahead of them. "Look up."

Kashi realized he had been led to the surface. The pale moonlight illuminated the world, hundreds of erected lanterns bathing swathes of red earth in a fiery glow as humming dwarves went about creating new homes on the surface.

Zeing pointed at the earth. "You are like this land. Although you have erected sturdy walls to protect yourself from harm, you still lack an identity of your own. This land, like you, will only truly possess an identity when it has been filled with people and buildings. The arrangement of these buildings and the caliber of people are what will decide if it ends up as a behemoth, a giant turtle, or a great waste of space." A strange-looking piece of wood resembling a dead branch appeared in his outstretched hand. He handed it over to the daeben, then returned to the palace leaving behind the words, "Have you decided what you will fill your fists with?"

"What are my fists filled with?" Kashi muttered in a low voice, brows furrowed. Looking back, it was exactly as Zeing said. Suzuki's fists were filled with the desire to get stronger and live. This was why he sought stronger enemies but preferred to dodge and counterattacks rather than block or pre-emptively launch attacks. Razznik's, on the other hand, was filled with the desire to vent outrage on his surroundings without care for his wellbeing.

But what about Kashi? His love for fighting was inherited from Suzuki, and yes, he did use a bow, but his fights lacked an identity. There was nothing he could point to confidently and say that was the way he fought. One moment, he was an artillery shell launched into his enemies, the next, a slimy snake meandering around a battlefield, and another a stealthy archer. 

In some cases, these attributes would be praised as a sign of his versatility. But Kashi knew this was only in the case when the fighter willingly and consciously chose to be versatile. In Kashi’s case, he just happened to be an amalgamation of a mad, vanguard warrior and a cold, careful specialist and, as such, carried those attributes in him.

Kashi, the daeben, was yet to have an identity of his own. 

Unfortunately, any further pondering on the subject was interrupted by bubbles of warm yellow light akin to miniature suns that coalesced around the branch on Kashi's hand, gently lifting it, so it hovered in front of him.
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The other branch in Kashi's inventory appeared next to the other, wrapped in a similarly yellow blanket of light. The branches were blocked from view as the lights surrounding them turned opaque and formed a pair of large seeds. 

An enormous aura exploded from these seeds, forcing Kashi to shield his eyes from the sharp winds as he took several steps back. The suffocating aura was so large, it pierced through the ground and alarmed every being for several kilometers. Unconcerned by the commotion caused by them, the eggs slowly approached each other. 

A giant pillar of light erupted to the heavens, piercing through the skies the moment the seeds touched, announcing the birth of a Primordial weapon of the gods. Once again, several powers around Destia cast fervent gazes towards the east, where the pillar burned brightly against the rising sun as if to challenge its brilliance. 

If there were those unsure of what the  [ God's Apparition ]  meant, almost everyone understood the pillar of light represented the birth of a transcendental power or treasure. Regardless of which, numerous experts' eyes turned red as they made up their minds to travel east and find the sources of these back-to-back phenomena. 

Kashi had read enough light novels, Chinese Xianxia, and American comics to imagine the thoughts running through the experts' heads at that moment. However, rather than fear or hesitation, there remained only a slight smile on his face. He did not fear challenges. In fact, he only feared a lack of challenges. 

Zeing's parting words still lingered at the back of the daeben's mind after all. He guessed he might find his own identity during fights.

Kashi raised his right hand as the light pillar gently receded, leaving a beautiful wooden short bow about a meter in length to drop onto his palm. The simple bow did not have much in the way of aesthetics save for leaf patterns gently etched onto its frame, and pair of quilin heads that seemed to swallow the handle at either end. The daeben winced in pain as a torrential force burst out of the bow and into his bloodstream through his palm the moment it made contact. 

Kashi instinctively wrapped his fingers around the bow's handle even as the invading energy wreaked havoc on his insides. The mass crashed against his lungs, smashed his ribs apart, then attempted to barge into his heart with the aura of a general. 

Sensing the rude intruder, the Dragon Soul asleep within the daeben's heart awoke with a raging roar. Scales suffused with red lightning grew across the heart's walls, violently smashing the invading energy.

By this point, even Kashi, as strong as he was, dropped to a knee, blood seeping through several pores around his body as the ancient powers fought for supremacy over his heart. Kashi did not know why, but he felt he should neither release the bow nor allow himself to lose consciousness. Unfortunately, although he could complete the first with willpower alone, the game system had begun to force the unconscious state upon him as it felt this was too much pain for him to bear.

Kashi bit his lip to force himself awake, but he could not gather his scattering consciousness to focus on the pain. Severely weakened, the daeben could no longer hold himself up and fell towards the floor. Unexpectedly, rather than the expected hard ground, he collapsed into something soft.

"Why are you always covered in blood every time we meet?"

Kashi gazed up into the familiar pair of greenish-blue eyes but only managed a weak smile as Lunette sat on the floor and placed his head on her lap. She measured the unassuming bow around which his fingers maintained a death grip. "Are you not going to let that go? It seems to be hurting you." Kashi's stubborn gaze caused her to release a light sigh. "Fine. Who told me to fall for an idiot." 

Lunette’s resplendent smile, capable of brightening the darkest of days, was directed at the man on her lap as she resignedly began to sing a soft tune with a slightly quick tempo, not paying any attention to the curious dwarfs that had gathered around them. Luckily most of the Maggots were leveling by clearing out the monsters in the middle ring, or else Kashi would have died from Syel’s relentless harassment.
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Kashi suppressed a light moan as cool energy suffused through his veins, bringing along relief he could not put into words. Even the mass of energy smashing against his heart seemed to be affected by this energy, momentarily seizing its berserk nature. 

It paused, hovering silently above the heart, constantly watched by the wary dragon soul. Before Kashi or the dragon could wrap their head around its sudden change in attitude, it burst into countless tiny orbs, resembling winter snow. This time, despite the dragon's desperate efforts, the orbs gently phased through the electricity and scales like they weren't there.

Within Kashi's soul space, the dragon soul snarled at the light orbs raining down around it, but strangely no longer attacked. This was because the berserk intent from the energies was gone, replaced with a somewhat nostalgic warmth. It did not take long before an ocean of orbs formed around the dragon soul, which found the sea weirdly comforting.

RRRumble!

The dragon soul tensed and shut its eyes as the orbs simultaneously exploded with blinding bright light. It opened its eyes a moment later to fight itself in a small meadow with a thirty-meter tree at its center. Though it was confused about how the formless soul space suddenly had earth and sky, it strode towards the tree like it was the most natural thing in the world and lay beneath its far-reaching branches, then closed its eyes as it entered a deep slumber.

Unlike the serene dragon soul, Kashi, who was oblivious to the drama occurring in his heart, heaved a sigh of relief as a gentle force surged out of his heart, instantly repairing his broken bones and meridians. 

A portion of this energy traveled to Kashi’s brain while the rest settled in his eyes. When he finally opened them, a pair of red pupils swam about in an ocean of green.
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"You look happy," Lunette commented, inwardly heaving a sigh of relief as Kashi rose from her lap. No matter how thick her skin was, she was still sufficiently embarrassed by the gazes cast in their direction."You could say that," Kashi chortled, unable to hide the excited gleam in his eyes. Sitting cross-legged, he inspected the bow which had started all this.
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Kashi's grip tightened around the bow in shocked joy as he examined the options connected to the bow. This weapon was just too Over Powered! He could understand as it was a Unique Divine Level weapon, but still! With that attack power, he could confidently use this weapon till Level 150 and maybe even up to Lv.200 without an urgent need to swap weapons. 

With a satisfied smile, Kashi tried to store it in his inventory, the attempt foiled by a prompt questioning if he wanted it stored in his soulspace or his inventory. Kashi kept the bow in his soulspace, making a mental note to specify next time to avoid annoying pop-ups.

No sooner had the weapon disappeared from the daeben's hand did a shadow loom over him, blocking the moonlight. Kashi looked up to see Anton Xafier clad in a simple robe, smiling at him.

"The gods truly favor Kashi-dono," Xafier commented with a laugh as he extended his right hand, voice containing slight traces of envy. More importantly, however, Kashi noticed there was no trace of greed in his tone or eyes.

Envy was a natural human emotion to someone who had something you did not, so Kashi did not mind it at all. He accepted the dwarf's hand and rose to his feet, then turned and helped Lunette to hers before he joked, "With so much luck in such a short period, I fear I will be in for plenty of bad luck in the future."

Xafier snorted, "In your case, I feel bad for whoever is in charge of giving you bad luck. I fear he or she would only lament to the gods of your capabilities."

Lunette lightly shook her head as she watched these two grown men banter so childishly. "I will leave you two to your toys."

Kashi's heart jumped ever so slightly. Without even knowing why, he called out, "Wait, um—"

Lunette noticed the hesitation in his eyes and chuckled. "I am not going far. I am only assisting the dwarfs—"

Kashi's brow rose in confusion.

Xafier, realizing the misunderstanding, quickly moved to dispel it. "Ms. Falsetto's songs have a rejuvenating effect stronger than any potion we have. The workers usually take swap breaks to revel in her performances and regain their energy."

"Hey, no fair Xafier-san," Lunette pouted. She raised her right hand and flexed her non-existent muscles. Patting it with an indignant expression, she complained, "I do carry a block or two you, know? I am quite strong." Without waiting for Kashi's stunned expression to relax, she turned to the dwarfs who had gathered because of the pillar of light. "Okay, let's go back to work, shall we?" She walked down the steps, calling out to the daeben as she neared the bottom. "When you boys are done, you can come lend a hand too." 

Xafier chuckled, "We will keep that in mind, Ms." Casting a gaze at Kashi, he smirked, "The gods truly bless Kashi-dono."

Slightly embarrassed, Kashi quickly changed the topic. "Was there a reason you came to find me?"

Xafier's smile stiffened, his eyes growing cold. "There is someone I think you would like to meet."

Sensing the sudden change in the dwarven king’s aura, Kashi was intrigued. "Who?"

"The traitor of our people and chief researcher under Froy. He is called Jerxas."
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                Merriheim's Left Claw.

15th   Muriel, 1093.

Under the pale moonlight, the crashing of waves against the shore punctuated the back and forth pacing of an irritated figure on the hard earth, periodically cursing under his breath. At least a thousand men in black armor stood silently between him and the river, postures so rigid one could be forgiven for mistaking them for statues. 

The figure's steps paused, flaming red eyes, revealing an impatient spark as they gazed toward the horizon where several silhouettes appeared on an overlooking hill. The sparks cooled somewhat as a sultry figure wrapped her arms around him from behind. 

"These fools were hesitating for so long," Larsial commented with a slight smirk, purple eyes drawn to narrow slits as she peered at the approaching army, "but the second the  [ Pillar of Creation ]  shows up, they rush forward so gleefully."

Ruse snorted, arms folded. "Hmph, human greed remains the greatest motivator." A slight smile played on his lips as he considered the irony of this situation, "I owe that stupid daeben a debt. Without him, it would have taken longer to unite this forsaken land. After all, we cannot indiscriminately kill anymore." 

"The last generation had all the fun," Larsial pouted as she rubbed her cheeks against Ruse's. "Our generation's relying too much on subterfuge and tricks."

Ruse chuckled as his mood lifted. "Funny you would say that. Is it not precisely because of our paradigm shift that you have swiftly climbed the ranks? If I had not become a primate just before the war ended, I would have stalled like all major combat-related professions right now."

"Hehe," Larsial chuckled, though the laughter did not reach her eyes, which were peeled at the approaching figures. 

Sheri Orthana led the nearly three-four-thousand strong army, a provoking glint in her gaze. Unfortunately, her army heavily paled compared to the thousand-strong army behind Ruse, resembling more a band of mercenaries than the well-drilled machine-like structure of the men behind the Primate. 

Ruse did not pay any attention to the approaching halben. Her desire to show off her prowess was an utterly repulsive sight for someone with real power like himself. "Speaking of subterfuge, what have you gathered on the daeben?" Ruse's demanding tone displayed his complete belief in her abilities.

Larsial, who recognized this, grinned as she released her hold around his neck and stood to his side. "My friends witnessed the birth of the weapon. It seemed to be a bow containing tremendous power. Unfortunately, he has not used it in real combat yet, so I cannot guess their properties."

"Any changes to the walls?"

"No changes," Larsial confirmed. "There does not seem to be anything special about them aside from being extremely thick. It would take a lot for a regular army to break through." She cast an admiring gaze at the Primate. "A normal army, of course."

"And his companions?" Ruse asked, her face darkening as he remembered the blue-haired beauty who pushed his clone to its death.

Larsial's eyes narrowed. "The songstress has been assisting the construction workers with her songs. The blood mage, electric healer, assassin, and swordswoman have been clearing out the monsters in the middle ring with help from Asha's army."

"Asha?" Ruse's brow rose slightly. "She is still with them? Don't tell me she is joining his side?" He frowned, considering the consequences of such a possibility. "I knew this daeben was strong, but it seems we have to reevaluate him. He seems to possess leadership qualities too. Even more than strong individuals, it is leaders we need to fear the most."

Larsial still had some choice words, but she had to keep them to herself as their guests had finally arrived within hearing distance. Even though there was still over fifty meters between them, Larsial was well aware of the opposite halben's sharp senses.

Sheri Orthana, who had no way of knowing what the previous conversation was about, trembled slightly at Ruse's rage-fueled dark gaze. She could only assume it was as a result of their delay. Hence, although she did not like it, she had the army stand in place and then approached the Primate with five chiefs who lorded over the largest tribes on Merriheim's left claw. Bowing slightly, she greeted, "Sheri Orthana greets the Primate."

Although he was still in a terrible mood, Ruse recognized his need for these riff-raffs. "No need for pleasantries." Eyes narrowed, he continued in a biting tone. "Since you people have finally pulled yourselves together, we will set off immediately. Remember, two weeks from now, you will attack the dwarfs from the north with everything you have. My troops will assault from the south. Larsial will dispense the details."

With these words spoken, Ruse flourished his sleeves and walked towards the river without another word. The black-armored soldiers moved as one unit, systematically parting to let him pass, then closed up without ever breaking his stride.

Just when Orthana was about to ask where Ruse was going, Larsial smirked and snapped her fingers. Immediately ten massive galleons seemingly appeared out of nowhere, moored gently on the ocean. Several workers peered down from the sailboats at Orthana’s army with cold eyes, evidently regarding them with disdain.

The galleon-sized Deathsowrn sailboats seemed to have been built around the ribcages of massive beasts. They emitted haunting, intimidating auras that suffocated most of Orthana's army from a considerable distance. 

Even worse, the Deathsworn Ruse headed toward was clearly at least twice the size of the others and exuded even worse baleful aura. Orthana and her army could not understand how anyone could continuously live on those boats. If it were not for the promise of riches, many would have already fled.

Orthana struggled but managed to stifle the pressure from the boats. She cast a displeased gaze at Larsial, cursing this crazy bitch. It was apparent they were not warned on purpose! 

Larsial smirked, not paying any attention to Orthana's displeased expression. She clapped her hands together and muttered a short incantation. When she opened them a moment later, a small, dark, strange bird nestled on her palm. Its beady gaze examined Orthana, then with a happy chirp, it hopped onto her shoulder. 

"That is my familiar," Larsial lazily explained. "Use it to contact me if you ever need to speak to either the Primate or myself." She then proceeded to dispense all the intel she had gathered on the dwarfs in the past week. "Whenever you are ready, you can share yourselves among the sailboats. Excluding the sailors, each boat can hold roughly five hundred men. How you share yourselves is none of my business."

Orthana bit her lip as Larsial disappeared in a puff of smoke, the Chaos army boarding the flagship with calm, unhurried but purposeful steps, each stomp on the earth akin to a gong of death. She hated this feeling of weakness and helplessness that was forced upon her whenever she appeared before these people. Just look at how Larsial openly placed a spy on her shoulder with a smile that said,  'I am watching your every move. You know I am, but what can you do about it?'

Orthana knew she was out of her league. There was no way she could beat these people as she was now—but just wait. Her gaze turned vicious as she glared at the sailboats. Orthana had managed to unite the tribes, if only temporarily. And, she was confident she could bend them to her will within a short period. Once she accomplished that... hmph, they would see who the true ruler of Merriheim was. 

As for that daeben, with both Orthana and Ruse attacking, he was already as good as dead. Her gaze cold, she split the army into smaller units among the chiefs and had them board the remaining nine sailboats. 

This procedure minimized loss in case one sailboat fell during the journey. After all, though the rumors praised Deathsworn ships, until she sailed across herself, there was no way to be sure of the chance of error.

Calmly seated upon a magnificent throne on the quarterdeck, Ruse cast his gaze upon the quartermaster and nodded. The quartermaster, in turn, nodded at a dark mertian garbed in loose-fitting garments but exuding an air of confidence. His place by the wheel marked him as the ship's captain.

The captain grabbed the wheel, deep sunken eyes looking beyond the horizon to their eventual destination. "Alright gents, we're running da beast's belly once again. We got royalty on board, so I wanna see ya very best. We good? Great! Now, raise anchor! Lower the sails. We set off."

Accompanied by loud shouts as the quartermaster detailed the commands to the sailors, massive sails the color of night descended from their moorings, the captain guiding the sailboat as the river's tide summoned it deeper into its embrace.

Aboard one of the smaller galleons, Orthana stood at the cathead, gaze locked on the massive flagship ahead. Fingers tracing the contours of a gemstone hidden within her sleeves, the edge of her lip slightly rose with a vicious glint.  ‘ Just you wait. I'll take care of both of you during this trip. ’





Aygorzi

Unaware of the approaching danger, Anton Xafier led Kashi through a series of beautifully crafted tunnels while discussing the dwarfs’ possible future paths. It had to be said that Xafier placed an obscene amount of trust in the daeben, taking each one of his suggestions to heart. 

Even if, in the end, Xafier did not implement some of them, that would only be after seriously weighing pros and cons. For his part, Kashi did not dare raise too many requests or guidelines on the city’s future. This was because he understood better than most how weak he was in politics and actual governance. 

Of course, when it came to a general direction which the city should head towards, he already had multiple ideas which he and Xafier debated as they walked. If it were to be put in real-world terms, Kashi was the Steve Jobs to Leila's Wozniak. He outlined the direction they should head toward and fought to create the possibility of success, but the little details would be left to the professionals like Leila to handle.

It was a delicate balance that worked so well because of the two leaders' personalities. Unlike other guilds where one person wished to hoard all the power even if he was not skilled in one department or another, the Hopeful Maggots had no qualms sharing power amongst its members to ensure optimal functionality. 

This, Razznik had learned from Aileera after watching her guild rise from the bottom even though she started  King's Journey  when most major guilds were already established.

Kashi shook his head with a wry smile. If the gaming community knew Leila was Aileera, the Hopeful Maggots would have two immediate outcomes. Experience a massive influx of personnel regardless of requirement stringency, then suffer joint attacks from all nearby guilds who would want to prevent that demoness from acquiring too much power before it was too late.

Kashi pushed these thoughts to the back of his head as they entered the dungeons and approached a cell at the very end. Kashi glanced at the cells they passed, which were packed with remnants of the Chaos Order who had luckily survived the arena massacre. "Have you decided what you want to do with these people?"

"Haven't decided yet," Xafier replied with a hopeless shrug of his shoulder. "Most of them are locals who turned to the Order for jobs during these hard times. We are no better, so I cannot in good conscience condemn them to death." Xafier chuckled as he embarrassedly scratched his cheek. "Even without that, we dwarfs are not really in the business of killing captives, which is why we have the current limbo. We cannot release them, but can't kill them either."

"You could always put them to work as a chance to earn back their freedom," Kashi suggested. Regardless of their loyalty or not, the daeben was aware of humanity's desperation for freedom. These prisoners could easily be considered free labor... well, not entirely free. That would be slavery. *Cough* Yes, their salary was their promised freedom. Yeah, this way, they could be considered interns.

"That's a great idea," Xafier seconded after a brief hesitation. "Most of these men are only desperate locals with low positions, so their sense of loyalty should be next to nothing. Alright, we'll implement your idea with a small number first and see how it goes." 

At this point, they stopped before a tiny cell where a disheveled figure sat murmuring incoherent nonsense. Xafier's eyes turned colder than the daeben had ever seen as he glared at the figure within the cage. "This policy only applies to outsiders. If you find no use for this man, I will immediately order his execution."

Kashi was intrigued by this Jerxas, who could elicit such an intense hatred from the amicable Xafier. The daeben approached the cell and knocked on the bars. Even Kashi, who, considering his two other lifetimes, had seen a lot, could not help but swallow a cold breath as the disfigured figure shuffled into the light and glared at him. 

Jerxas' good eye glared at the daeben with impatient suspicion. "Who the fuck are you?"

Kashi's gaze remained level, not offended in the slightest by the dwarf's brash tone. "The man who will decide your fate: life or death. You have thirty seconds to prove your worth."

Jerxas' hate-filled gaze burned at the daeben, but upon seeing no reaction, he turned to Xafier. "What kind of game are you playing here!? Fuck, if you think I'm going to beg for my life, you two idiots can go blow each other."

Xafier's lips pressed in a cold smile. He did wish this fool would keep this up. That way, he would get to watch his head roll on the floor.

"Twenty seconds," Kashi's even voice sounded out.

Jerxas's eye twitched. "To hell with you!" 

"Ten seconds."

"Fuck you!"

"Five—"

"Shit, if only I found out how effective Nadir was, I could have completed my magic armor research."

Kashi's eyes shone with an imperceptible glow. "Congrats on choosing the path of life." The daeben inwardly smirked, once again awed by the arrogance of dwarfs. Even a plea for life carried so much brass with it.

Jerxas secretly heaved a sigh of relief, but his glare remained firm on the surface. "Hmph. I have given too much to my research to perish here. I don't care who I work for as long as I can continue my research."

"That won't do," Kashi refuted with a shake of his head. "My guild only takes people with complete loyalty."

"Then you might as well kill me," Jerxas huffed as he sat down, a slight trace of weariness flitting through his gaze. "I refuse to lie. If I get a chance to betray you to save my life, I will do so without regret or consideration."

Kashi's brow rose in confusion as he turned to Xafier.

"He's a traitorous asshole, murderer, and animal," Xafier explained with a solemn gaze. "But an honest one. He never lies, for better or worse. It is only because of his honesty I decided to give him a chance if he could convince you." A cold glint flashed through his eyes as he glared at the dwarf. "However, it seems that is not to be the case."

Kashi nodded then turned back to Jerxas, newfound respect in his eyes. "If you could bring an armor to life, it shows you are indeed a grandmaster in rune inscriptions and have a deep understanding of how the soul works. I could use someone like you at my side, but even with all these attributes, I still place loyalty above all." 

Kashi frowned as if pondering a severe problem. "However, since I really want you in my guild, I have to create a situation in which your life is never in danger. I cannot promise that, which is essentially leaving an exposed dagger that could stab me in the back at any time." Kashi took a deep breath as he contemplated his options. Eventually, he gave in to his impulse with a sigh. "My only other option is to make you swear your loyalty, but I know that will be the hardest thing to do to someone like you. Hence..." Kashi summoned the  [Runes of Creation]  and flipped through its pages, displaying their contents to the resigned dwarf. "How ab—"

BANG!

Jerxas slammed against the bars, his eyes glued to the swiftly flitting pages. "Serve! I will fucking serve you! Fuck, I will be your fuckboy if you want! Just let me take a glance st those pages!" The dwarf's bloodshot eye and desperate tone resembled a junkie with a shot of cocaine just barely out of his reach.

Satisfied, Kashi revealed a pleased smile as he shut the tome and glanced at the desperate dwarf. "Do you swear loyalty?"

"Loyalty?" Jerxas released an echoing laugh that reverberated around the dungeon. He revealed a terrifying toothy grin as he pledged, "As long as you live, my life and purpose will always belong to... what's your guild's name again?"

Kashi scratched his chin. "Hopeful Maggots..."

"..."

The two men just stared at each other, one hoping it was a joke, and the other wishing it was only a joke.





Two days later, Kira sat on the floor by Kashi's side, as he, Otto Knutsen, and Jerxas squabbled over several detailed blueprints, each providing their viewpoints on areas that could be improved or scrapped. When Jerxas first appeared, there was a huge dust-up as Knutsen, and the Hands ganged upon him, intending to take his life quickly. 

Luckily, Kashi was present and managed to diffuse the situation after taking full responsibility for the most hated dwarf in the vicinity. Apparently, several dwarfs had their souls forcibly extracted by the soul stones Jerxas had been researching without his knowledge. Although he later found out and demanded only outsiders be used, the damage had already been done. The dwarfs could not forgive Jerxas for working with the Chaos Order.

Kashi, after hearing this, realized he would have his work cut out for him in ensuring Jerxas stayed alive. If he didn’t need Jerxas' expertise for several projects the city needed to begin functioning, he would have had him shipped him off to Suvron's gate to begin research on the teleport stones at its basement.

Thankfully, it seemed that having continuous breakthroughs in research was far more pleasing to the craftsman dwarfs than their hatred for Jerxas, allowing them to function optimally at least while in the workshop. 

Kashi finally understood why dwarves usually surpassed every other race in terms of craftsmanship. Crafting was so deeply engraved in their bones that they were capable of working with even their worst enemies for the sake of breakthroughs—unlike humans and elves who would fight each other for recognition, power, and praise.

Kashi bid goodbye to the debating dwarfs who barely acknowledged his departure, then headed to the arena with Kira, where a particular immortal dwarf was waiting to pound them into pieces for three hours.

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 119: Train Hard, Grasshopper

    
    
    
    
                ???

Somewhere in the world, the sun slowly crawled up the sky, basking a mountainous region filled with sprawling rocky mountains, hills, and thousands of calamitous monsters continually fighting for supremacy and survival. Strangely, these monsters, as if by tacit agreement, kept a wide berth around a particular hill punctured by numerous tunnels in its sides that made it resemble a beehive. 

The hill wasn't the largest in the vicinity, nor was it overly imposing. In fact, it was relatively small compared to the other mountains in the area, but something about it evoked awe in the monsters that caused them to keep a respectful distance, even when fleeing for their lives from predators.

Shockingly, a red-haired figure stumbled out from one of the numerous tunnels, cutting an incredibly disheveled form. It seemed he once wore armor, but it had been smashed into multiple pieces, leaving only a small breastplate to protect his heart. 

Blood and pus oozed out from cuts so deep, the white of his bones could be seen. His once magnificent ax had shattered to pieces, leaving only the shaft to which he fastened massive bone claws and teeth to form a makeshift spiked mace. 

Hektor grimaced as a massive red dragon landed on the hill, eyes peering silently as his sorry state. It raised a claw and tapped his forehead, causing him to faint as he recalled the beginning of this nightmare.





Five Days Earlier

After dropping Zuri off, Hektor was forced to resist the urge to throw up as Rider's dragon swiftly sped through the sky, easily smashing through the sound barrier. If it weren't for Rider erecting a barrier to block the incoming wind, the young man would have easily been blown off. Thankfully, after the initial burst of acceleration, the dragon flew at a quick but steady pace allowing the young man's body to settle.

The whole time they traveled, neither Hektor nor Rider spoke a word, the two preoccupied in their thoughts. At least until the dragon descended below the clouds, allowing Hektor to view a massive body of water that seemed to have no end despite how fast they were going. Hektor's eyes widened in shock as he stared at the body of water with wide eyes. As far as he knew, there was no body of water this large in the entirety of Destia. 

Which left only one option…

Hektor swallowed huge spittle as he realized the terrifying truth. They were flying over the Forever Sea!!! A conjecture further strengthened as they passed over numerous islands, some small, others almost half the size of Rosendun.

Hektor turned to Rider, whose gaze remained fixed on the horizon without a single change to his expression. It was clear that this was an everyday occurrence to the immortal. Hektor once again swallowed hard, trying to mentally gauge how strong this man must be to cross the Forever Sea with such leisure easily.

All questions remained stuck in Hektor's throat, however, as Rider announced, "We're here."

Hektor turned his gaze to a rapidly approaching island filled with numerous mountains, hills, and several monsters he was sure could use his bones as toothpicks. "...Where is here?"

"Drake's Grotto," said Rider, a slight smile on his face. "Skyrm once banished Razznik here to train before their final fight. Aren't you pleased? You'll get to undergo the same training regimen as the one who grew to become the Destroyer."

Hektor could not hide the excited gleam in his eyes. Who was the Destroyer? Razznik was a mere mortal who trained until he got powers sufficient to challenge and usurp the gods. Though no one would openly admit it, many warriors admired the madman's prowess and used him as a yardstick to motivate themselves when things seemed tough.

Unfortunately, the legends did not tell of the self-torturous methods the madman used to reach his position. Else, dread would have filled Hektor rather than joy. No matter, it was only a matter of time before he discovered the truth with his own body.

The dragon descended upon a conspicuous hill filled with numerous holes. Hektor and Rider jumped down from its back, the latter gazing upon the mountain with a hint of nostalgia. With a vicious smirk, he suddenly grabbed Hektor's right arm in a vice grip before the young man could react. "Before we start, I must get rid of your crutch," Rider proclaimed as tiny mandalas appeared on elongated nails on his right hand, which he stabbed into Hektor's, ignoring the young warrior's screams.

"What do you think you're doing?" A cold voice questioned, as a blade's edge pressed against Rider's throat from behind. "Do not overstep your bounds," Sram warned, eyes burning. "You might not be able to die, but I can make you wish for death."

"Of this, I have no doubt," Rider replied with an even tone, even as the mandalas formed a sealing tapestry that spread around Hektor's right hand. "But unless you wish to stifle this child's growth, you would understand why he cannot become overly reliant on your power."

Sram snorted, the blade disappearing from the vampire's neck. "You are a million years too young to lecture me on how to train warriors." She cast a reluctant gaze at the youngling. She understood where Rider was coming from, but it had been centuries since she found a suitable champion. 

Sram did not want Hektor to have an untimely death, but at the same time, she knew better than most that as he got stronger, the foes he faced would also be increasingly insidious and vicious. 

If Hektor was overly reliant on her power, he would eventually fall. Even Razznik sealed his magic and potions before descending into Drake's Grotto as he understood the need for real danger to stimulate a swordsman’s senses.

With a huff, Sram disappeared, leaving her cold voice behind, "He is mine. You had better treat him with care."

"I intend to," Rider muttered as he gazed at the youth whose screams had finally seized. His right arm, where Suvron's mark lay, was covered in what seemed to be tattoos of chains. It was apparent what had occurred. Rider had sealed the Sram’s Mark.

Although Hektor was simmering with rage, he knew he stood no chance against this man. He was brash, but not stupid. Oblivious to the conversation between Rider and Sram, he demanded, "Was there a point to this?"

Rider smirked. "You'll find out eventually. For now, listen." Rider pointed at the tunnels at the side of the hill. "Every day, you will venture down the tunnel assigned to you by Xala. You will remain down there, slaying as many monsters as possible until you are instructed to return. Upon which, you will return to the surface for healing."

Hektor rose a brow. "Healing?"

"The beasts down there are all descendants of dragons which have the noble blood flowing within them, but failed to accomplish that final step in evolution to become a true dragon." Rider cast the youth a pitying gaze. "They are fiercely territorial and aggressive. Frankly, as you are now, it will be a miracle if you descend past the first floor alive."

"Wha—"  Boom!

The protest died in the young man's throat as he was blasted into a tunnel by the vampire. 

Rider turned to his partner of a thousand years, revealing a rare warm smile as he patted her snout. "I'll leave him in your care." The dragon, Xala, spat out a mouthful of air that brushed past the vampire, engulfing him in its cold embrace. With a laugh, Rider launched into the air, mighty wings carrying him high above the clouds as he made his way back to Destia.

Meanwhile, within the tunnel, Hektor grimaced as he got to his feet... only to come face to face with a pair of glowing yellow orbs belonging to an earth dragon the size of four horses. And thus, with a roar which accompanied the young man's cry as a boulder slammed into him, the torture of Hektor’s lifetime began.

Several days later, Hektor no longer flinched when Xala's nail tapped his forehead. Following the tap, he was engulfed by a warmth that instantly healed all the injuries on his body. This procedure had repeated countless times in the past five days.

Kashi would head down the tunnel assigned by Xala, where he would encounter different types of half-dragons with different magic and abilities. He would be forced to consider their attributes and potential skills as he fought while keeping his injuries to a minimum. When he Xala deemed him 'damaged enough,' she would summon him back to the surface via a sharp pain in his head. At which point, he would have to drag his mangled body back the way he came to get healed.

Annoyingly, Xala did not give Hektor a moment to rest. Once she finished healing him, she blasted him back into a tunnel to repeat the process all over again.

Since no meals were prepared, Hektor had taken to feasting on the remains of the half-dragons, choosing to eat them raw since flames in the semi-lit caverns/tunnels was a beacon for trouble. 

However, despite all the detriments, Hektor could feel himself getting stronger and sharper. His reflexes also grew faster than ever. He did not know what Rider was trying to accomplish or how this was supposed to turn him into a dragon knight. But as he descended into the depths, slaying the beasts with increasing ease, he recalled the scene of the blood swordswoman and white-haired vampire wreaking among the Chaos Order, and vowed that at the very least, he would get stronger. Strong enough to stand by Kashi’s side!





Nama Woods,

15  th   Muriel, 1093.

A little furry squirrel lazily yawned as it crawled out of its nest in a hollow tree, brushing its ears as the early morning rays peeked through the tightly bound tree branches. The squirrel, raring to take on the new day and finally get its hands on those nuts on the south side tree, eagerly bounded down the tree trunk. 

Successfully meandering through the forest without any major interruptions, it finally reached the elusive south tree with the largest nuts it had ever seen. Excited, it scampered up the tree, using everything it had learned as it jumped from one branch to another, avoiding the trunk which had poisonous moss growing on its side. Today seemed to be its lucky day as it managed to scale all the branches without falling once. Finally, it came face to face with the magnificent acorns of its dreams. 

Rustle!

Unfortunately, before it could even grab hold of it, the leaves on the branches of the neighboring tree suddenly shook. The squirrel's fur stood on end, petrified as a black, panther-like creature with six legs pounced. The squirrel could not believe its bad luck! It should have stayed at home with its small, but reliable acorns... WHY DID IT COME OUT!?

Surprisingly, however, just as the squirrel was performing its last rites, the Shadohog jumped past it, clear traces of panic in its eyes. The shadohog had not a moment to spare. There was no way it was going to waste any precious seconds on the squirrel.

Just as the squirrel was wondering what could have made the intimidating creature so scared, a mass of black shot out of the branches, swiftly pursuing the shadohog while laughing hysterically. 

The little squirrel, disbelieving its own eyes, rubbed them, but in the end, the sight remained the same. A human* child was chasing down the beast, rushing through the forest branches on all fours like a veteran monkey or leopard, her gaze no less savage than the creature she was chasing down.

In just as much disbelief as the little squirrel was Rider who sat with Fladnag under Yanakal's branches. The trio watched a magically conjured sphere that showed the young girl in action.

"Was the [Beast Soul Possession] this perverse?" Rider asked, not trusting his memory on the subject.

"Hmph, no amount of soul possession could teach this amount of savagery," Fladnag snorted.

"Indeed, I feel this child is of the forest," Yanakal agreed. "Rather than training, it would seem you have returned her home."

Rider was dumbstruck. Indeed, watching this young girl freely swing between branches, race snakes, and contend with Balugras for territory, he could not help but feel like she was indeed a resident of the forest. "Regardless, she will eventually return to the daeben's side."  Before then, I must have her inherit my Werewolf lineage.

"Fufu, my eyesight's still the best," Fladnag shamelessly self-praised. "See how you guys are all scrambling over my cute protegee."

Rider held his tongue. Sometimes he was wondering what the goddess' criteria were when she chose her champions. One was a battle junkie, the other bat-shit crazy, the rest  unique  in one way or another. Sometimes he felt more like a babysitter for six extremely powerful, entitled brats then a powerful immortal being.

Rider shook his head as he rose to his feet.

"Leaving so soon?" Fladnag enquired with a slight frown. "You just got here. You should learn a thing or two from Bert and learn to relax a little."

"I will consider that when you leave this forest of your own accord," Rider countered, secretly pleased as Fladnag visibly shrunk into his chair. 

"Rest is overrated," Fladnag fumbled. 

With a slight smirk, the vampire bowed slightly at Yanakal. "I'll leave her in your able hands. I should be returning in a few weeks." With those words, he took to the skies, strangely flying towards the continent's center.





Aygor's Citadel

Kashi and Kira breathed heavily, their sorry figures laying in depressions in the arena's earth. A few meters from them, Zeing chuckled as he stomped the ground, causing slabs of the earth to shoot up from beneath the duo and force them to their feet.

"Not bad," Zeing praised. "You have improved, if only by a fingernail's length. Keep this up, and you might truly find your path." Leaving these words behind, he jumped onto the spectator seats then disappeared into one of the exit tunnels.

Immediately the miniature hulk was gone, Kashi fell back to the earth, Kira not faring any better than he was. 

Kashi turned to the one creature who had followed him since the very beginning. "Hey, do you know who I am?"

"Who you are?"  Kira's disdainful voice reverberated in the daeben's head, filling him with a sense of nostalgia. "Why are you asking such a stupid question?"

"You heard the big guy," Kashi patiently explained. "He says I'm a jack-of-all-trades with no identity of my own."

"What is wrong with being someone who can do everything?" Kira asked. "Besides, the only person who should tell you what you should be is you."

Kashi remained silent, eyes on the rocky ceiling above. Eventually, he whispered with an exasperated sigh. "That's just the thing. I do not know what I should do."

Kira gazed at the daeben for a moment, then snorted in disgust. "You are thinking too hard, trying to be deep and emotional." She placed a massive paw on his face. "That has never been you, so stop pretending."

Kashi raised a brow, his chuckle muffled by the paw on his face. "I'm pretending?"

"Keep it simple," Kira said, ignoring his remark. "Think about the things, objectives, and people around you. Rank them in order of importance, ask yourself what you would do and how far you would go for each of them. You will find the answer to who you are and what you should strive toward in there."

Kashi was unconvinced, but he took her words to heart. Rosario's Brush appeared in his hand as he got to his feet. "I will carefully consider your words," he solemnly promised as the two exited the arena. "I'm going to continue with the painting. Are you planning on following me?"

Ever since he saw the prompts he gained from the second ancient piece, Kashi devoted a few hours a day to working on a certain painting. Even though three days had passed, he was no closer to completing it, which was a testament to just how massive this particular painting was and how much attention to detail Kashi paid this painting. So far, though, only Kashi, Kira, and Lunette were aware of the painting since it was locked within the glass dome.

"Naturally," was Kira's tacit reply.





Within the inner ring, where the dwarfs and selected outsiders would be living, several warriors systematically plowed through unlucky monsters caught within the construction zone. The procession was lead by Shoko, whose blade easily reaped the lives of every monster it came across.

However, those who knew her well would find something odd or very strange about her movements.

The same applied to the white-haired blood mage who was weirdly obediently acting as a mage should, supporting the advancing warriors with long-range spells to avoid any significant damage coming his way. He was still quite effective, most monsters perishing in short periods, but the other people watching could not shake off the discomfort caused by his obedient attitude.

A strange bird perched atop one of the walls silently watched these proceedings, unaware of the shadow hidden directly beneath the wall, silver eyes gazing coldly at it.

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 120: The Red Mage Returns

    
    
    
    
                Aygorzi

18th   Muriel, 1093.

With a low rumble, the doors to the exclusive glass dome swung open, announcing the exit of its current occupants: Kashi and Kira, in a smaller direwolf size (just about reaching Kashi's chest). The daeben, who had been in an in-depth discussion with Kira over the direction his painting should go, raised a brow in surprise at the dwarf resting against the opposite wall, a massive mallet by his side, evidently having waited for a long time.

Yngvar Kernode, leader of the warrior clan and principal chief of security, pushed off the wall with a humph as he approached the daeben. Albeit hostile, his gaze held a hint of grudging respect, a luxury rarely afforded any not of the dwarfs. He measured the daeben with his eyes as he questioned, "Are you aware of a man called Absalon?"

Rather than be offended by the hostility, Kashi chose to focus on the respect in the dwarf's tone, answering amicably, "Yes, I am aware. He is a general in my guild."

Yngvar nodded. He lifted the mallet and balanced it on his right shoulder. "Follow me."

Kashi was mildly surprised to see Paaie Nilsen and Ulla Tav join them as they exited the palace. Both women were garbed in tough, practical leather armor most likely crafted from some Level 100 monsters. Unlike the more revealing styles of other races, these women looked more battle-ready than most male warriors. It was a look the daeben knew the player community would not take to, but he had to admit there was a renegade beauty to their simplicity. 

Kashi made a mental note to ask the craftsmen in his guild to make some practical armor for women. After all, no rule stated that female warriors must wear nonsensically revealing attire. 

Of course, that did not mean the Maggots would completely do away with revealing armor. There was a substantial market for a good reason.

"Paaie (pay) Nilsen and Ulla Tav," Yngvar introduced as they walked to a post where several igudas were tied. "Responsible for internal security and external diplomatic relations." 

Igudas were similar to Komodo dragons. They were about the length of a horse minus their tail, but they were much closer to the ground than their mammal brothers of burden, standing at about the chest of an average man. Brown hard scales and a stocky build completed its imperious form.

Kashi politely bowed. "It is my honor."

The women appeared amused by his politeness and returned his bow with ones of their own, albeit with slight smirks. "Likewise," they chorused.

Yngvar untied one of the igudas and deftly hopped onto its back as it rose to full height. Stirrups in hand, he turned to the daeben. "You ride?" 

Kashi approached one of the igudas, only for it to snap at him with numerous rows of extremely sharp teeth. He bitterly smiled, "Seems they do not like me."

Yngvar shook his head with a sigh. "I suppose it is to be expected. Igudas have a trace of dragon blood in their veins and, as a side effect, are extremely arrogant. They do not permit just anyone onto their backs."

Kashi rose a brow as Paaie and Ulla easily climbed onto two igudas.

Paaie noticed the daeben's confusion and explained with a chuckle. "These igudas have been raised since birth by us, mostly to serve the Church for transportation. However, they are familiar with our scent, and so our kind can ride them." She teasingly patted the free space on the saddle behind her. "You can get on mine. She shouldn't act up if I'm here."

Kashi smiled but resolutely shook his head. He turned to Kira, his pleading gaze clashing against her obstinate one. Luckily, in the end, for one reason or another, the proud direwolf gave in to the pressure.

"I'm only doing this because it's important," Kira grumbled as with a low growl, she explosively tripled in size, nearly towering over Kashi at over six feet (182cm). "You have a horse. This would not be necessary if you did not forget him all the time."

With a chuckle, Kashi hopped onto Kira’s back, reveling in the comfort as he sunk into the furry mass. "I can see why Zuri got attached. We should do this more often." 

Kira replied by hardening all the fur on her body until they were stiff and straight, like needles. Kashi, quickly visualizing the horror that would follow should she run in this state, quickly patted her back as he apologized, "Ha... haha... I was only joking, of course. Joking." Only stopping when with a satisfied snort, the fur once again relaxed to its luscious softness.

"Shall we?" Assured his behind would not become a pincushion, Kashi said as he turned to Yngvar, only to see the dwarf staring at Kira, memories of the carnage in the arena floating through his mind.

Probably because the direwolf had taken to remaining in her compact form, Yngvar had almost forgotten just how terrifying the beast could be. She was just as strong—if not stronger than most of the daeben's subordinates. It would seem nothing around the daeben was ordinary, even down to the beasts that followed him. However, though it was a bit surprising, the old veteran was not overwhelmed. After all, he had seen much worse during the war. 

"We shall," replied Yngvar as he shot towards the south gate, with Paaie and Ulla in tow. Kira followed, easily keeping pace with them, running at speeds that would shame many modern vehicles.

The crew spent time waiting for the massive gates to open at an irritatingly slow crawl, but apart from that, the journey was mostly uneventful. It appeared Syèl and the extermination team were doing a bang-up job clearing the monster population. 

All in all, it took roughly an hour and a half traveling at over 100km/h to get to the main entrance gate, allowing Kashi to experience the city's size for the first time. The daeben's brow rose as numerous dwarfs in armor came into view, a good number of which were on their very own igudas. He roughly estimated about two thousand men and women. Even if this was not their full force, it should be a considerable amount.

Just as Kashi wondered what could warrant the entire army's presence, the final set of gates opened, allowing the daeben to come face-to-face with the answer.

And oh, what an answer it was...





Blade, Absalon’s trusted subordinate and right-hand man, ran a hand through his newly-dyed sky blue hair as he stared at the massive gate ahead of him with no little amount of shock. "What in the hell?" Following his humiliating loss to Kashi back at Grissa Crags, Blade went for massive training, spending an entire month's worth of money to pay for Genaco's extra service, the virtual trainer. He had worked his ass off, utilizing the time dilation to train under a virtual master and get his basics straight. 

Right now, even if Blade did not dare call himself a master, he believed at the very least he should be considered a pro with the spear. Setting Kashi as his goal, he fought his way back to Absalon's side by proving himself on the islands expedition, allowing him to stand with his chest pumped out and a straighter back. 

Hell, he even had a division directly under him, though it had shrunk from its initial thousand to three hundred since the soldiers lent by the Rosen army returned to post. Which was why, when Absalon summoned him, Asha and Nyte, with the news that they were going on a high priority mission to save the daeben, he had been so excited, believing it an opportunity to show Kashi his improvement.

However, all of Blade's enthusiasm shattered, when a few days ago, they received intel that the daeben had resolved everything and also triggered the [God's Apparition] they saw in the night sky.

However, since they were already three-quarters into their journey, it would be even more embarrassing to turn back. So, with a supposedly heavy and slightly confused heart, Absalon ordered them to continue with the mission of 'ensuring safety and providing assistance where possible.' 

Of course, Blade knew the real reason Absalon continued the mission. Although hunting for monsters and leveling up swiftly was fun on the monster populated islands, the red mage had always preferred large-scale PvP battles. And it seemed the mage's intense nose for war had sniffed some trouble brewing in Merriheim and wanted to make camp here for a while.

For this, Absalon had arrived with roughly 1500 soldiers, eighty percent of which were Summoned. In the past, such numbers would be bordering on madness in a game, but Genaco assembled millions of players usually scattered across several servers into one unique server for L.N.E and other games. 

In fact, if it wasn't for Hopeful Maggots' stringent requirements and as of yet lack of absolute trust in the red mage, his army might even be far larger! To Blade's memory, the only division in the entire guild with more Summoned than Absalon's was the Raid Division headed by Stryke and his party.

Blade stood to the side, watching as Nyte explained the army to a company of dwarfs who kept glaring beyond the humans to the seemingly endless mass of dark brown behind them. Just when it seemed like the dwarfs were reaching the end of their patience, the gates began to swing open. 

Blade's eyes shone with anticipation as a particular daeben came into view, seated upon the direwolf who had massively grown since the last time! The young spearman let out a chuckle at the dumbfounded look on Kashi’s face as he stared at the army. Blade could empathize with Kashi. Sure, the thousand-five hundred warriors atop warhorses were impressive. 

But even more overwhelming was the three-thousand strong drakul army silently standing at either side of the human retinue.

Absalon, Asha, and Blade took the initiative to drop from their horses and walk towards the daeben, who was still a little shell-shocked. 

Absalon regarded Kashi with an amused smile. "I suppose I should say good to see you again, boss..."





Although Kashi had been the one to bring Absalon into the guild, he had never really followed up on his day to day proceedings, choosing to leave that to Leila's capable hands. Although Leila had told him Absalon had an independent army, he had pictured somewhere between 500-800 warriors tops. 

But not only did Absalon lead twice his highest estimate, but their discipline was evident in how they stood exceptionally still despite the cold. Even the drakul army, which would usually kneel each time they saw the daeben (one of the primary reasons he refused to take any of them in the first place), was exceptionally still, barely a flinch from them. And the red mage only had them for a few weeks!

Kashi was so surprised that he barely caught Absalon's greeting. It took him a moment to comport himself, before he hopped off Kira's back and held his hand out to the red mage, a huge smile plastered on his face, "You are one hell of a general. Seems I did not pick the wrong man for the job."

Flattered by the daeben's praise, Absalon grasped Kashi’s hand in a firm handshake. "Heh, if there's one thing to praise about you, it's your foresight when it comes to personnel. Speaking of which, there's someone I think you would like to meet." Noticing Kashi's slightly raised brow, a mischievous glint flashed in the mage's eye as he called, "Blade..."

Kashi's eyes widened as the spearman came forward, leading a very pissed off Drixlia in tow, the great stallion none too pleased about being left behind for over five weeks. Kashi guiltily tore his gaze away from Drixlia, who looked just about ready to chew his head off.

Hell, Drixlia might have done so were it not for the reverence it held for Kira. 

Kashi turned his attention to Blade as recognition flashed in his eyes, "Hey, it's Blade, right? I didn't see you at the Riven Battle."

Blade scratched his cheek with an embarrassed chuckle. "Yeah, I stayed off the game for a while." Upon seeing the slight hesitation in the daeben's eyes, he quickly added, "Don't misunderstand. I went for some training. Figured you were right. I didn't know the first thing about spears. Only used them cause I'm a fan of Zhao Yun."

"Haha... that explains it. The aura around you has completely changed."

"You too," Blade pointed out. "You no longer talk with that disgusting ancient polite speech."

This time it was the daeben who scratched his head with embarrassment. It wasn't that he had completely dropped the polite speech, but after spending a lot more time around other people in-game, he found it rather pretentious to use it with other players. Some Residents sure, but even then, he had toned it down a lot.

A loud cough paused the conversation, causing Kashi to shake his head with more embarrassment. "Where are my manners." He quickly introduced Absalon and his lieutenants to Yngvar, Paaie, and Ulla, and vice versa. "I can vouch for them," he continued. "They are all from my guild."

Yngvar frowned. "That's a large number of soldiers. What's your purpose?"

"We were originally on a rescue mission," Absalon stated. "As you are aware, Kashi is our Guild Leader, and thus his safety comes first. Since we were not privy to intel on the enemy number, we squeezed out every free soldier available."

"And now that you see he is alive and safe?" Paaie asked, her gaze no less fierce than Yngvar's. After all, no matter how much the daeben helped them, they would be crazy to have over four thousand non-native soldiers camped right outside the gates or even worse, inside their city!

"With your leave, we wish to remain a week or two in the event of possible retaliation from the kidnappers." 

"You believe there is a possibility of retaliation?" Ulla cautiously probed.

"From what I understand, they suffered heavy losses, and their leader was humiliated here," Absalon stated. "Furthermore, [Gods' Apparition] and the pillar of light appeared in this location within a week of each other. It would be stranger if they did not attack. It would also mean our opponent is far more terrifying than we thought." 

"By your estimates, how long would we have before this retaliation takes place?"

Absalon frowned, as he said, "I do not have the faintest idea on the enemy's logistics, but I would say, given the severity of losses, and the possible gains from obtaining something created by the [Gods' Apparition], it should be a month at the most."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 121: War Assembly

    
    
    
    
                Outer Ring,

Aygorzi.

Kashi, whose war with Drixlia had ended in an inconclusive draw on account of both parties' stubbornness, with Kira by his side, led the proud stallion by the reins as he made his way through camps set up by Absalon's army. The daeben was doubly impressed by the army’s discipline, even going so far as to set up their camps in tight formation, such that in the event of trouble, they could quickly rush out to confront the enemy.

Absalon’s larger tent, erected at the formation’s center, strengthened Kashi’s suspicion that Absalon was somehow related to the army in real life. That or the red mage spent a lot of time on strategy and history books. 

After a solemn promise not to disappear once again, Kashi left Drixlia and entered the tent with Kira. 

Absalon and four Council of Six members stood around a war table, each offering their opinions on the map placed atop it. The red mage sensed the daeben's entry and looked up from the map, a sharp glint in his eyes. "Glad you could join us."

"Apologies for the delay, General." Kashi nodded as he walked up to the table. A glance at the map revealed it to be a detailed map of Merriheim. "If you could please brief me on what you have covered so far?"

"Naturally," Absalon agreed. He pointed to the map. "Before that, I must remind you to thank a certain Muko in Meilfour. Once he heard we were Maggots, he insisted we take this map with us and provided a detailed description of the powers in Merriheim at this time. We might have arrived sooner, but I deemed it necessary to delay a few days to adequately receive as much information from him and verify as much as possible before leaving. If my judgment offends you, I offer my sincere apologies," said Absalon, placing his right arm across his chest with a short bow. 

"Heh, it's fine," Kashi said with a wave of his hand. "In fact, things might have been bad if you arrived early and spooked the Order before my plan could come into effect."

Absalon raised his head, a small smile on his lips. "I see you still retain your schemes." Till the day he died, the red mage would never forget how a small party played two major armies for fools to acquire the largest profit.

"I prefer to think of them as strategies," Kashi scoffed with a slight smile of his own. Redirecting his gaze to the map, he returned to the topic. "So, what did Muko-san have to say?"

"Like we originally guessed, Merriheim is run by several independent chiefs, each leading small tribes on an average of 500-1000 men strong. Of these several clans, there are three which stand above all, led by a Lycan called Olgar Rigz, a merrite by the name of Brock, and the greatest of the three, Sheri Orthana, a halben who crossed over from Mònòch roughly fifteen years ago."

"Sheri leads an army roughly 5000-man strong," The chetah, Asha called from behind as she entered the tent with Kaga. When news reached her of an army in the outer ring belonging to the Maggots, she decided to take a look. "Thankfully, she’s based on the left claw, so we should still have a few weeks if she wishes to move an army like that size over to this side." She cast a gaze at Absalon. "Not every army has enough horses to satisfy all its members, after all."

Absalon inwardly chuckled. Who would believe him if he said there was an island filled with nothing but massive warhorses of different breeds south of Rosendun. His men’s mounts were runts compared to the rest still on the island. Although these thoughts passed his mind, his expression was as straight as ever. "That is the assumption that they travel by land. If they were to cross by boat, I wager that distance could be shortened to a few days at the most."

Asha shook her head. "That's impossible. No boat can cross that river. The monsters within would destroy it to shreds."

"That is not quite so accurate," Xafier interrupted. His eyes held a worried light as he stared at the river on the map. "During the war, the daebens had us build these ships they called Deathsworn to cross the river. Although they rarely see use on the mainland, I hear they are still heavily in use in Serisis and Elysium Cove."

Asha's brow rose in shock. "Such a thing exists?"

"I'm afraid so," Kashi confirmed with a matching frown.  King's Journey  had something similar, though they went by a different name. It seemed like not all technology and civilization from before the Cataclysm was lost.

"So, I take it we are going to work with the assumption that the sea is accessible?" Paaie asked.

"In my experience, it is always best to account for the worst while hoping for the best," confirmed Absalon.

"Alright. Assuming the sea is accessible, roughly how many hostiles are we estimating?" Yngvar asked.

Absalon glanced at the map. "Although Sheri leads an army of 5000 men, she cannot bring the entire army with her. She will definitely leave a bare minimum to defend their base. I would estimate three to four thousand on her end. The major problems are Olgar and Brock. Both these clans are situated on our claw and share the territory north of Second Under—" The red mage noticed the hesitation in the dwarfs' eyes. "Did I say something wrong?"

Kashi, realizing the dwarfs would feel uncomfortable answering, spoke up, "There was a name change recently. This region is called Aygorzi now."

"My apologies," Absalon apologized, to which the dwarfs each shook their heads, admitting it was no fault of his. 

"We do not have to worry about Brock," Asha said as soon as the dwarfs settled down. A slightly conflicted look appeared in her eyes as she said, "My people are in his lands—"

"Asha!" Kaga shouted, eyes wide in shock.

"It is fine, Kaga-san," Asha shook her head, the struggle in her eyes apparent to all in the tent. "If our people are to find a path to survival, we need to bet everything on one side." Her eyes grew cold. "Nothing has changed. Rather than let our people dwindle into oblivion, I will choose where we battle. Bathed in the flames of battle, we will either burn to ashes or be reborn like the phoenix." She turned to the daeben. "I have watched your performance and borne witness to your integrity. As such, I have decided to place my bets on you. Whether my people live or die now depends on your ability. Are you capable of bearing this burden?"

Faced with those solemn words and gaze, Kashi suddenly felt his shoulders sink in, overwhelmed by the weight of the lives depending on him. Indeed, although they did not say anything, the eyes of the dwarfs and Absalon carried the same question, all unreservedly placing their lives in his hands. 

Only at this moment did it finally sink in. 

The enormity of his ambition, and the thousands of lives whose fates would be entrusted to his judgment. For Kashi, this was the very first time he had to shoulder such enormous responsibility. Razznik, as great as he was, never had to worry about the lives of others, and Suzuki was a no-brainer.

Kashi's gaze turned solemn as he regarded Asha. This was not a matter he could take lightly nor ignore. "I am capable ." Three words; so simple, yet carrying an undeniable arrogance. 

That was right. 

Kashi was capable and would remain so no matter what. He would overturn the skies and bury the seas to keep those words as an unshakeable fact.

Asha, moved by the daeben's answer, simply nodded. No words could express her feelings at that moment, so she chose not to cheapen the moment with fake flattery or thanks. The chetah walked to and bent over the table, placing her finger on the tip of the right claw. "Brock rules this region. He is protected on most borders by the Forever Sea, leaving Olgar as his only threat. Luckily, the lands on the claw's right side are slightly more fertile than the left, which means more monsters and food for the people and less pillaging by warring clans. Brock is satisfied with keeping his people safe and fed, and would never go to war except provoked or in the event of famine."

"Good," Absalon murmured. "That means his six thousand army is out of the equation." He pointed at the region just below Brock's, which was only a couple of kilometers from the Aygorian Citadel since its expansion. "What can you tell us about Olgar? The only thing we learned from Muko is that his whole army is somewhere between five and six thousand."

"Olgar..." Asha seethed, bloodshot eyes leaking evident killing intent. "Olgar is a monster who feeds on chaos. Without purpose or reason, he constantly attacks Brock, safe in the knowledge he won't retaliate except he is pushed too far." Asha's eyes narrowed. "Worse, despite being a beastman himself, he revels in collecting near-extinct beast races and raising them like pets in a zoo until he grows bored of them, eventually killing them off. He is greedy and mad and will definitely make a move soon."

Ulla, who had remained silent until then, asked with a troubled tone, "With Brock at his back, will Olgar dare to attack with his full army?"

Asha shook her head. "For better or worse, Brock never pre-emptively attacks. Olgar could leave his region empty and return to it a year later to find nothing has changed." At the looks of disbelief thrown her way, she bitterly smiled. "This is not conjecture. It happened a few years back. Olgar, with an army, roughly three thousand strong, marched south to crush all the clans south of his region and absorb them into his army. His mad charge was only forcibly halted by the Order which had made Second Under one of their bases."

"The Order's no longer here," Ulla muttered with a frown.

Asha nodded. "We can be certain he will be the first to attack immediately he finds out."

"This Brock guy," Absalon murmured. "I know people like him. Wishing for peace and willing to do anything to ensure as few people perish as possible. However, he must have traveled a bloody path for him to have reached and maintained his position. Which means he  is  willing to do what is necessary to protect his people." Absalon gazed at Asha. "Do you think he can be convinced that joining this war will be of greater benefit to his people in the long run?"

Asha's brow rose. "How do you mean?"

"In the worst-case scenario, should Olgar win, he will absorb the dwarfs into his fighting force. Do you think he won't raze Brock to the ground with his newfound strength?"

Asha's eyes grew cold. "I understand. I will set forth at once." With that, before anyone could say a word, she turned to leave the tent.

"Wait!" Absalon shouted, prompting her to pause at the tent's entrance. "Take a small force, no more than ten men. At this time, all sides will be sensitive to large numbers of people. On the flipside, because war is imminent, they would not bother too much with small pockets of travelers."

"Thank you," Asha acknowledged over her shoulder in a soft voice, then strode out of the tent with decisive, purposeful steps. Her people were still in Brock's region. She would find a way to convince the merrite for the sake of their future.

"To recap," prompted Yngvar, breaking the silence that hung in the tent. "We assume Orthana has a method to cross the sea, and Olgar will certainly attack. If these two should band together, I'd put their combined strength at an estimated eight to nine thousand strong."

"Do not forget the Order," Kashi called, his tone heavy.

"The Order," Yngvar frowned. "They would have needed something fierce to keep the entire left claw in check."

"Roughly ten thousand strong," Absalon estimated. "That, or they have men strong enough to substitute for a hundred soldiers. For now, let us go with ten thousand. Meanwhile, on our end, we have forty-five hundred from Rosen, give or take a dozen. How many battle-ready soldiers do you have on your end?"

"Not much more," Yngvar muttered. "Five thousand strong, six if we recruit some of the older young'uns."

"Let's say ten thousand on our end then," Absalon murmured. "Put together, the enemy outnumbers us two to one." A slight grin spread on his face. "The odds aren't as bad as I initially estimated."

Yngvar raised a brow. "In my experience, these odds are terrible! And that is even with ignoring the strength of their leader. He is a Primate! Aygor only knows strong those bastards are."

Absalon glanced at the daeben. "You got it?"

"Got it," Kashi confirmed with a firm nod.

Absalon nodded and turned to Yngvar. "Kashi says he's got it, so he's got it. He excels at killing bosses while everyone else works their butts off cleaning up the regular joe. That prime fart is not our concern. Our job is to figure out how we can eliminate the enemy with as little structural and collateral damage as possible."

"—All under the assumption that no reinforcements will arrive to aid us," added Paaie, eyes closed in thought.

Absalon nodded. "Exactly."

Yngvar breathed heavily. "Well, this' a right mess! Outnumbered two to one, no reinforcements, and fighting a defensive battle where we cannot afford too much damage to the gates or walls." At Absalon's raised brow, he added, "A lot of the mechanisms in the gate and walls are beyond anything we have ever seen. The Hands—our crafts clan—has requested we minimize the damage, so we do not break something important before they learn how they work and how to fix them."

"The difficulty just got raised to nightmare mode," Absalon murmured. He turned to the daeben, a glint in his eyes. "You did say I wouldn't regret following you."

Kashi grinned. "Well, are you?"

"Are you kidding?" Absalon snorted as he patted his chest. "These kinds of battles are what I live for. As long as you can provide these sorts of battles, I will never regret following you."

"Good to know," Kashi laughed. "We have a lot more in store if we are to realize our ambition. I doubt you will ever get bored.”

"Heh," Absalon smirked. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. One battle at a time." Adopting a more serious tone, he requested, "I'll need the schematics and map of Aygorzi. Primarily everything in the outer circle and the functions of the walls. We have only a few days to come up with a strategy that won't get us killed."

Yngvar nodded. "We will see you get what you need."

"Heh," Kashi eyes shone with a strange light as he boasted, "You will be shocked when you see what this city can do."

Absalon's brow rose in question but did not pursue the matter in the end. "We will also need to repair our equipment and weapons. Naturally, we will compensate for these services."

"Repair?" Kashi's grin was so creepy, everyone in the tent felt their skins crawl. "Scrap your armor and gear. In the next three days, The Hands will outfit the entire coalition with new weapons and gear worthy of an army of Maggots."

Absalon hung his head in his hands, too ashamed to raise his face. "Boss, you're best friends with a King. Can't you pull some strings and get our guild name changed?"

"What are you talking about?" Kashi exclaimed, assuming a face of shock. "That would be an abuse of authority!"

Absalon rolled his eyes.  ‘ Everything about our guild is built on abuse of authority!’

"Unfortunately, the adventure guild is independent of and older than all nations," Xafier said, explaining the situation. "As such, no nation's ruler can pressure them to do anything else they suffer the wrath of all adventurers worldwide. I am afraid you are stuck with that name for the foreseeable future. I suggest you make your peace with it."

Absalon glared at the daeben. "All future generations of Maggots will curse you for this."

Kashi wanted to scream,  'What future generations!?'  but instead, just held his tongue while fuming inside. Hmph, after uniting the entire continent, these people will worship maggots as a higher existence.

Still muttering in his heart, Kashi left the tent with Kira, determined to blow Absalon's mind with the new weapons and armor he would craft. "I haven't paid as much attention to Blacksmithing recently. This will be a great chance to level it up."

By his side, Kira rolled her eyes. "While you're busy leveling your crafts, do not forget your actual level. All your friends are far ahead of you, and the gap is only increasing."

Kashi's nonchalant smile infuriated the direwolf, but she could understand his arrogance. With the daeben's current strength, he could easily hunt beasts fifty to sixty levels above him. To this freak of nature, leveling would never be a problem as he could just take advantage of the experience modifiers from hunting higher level monsters to rise through levels whenever he wanted swiftly.

Compared to that, the daeben would not have many chances to work with high-quality forges and learn from professional artisans or an immortal warrior. To Kashi, this was the opportunity of a lifetime. Since he planned on heading to the hardest battle of his life soon, Kashi wished to pound all of this knowledge into his head before he left.

Humming the soundtrack to one of Suzuki's favorite games, Kashi hopped onto Drixlia's back, the black trio soon trotting leisurely toward the central zone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chaper 122: To Remember

    
    
    
    
                Undisclosed Location,

A land forgotten by time—a people forever lost to history’s pages in a city invisible to the eyes of the world. In this war-torn land ravaged by the flames of oppression and despotism, a young child solemnly trudged, bare feet crushing stones underneath. 

The child, long since numb to pain, made no move to dodge these sharp rocks, nor did he issue a yelp or a squint, he like everyone else in this land, long resigned to their inevitable fate.

As the child walked, brief flashes escaped his hair from where the last remnants of silver chocked for sunlight as they drowned in a mass of brown mud and dirt. 

Maybe it was the silver hair or perhaps the murder in those rage-filled yellow eyes. No, it was most definitely the dark, metallic silver glint of the pistol lazily strapped to his side by his belt. In a typical city, the sight of this child with that pistol that looked too large for his tiny hands would have drawn a comical chuckle. But not in this town.

Here, every soul without a death wish moved out of the child's path, not daring to meet his eyes for fear of irritated retaliation. In this town, everyone knew this soulless child: the silver tiger of Hua Xu or as he was more commonly known: the Silver Grim Reaper. People claimed that he was born with a gun in his hand, his silver hair a result of the restless souls tormenting him every day, and the last thing his victims saw.

The child, seemingly oblivious to the fright his presence wrought on the people around him, trudged through the streets, gaze downcast, staring at the yellow earth. He, who had all the roads and paths memorized, did not need to look up to orient himself as he knew no one would dare block his path. In fact, should he choose to walk on the main road, even those donkey cart salesmen and women would rush out of the way.

The boy's steady steps stopped in front of one of the very few walled compounds in the town. The guards, two men whose faces were covered with turbans, grinned at the little executioner as they pushed open the gate. No sooner had the child passed the gate did the guards' expressions turn ruthless, the AK-47s in their hands a strong deterrent to any rebel wannabe in the town.

After the gate, the path continued for another mile, littered with outposts and men and women on armored vehicles, their eyes forever on the gate for any possible trouble. The youth passed the checkpoints, briskly nodding in reply to the cheers from the men and coos from women. 

Though considered deadly to the rest of the town, the Silver Grim Reaper was regarded as a cute, sarcastic mascot to the older veterans of Hua Xu.

The child's steps slightly quickened as a massive mansion came into view. However, his feet faltered when he saw a black limousine and van parked in front of the compound. His eyes narrowed at the Japanese men in suits who stood guard by the vehicle, each holding very advanced assault rifles that made the rebels' AK-47s look like toys.

Although the child was confused, as both the vehicle and the people were so rare, they could be considered omens in the town, he shrugged it off as the boss' business and made his way to the back of the compound.

The child's permanently tensed muscles relaxed when his home came into his sights: an old raggedy shack by a small stream. It was not much, barely three square meters, but it had a mat he could sleep on, a wool blanket to warm him on cold nights, and a roof to shield him from the rain. This was far more than 70% of the children in this town had except they too joined a gang.

The child picked up a bucket by the shack and walked over to the stream, where he drew some water. He stared at the reflection in the bucket. A sunken face caked with so many layers of mud and dust greeted him. 

The youth stared at this reflection for a second, then snorted. He dug his hand into the bucket and scooped out a handful of water. Rather than his face or hands, the child washed his hair, meticulously scrubbing the dirt accumulated over three days.

The child made a mental note to wear a turban next time he went out on a mission that might require him to hide in mud. Minutes later, the symbol of the silver grim reaper shone brilliantly in the dying sun. The child was just about to take off his shirt to wash his armpits when the slight crunch of a stone being crushed underfoot entered his ears.

With a speed that would leave many security agents worldwide with gaping mouths, the child swiftly spun around pistol already in hand. He did not wait to confirm the appearance of the man behind him, squeezing the trigger immediately the intruder entered his sights.

Luckily, the intruder's reflexes were just as sharp, swiftly dodging to the side as soon as the child spun around, allowing the bullet to sail wide and bury itself in a cedar tree. Knowing the child's nature, the intruder swiftly put up his hands and shouted, "Don't shoot! Not Hostile!"

The man's blatant show of surrender caused the child to pause. He kept his pistol trained at the man as he took in the intruder's appearance. He looked to be a man in his early thirties or late twenties—obviously Japanese. He had a refined look about him, dark eyes firmly locked onto the child's not holding the slightest trace of panic nor fear like he had anticipated all of this. "Who are you?" In Mandarin, the child asked, his harrowed voice lacking any trace of the naivety and fun typical of a child his age.

"Akari Seki," The man answered, his mandarin surprisingly fluent. "I work for a company called Genaco Conglo—"

"I've heard of it," the boy spat in fluent Japenese, his test finished. Most of the expired cans of food he ate had the company's logo. "What do you want?"

Akari smiled, relaxing somewhat. At least the child did not look like he would shoot him anytime soon. "How would you like to be part of something great, something bigger that would change the wo—"

"Too long," the child interrupted with a snort. "Did Old Man Xu sell me or not?"

Akari faltered, not knowing how to reply. On a personal level, he did not like the term sell, but what could he do? It was the reality of the situation. With a bitter smile, he muttered, "Yes. But only on the condition that you come willingly."

"You actually bought me?" The child's brow rose. Many gangs had come to buy him once his potential became apparent. Unfortunately, his price tag had always been so ridiculously high they all returned empty-handed. "You're loaded?"

Akari coughed. "The company i—"

"Fine. Let's go." The child decisively switched on the safety, then holstered the weapon. With Akari still coming to grips with the child's seesaw personality, he made his way to the convoy he saw earlier Akari soon following behind after he caught his bearings.

They returned to the compound's front, where one of the men in black suits held the back door open. The child was surprised they let him onto the cargo van without taking his weapon, but he soon understood when he saw six other kids his age sitting on the floor of the truck, some with knives, and others with smaller pistols.

The child’s gaze was involuntarily drawn to a girl sitting in the middle of this group with striking blond hair. However, what drew his attention wasn't the hair. It was her pair of sparkling green eyes that held lighthearted amusement and curiosity when he entered.

As a force of habit, everyone in this town avoided each other's eyes, forever downcast and filled with despair. But this girl, not only were her eyes gazing directly into his, there was no trace of sorrow or resignation in them. If it were not for the rags she wore and the bruises on her skin, he would have sworn she was not from the same town.

The girl grinned, revealing gaps where teeth had been smashed out of her mouth. "What's your name, newbie?"

"Taiga," replied the child as he took opposite them, resting on the door which was shut behind him. "You."

"Henri."

"That's a dude's name."

"With an 'I'"

Taiga rolled his eyes. "That makes all the difference," he murmured as a sudden bout of drowsiness struck him. 

Shit, it seemed someone had released an odorless, colorless, sleeping gas into the back to knock them out. 

Taiga, however, did not panic. He had expected something like this. Only he had thought it would b11e administered through drugs or injection.  ‘ I guess this is an upgrade, huh? Rich people really do things differently.’

With these thoughts floating in his mind, Taiga shut his eyes and then willed himself to the nightmares that were sure to follow.





Aygorzi

Inner Ring.

19  th   Muriel, 1093.

Laying atop the hard earth, Syèl woke to the urgent clattering of hooves. The halben groaned and sat up, lazily rubbing his eyes as he turned to the sound's source. His brow rose as Asha galloped into the campsite, ten massive horses in tow. Like a whirlwind, she brushed through the feline ranks, picking eight warriors to join her. Before anyone could even ask what was going on, she had left Diatte in charge of the remaining warriors and sped off.

Syèl watched the company quickly disappear in the horizon, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake. He picked himself up, gaze running over the campsite as he brushed the dust off his pants. Several tents protected by loose fences made from iron posts bound by steel wires took up most of the space in this mini-headquarters of the clearing force. Despite the inviting tents, the halben, possibly as a side effect of spending most of his life cooped up in small spaces, preferred to sleep outside on the hard earth.

Glancing at the red sun on the horizon, Syèl calculated it was about time for the night clearing party to begin their preparations. Sure enough, just as the thought crossed his mind, he spotted a contingent of dwarven soldiers and felur (an all-encompassing term for all feline kind) jogging towards the camp from the west.

The electric healer, Jade, was chatting amicably with a felur and dwarf at the troops' head.

The halben turned his gaze from Jade to a tent from which Shoko emerged, sword in hand. Syèl let out a small smile at the swordswoman's grin as she waved and walked towards him. The young man was no fool. He knew why he was suddenly revisiting his past after all the years of effort to forget.

Whether it was their hair, eyes, or temperament, the similarities between Shoko and Henri were too much. So much so, if he didn't know for a fact that it was impossible, he would have suspected them of being the same person. As a result, even though he knew it was unfair to Shoko, he could not help but constantly compare and contrast the two at every turn.

The only reason Syel had not chosen to distance himself from Shoko was that he believed it was about time to let the past be the past. However, he had spent so long running from the past that he had forgotten how to face it. Taiga could easily face death without flinching, but he knew himself to be a coward in the parts of life that mattered. 

A part of him—Syel did not know which—but a small piece of him believed that which Shoko around, he might finally be able to break free of the ghosts that had him in their clutches. It helped that although Shoko knew he was comparing her with someone else, she did not seem to mind too much.

"You woke up early today," Shoko hailed as she came over to his side. "What is the occasion."

Syèl revealed a toothy grin. "According to your calculations, we should be able to finish clearing by tonight. The excitement couldn't let me sleep."

"Hoh? So, are you finally going to go full throttle today?"

"Nah," Syèl shook his head. "Momma bird's still watching over us."

"Tch." Shoko clucked her tongue. "That bird's persistent. It's been up there for days already." Shaking her head, she patted the halben's back. "Still, I suppose I should praise your detection skills. I could never find something that high."

"Ah, please don't do that," Syèl groaned. "I'm using mana-lock, a beginner level skill to keep track of it. The only reason we knew about the bird is that that freak Shadow 'sensed' its gaze on us from over a mile away."

 With a raised brow, the swordswoman scanned her surroundings. "Where is he, by the way?"

Syèl shrugged. "Who knows. He has a habit of popping up whenever he wants. For all we know he coul—"

"—Right here."

"Jumping Jehoshaphat!" Syèl cursed as he just about managed to stop himself from jumping out of his own skin. "What did I say about that!?"

"It's a small pleasure," Shadow noncommittally answered in his trademark dry tone, though there were clear hints of humor in his eyes. 

"How long have you been there?" Shoko asked, slightly shocked as well, but not as much. As a swordswoman, her instincts were much sharper. Earlier, she had sensed a weak presence near her but had not been able to pinpoint its location.

The assassin shrugged. "Since the beginning."

Shoko’s eyes widened. "Invisibility?" 

"No," Shadow refuted with a firm shake of his head. "It's a skill assassins, and thieves automatically learn at level 100  [ Hide Presence ] , and advanced form of  [ Hide Breath ] . It makes it so that our presence is so thin, even if you are looking straight at us, a part of your brain dismisses us as background noise, just as you do not pay attention to every pebble on the road, even if it enters your view." He paused when he saw the horrified look on the halben's face. "What? The skill is not invincible. Someone with high enough instinct or level difference can easily catch me. And in the event the skill gets interrupted, I cannot erase my presence until the person stops looking at me or locking on to me."

"Ah, no, your skill is fine." Syèl stiffly shook his head. He broke into a toothy grin as he teased, "Just never knew you were capable of more than four words in a row. Daddy here's proud of you." He moved to pat the assassin on the head, but Shadow swiftly backpedaled then humphed as he stormed away. "He's cute, isn't he?"

Shoko chuckled. "And you wonder why he enjoys scaring the shit out of you. Come on, let's finish our job. I have a feeling I shall finally hit 110 today."

Syèl snorted as he followed her towards the west. "You level way too fast, you know that?"

Shoko shrugged. "Not fast enough. Once we finish here, I'll find some dungeons to train in. The monsters here are no longer cutting it for me."

"Hmm, guess you're right. The developers better have something big planned, or we'll hit endgame very soon."

"Endgame, eh? Look who's learning his gaming terminology," Shoko teased with a cheeky grin. 

"Hey! I'll have you know I have played videogames before."

"You read the online manual, didn't you?"

"..."

The duo bickered back and forth as they walked towards the setting sun, its red glow basking them in its warmth.





Diralis,

Merriheim's Right Claw.

Roars and excited shouts echoed out from the crowd gathered around a small octagonal arena, reveling in the bloodlust as they gambled on the lives of the fighters in the ring. Two felur, one a Sphinx (lion-man) and the other of the just-about-extinct jagur (jaguar-man) bitterly ripped at each other with their teeth and claws. Having lost all semblance of sentience, the once-proud warriors had descended into rabid beasts. The desire to rip the person opposite them to shreds and survive this nightmare for just a single day longer filled their blood-soaked eyes.

Seated just outside the arena, Steel-Cage Olgar Rigz downed another goblet of wine, guffawing usuriously as the jagur bit into the sphinx, only to be rewarded with a bite to his exposed left ear, nearly ripping it off. The lycan, a brute with sharp, snow-white fur and similarly white bone spurs jutting out of his back, screamed in excitement and laughter, paying little heed as the pieces and wine fell onto the female Chesch warming his legs with their bodies. 

A necklace made out of his enemies' bone and teeth rattled as Olgar sat upright with the fight peaking, both men having completely abandoned defense to kill the other as soon as possible. Just as the fight was at its climax, the jagur suddenly biting at the sphinx's exposed throat, a young servant, only about eight years old tapped on Olgar's arm, "Sir, an urgent mess—"

The servant never finished his sentence as with a maddening roar as an enraged Olgar tore his head clean off. "What Did I Say About Disturbing Me During A Match!?" The maddening scream caused the temperature in the room to cool by several degrees. The bloodlust enthused crowd suddenly turned as docile as mice.

Within the arena, the jagur's teeth stopped millimeters from the sphinx's jugular. The two, released from the bloodlust that made them lose their minds, stepped away from each other and awaited Olgar’s verdict.

Olgar, eyes bloodshot, glared at the ring. Snorting in disgust, he commanded, "Clean those two up! We'll reschedule their fight for later!" Displeased with having his fun interrupted, the lycan stomped on the child's corpse to relieve his anger then exited the arena grounds, the chetah women running close behind him.

The jagur and sphinx shared a common look in their eyes as they gazed at each other despite desperately trying to end each other's lives just a second ago. Relief. Relief that they would not have to kill another of their brothers with their own hands, and comfort that they would both live on to see another day. The duo shared a brisk nod of acknowledgment before they were led away by Olgar's thugs to their respective slave dungeons where they were given the best treatment.

Yeah, just like a prized bull, these contestants would not be allowed to have any injury that could be healed with magic. After all, if the fighting dogs were injured before the next fight, there would be no fun.

Elsewhere, Olgar, with an angry humph, hopped off his avespa, a warbeast indigenous to Merriheim. It was a reptile with a scaled, gray body of a horse, neck of a snake, and head of a hawk. Claws extended from its hooves, making it easier to tear flesh apart, and its tail strangely ended with beautiful white feathers. The beasts were light, fast, and carnivorous, providing an excellent alternative to horses, which were difficult to rear in Merriheim.

Olgar's good eye narrowed as he spotted the merrite that ruined his fun. "What do you want!?" The merrite, Halfir, was Orthana's emissary who lived some days off from Olgar's town. Although the lycan recognized the need of an emissary from the blasted elf to stay nearby, he would rather have the spy kept as far away as possible to reduce the information that got to one of his potential enemies.

"Greetings, your grace." Halfir patted his bald head, a nervous smile on his face as he bowed. Although logically, Olgar should not kill him unreasonably, logic was never something attributed to the madman. If Halfir so much as looked at him sideways, he knew he would lose his neck. "I bring a message from Lady Orth—"

"Hurry up and get to it!" Olgar growled, patience running thin.

"Ah, yes, yes, of course!" Halfir blubbered. He quickly recounted all the information he had received from Lady Orthana before she left to meet Froy at the harbor. 

Olgar, who at first had only been thinking of which way to murder this idiot, began sporting a wider grin the more Halfir spoke. By the time the merrite finished, all of Olgar's terrifying teeth were in full view, eyes ablaze with crazed joy. 

"HAhAHAHa!!! Someone fetch this fool some women and drink!" Olgar turned to a lycan at his side, clad in strategically placed blue leather armor to protect his vitals and joints. "Rufer, get the men ready, and kick those slaves out their beds!"

Rufer, understanding his lord's intent, asked only to confirm, "How many men do we bring, sir?"

"Naturally," Olgar sported a wide grin as he cracked his knuckles. "Everyone!" His eyes flashed bloody murder as they gazed at the south. "We march for Second Under!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 123: Art of the Forge

    
    
    
    
                23rd   Muriel, 1093.

Bang! Bang! Bang! 

Otto Knutsen, filled with pride, paraded through the dwarven workshop, a behemothean cavern more than five thousand square meters in size with a ceiling over three hundred meters high. Impressively, not a single square inch of this great cavern was put to waste. Giant cauldrons and blast furnaces littered the room, massive gears and rails used to transport ore from one place to another.

Natural lava over 2000 degrees flowed through special pipes into the cauldrons and furnaces, their fierce heat rendering the need for flames mute. A massive wooden hull that looked like a ship hung from cables attached to overhead beams, with metal scaffolding placed next to it. 

Although this seemed like a big project, the dwarfs had temporarily abandoned the hull. The hardworking artisans instead focused all of their attention on the metal plates or ingots on their anvils, each hammering with an intensity and focus that would scare off any potential distractions.

Admirable though it was, Otto Knutsen was not too proud or impressed, as this focused hard work was something expected of dwarfs. It came as easy to them as breathing and eating. No, the source of his pride was...

Ah, there he was...

The Chief of The Hands’ grin widened as he spotted a daeben hammering on a thin, heated blade, steam visibly rising as sweat evaporated from his muscles. The daeben, oblivious to the attention on himself, pounded on the black, heated edge with an almost hypnotic rhythm, bloodshot eyes exuding immense pressure as he forced a piece of his soul onto the blade with every strike of the hammer.

Otto Knutsen could not help but recall their meeting four days past with a gaze filled with admiration and disbelief at the daeben's skill and perseverance. Dear Aygor, how he had underestimated the lad before him...





4 Days Ago,

"Wh-wh-wha!?" Hundreds of dwarfs stared in shock at the mountains of monster pelts piled in the middle of the forge. Even more eye-catching was a stretch of dark hide, which was at least fifty square meters despite being folded on itself.

A conspicuous daeben stood at the fore of these pelts, red eyes displaying hints of amused relief. "These have been piling for quite some time now. My inventory was nearing its limits," Kashi joked as he admired the testament to all the beasts he'd slaughtered since leaving Riven. 

Although that was the case, he obtained 80% of these pelts during his experiments in Merriheim. As to how he managed to obtain so many high-level furs in such sizes despite their low drop rate?

Better left unsaid.

 The large, dark scaly skin naturally came from Krakul. It seemed the inventory system combined all the pieces he picked up in the tower into one.

Standing next to the daeben, Otto Knutsen gaped at the pelts. "This... This is enough to outfit an entire army! How did you get this many pelts?"

Kashi coughed, eyes shifting to the side. "Let's not talk about that," he prompted. "If we tan these pelts, how much leather armor do you think we could make?"

Otto scratched his chin. "I'd estimate somewhere around five thousand." He looked to the black scales. "An extra thousand or so if we add the big one."

Kashi nodded. "Do you have any leather or iron in reserve?"

Otto raised a brow, a teasing grin on his face, "Can a dragon fly?" He guffawed loudly, and confidently patted his chest. "Don't worry, kid. We've got enough metal to outfit five armies. It's our leather stock that has dwindled over the years. Even then, if we squeeze ourselves dry, we should be able to outfit fifteen thousand men."

"Great!" Kashi exclaimed with joy. "I've got some armor and weapons I want us to craft for the three armies."

"Three armies?"

"Yeah, the humans, dwarfs, and Drakul. I've got different designs for all three. I was just worried the materials would not be enough."

"Heh?" Otto muttered, bright eyes betraying his curiosity. "I'm intrigued. What've you got in mind?"

With a smile, the daeben asked, "Can I have some blacksmiths as my secondary? It'll quicken the process, so I do not have to do everything myself."

"Okay, take as many as you need," Otto readily agreed. He was immensely curious as to what the man chosen by Aygor could craft. Of course, even if the daeben failed, there was still an ample amount of old armor and weapons stored away from ten years ago. With a bit of polishing and grinding, they would be as new. Although a little deceitful, he did not let the daeben know as he wanted Kashi to put everything into whatever it was he wanted to make.

"Thank you for your generosity," acknowledged Kashi with a short bow. An excited gleam in his eyes, the daeben quickly picked seven random dwarfs from the crowd. 

Without wasting any words on pleasantries, Kashi began doling out orders. "You two, search for and tan ten manticore pelts. You two, please pound out some Lv.90 darksteel ingot. About thirty-six pieces should do." Kashi turned to the remaining three. "You, please get me some steel ingots. About fifteen should do. Finally, you two, you're with me."

Kashi walked over to a forge station that already had an anvil and hammer placed in front of it. While he waited for the dwarf to return, he took out one of the gemstones in his inventory and began inscribing something on it, drawing curious glances from the crowd.

Kashi did not have to wait long. Roughly ten minutes later, one of the dwarfs he sent out returned with five steel ingots in his hand. With a quick word of thanks, Kashi placed the first ingot on the anvil and picked up a hammer. If he were going for maximum stats, the daeben would have first heated it in the forge, but he did not need to for this first step. 

With a determined gaze and an image in his head, the daeben pounded on the ingot. Kashi slightly smiled when it began to morph according to his will. Eventually, a perfect wheel with a strange center made of alternating gear teeth emerged.

While the dwarfs wondered what possible purpose that object could have, Kashi placed another ingot on the anvil and pounded it until it resembled a clamp or vice. This, the dwarfs recognized. They often used vices to hold metal or wood for cutting. Strangely though, one of the vices had a protruding circle with jagged teeth. To their surprise, the daeben lifted the wheel and placed it within the clamp, the gear teeth fitting snugly into the left clamp. 

Kashi tightened the right clamp, which had a thin rotating metal disk onto the circular object. With a slight shake test, Kashi confirmed the wheel would not shake then placed the gemstone he had been crafting into a slot on the left side of the clamp. The dwarfs could not see, but a small gear motor inside the clamp was connected to the larger, external gear. 

With crossed fingers, Kashi inserted some mana into the gemstone. He quickly removed his hand as a strong suction force immediately drove air into the gem. On the other end, hidden inside the clamp, pressurized air was forced through a very tiny hole, at the other end of which were the teeth of a small gear motor. The pressurized air moved the gear, causing the circular object to rapidly spin at speeds that discouraged any mortal from laying a finger.

The dwarfs stared at this spinning wheel with shock, some muttering 'Magic' while others pondered what use it could have. Kashi, not one to waste time on suspense, quickly took out an arrow from his inventory. Before their very eyes, he placed the arrowhead against the spinning wheel. The dwarfs were an intelligent, blessed race in the arts of crafts. As soon as Kashi took out the arrow, over ninety percent of them already had gaping mouths as they worked out the use of the spinning wheel. 

But to see the arrowhead actually sharpened in front of their eyes, the sparks from the metal paled in comparison to the fire in their eyes. If it were not for their considerable self-restraint and rule not to disturb another while in the middle of work, they would have stormed over with a thousand questions.

Kashi could not help but lament how far the dwarfs had fallen to be so shocked by a simple grinder. Although this type of grinder did not exist in  King's Journey , at least the dwarfs then had invented the manual grinder. 

Technology, rather than advancing from the previous game, had fallen behind a thousand steps. However, the daeben was not overly discouraged. The dwarfs were a thousand times sharper than any other race in terms of crafts and construction. They would soon surpass Kashi's high school and internet knowledge with a little hint here and there.

Now that he was sure it worked, Kashi placed the grinder to the side. It was possible to make it portable, but the daeben decided to leave that breakthrough to the dwarfs. Kashi picked up the last ingot. This time, rather than place it directly on the anvil, he called up the craftsman's sphere, or as the dwarfs liked to call it, Aygor's sphere. Previously, only Summoned could use it, but with the release of Aygor, every sentient being could. 

Kashi started placing the remaining ingots in the sphere, and then, with a static, clear picture in his mind, pounded out everything he should need for this project. Because of its complexities, the clamp had taken him three full minutes to pound out, but this time each object only took him about ten seconds before a variety of iron tools lay on the anvil. Everything he should need for this project was there, from tiny rivets to different types of hammers. 

About an hour later, two of the dwarfs he sent out returned, a bag of darksteel ingots in hand. Darksteel, a rare alloy created by melting iron ore, platinum ore, and volcanic dust in a secret ratio, was sought after by thousands. Kashi thanked the dwarfs as he picked up the darksteel ingot. 

Although iron ore was common, platinum was not. Kashi knew that although the dwarf boasted enough metal to outfit five armies, more than eighty percent of that metal was iron. So, he abandoned any idea of making full plate armor. Instead, he decided to go with placing plates atop a leather base. This way, he would not have to use as much ingot per person.

However, tanning a beast's hide could take up to half a day, whereas converting ores to ingot barely took seconds, except situations where they needed to be melted down and cooled to form alloys. These cases usually took about an hour for completion. Still, because the leather was still far from arriving, Kashi focused on the ingots before him. Nothing to it. He'll just have to make the plates first.

Since Kashi was going for maximum stats this time, he placed the ingot on a pan, which he then fed into the furnace. Unlike regular furnaces that used flames, natural underground molten lava heated this one 

In a matter of minutes, the ingot was red-hot. One of the assisting dwarfs removed it from the pan with a pair of tongs, and then placed it on the anvil.

With a shorter pair of tongs, Kashi held the heated ingot in place as he and one other dwarf began pounding on it, the rhythm dictated by the daeben tapping periodically on the anvil. As the ingot began to flatten into a plate, a short smile blossomed on the daeben's face as the rhythmic action took him back to where it all began.





Clang! Clang! Clang!

Dwarfs, humans, and elves rushed around the back of a famous weapons shop, home to one of the best forgers and blacksmiths in the city. The owner of this establishment, an old dwarf, Golock Tarf, stroked his beard and examined the letter handed to him by his assistant. 

"What the hell's that geezer up to this time?" He glared at the young red-haired boy across from him. Although the youth had fierce eyes, they could not hide his apparent young age. Thirteen, at most fifteen. Although dwarfs that age could already be seen in forges, it was not common for humans or elves. Then again, the lad across from him was a Summoned. It was well known those guys did not follow common sense. "What's yer name, lad?"

"Razznik," the boy replied, gaze even though he could not hide the slight traces of curiosity as he sneaked glances at the workstations.

"Razz-boy eh?" Golock shook the letter in his hand. "Got an interest in forging, have ye?"

"I was told it would make me stronger," Razznik simply replied.

"So... no particular calling?"

"Does outsider's curiosity count?"

Golock frowned. "Based on that alone, I oughta toss you out my shop." With an exasperated sigh, he tapped the letter in his hand. "But I owe that geezer a favor, so I'll test ya. Fail, and he can't blame me."

"Sure," Razznik agreed with a shrug. "What do I have to do?"

Golock signaled one of his apprentices who came running over with an ingot in hand. With another signal, the apprentice then placed the ingot on a nearby anvil. Golock pointed at a nearby hammer. "Ingots got lotta impurities in them. As a blacksmith, ya gotta know how ta pound 'em out. So you pick up that hammer and pound away. Wanna see what you got."

Razznik shrugged and lifted the hammer. "A little heavy," he muttered, oblivious to the shock in Golock's eyes.

Before he could even make his first swing, Golock interrupted him. "Kid! What's your strength at?" 

"62," Razznik succinctly answered.

"Level?"

"One."

"Class?"

"None."

Golock stared at the boy, eyes wide in shock and mouth ungallantly agape. 'That bastard! He didn't give up! He really wants to create the Perfect Body!' Golock looked at the boy with newfound appreciation in his eyes. Picking up a hammer by the side, he relieved the apprentice and took over the tong that held the ingot. "Laddie, come lemme show ye how it's done. You'll be my secondary. The important thing's to master the rhythm. If ye can do that, and reach an understanding with yer secondary, this tedious job becomes much more bearable. Come. For now, we'll keep it simple. One tap on the anvil you strike. Two taps on the anvil, you stop. Ready..."





"Good," Kashi muttered as he admired the finished plate on the anvil. Rather than one single breastplate, since he would place it on a leather base, he chose to make smaller plates by cutting the larger plates into smaller pieces, heating those parts once again, then hammering them to specification. 

All these could take him days or even weeks to complete in real life, but thanks to game logic, it only took him a few hours before he had all the pieces for the future breastplate ready. 

Of course, since he would be making these for more than one set of people, he had to forge a dwarven version and a female version.

The shoulder pads for the Maggots were a bit trickier to make. Making three sets of overlapping plates for the shoulders was easy enough. Even engraving patterns with an engraving knife onto the plates came easy once the plates were heated. The challenging part was the designed, short metal sleeve, which he wanted to take the form of a wolf bust biting down on the arms. The dwarven version was simple darksteel plates, so they did not have this problem.





"There're many ways to form designs on or from metal," Golock lectured, pleased with the attentiveness of the red-haired boy standing across him. "There's embossing, inlaying, carving, chiseling, Engraving, and many others." Golock used a tong to pick up a heated ingot from the furnace. "Today, I'll be teaching ye chiseling." Golock had Razznik hold the tong in place as he picked up a hammer and a chisel. "Note, the finer the detail, the smaller the chisel we'll be using." 

As the dwarf hammered on the chisel, Razznik could not help but notice that the dwarf was not so much hacking parts of the ingot away as he was bending the malleable metal into the desired shape, like children did with clay.





Kashi examined the two wolf heads in his hand with a pleased smile. Following Razznik's teacher's advice, he resorted to chiseling at a heated ingot for hours before producing the desired shape. Since it was to be a hollow piece, he forged the top halves and the bottom halves separately before welding them together at the back end. He slipped his hand through the gap and was pleased to see it firmly held on his arm. 

Following the one-size-fits-all rule, as long as it was in his inventory, if Kashi handed it to another person, Summoned or Resident, it would morph to fit them to a certain degree. 

If the person in question were as thin as a rake or as large as a bull, they would have to wear small or large size versions. Luckily, once a craftsman made an object, the recipe, along with its size specifications, was saved in their crafts menu (Summoned) or directly fed into the brain (Residents).

Kashi placed the wolf heads and shoulder plates to the side, ready for the final step. One of the dwarfs took out a large ore from the furnace and placed it on the anvil. Kashi, who had taken off his top because of the heat, picked up a large hammer then set to work, pounding the ingot into a flat sheet.

Soon, only a large darksteel plate remained on the anvil. Kashi marked out the sheet, then cut out several pieces. With a hardened gaze, the daeben heated the first piece, then set to work, hammering at an angle, so it produced a curve. Still heated, he switched to a small hammer and chisel. He tapped away, causing uneven depressions to form on the curved plate. By the time he finished, the depressions had formed the face of a wolf. With a nod from the daeben, a dwarf let the plate cool in a vat of water as Kashi switched his attention to the next plate. For the dwarfs, their knee protector was engraved with ancient rune shapes.

Kashi repeated the curving process, but this time did not detail the plate. He made a number of these plates, their sizes varying from large to very tiny. Finally, he hammered out some armor for the outer thigh. As usual, he kept to his preferred method of overlapping plates rather than a single sheet to improve resistance to high impact weapons.

The very last piece of metalwork from the daeben was carving out the guild's emblem from an ingot. 

Just as the daeben was about to drop his hammer, the first two dwarfs he had sent out returned with perfectly tanned Manticore hides. Kashi only now realized that over twelve hours had elapsed since he first started forging. And people wondered why most Summoned just used Aygor's sphere for everything. It was much easier and saved a shit load of time.

Kashi thanked the dwarfs as he lifted a hide that was triple his size and placed it on a work table. The rest he momentarily put on the floor. He marked out the leather with precise fingers and cut out some shapes with practiced ease. He repeated the same with five other pelts then handed those pieces to the dwarfs with the words, "Harden these please."

While the dwarfs left to soak the leather in their secret solution, Kashi turned his gaze to the remaining leather pieces. Although still useful, the leather was in so many pieces that they were only suitable for making gloves, belts, or straps. Although he would have to make those, the daeben turned his attention to the other manticore leather.

Kashi brushed the pieces off the worktable and placed another manticore leather on top. While doing this, he turned to Otto, who had not left for a second. "Can you get some dwarfs to descale the Hydra pelt?"

Otto nodded, absentmindedly ordering the surrounding dwarfs to do as he said. With a pelt that size, they would make no progress with one or two. The crowd around the daeben shrunk as over a hundred dwarfs went to fulfill the thankless task of descaling the Hydra's pelt. That number doubled when they realized just how challenging the scales were.

Kashi thanked the dwarf then set to work mapping out a pattern on the manticore leather. Once he finished, he cut out the trouser shaped strips. The needle he had in his inventory was too weak, but luckily Otto handed him one to use. He quickly began to hand-sew the leather together. 

Like the grinder, the sewing machine was lost in the cataclysm, forcing residents to sew everything manually. Kashi could use the craft sphere to instantly craft himself a pair of trousers after inputting the materials. Still, since he was going for maximum effort, he chose to do everything manually.

Of course, immediately after this, Kashi decided he would release sewing machines and grinders’ designs to his guild and the dwarfs to reduce the workload. 

Sewing didn't take as long, and after struggling a bit with adding the zipper he crafted from some spare ore, Kashi finished the trousers. 

For the female version, Kashi used the exterior of a manticore leather that he wet and stretched. Then he made it fitted, to draw out a woman's curves. 

Hey, who said beauty and security could not go together. 

Although Kashi could tell from Otto's fervent gaze that the latter had tons of questions about the zipper, he pretended to be oblivious, choosing instead to pick out a piece of paper from his inventory, on which he marked out the shape of his arm just past his elbow. Following the advice from an internet video Suzuki once watched, he folded and cut out the paper according to its instructions.

Next, Kashi cut out a thin layer of the external portion of the manticore leather. Game logic bonus allowed the cut leather to be perfectly stretchy, not too bouncy and not too stiff. Kashi briefly dunked the leather in water and stretched it along the grain till it couldn't stretch any further. He let it dry and then repeated the process.

This time, after it dried, Kashi pinned the precut paper patterns onto the leather and started cutting. He used very tiny stitches to piece the glove together along the thumb side when he finished. The completed product, much to the daeben's delight, was a beautiful sight. He repeated the entire process one more time, for the other hand.

As usual, he had to repeat the entire thing for both women and dwarves, which was a real time-sink on his part.

Just as Kashi finished, the dwarfs returned with the hardened leather in hand. 

Kashi, finally seeing the end in sight, readily accepted the hardened leather. Similar to the trousers, he picked two already cut large pieces and began sewing them together. Eventually, he held a hardened leather, sleeveless top. He sewed a hood onto the leather armor to replace helmets for those who did not like helmet aesthetics.

Kashi lined the top of the hood with thin overlapping plates for added strength and protection, then layered another thin sheet of leather to hide the metal. 

The use of small, overlapping plates allowed the hood to retain its ability to be drawn back or over at will. The thin leather used to hide the metal plates was curiously the only piece designed with the guild emblem etched onto it at the front.

Kashi tested the leather armor and was pleased to see it fit very well, the only drawback being its complete plainness. The daeben, however, did not mind as the top was never supposed to show. He took off the top, and with expert ease, began punching small holes in the armor. 

Kashi repeated each version's process, compensating for the lack of a wolf head in the dwarven case by extending the leather armor to the elbows.

Kashi used some of the remaining hardened leather to make smaller gloves that stopped at the wrist and made two shoulder pads. 

Kashi bound several of the tiny armor plates onto the hardened leather piece using small rivets. Even in the gloves, the plates overlapped, mimicking the joints of the hand to promote movement. The finished gloves were as menacing as they were tough.

These were the very first finished work of the day. Kashi quickly brushed aside the prompt that came up as he rode the momentum to finish the next glove.

Adrenaline rising, Kashi turned his attention to the leather shoulder pads. He fastened the overlapping shoulder plates from earlier onto the pad with rivets then dug the wolf head underneath the plates, connecting it to the leather pad such that the eyes, snout, and teeth still extended beyond the plate. The ears fastened to the leather remained hidden from view. The dwarven version followed a similar build but without the wolf head. 

By this point, the daeben's blood was running in hyperdrive! Kashi knew he was almost finished, and so began to speed up once again. Kashi quickly fashioned a high boot with some hardened leather. He overlaid the footplates on the boots from the toe, up to the final knee protector shaped like a wolf's face.

Kashi then crafted some belts and buckles which he bound to the thigh protector such that it could be fastened securely around the inner thigh.

For the finale, Kashi fixed plates to the front and back of the leather breast armor, binding them with rivets through the small holes he had punched earlier. 

The all but finished pieces were then hung on separate mannequins to display their might. The only missing piece was the drakul's armor. Strangely enough, Kashi only crafted a pair of leather pants and hardened leather gauntlets. But then again, it could be understood since drakul notoriously wore very little to combat. Their scales hardened with every increase in level, creating the perfect defense. 

Kashi, completely exhausted, picked up the final piece, the guild emblem, and heated its underside. Despite the sizzling heat, the daeben picked up the piece with his hand, wincing as the heat burned layers of skin and flesh. He withstood the pain as he clamped the figurehead against the vacant spot at the center of the breastplate. 

A mad grin spread on Kashi’s face as the sizzle increased, welding the two pieces together. Kashi's eyes turned red with excited joy when the sizzling stopped, signifying the welding’s success. 

But he was not done yet, and the game seemed to sense it as there was no notification. Kashi first fashioned capes out of the remaining leather for the armor, adding some of the manticore's mane to provide a nice tuft. However, the strange thing about this cape was that it started from the waist and ended just below the knee.

Kashi intended to have Absalon, his lieutenants, and their counterparts in the dwarven army as the only ones with shoulder capes—as a sign of rank.

With an excited gleam in his eyes, Kashi took out Rosario's brush and began painting each piece. He could have just used the auto-paint option, but that was not enough for him. He wanted each brushstroke to be filled with his aspirations, his desires, and the spirit of the guild. 

Within minutes Kashi finished, and what stood before him were black pieces of oppression from which escaped auras so malevolent few dared to go near. The only shred of white was the guild's emblem howling on the ends of the capes.

Kashi raised his arms into the air and let out a scream, finally and fully finished with the armor!

 





	
NightWolf Breastplate (NightWolf Armour Set) (GuildBound) (Legendary) (Mystic)





	
Durability:  (5000/5000)


	
DEF:  130 ~ 160





	
Crafted by the Leader of a Guild and Inspired by The Bond With His Companion. This Leader Slaved Away for His Guild To Create a MasterPiece Which Would Draw Fear From All Those Who Dare Face Them in Battle.





	
Requirement: 

STR:  190

Equip:

+13% Resistance to Piercing Damage

+13% Resistance to Slashing Damage

+16% Resistance to Bludgeoning Damage

 

Armour Trait (Armour Set):  For Every Additional Armour Set Equipped, DEF increased by 5%

Armour Trait   (Spirit Wolf):  Drawing on Energy From The Spirit Realm, The Armour Can Summon A Spirit Wolf Companion Once A Day. Spirit Lasts For An Hour Unless Killed.

Armour Trait  ( GuildBound ): Armour For The Guild And The Guild Only. Only Members Of The Hopeful Maggots May Don This Armour.

Armour Trait (Stand By Me):  Guild Bonus. For Every Hopeful Maggot With A Matching Gear Within Sixty Meters, DEF increased by +0.5% (Does Not Stack With Other Armour Pieces)










 

 





	
NightWolf Shoulder Guards (NightWolf Armour Set) (GuildBound) (Legendary) (Mystic)





	
Durability:  (2500/2500)


	
DEF:  50 ~ 70





	
Crafted by the Leader of a Guild and Inspired by The Bond With His Companion. This Leader Slaved Away for His Guild To Create a MasterPiece Which Would Draw Fear From All Those Who Dare Face Them in Battle.





	
Requirement: 

STR:  90

 

Equip:

+6% Resistance to Piercing Damage

+6% Resistance to Slashing Damage

+9% Resistance to Bludgeoning Damage

+13% Chance to Completely Deflect Projectile.

Armour Trait  ( GuildBound ): Armour For The Guild And The Guild Only. Only Members Of The Hopeful Maggots May Don This Armour.

Armour Trait (Stand By Me):  Guild Bonus. For Every Hopeful Maggot With A Matching Gear Within Sixty Meters, DEF increased by +0.5%










 





	
NightWolf Trousers (NightWolf Armour Set) (GuildBound) (Legendary) (Mystic)





	
Durability:  (2500/2500)


	
DEF:  70 ~ 90





	
Crafted by the Leader of a Guild and Inspired by The Bond With His Companion. This Leader Slaved Away for His Guild To Create a MasterPiece Which Would Draw Fear From All Those Who Dare Face Them in Battle.





	
Requirement: 

STR:  160

 

Equip:

+6% Resistance to Piercing Damage

+6% Resistance to Slashing Damage

+9% Resistance to Bludgeoning Damage

+8% Stamina Increase.

Armour Trait  ( GuildBound ): Armour For The Guild And The Guild Only. Only Members Of The Hopeful Maggots May Don This Armour.

Armour Trait (Stand By Me):  Guild Bonus. For Every Hopeful Maggot With A Matching Gear Within Sixty Meters, DEF increased by +0.5%










 

 





	
NightWolf Boots (NightWolf Armour Set) (GuildBound) (Legendary) (Mystic)





	
Durability:  (2500/2500)


	
DEF:  70 ~ 90





	
Crafted by the Leader of a Guild and Inspired by The Bond With His Companion. This Leader Slaved Away for His Guild To Create a MasterPiece Which Would Draw Fear From All Those Who Dare Face Them in Battle.





	
Requirement: 

STR:  170

 

Equip:

+6% Resistance to Piercing Damage

+7% Resistance to Slashing Damage

+11% Resistance to Bludgeoning Damage

+80cm Added to Jump Height.

Armour Trait  ( GuildBound ): Armour For The Guild And The Guild Only. Only Members Of The Hopeful Maggots May Don This Armour.

Armour Trait (Stand By Me):  Guild Bonus. For Every Hopeful Maggot With A Matching Gear Within Sixty Meters, DEF increased by +0.5%










 





	
NightWolf Gauntlets (NightWolf Armour Set) (GuildBound) (Legendary) (Mystic)





	
Durability:  (2500/2500)


	
DEF:  70 ~ 90





	
Crafted by the Leader of a Guild and Inspired by The Bond With His Companion. This Leader Slaved Away for His Guild To Create a MasterPiece Which Would Draw Fear From All Those Who Dare Face Them in Battle.





	
Equip:

+6% Resistance to Piercing Damage

+7% Resistance to Slashing Damage

+9% Resistance to Bludgeoning Damage

 

Armour Trait  ( GuildBound ): Armour For The Guild And The Guild Only. Only Members Of The Hopeful Maggots May Don This Armour.

Armour Trait (Stand By Me):  Guild Bonus. For Every Hopeful Maggot With A Matching Gear Within Sixty Meters, DEF increased by +0.8%










 

(NB: The Dwarven Set have similar stats except for the wolf spirit.)

In all, it had taken Kashi nearly an entire day to finish the armor sets for the humans and dwarfs. If he kept at this pace, it would only take about ten thousand more days to complete the entire army’s sets.

Screw that!!!

With the first armor crafted, the recipes appeared in Kashi's craft menu. So, as long as he had the materials dictated by the game system, he could use Aygor's sphere to turn himself in a manufacturing press, churning out the same product with half the effort. The only downside was the overuse of ingots and a slight drop in the stats. 

Furthermore, Resident dwarfs had an innate ability to master the recipe to any crafts work as long as they were present and witness its creation from start to finish. It was an ability Summoned Dwarfs could gain if they became Grandmasters at any craft-related profession. This ability allowed the fifty or so dwarfs who watched Kashi work from start to finish to master each armor’s recipe. 

Without Kashi needing to say a word, the dwarfs swiftly divided themselves into several groups, some in charge of tanning, others dyeing, and some others pounding out darksteel ingots by the bucket loads. Kashi watched as the dwarfs got to work, swiftly flinging out one armor piece after another in quick succession.

Satisfied, Kashi, with his small group of dwarfs, turned to his next task: crafting mage armor. Kashi had gone with light armor when making the previous armors because it saved metal and was the most versatile armor. 

Nearly every profession loved light armor, save one group: Mage-Related Professions.

Saving the drama, it took the daeben about six hours to churn out a set of mage armor. He chose to use the most abundant pelts he had: The Fire Snake's pelt. These 20ft snakes were about as thick as a man and were one of the most common creatures found in Merriheim. Although its leather was quite tough, Kashi chose this creature because it was a very rare mabeast.

Unlike Serisis, where mabeasts existed in premium quantities, they were relatively rare in other countries. The fire snake was one of the few species outside Serisis that could cast magic. As a result, its pelt contained natural magical qualities, which were perfect for mages if refined well.

Kashi ruined the first leather jacket he made because he overestimated the pelt's capacity for enchantment runes. On the second try, however, he got it exactly right and was finally able to bring out a respectable set of armor for the mages. 

Once done with this, Kashi spent another three hours mapping Krakul's scales dipped in his blood onto a pair of leather pants and gauntlets. This was the only armor he chose for the drakul. 

Finished with all these, Kashi finally left the dwarfs to take care of factory manufacturing while he decided to switch to his tasks for the next few days: making specialized gear for his teammates. 

Since Kashi had an estimated few days to two weeks to work with, he knew he would not have enough time to make a full set for each of them.

So, he decided to make a new mage set for Syèl, an assassin's outfit for Shadow, and a new Katana for Shoko. Because of the new bow, he felt he did not need anything for himself. So, he instead chose to churn out arrows from leftover ingots every now and then.

And so days passed, the inevitable war drawing ever closer to the dwarven gates.

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 124: Prelude to War

    
    
    
    
                24th   Muriel, 1093.

Roughly fifteen hundred kilometers northwest of Aygor's Citadel, a young wisben named Iralu Mend tapped his sleeping companion’s shoulder as he watched a river the duo had taken to calling ‘Devil’s Hook.’

On a typical day, Iralu observed the gigantic creatures that occasionally burst out of the river with awe

Today, however, the sea was quiet. Far too quiet. And Iralu knew why.

Teeth chattering, Iralu had to resist an urge to punch his companion awake as a fleet of boats bigger than any he had ever laid eyes on rushed onto the shore, night-black hulls imposing even under the afternoon sun. Considering this was  that river,  there was no question about who the arrivals were. His suspicions further confirmed when companies of red armored soldiers descended from the boats' largest onto the sandy beach. 

The young scout further paled as hundreds of beastmen and mercenaries descended from the other boats. The difference in the two armies apparent in the disciplined order by which the red army moved, neatly arranging themselves in tight formation soon as foot met the sand. 

The other army led by Orthana was much laxer with their formation. Some even laughed and boasted of their expectations of the battle to come.

"Wh-what's going on?" A soft voice whispered from the side. 

Iralu spared his waking partner a glance. The young cerulian woman brushed hair the color of sand out the way of amber eyes, which held traces of wariness and excitement. Corinne Fuze, just past twenty years of age, was a graduate of the only functioning academy in Rosendun. She had dragged Iralu Mend, who had the fortune(?) of graduating in the same year into The Hopeful Maggots as she  'felt the winds blowing. ' "They are already here?"

"It was as the General thought," Iralu muttered as he turned his attention back to the enemy at the shore. A red-haired man who seemed to be the red army’s General was having some discussion with Orthana. Unfortunately, given the distance, Iralu could not hear what was said. "If the enemy was to come by sea, there are very few places they could alight."

"Hehe, those poor guys," Corinne said with a mischievous smirk, thinking of the soldiers posted at the other potential exit points. "I'm afraid they have all waited for nothing. We'll be the ones bagging the merit this time."

‘I would rather not be anywhere close to the enemy.’  Although Iralu felt this way in his heart, he could not say it out loud. He knew how ambitious and hot-headed his partner could get. All saying that out loud would do is get him lectured on how he has to set his sights higher in life, and no reward comes without risk and bla bla bla...

Iralu kept his gaze on the army below, estimating their size. His brows furrowed upon realizing the red army were only a thousand men strong, not counting the obvious War Bards. As General Absalon said, if the enemy’s numbers were too small, they had trump cards of some sort, or they were indeed strong enough to handle armies five times their size. 

Although neither of these options was comforting, Iralu knew it was not his job to worry over these big decisions—nor did he want to for that matter. He would make his report and then leave it to the General to figure out the rest.

Iralu took out the standard-issue rink from his backpack, a small smile on his face as he relished in one of the comforts of joining with a guild. Things like rinks were much too difficult for the common populace to get their hands on due to their limited numbers, and researchers had not yet found a method of faithfully manufacturing new ones. 

Iralu had heard rumors down the grapevine that their guild leader had succeeded in making something similar that could transport voices between two Rinks, but he would not believe it until he saw it with his own eyes. 

The wisben injected some mana into the rink, shifting back to ensure the dull glow did not alert the targets on the beach. A small list of names hovered over the rink, from which he voiced, "General."

The rink pulsed as it began establishing a connection with its counterpart in Aygorzi. Seconds later, Absalon's deep voice boom through. "Report."

Irula swallowed hard. He could not believe just how much pressure the General's voice alone put him under. "Sir, five Deathsworn ships carrying enemy soldiers just moored at Axepoint Ridge. We have positive sightings on Sheri Orthana and a man matching the description given for Ruse."

"Good work Private Mend," Absalon praised, causing Irula's eyes to widen. He never expected the General to know him by name. "How many hostiles are we facing? Any siege weapons with them?"

Still glowering from having his name spoken by the esteemed General, Irula's voice rose a pitch with increased vigor. "Ruse's army number a thousand strong, well-drilled, and disciplined from up here. They are wearing full plate heavy armor, so we might have to take that into consideration. No siege weapons, but there are roughly one hundred war bards. Orthana's side has roughly three thousand soldiers and two hundred war bards. They resemble a disorderly band of mercenaries cobbled together under the promise of profit."

There was a pause as Absalon took a moment to process the report. Minutes later, he finally asked, "What about their mounts? Can you estimate how long we have till they reach our walls?"

Iralu habitually shook his head despite the fact Absalon could not see him. "They did not come wi—"

"Hey, Iru!" Corinne force-whispered, heavily tapping on his head. She did not bother with Iralu's scowl, her attention solely on the army below. "Those red guys are up to something!"

Iralu apologized to his General as he shuffled up the hill. His brows furrowed even deeper at the events on the shore.

With a burst of light, a scroll appeared in the hands of every member of the red army. Despite the knowledge that every instinct and known facts stated it was impossible, the wisben was forced to accept the reality that every member of the red army had some spacial artifact for storing objects just like Summoned. 

The red army answered Iralu's question about the scrolls’ purpose when they simultaneously tore the scroll in two halves.

Iralu quickly pushed Corinne's head to the ground as blasts of mana reinforced wind sliced past in droves, smashing against the hillside with so much force, dust clouds exploded several feet in the air. Only after about twenty seconds did the wind die down, allowing the wisben to come out of cover. He carefully peered over the edge of the cliff, taking comfort in the fact the burst of mana had been omnidirectional, significantly reducing the possibility it was an attack on them.

Iralu damn near regretted his actions. Sometimes it was best to live in ignorance. The wisben turned pale as the arm he'd been using to hold down Corinne's head limply dropped to the side. The cerulian, finally free, glared at her best friend but knew better than to shout at him. Furthermore, his eyes frightened her, so she followed his line of sight to the shore below. 

The view drained the color from Corinne’s cheeks.

By the side of each member of the red army were at least four rifts... yes, actual tears in space, characterized by the static-like distortions within them. From out of these portals stepped out other soldiers dressed in identical armor. But that was not the end. Each of these now six thousand strong army took out two scrolls and tore them in half. This time, rather than a tear in space, mandalas appeared on the earth in front of them. From these mandalas rose avespas, one for each soldier and bard. 

Ruse's and Larsial's avespas each had unique red and black feathers, respectively, their imposing presences standing two heads above the other avespas. With some final words to Orthana, Ruse hopped onto his mount. With a shake of the reins, he led the nearly seven thousand strong army inland, the collective dust from their hooves resembling a wild sandstorm.

With a face pale as a sheet of paper, Iralu brought the rink to his trembling lips. "I--!" Before he could complete his report, a dark grey magic staff appeared in Orthana's right hand. Iralu paused, noting her rapidly moving lips and the telltale swirl of magic about her. It did not take a genius to realize she was casting a spell. And a high-level one at that too, considering the amount of time it was taking her.

The swirling mana grew so thick that its ephemeral blue form was visible to the human eye. Droves of mana concentrated into a spiral about forty meters above the ground, gradually merging to form a mandala nearly thirty meters wide. The inscriptions on the mandala rotated in place as mana solidified into an ugly dark purple gate with fantastic beasts of every kind seemingly melted onto its surface.

With a loud groan, the gates swung downwards, revealing a swirling mass of mana indicative of a portal of some sort. Iralu's pale face turned white as snow, eyes threatening to jump out of their sockets at the horror that dropped onto the ground, causing the earth to tremble for miles. It was a massive salamander-like beast, with a body over sixty meters long (not counting its tail), ten meters wide, and fifteen meters tall. 

To the scouts' abject horror, two more of these monstrosities dropped from the portal, their guttural roars reaching echoing in their ears like they were right next to them. Iralu only now understood why the Warmaster in the academy had repeatedly warned against underestimating summoners in combat.

Although summoners were physically weak and generally could not protect themselves in combat, if they were given enough time to summon—especially at higher levels—they could become massive nightmares. Iralu's only source of comfort rose from the apparent drain on Orthana, emphasized by her momentary drop to a knee. For such a prideful woman who refused to show or admit any weakness, a public drop to a knee would only occur when she was weakened beyond even her considerable willpower.

Unlike her partner, Corinne watched the proceedings with increased interest and curiosity. Although she was also frightened by the beasts and did not dare to imagine what would happen should the two of them be captured, her child-like curiosity still won above all. She wondered what role these beasts would play in the upcoming war even as the warriors began climbing up their sides, taking advantage of bone spurs that grew randomly on them.

Soon all three thousand odd men and women were seated on the beasts' backs. In a funny twist of fate, the bone spurs on the beast's backs were much longer than those on its feet, nearly reaching a meter in length, allowing the warriors to rest against them for increased stability. 

Orthana fished a potion out of a pouch on her waist and drank it, grimacing as color returned to her face. After one final, disdain-filled glance at the dust cloud in the distance, she jumped onto the lead beast. It rushed inland, taking a slight detour towards the north.

Only when the massive beasts were far enough, and he could no longer see the dust cloud kicked up from the surprisingly quick feet did Iralu dare insert his mana once more into the rink. He swiftly reported everything he had seen, sparing no details about how terrifying the enemy they were about to face was. 

However, despite his paranoia, Absalon's calm voice only said, "Good work, soldier. Your merit will be rewarded."

Iralu shut off the rink after thanking the general, a part of him overjoyed Absalon did not ask the unreasonable, to fo—

"Hey, why don't we follow them?"

Iralu's relief caught in his throat. He lifted a pair of shaky eyes to stare in disbelief at the shining pair opposite.  ‘ Normal people avoid danger!’  Iralu screamed within his head, tears nearly forming in his eyes. But no matter how much he hated it, he already knew what his answer would be. 

Iralu got up from the sand with a groan and walked towards the shrubbery where they hid their mounts. "Let's get to it before a storm wipes their trail."

"Hehe," Corinne teased with a grin. "Iru's still the best."

"Yeah, sure," Iralu dryly chuckled as he mounted his horse. He cast a gaze toward the south, his expression slightly heavy. He had not gotten to enjoy more than a glass of those cold drinks. He only hoped he would live to return and enjoy them. Ah, some lucky chap was most likely smacking his lips in satisfaction at this moment.





Rine's Bar,

Meilfour

Within the secret room that doubled as a wine cellar, Miote sat at the head of a newly placed table, smacking his lips with satisfaction as he sampled one of Muko's new drinks. Indeed, ever since Kashi introduced the Merrite to the wonders of cold drinks, he had been experimenting non-stop, churning out new flavors one after the other. 

So much so, Miote was starting to doubt the man was really connected to a secret, powerful organization that could stand toe-to-toe with large guilds. Muko was nothing more than a tavern owner who loved his job a little too much to the common eyes.

Miote shook his head lightly, surmising that was all a part of the brilliant cover. The telltale creak of an opening door drew the golden chesch's attention to the top of the stairs, a ways from where he sat. A middle-aged mertian, with dark ebony skin dressed in a purple doublet with gold trimmings, stood at the door, intense dark-brown eyes carefully measuring up the golden chesch below. His brow rose with interest as Miote raised his mug and gestured at the seat next to him.

The mertian, intrigued, walked down into the room and took a seat. Without sharing a word, the strange man picked the fancy mug and lifted it to his lips. His eyes lit up with shock as the cold, sweet liquid trickled down his throat. He turned to the chesch, his gaze conveying numerous questions at once. However, much to his chagrin, Miote's only reply was a small teasing smile with a clear message.  ‘ Wait a little longer.’

As luck would have it, the mertian did not have to wait too long, as, within a few minutes, two other gentlemen and a lady took the remaining seats. In no particular order, they were a skinny cerulian male going by the name of Jon Fox, a heavyset dwarf by the name of Marlo Coop, and a half-lycan woman named Joanna Frye.

These three people were auspiciously famous merchants within Destia, primarily operating in Rosendun. The fourth, however, the mertian, was unknown to the three, and they could not help but cast curious glances his way. However, as they were not the hosts of this little get-together, they knew it would be rude to speak before the chesch had opened the floor.

Miote waited till they had all tried out the drinks before them, then with a warm smile, began one of the most important battles for the Hopeful Maggots. "Welcome to what I hope to be the first of many similar meetings to come. Before we begin, I would like to personally express my gratitude to the four of you for taking time out of your undoubtedly busy schedules to attend this meeting. My name is Miote, a Summoned of the Hopeful Maggots. I am sure you all are familiar with each other, but for the sake of courtesy, would you please introduce yourselves."

The skinny cerulian closest to the left of Miote scratched his long bony nose, deep sunken eyes, and jaunty cheekbones, giving the appearance of a ghoul. He introduced himself with a raspy voice. "I was born Jon Fox. Specialize in the textile industry in Rosendun."

The half-lycan next to him tapped the table with her considerably long fingernail. Though born from a lycan and a human, she retained most of her human features, with the only clues to the contrary being her bushy tail, pronounced canines, and long claw-like nails. She spoke, "Joanna Frye. Specialize in commercial transportation and correspondence."

The dwarf wiped froth off his full, brown beard as he placed the mug on the table. Typical of the rambunctious dwarfs, he oozed confidence and pride as he boomed, "Marlo Coop! Before shit hit the fan and the dog-fart Order took over, I ran the largest precious stones business in all of Destia." The man took a large swig of his drink as he complained in a low breath, "Now, I'm relegated to iron and silver." His eyes held a sharp glint as they regarded the chesch. "Hear you guys are on a conquest. I can sell the location of a couple of mines if you're interested."

Miote's default smile never shifted, preventing the dwarf from gaining any clues to his thoughts. "We'll get to that in a bit. We still have a guest who is yet to introduce himself." 

The mertian glanced at Miote and then said with a soft smile, "Damah Dumm."

BOOM!

The three merchants shot off their seats, eyes wide with fear as they stared at the man before them like he was the greatest monster they had ever met. 

Damah Dumm. A name most of the common folk had not heard of, nor would they. Those who knew of this name were only those like the three gathered here, the rich and powerful.

No one knew what Damah Dumm really did or specialized in, but there were rumors he had a hand in just about every business deal that went on in a day, from the sales of weapons to armies to a lady selling apples on the street for one Syros. You only came across the name Damah Dumm when a business deal clashed with his, and if it came up, it was in your best interest to drop that deal and thank your stars for Damah's leniency.

"Please, sit," Damah gestured with a smile. "I am not the host today, and it is not in my nature to steal the light."

The merchants took their seats, backs stiff and palms clammy. Still, there was evident excitement in their eyes despite their fear. No matter the purpose of Miote's meeting, they owed him a debt for introducing them to such a character. If even one of them could grab onto Damah, their business would grow exponentially in a small amount of time. 

Suddenly, the Hopeful Maggots summons they agreed to out of curiosity took on a whole new level of importance. After all, any meeting the great Damah chose to attend could not be a waste of time. 

Damah smiled amicably at their awkward expressions and reactions. Used to similar situations, he knew asking them to act natural would only make things worse. So instead, he sent an apologetic smile Miote's way. "I apologize. Please carry on."

Miote shook his head. "It's fine. Once again, I thank you all for coming" Although he said that, Miote could not help the shiver that ran down his spine. Not as a result of Dumm, but Muko's capabilities. He had simply asked the barman to call some top merchants for a meeting secretly. 

Never, not even in his wildest dreams did he expect someone of Damah Dumm's stature to appear. Still, being surprised did not help the negotiations in any way. Miote's emotions swiftly stabilized.

Eyes steady, the chesch opened, "To start, what is a merchant?"

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 125: A Merchant's Battle

    
    
    
    
                "What is a merchant?"

What's a merchant!?  The merchants' brows rose in unison, wondering what the heck kinda dumb question that was. Who didn't know what a merchant was? Even tiny children barely out of their diapers could answer that!

Marlo Coop's brows furrowed. "You kidding?"

Miote smiled. "I know what you must be thinking. Merchants are people who buy and sell products and services. Simple, right?" At Coop's humph, he finished, "Well, I do not see it that way."

Joanne Frye's tapping slowed as she pondered on his words. With a narrow gaze, she questioned, "What do you mean?"

"Consider this," Miote began, index finger raised in front of him. "Every kingdom, no matter how powerful or weak, no matter how large or small, depends on one thing to survive."

"Money?" 

"Not exactly," Miote said with a shake of his head. "People. It depends on its people. Without people, there is no kingdom. An angry populace leads to a disjointed kingdom, which leads to war, which ends up in extinction." 

"What's your point?" Jon Fox demanded dryly.

"What do people depend on?" Miote continued, fingers rising as he enumerated, "Food; Water; Clothing; Shelter; Medicine. These five fundamentals are imperative for every hume on this earth. And how are these essentials delivered to the people?" Miote paused, letting his words sink in as he placed his hand on the table. "Sure, if smart or strong enough, they could probably provide themselves with two to three of these necessities. But sure enough, a man good with an ax might not be as good with a hoe, nor might he be as good with a needle. Such a man would have to get these other necessities in one way or another. What is the easiest way for such a man in a rural village?"

"Trade?" Fox asked.

"Wrong," Miote refuted with a shake of his head. "There is no guarantee the woman who sells food will require the wood the first chops. To get the food he needs, he would first have to find out what the woman needs, then see if he can trade in his wood for that, before returning with it, and hoping said woman has not already sold to someone else."

"What use is this idle fallacy," Coop snorted, contempt in his gaze. "We have syros. No one trades by barter anymore."

"Yes, syros," Miote concurred, a glint in his eyes. "A universal currency accepted throughout the land, from peddlers in the swamps of Gockt, to great merchants in the Imperial City. Everyone can easily trade-in whatever they have for these pieces of 'money' and use that to get what they want for themselves. It's that simple right?" 

The merchants paused, realizing the chesch was going somewhere with all this. Of them all, only Damah Dumm had a spark in his eyes, which portrayed his surprise and hidden joy.

"Wrong," Miote said, his tone grave. "Such a thought is so very wrong. Let's return to the previous example. Say, our village axeman can now trade his wood for syros. He can then use that syros to buy food. Easy." Miote paused, taking a sip from his mug before he continued, "In that village, there is a fixed amount of syros that circulates around its inhabitants forever, just on, and on, and on, without any influx from anywhere. That village will never improve, remaining stuck in its ways forever. 

“Imagine a great mine with plenty of gold is found. With no way to get it out of the village, the mine becomes worthless as the inhabitants would use it up among themselves without bringing in any extra wealth. 

“Worse yet, in the event, there is a commodity they do not have—say medicine, for example—they would not have a way to get it except one villager suddenly received a burst of enlightenment from the gods... hehe." 

The merchants shared a chuckle. Despite them acknowledging and respecting the existence of gods, for these men and women who believed first in cold cash, relying on providences from the gods was a laughable endeavor.

"Heh point's getting clearer," Coop harrumphed with a short laugh. "This' where we come in, isn't it?"

 "Exactly!" Miote exclaimed with a toothy grin. "We merchants allow food, water, clothing, materials for shelter, medicine, and most importantly, syros to flow between regions. These influxes can help a small village that finds a good mine or fishing spot to flourish, bringing more money from outside, allowing investments in the village to upgrade its standard of living. Improved standards of living allow humes to graduate from  needs  to  wants.  Thousands of jobs spring up all over the place to facilitate these wants because although  needs  can be satisfied, a person's  wants  never are. There will always be something more beautiful, more outstanding, more prestigious!" Miote forced his voice, which had begun to rise, down as he continued, "Thousands of people feel secure in their jobs because merchants are there to ensure their products get sold, if not to someone of the same town, then to the next town over where there is an actual need."

"This is why I always maintain that there is no merchant who is useless or unimportant." Miote's gaze brushed past each merchant in turn. "Take Fox-san as an example. As one of the biggest traders in the textile industry, you ensure the latest fabrics arrive on time in each region and in the best condition to satisfy both the poor's needs and the wants of the rich. It is easy to focus on the millions of syros that exchange hands during these deals but take a closer look. Farmers get paid for the original crops; tailors get paid for weaving these crops into fabric. There is the exchange between your industry and Frye-san's in which mercenaries get paid to transport your products across monster-filled lands safely. Before even, you finally get to the nobles who want these fabrics for the latest gala or ball."

Marlo Coop, who like the others, had long since abandoned any ridicule in their hearts, gazed at the chesch with narrow eyes, voice grave as he said, "You've our attention. Enough bullshite, get to the poi—"

"Power!" Miote boomed with tightly clenched fists. Money is the lifeblood of a nation! But we can only get money from the people’s taxes! Also, the people, in turn, can only return taxes on their standard of living! Rich people lead to a prosperous nation! A poor populace leads to a poor country! And who is responsible for ensuring the public becomes rich? The royal family? The elders? The guilds? No! 

“We merchants are directly responsible. Without we men and women willing to risk our lives in these harsh lands for profit, there wouldn't be any circulation, and hence the blood of the nation would stop flowing and turn stale." Miote's gaze was intense, holding the merchants in his thrall, "As the people directly responsible for ensuring the flow, do you think we are powerful or not?"

Marlo Coop started, Fox ducked his head, and Frye frantically tapped on the table, eyes glazed over. Damah Dumm let out a serene smile as he answered, "We should be powerful..."

"But we are not," Miote finished, voice heavy. "Take a look at the Adventurers' and Mages' Guilds. Both are simply a coalition of all the adventurers or mages who sign up. Yet they are so powerful that no country would dare mess with them." Miote took a breath, rage, and dissatisfaction burning in gold eyes. "How is it possible that we, who control the blood of the nation, have no actual power in it beyond our direct businesses?" 

"...Competition," Frye muttered, voice laden with irritation.

"No," Miote shook his head, understanding her frustration. Competition is an essential aspect of our business. Without competition, progress will stale, and although blood will flow in the nation, its quality will always remain the same. No, our problem is not competition exactly." He momentarily shut his gaze as he took a breath. "Our problem lies in the unchecked competition that inevitably leads to chaos." 

Miote rested his elbows on the table and clasped his hands together. "Once again, I refer you to the Adventurer's Guild. Mercenaries are a group of naturally selfish and competitive people. Each one wants to complete that one quest just a little faster, a little easier than the other for them to receive more special requests directly from customers. Understanding their nature, the guild restricts the number of parties who can apply for certain quests, going as far as to punish any guild member who intrudes on an assigned quest and offering the rewards to those to whom the quest was appointed, without caring whether they accomplished it or not. 

“This is for a very simple reason: To control in-fighting between groups and prevent larger parties and guilds from hoarding all the quests. I wonder, if those muscle-brained adventurers could figure out the gains from controlled competition, why is it that we intellectuals have allowed the cycle of chaos to continue for so long?"

The chesch's words struck a chord in the hearts of the merchants present. Who here had not suffered, shed blood, lied, cheated, stolen, all for the sake of reaching the top of the business world. There was no structure to the world of merchants. They slaughtered each other without mercy to prevent competition from rising. They cheated clients and swindled other merchants out of vast amounts of money for their immediate gain without thinking of long-term profit, thereby damaging merchants' names all over.

Currently, to make it in this world as a merchant required a level of heartlessness, cruelty, cunning, and smarts if one did not want to be found six feet under, all his/her aspirations and dreams buried with them beneath the dirt.

"Strong words," Damah Dumm praised, his face a mask of serenity. "I assume you have a solution in mind?"

"I do have a suggestion, yes," Miote declared with an unwavering gaze. "It's simple. We create a coalition of our own. A union of all merchants, managed by a board that controls and ensures fair but effective competition between its registered members. The coalition will offer protection to its members. In the event protection fails, the union will hunt down any attackers and deliver swift retribution." 

A crafty smirk began to spread on Miote’s lips as he caught the frantic expressions on the merchants' faces, each keying into his next words. "Like a country of its own, all members will be taxed a percentage of all sales, ensuring enough funds for the union to invest and experiment in new business ideas that would otherwise have been impossible on their own. A structured but fair advancement system will be set in place, allowing its members to increase in rank, earning more rewards and chances of loans for their respective businesses. Although members could purchase mainstream positions with money earned, there would be special positions that won’t be for sale, but instead will be rewarded to those with special contributions to the entire merchant world."

"HAHAHA!" Marlo Coop burst out laughing, a wicked glint in his eyes. "You talk a big game, chesch. Can't right say I detest yer idea." His voice dipped, eyes narrowed as he said, "There's just one thing..."

Frye's tapping paused, her eyes meeting the chesch's. "Why do we need you?"

"With what you have revealed, it would not be difficult for us to form this union," Fox stated.

To their surprise, the chesch did not wilt under their combined pressure. In fact, Miote held a small smile of ridicule as if looking at children performing circus tricks. "It's simple really," Miote started, voice level as he opened his inventory and begun taking out some scrolls from within. "You need us. We do not need you." Miote's strong tone held such arrogance and confidence that the merchants could not help but suck in a cold breath. 

It had to be known that these three were the top dogs in Rosendun. Without their capital, it would be near impossible for Miote's Union ever to form, especially should he try to compete against them. Frye's tapping resumed, eyes narrow as she queried, "What do you mean? Do not try to fool me. I know the only reason your guild has been able to come this far is as a result of the royal family's favoritism. But I doubt the treasury will willingly lend you the amount of capital required for this venture."

"Indeed they won't," Miote agreed with a brisk nod. "Nor did I ever intend to get a loan from them."

"What then do you base this confidence on?"

"Heh," Miote chuckled as he tapped the scrolls on the table. "Remember when I said some people would be able to get into top positions in the union as a result of their contribution to the merchant world? Well, these here will be our contribution to whichever union we end up with. I assure you they are more than enough to earn us a place at the table. In fact, I can confidently state that profits for the board's personal businesses will at least triple by year's end as a result of the measures written in these scrolls. What's more, the board itself will have so much money its members would not know what to do with it."

"Talk is cheap," Fox drily stated, clearly unconvinced. "Let us see these claims of yours."

Miote waved his hand with a smile. "You may take any you wish and peruse its contents. When done, you can pass it to the next person."

Damah Dumm, intrigued by the confidence in the chesch's eyes, reached for a scroll and opened it. The room fell silent like a defendant against the judge, as the merchant's eyes rolled through the parchment, momentarily flashing, and other times a little raise of the brow. Eventually, about five minutes later, after repeatedly double-checking to ensure he did not miss anything, he shut his eyes for about twenty seconds in rumination. They opened, holding a peculiar glint in them as they regarded the golden chesch.

Gaze returning to normal, Damah Dumm wordlessly passed on the parchment to Fox, then reached for the next scroll.

Opposite him, Frye and Coop took this as a sign. They both reached for scrolls and began examining their content. As they read through, their gazes switched from nonchalance to interest, to shock, till they were on the edge of their seats, hunched over the documents. The merchants, too engrossed with the wonders before them, wordlessly exchanged scroll after scroll, sometimes casting a fearful glance at the relaxed chesch before once again delving into the thick of the documents.

There were so many technical terms in the documents they were either unfamiliar with or had never even heard before. As merchants, they were familiar with grain silos that allowed commoners and merchants to borrow grain from the government with an agreement to pay back at a later date. But what was this ‘bank’?

The one described in the parchment seemed a thousand times more complicated, somehow allowing money deposited in one location to be collected at any other branch. Furthermore, what were these interest rates and savings and current accounts? And what was this? They could use the money deposited for investments? Huh? Banks could print their own money??? What was all this? And what were these laws? Patents? Copyrights? Hmm?

Although they could not understand completely, the merchants were intelligent enough to smell the looming business opportunity. Especially when they read up on insurance? Ha... who could believe there was actually such a good scam er… thing? People would pay monthly for the off-chance they do get injured. And even then, the amount of money returned was subject to many terms and conditions? 

Were there people who would actually pay for this?

But then again, thinking about it, this was a world of monsters and magic. Adventurers who go out into the field do so at risk to injury or life. For some of these men and women, losing an arm meant the end of both them and their families. In such a case, if packaged well enough, it would be a surprise if people did not flock towards these deals.

However, there would need to be a safe method to transport coin and messages between banks for all these things to work. That problem was easily solved by the metal monster labeled 'train' and the wooden ship described as 'skyboat.' 

Although the merchant initially held some skepticism, when Coop did not say a word except for bulging eyes, they knew the chances of these devices being built were ridiculously high.

Damah Dumm placed the final scroll on the table, gaze laden with pleasant shock as he regarded the chesch. "Is all this truly possible? Can you make these a reality?"

"I swear," Miote replied with a smile. "However, I know to us merchants, swears are worthless." Wringing his hands together, Miote stated, "Suvron's Bridge and Tower. They will serve as Hopeful Maggots' Collateral in this transaction."

Damah Dumm sucked in a deep breath. Even a blind peddler on the street could see the future monetary potential of that tower and bridge. As the only passage between Rosendun and Merriheim, the amount of coin that would flow through that crossing would exponentially increase over time. Better yet, he had heard some rumors of the possibility of dungeons found underground. "Do you have that authority?"

"I control the money," Miote calmly declared. "So, yes. I do have that authority."

Damah Dumm took a deep breath to calm himself. Upon release, he asked. "I suppose the Rosen Kingdom will have a share?"

"In the end, everything we do leads back to the kingdom."

"I see," Damah Dumm muttered under his breath. "In that case..." He fixed the chesch with a resolute glare. I want fifteen percent."

The remaining merchants felt like thunderbolts struck their souls. Not only did Damah Dumm accept the chesch's proposal, but he directly demanded a sizeable but respectful share of the company. What did this mean? It was clear that Damah had chosen to be part of this project, and he also accepted Miote as his superior.

Given Damah Dumm's earlier proposal, none of the other merchants dared ask for more than him. They each took ten percent each, leaving fifty-five unused. After a round of deliberation, Miote decided to have the Maggots take thirty-five percent and leave the Rosen Kingdom with twenty.

With the distribution agreed, Miote spent the next thirty minutes penning out the most comprehensive contract the world had ever seen. It was so extensive that he required several scrolls to finish. 

When he finished, Miote presented the contracts to the merchants, whose eyes bulged with shock as they flipped through them. What sort of level was this? Miote filled the scroll with every possible contingency—both plausible and implausible—in case of unforeseen issues.

The merchants signed on the appropriate spots, the confirmation of so many high-level merchants allowing Gachs Manolds, god of contracts to bless the scrolls upon which the agreements were penned from wind, rain and sun, and vastly improving its invulnerability to fire.

With the contract signed, Miote let out a hidden sigh of relief after completing his battle with resounding success. He had secured a stable foundation upon which the Hopeful Maggots would build in the future, never needing to worry about funding if things kicked off properly. With the online market opening in a few in-game months, when the mega-corporations would begin to pump money like water into the game, the Maggots would not be caught unprepared.

Hehe... Miote pictured a certain daeben standing in the desert sun, red eyes a mask of bloody murder. "Good luck..." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 126: My Revolution (1)

    
    
    
    
                Rine’s Bar

Several hours and a lengthy discussion into the complex world of finance later, the merchants stood at the door to Rine's bar, each consumed by their dreams and visions of what promised to be a much brighter future. 

Coop, Frye, and Fox expressed their appreciation to the chesch, then met up with their respective entourage, eager to get to work on establishing the empire they envisioned. Backed by Damah Dumm's money and name, there was little chance of the rouge merchants not joining up if they did not want to be left behind.

Of course, a large part of this Union's existence still depended on the quick transportation methods proposed by the Hopeful Maggots. When the Maggots brought them to fruition, no merchant with half a brain cell would refuse to enter the Union.

Miote watched the merchants leave, a satisfied smile masking the relief he felt inside. Of all the assignments the young man had carried out in his life, this task of watching Suzuki Mato had proved to be the most challenging of all. It frequently kept him on his toes and demanded quick thinking to adapt to the craziness that was Mato's alter ego.  ‘ Well, I suppose that is why it is also so much fun.’  Miote snickered to himself.

Miote turned to the only guest left, the man who had made this meeting much easier than it ever could have been, Damah Dumm. Unlike the other merchants who had scores of guards awaiting them outside, there seemed to be no one waiting for the esteemed great merchant. Miote smiled and then held out his hand as he said, "I trust this was not a waste of your time?"

"No, quite the contrary actually," Damah amicably said, taking the chesch's hand in a firm grip. "This has been quite the eye-opener. My horizons have been broadened beyond my wildest imaginations." He paused, a hesitant look in his eyes. "I will provide whatever monetary assistance you require. I only ask one thing of you."

"Speak your mind," Miote encouraged. So far, despite Damah Dumm's considerable wealth, he had shown himself to be a man of humble character and virtue. As a result, the chesch had formed a good impression of the mertian. Miote doubted he would make untoward requests.

Damah, Dumm nodded. "Wealth, like you said, is indeed a great thing, giving man increasing choices of wants the richer he is." His gaze turned grave. "But at the same time, it is the most deadly virus, infecting all who get a taste without fail. Very few are immune to its plague; even less can be cured after being consumed by greed." 

Damah Dumm’s expression softened, a small smile spreading as the heavy sounds of massive flapping wings closed in on them. However, neither man paid heed; their attention focused on their conversation. "Something tells me you are one of those immune to its virus. Which is why I can ask this of you." The ground trembled slightly as the wings' owner dropped to the earth and walked up to the two men. "When this Union grows large and successful, as the guild with the highest shares, I ask that you ensure the interest of the common man remains one of our topmost priorities."

Miote spared a glance at the massive griffin next to Damah. The beast was majesty in every sense of the word, from its royal blue gaze to the way it carried itself with pride, neck straight, gaze looking down at the chesch as it would a maggot upon the road. The chesch's lip curved upwards as he praised, "Impressive beast." His gaze returned to Damah as he promised, "As long as I live, I will ensure we do not become consumed by greed."

Damah took the griffin by the reins and hopped onto its back. He grinned down at the chesch as he said, "Considering how long the records claim you Summoned live, I should have nothing to fear, at least in this lifetime." He fished into a set of bags hanging by the saddle and took out a bunch of badges. He picked three from the pile and tossed them to the chesch.

Miote caught the badges and glanced at them with curiosity. The badges, one platinum, one gold, and the last, silver, had emblems of a bow and arrow placed on a pawprint. Miote, clueless as to its purpose, cast a searching gaze at the merchant. "What are these?"

"Badges of the Hunters' Brotherhood." At Miote's blank expression, Damah's eyes widened in genuine surprise. "Your guild leader did not tell you?" Miote's answer was a half-smirk that reeked of resignation. "I heard your guild leader was reticent, but it would seem the report was quite modest," murmured Damah, slightly amused. "The Hunters' Brotherhood is an organization of elite freelancers who, in one way or another, scour through the land for ways to improve the lives of inhabitants. Our members range from tavern owners like Muko to merchants like myself and warriors who subjugate monsters terrorizing villages. We barely ask anything of our members, save sharing information at discounted prices." 

Damah pointed at the badges in the chesch's hand, saying with a chuckle, "The gold is for the daeben. With how quickly the lad is rising in ranks, other hunters may soon come to seek him out. For what purpose will be up to the individual." He then pointed at the silver. "The silver is for you, while the platinum is for Ms. Lightwood of your guild. She has proven to be beyond calculations time and time again, so it is only fair she receives the highest rank." His eyes flashed with hidden light. "For a first promotion, yours and Ms. Lightwood's positions will draw many eyes who will be awaiting your eventual downfall. It is my prayer these badges serve as sources of motivation, not shackles." 

Danah Dumm bid his goodbye with those words then kicked into the sky, soon disappearing into the horizon.

Muko, who had been watching the meeting from his doorway, hid a smile as he glanced at the gold badge in the chesch's hand. "To think the lad would come this far so soon. Hehe, I wonder how long he’ll take to get the orichalcum badge." He cast his gaze towards the north, where a great battle was surely on the verge of beginning. "Survive this, lad."





Three Days Later,

27  th   Muriel, 1093.

5 Kilometers North of Aygorzi

Orthana and the chiefs under her stood before a war table planning their attack mode, the atmosphere thick with oppressive breaths of pending bloodshed. Through Larsial's anima scout, they already had an accurate map of Second Under spread out before them. Unfortunately, it seemed the dwarves were on high alert as all further anima scouts had been shot down from the sky, preventing any more information from leaking.

Orthana was also aware Ruse's army was similarly stationed just a few kilometers away from the Citadel's South Gate and was only waiting on her army to get ready. It just so happened she too was waiting for someone. She raised her gaze from the chart as a messenger entered the tent. 

With a nod from his commanding officer, the soldier quickly reported, "Warlord Olgar Ri—"

"HAHAHA! Sheri-kun! Long Time, No Smell!" Bone-Cage Olgar Ritz guffawed proudly as he confidently strode into the tent like it was his backyard. He slapped the messenger's back, nearly killing the poor man in the process as he praised, "Excellent service lad." His voice suddenly dropped several decibels as he ordered, "You're dismissed!"

Orthana frowned, but only nodded at the panicked soldier, granting him release. Only after the soldier had gone did she speak, voice laden with simmering rage, "Do not order my soldiers."

Olgar's toothy grin faltered for a second, a sinister light momentarily flashing past his eyes. But only a moment later, the grin returned as he soothed the halben, "Sheri-kun, we're old friends. I'll admit I overstepped my bounds. It won't happen again." Without waiting for Orthana's reply, he walked up to the opposite end of the table and examined the map placed on it. His eyes widened with shock as he glanced at the halben opposite. "Is this real? Can see that wall all the way from here, and you're saying there's three of those?"

"Unfortunately so," Orthana confirmed. "Which was why I requested you bring siege weapons. I trust you had no problem?"

"What do you take me for?" Olgar teased with a shake of his head. "Still have the stock I plundered from that daeben ruin. It should be more than enough to take down this wall." He shrugged. "Even in the event they fail, you still have me. There's no wall I cannot bypass."

Orthana nodded as she recalled the reason he was nicknamed Bone-Cage. Indeed with Olgar around, there would be no need to fear any wall no matter the size. "On my side, I have three Ancient Salamanders over four hundred years old."

"Indeed, I saw those monstrosities on my way in," Olgar acknowledged. "I did bring some extra mounts. Not enough to outfit your entire army, but just about enough for an elite force." 

"What about rations?"

"Heh, there is a constant supply chain between Diralis and us. I doubt we would run out of rations before those holed up dwarfs do."

"Good," Orthana acknowledged. "We intend to bring a swift conclusion to this battle. But we must prepare for the event we fail to do so."

"Hmph," Olgar snorted, "With me around, this battle will not go beyond a day." With those words, he snarled a goodbye and then left to inspect the seige weapons. At the current rate, they should be done by the morning. 

None in the sprawling campsite were aware of the two pairs of eyes watching them from a hill over 500 meters away.





Two Hours Till Dawn,

Ayorian Citadel

If one were to drill a hole from the throne in the castle above ground, down, in a straight line, they would be shocked to find lots of metal wires leading several feet into the ground, branching off in a thousand different directions, but with a section always going straight down. This hypothetical digger would suddenly find himself suspended over the dwarven throne in the underground city. He would then notice the wires spread out like a net over the entire throne room and then coalesce beneath the throne. 

But that would still not be the end. The wires would then continue downwards for several hundreds of feet, their density and strength getting stronger the further down they went. The seemingly endless journey would then culminate in a hidden chamber where a massive thirty-foot mana crystal hovered at the center of a cavern. The mana pulsing from it was so thick that it was visible to the human eye as blue streams of light. 

Below this crystal was a six-foot model of the entire city—underground and aboveground walls included—with many parts that invisible to those on the surface. Around this model city stood the dwarven council, accompanied by Kashi, Absalon, and Kira. The red general, outfitted in the original Nightwolf set, albeit painted red, stood arms folded, intense gaze traveling among the men and women around the model. "So, are we agreed?"

Yngvar frowned as he glanced at the hovering crystal. "You are sure about its consumption rate."

"We are sure," Otto Knutsen confirmed.

Sighing, Yngvar faced Absalon with a regretful gaze. "I agree."

Brexio Rocha harrumphed as he balanced a war ax on his shoulder. "Don't care long as we win."

"I am in agreement," Ulla Tav stated.

"No issues," Paaie Nilsen confirmed.

All eyes then turned to the Dwarven King. 

King Anton Xafier sent a searching gaze the daeben's way. At Kashi's subtle nod, he announced, "We are all in agreement. We follow the plans agreed upon in this room..." He paused, taking a deep breath. His eyes snapped open with a determined glint, his voice thunderous as he commanded, "General Absalon shall take supreme command over this operation. Do you accept?"

Absalon nearly raised his hand to head out of habit. With a solemn gaze, he crossed his right arm across his chest in the customary Destian salute as he responded, "I accept! I swear to lead our collective forces to victory."

Anton nodded. "One more thing. Your scouts, Iralu, and Corinne? They have provided a great service to our kingdom with their bravery. Upon their return, please have them come before the council to receive rewards befitting their service." 

The young scouts had tailed Orthana's army expertly till they met up with the waiting Olgar Ritz's army. They then accurately reported the numbers and some of the siege weapons they could make out, then retreated before the situation got too hairy. All in all, it was a tremendous service worthy of recognition and promotion. Absalon already made a mental note to promote the two upon their return. Being rewarded by the Dwarven King was a bonus he would not refuse them. 

"I will be sure to let them know," promised Absalon.

Kashi, who had fashioned himself a new set of black leather top and pants from the hydra's pelt and scales, suddenly spoke. "It is almost dawn. If there is nothing else, we should get going."

The dwarfs turned to the daeben, still in disbelief over what he considered as armor. He looked less like the leader of the world's greatest guild and more like a minimalist assassin from all angles. Heck, even the professional assassin in his crew, Shadow, sported an actual decent set of armor. 

The dwarfs chose not to voice their misgivings as they had already gotten used to the daeben's peculiarities. One of which included spending just over twenty-four hours with Jerxas within a locked room from which frequent bursts of mana, shouts, and creepy laughter echoed.

With the council’s approval, Kashi led them out of the chamber, as a great door that required the king's aura to open shut behind them. The daeben took slow, purposeful steps as he ascended the steps, checking his inventory to ensure he did not forget anything, and psyching himself up for the battle that was to come. 

Kashi pulled the shirt's low hanging cowl over his head and raised the mask just past his nose as he reached the level inhabited by dwarfs. 

Witnessing the dark aura that began unconsciously leaking from Kashi, Anton and the dwarfs finally understood why the daeben did not bother dressing stylishly despite being a leader. Rather than the usual guild leader image, the aura of death that so naturally leaked out of the daeben was more than enough to demand, capture, and maintain the attention of all who turned his way. 

Kashi, oblivious to the dwarfs' feelings, continued his trek through the dwarven settlement, seemingly purposely taking the scenic route. Along the way, companies of dwarfs who had been waiting in specific locations joined the procession, keeping pace with the determined daeben, the slow march silently viewed by the old and young who could not join the battle.

There were no shouts of encouragement, cries of despair, or humongous battle cries. The air of solemnity and determination hung thick in the caverns, the dwarfs' resolve transmitted throughout like sparks through metal. 

No words were needed, nor were tears shed on this day as the brave men and women of Aygoria made their way to the surface where a battle for survival or extinction awaited them.

On their path, the Maggots and Orchestra Troupe, who arrived two days prior, joined the march, likewise solemn and quiet. 

Kashi eventually led them to the exit located within the palace, where he stepped aside for a brief moment, allowing Anton to open the door with his aura. This secret path was intended for the king and his subjects to escape from in times of conflict. But the daeben had his reasons for following it on this day.

The door slid open to reveal the procession right behind the throne. Kashi walked forward, nary a word as he lightly brushed his palm against the armrest. Just as his fingers were about to leave the throne, he whispered, "For Our Land."

Anton, who was right behind, similarly brushed his fingers against the throne as he passed, heart heavy and eyes moist with unshed tears as he whispered, "For Our Land."

Behind him, Absalon brushed his fingers past the throne, similarly swearing under his breath, "For Our Land."

At the opposite end, Syèl stared at the throne, complex emotions in his eyes. Taking a deep breath, he brushed his fingers past the armrest and whispered, "For Our Land."

Behind him, a drakul warrior struggled to hold back his tears as he muttered, "F-For Our Land." 

That was right. The drakul did not have to struggle, fight, or kill for food and shelter anymore. They had land—a home. Society accepted the former outcasts. Although the drakul had known this reality for a few months… to be able to say it out loud; to have others say the same as them.

"For Our Land," a Summoned by the name of Creepy_Dudette muttered as her fingers brushed past the throne. She, who had entered this world for shits and giggles, almost could not believe how much pride she felt from those three words.

"For our Land," another Summoned by the name of JWSilver whispered as he brushed past the throne. To him, who had entered this world solely as a means to earn money for his numerous In-Real-Life (IRL) commitments, participating in this war should never have happened. Yet as he spoke those words, he understood why he was here at this moment in time. His worries would still be there when he awoke, but right here with these people he had suffered dangers and ground levels with... This was  his  land.  His  people. 

Heh... 

One after another, over ten thousand men and women whispered those sacred words, their minds though filled with thousands of different worries and fears, were united by the strong bond that tied their hearts together.

Within thirty minutes, every soldier was mounted and perfectly lined up in front of the castle.

Drixlia, whose frame was covered with so much armor a trebuchet would have better luck aiming at the walls, pawed the ground as Kashi, seated on its back, cast his gaze over the ten thousand strong men and women. 

Kashi did not know what he felt at this moment, as never in  their  three lives had his brothers felt anything close to this. The burdens, hopes, dreams, expectations of over ten thousand people weighed down heavy, threatening to crush his shoulders, but the daeben sat tall, blood-red gaze washing over the troops.

Voice solemn, as if in prayer, the leader of the Hopeful Maggots addressed the army, "Just as you have sworn to protect this land, So shall your voices never tire, your sword-hand never weaken, and your shield never falter." Voice rising, he challenged, "Today we swore to protect our land.  Our!  That means each and every one of us. Be we dwarfs, halbens, daebens, wisben, human, or drakul. This is  our  land! One in which we shall not only live as free men but prosper and grow, together, towards a great future. 

“By tonight, our land will be soaked with blood and razed by fire. This is the price we will have to pay for our liberty. BUT I put it to you, no matter the outcome of this battle, I will celebrate or perish with a smile, for today, I have gained ten thousand brothers. I will bring out the brother in me and fight with those by my side like they were my blood—no! You are my blood. You are my brothers! The Unity we seek can only be realized through the sacrifice each one of us; each of our brothers will make for this land."

Kashi's voice dropped, akin to a growl. "Stomp your feet!"

boom

"Louder!"

BOOM! 

"LOUDER!"

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

"What is that beneath your feet?"

"Our Land!"

"For Whom Do We Fight?"

"Our Home"

"With Whom Do We Fight?"

"Our Brothers!"

Kashi chuckled, a wicked glint in his eyes as he scanned the army. "At the end of today, what will we have?"

The soldiers faltered, unsure of how to answer. It was at this moment, a Summoned by the name of HulkMagnet stepped forward, "Permission to speak, sir!"

Intrigued, Kashi turned to the young soldier. "Permission Granted."

HulkMagnet's green eyes shone, his lips curled in a nasty smirk as he said, "I hear Merriheim's Lands are Not Fertile, Sir! By the end of the day, we shall have a ton of Fertilizer, Sir!"

Kashi's eyes shone as a glorious chant echoed throughout the ranks from those words. "FER-TI-LI-ZER!" "FER-TI-LI-ZER!" "FER-TI-LI-ZER!" "FER-TI-LI-ZER!"

It was a nonsensical, insulting chant that none would expect of a civilized army. But, just as the Maggots’ unlikely was destined to spread across the land, so would this iconic chant. Bards would sing of it in folksongs, and history books would regale this as one of the most iconic chants of its generation.

With a maniacal chuckle, Kashi ordered, "You heard the man! We lack fertilizers for our crops. Go get us some!"

With roars that shook the very foundation of the earth, the army split into two. Kashi, Shadow, and the Drakul headed for the south gate while the rest thundered towards the north to clash with Orthana and Olgar.

Soon, the only ones remaining were Lunette and the orchestra, who started setting up their equipment. The songstress clasped her hands together as she offered a prayer for her men, that they returned to her as healthy as they left. 

"Ms. Falsetto," Lufer, the orchestra leader, called.

"Coming." Lunette cast one last glance towards the south and then walked to the conductor who held a conspicuous microphone shaped object in his hand. Lunette’s gaze sharpened as she received the mic. Everyone had their battles to fight. 

This would be hers.

Soon, with the rising dawn, over twenty-five thousand men and women faced each other, loud drums announcing the start of bloodshed.
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                "MOVE OUT!"

At dawn's first light, the waking sun birthed the land in red, prophesying the blood that was to paint the earth that day as the armies of Merriheim and the Chaos Guard advanced on Aygorzi's walls. Leading the Merrite contingent were the three Ancient Salamanders, blood-crazed gazes fixed on the city where their eventual food awaited. Following behind these monstrosities were five thousand avespas calvaries, led at the front by an excited Olgar who licked his chops as he envisioned feasting on his enemies' hearts.

Five thousand infantry, consisting of four thousand soldiers and two thousand slaves, trudged behind the calvary. The feet of the slaves blistered and bled, having suffered the grueling journey without any protection. Still, none dared slow down for fear of punishment. They could only grit their teeth and forge on ahead, their hearts already deciding to kill as many dwarfs as possible to earn themselves a promotion from this life of hell. 

Not once did it cross their mind to revolt. Most might not know, but these slaves knew all too well the strength of Bone-Cage Olgar Ritz. Revolution would only lead to meaningless deaths.

Bringing up the rear were the warbards and a thousand mages led by Orthana, whose eyes held determination that grew grimmer with every hoof clatter. Finally, behind her were the siege weapons Olgar looted from a daeben ruin consisting of trebuchets and ballistae. The soldiers spent the previous day assembling these colossal weapons from scratch, their only comfort laying in the fact that Naroku Warthogs pulled the siege engines.

And so it was that this mighty procession neared the northern gate, bringing with them promises of death.

Standing atop the ramparts on the outer wall, Absalon frowned down at the approaching army. Eyes narrowed with utter disdain and contempt, he muttered, "Hmph, a little more than we calculated. But no matter." He gazed at the siege weapons far off in the distance, a nasty curl rising up his lips. "Heh, Looks like you put a lot of effort into this. I wonder how you'll react to this." He waited till he could see the Ancient Salamanders' black cornea, then said, "Let our guests in."





King Anton Xafier sat upon his throne in the throne room, his mana connecting his thoughts to the mana crystal several meters below. King Anton Xafier gazed at the 3-D projection of the city that hovered before him, lips curling upward as Absalon's order came in. "We have suffered persecution far too long." Eyes holding no small amount of hatred, he released a dark chuckle. "Come witness the might of our god."

The armrest glowed with a blue light as mana flowed from his arm into the hidden runic cables within the throne. With a murderous glare in his eyes, King Anton Xafier ordered, "Open."





At Aygorzi's south gate, Larsial frowned as the massive gates she had spent days strategizing against slid inwards, groaning as it did as if mocking all her efforts. Still, despite her relative unease, with Ruse by her side, and the army around her, Larsial felt she had nothing to fear from these dwarfs. Heh, the dwarfs most likely did not want to risk any damage to the structures before they could study them.

Well, that was fine too. Aygorzi would definitely be a suitable upgrade from their division's current base. It would not do to damage it unnecessarily before they learned how its components worked. After all, it was made by a god! There was no guarantee anything broken could be entirely restored. 

Larsial shared a look with Ruse. Seeing the calm approval in his gaze, she spoke to no one in particular. "As long as they remain open, Do not damage the gates."





At the north end, Orthana frowned as Larsial's voice echoed through the crow that arrogantly perched on her shoulder. Enraged, veins bulged in her hand as she gripped a Rink tightly. She hatefully relayed the order to Olgar.

Olgar snarled, eyes red with rage. He had spent a lot of manpower bringing these siege weapons along, boasting of how they would bring down Second Under's walls. Now they simply opened the doors for them!? Wasn't this making him look like a fool? Who dared make a fool out of him!? No One! 

The lycan's body trembled, the bone spurs on his back growing longer with every snarl. If it were not for the Ancient Salamanders, Olgar would have already rushed on ahead to slaughter the bastards. The lycan raised his head to glare at the red figure by the battlements, snarl widening when the figure returned his glare with a blank look akin to one a man would offer a bug on the street. "Just keep hiding up there, bastard," Olgar growled. "I'll make sure to rip your guts out myself."

Atop the ramparts, Absalon examined the approaching Salamanders. He blinked, and his brows rose when he could not identify their levels. Hoh. It seemed these guys were quite tough. Already prepared for such a situation, he took out a scroll from his inventory. This was an ancient scroll, only one of three they had found during their expedition into the islands. This scroll, probably worth hundreds of thousands, if not millions of syros in the current market, only had one purpose. 

The red mage ripped the scroll in half, releasing a bright runic structure which, if Kashi had been around, would have identified as roughly translating to "All Must Be Seen." As it were, the notification prompt as the runes melded into the General's eyes read  [Mass Identify] , a divine level skill that allowed its wielder to see the status of all beings within range of their gaze.

Ancient Salamandar [Level 170]

Absalon smirked. Level 170, huh? Indeed if the Maggots were not here, these three alone might have been capable of bringing the dwarfs to their knees. After all, Salamander-type monsters were known for their strong physical defense, which was what dwarfs excelled at above all. Removing his gaze from the monsters, he turned to the nearly naked lycan who had been glaring at him earlier.

Bone-Cage Olgar Ritz [Level 180]

Hoh? A titled boss, Level 180, and red-colored at that. Hehe. It seemed the game was intent on crushing them with levels. He scanned through the army, somewhat relieved to see the average level was around 120 near the front, dropping sharply towards the back till about 80-90 for the slaves. That was, at least, except for the chiefs who maintained a steady level of 130. 

Also, the Summoner, Sheri Orthana, was a titled Boss:

World Walker Sheri Orthana [Level 160]

For the first time, a sense of unease welled up in the General. Although Absalon was semi-confident in facing one red boss, two of them at the same time was a whole other beast. Red was only a step away from purple, the highest boss color most people would ever get to meet during their entire playthroughs. Such colors were usually reserved for undead liches or monsters the size of a building. 

To see it on two humes... 

Well, to be fair, if it were not for the game, not color-coding Summoned, that blasted daeben's color would have rendered all opposition moot.

Still, regardless of level or power, all would fall today without fail. 

Absalon returned his gaze to the Ancient Salamanders, which were forced to line up in a column to pass through the gates. A wicked glint in his eyes, he thundered with a smirk, "We do not allow beasts beyond a certain height pass through here."





 

Around three thousand feet above the ground, wrapped within an illusion spell, four figures hovered, the air trembling with the congealment of mana as three of the beings gathered all the mana and ki they had, focusing them all into their drawn swords.

Loud screeches akin to the cry of chalk on board rang out from the figures bathed in the white light of the gathered potential, streaks of gold fluttering about as their hair fluttered in the wild winds.

Hovering close to these three figures, Syèl watched with the swordswoman across from him with a complicated gaze. Each furrow of their brow, each drop of sweat wrested away by the caused the words he spoke earlier  Our Land , to echo within his mind. 

Without realizing it, Syel closely examined her features. The way her blue eyes dimmed when she concentrated; the way she gently bit at the side of her upper lip; even the way ever strand of hair danced wildly in the wind, accentuating the blue, calf-length jacket that fluttered loosely behind her.

Absalon's message rang in the halben's ears, forcefully returning him to reality. His gaze strangely light, as if shedding a heavy burden as he said, "Henri." Logically, the wind funnel rotating around the swordswomen to keep them afloat should have prevented them from hearing his words. But as fate would have it, the middle one raised her head, a questioning look in her eyes. "Henri. The girl I always compare you to. Her name was Henri."

There was a short pause, a brief moment of silence as Shoko registered his words. Eventually, her eyes began to glow with an odd light, her lips spreading into a smile so breathtakingly calm, Syèl, just for a moment, unconsciously forced the memory called Henri to the back of his mind. Unaware of the emotions she wrought in the young man, Shoko mouthed,  ‘ We'll talk.’

"Sure,” Syèl muttered as he manipulated the wind funnels to reposition the triplets. He cast his gaze to the ground where the leading Ancient Salamander was only about twenty meters from the gate. With a snap of his fingers, the wind funnels ceased. The identical swordswomen plummeted to the earth, the halben's golden gaze following their falling frames as he muttered. "Yeah, we'll talk."

With a flap of his wings, the blood vampire rushed after the falling figures, soon overtaking them as they neared the ground.

On the ground, a sudden outburst of mana caused the hair on Olgar's back to rise. The seasoned warmonger's gaze snapped to the skies, where three concentrated balls of light instantly caught his attention. 

After enhancing his sight with mana, Olgar frowned as he zeroed in on the swordswoman falling from the skies, her posture suspiciously never shifting or affected by the wind.

Even more surprising was the vampire that flew ahead of these three figures, like a bodyguard. The lycan's gaze narrowed as a sudden flash of inspiration struck him. He frantically traced the fall path, a mad roar echoing out as he figured out their objectives. Without any hint of proprietary, he immediately ordered with a voice which bled for miles, "ALL ARCHERS! MAGES! Shoot Down Those  Bastards!!!  Catapults, Knock 'em out of the skies! I Don't Care if Your Aim's True, Just Fire  Fire Fire FIRE!!!" 

Olgar's enraged and frustrated roars boomed even louder as the light around the dropping swordswomen began coalescing into a semi-translucent, almost water-like shape.

At the rear, Orthana, who felt like her ears were about to bleed from the lycan's agitated roars, frowned as she scanned the skies for the target. Her gaze narrowed as she spotted the descending silhouettes. 

By this point, Shoko’s light had already begun taking the shape of a katana’s blade, its glass-like surface retaining the look of a wavy stream of mana. The halben gritted her teeth with rage as she silently calculated the estimated landing area. "Portam mundo forma eius indicarent mihi ."  Mana burst from her back, merging to form three portals behind her. 

Dozens of harpies with shrill screeches akin to the cries of banshees burst out of the portal. Their minds mentally connected to their summoner, they immediately took to the skies, rushing toward the descending figures and flanked on all sides by thousands of spells fired off by mages.

Syèl, seeing this bombardment headed his way, snorted as he pricked his index fingers with his thumbs. He pointed the bloodied fingers at the oncoming horde as small seed-sized balls of blood formed from the wound. "Bang!"

A harpy suddenly dropped from the air, then another. Then another. Within three seconds, over twenty harpies plummeted, small seed-sized holes in their heads from which blood leaked. The projectiles were next, each one seemingly meeting an invisible force that caused them to explode on impact. The rapid explosions caused a blanket of smoke to cover the sky, effectively blocking the vision of those on the ground.

Olgar's eyes were almost red with impatience as he roared at the mages who had relaxed somewhat. "Fire, Fire, Keep Fir—" 

SCREEEEE! 

Olgar roared out in pain as a blinding light burst through the smoke, accompanied by the most hellish shrill cry he had ever heard. He winced, blood seeping from his ears as three identical Katanas, nearly 30ft in length, came into view, the cold unassuming edge promising death to all who saw it.

Olgar, realizing his error in vastly underestimating the enemy, opened his mouth to issue an order for the salamanders to retreat. But just as he was about to scream, he recalled the commanding rights for these beasts lay with their summoner. Cursing six generations of Orthana's ancestors, he fished out his Rink. But just as he was about to speak, he realized it was already too late. 

BOOM!

With a loud bang that kicked up clouds of dust, the swords sliced through the Salamanders' skulls, leaving their lives hanging by a thread. Before anyone could consider saving the beasts, Syèl dropped three strange flasks each into the open wounds in the monsters' heads. He swooped low with a proud grin, whisked the drained Shoko away, and then flew towards the gate.

"Where Do You Think You're Going!?" 

Syèl snorted with disdain as he gazed over his shoulder at the lycan who was in hot pursuit. That disdain instantly disappeared as three bone spurs tore through the air so fast the blood mage knew he had no chance to dodge them. He raised his palm, causing six layers of earth to rise and shield them from the blow.

To his shock, the bone spurs smashed through the earth like they were tofu block. Wholly unprepared for such an outcome, the halben was forced to think up a solution even as the spurs were only inches from his chest.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

A katana, black as night, gleamed in the morning sunlight as the bone spurs flung overhead, deflected by the force of its blow. Shoko, who dropped to the earth on account of Syèl being blasted away by a bone spur, paled and had to force down the blood that rose to her throat. She had more than overdrawn herself for the previous attack, using a skill given to the Samurai class once they crossed Level 100  [Sword Potential].  

[Sword Potential]  was an ultimate cheat skill developed for the samurai class with high damage points and little defense. The skill allowed its user to focus all their ki and mana into a single attack. The skill's damage increased the longer it was successfully charged, the game using the logic of 'refining the blade' to justify its ability. However, although it seemed like a monstrous skill, it had very few actual applications since very few samurai ever got a chance to charge it during one-on-one combat.

That was not to say  [Sword Potential]  was a useless skill.

During Boss raids, Samurais charged this powerful weapon skill while numerous clan members distracted the boss. Unfortunately, its shrill noise and mana bursts when its damage had multiplied past a certain level were instant aggro attractors. 

As a result, monsters often abandoned whoever they were engaged with to destroy the samurai first. In other cases, the monsters either strengthened their defenses or fled before the blow struck.

Shoko, who was drained of all her ki due to the skill, had only just managed to deflect the bolts using sheer force of will and skill. She quickly downed a potion, watching her ki rise with a satisfied smile. Blaring warnings in her head caused her to jump backward. 

Boom!

"You're all dead!" Olgar roared as he burst through the debris atop his avespa, a bone spur clutched in his right harm. His blood-crazed gaze located the swordswoman within the span of a millisecond.

Shoko crouched low, sheathed sword at her left side, right hand over its hilt. Heart steady, her steely gaze marked the avespas movements. "Shoko Style: Second Form..." The lycan's gaze instantly changed as he crossed his arms across his chest. "Sukai Bunkatsu ." 

Olgar roared as a flash of explosive sword-light blasted his mount’s head to pieces, its blood dyeing his coat a deadly red. He crashed to the earth but surprisingly balanced on all fours like a primal wolf, his charge never stopping. The spurs grew, then fired out like missiles. 

Shoko grit her teeth, her gaze steady as she deflected numerous bone missiles in the span of a second, the movement of her hand too fast for the human eye to follow. Olgar immediately clawed at her neck once he closed the distance, each nail over 30cm. 

Shoko tilted to the side, allowing the arm to pass by her. A glint in her eyes, she swiped at the beast's exposed midriff.

Olgar raised his knee.  CLANG!   The blade clashed against the enlarged bone protruding from the lycan's knee. The warrior's eyes flashed bloody murder as his right hand swung downwards, its aim the samurai's exposed back.

In reply, the blade switched orientation, and its sharp end pointed towards the sky. "Shoko Style, Third Form..." Shoko switched the leading grip to her left hand and swung upwards from her unnatural position. "[Scythe!]" 

Olgar's arm swiftly retreated. He bent backward and quickly raised his jaw vertically toward the sky. A massive, excessively sharp sword-light shave a few hairs off his jaw as it escaped skyward. 

Shoko's left arm released its grip on the rising sword. Ki Circulated her fist as it punched the lycan's exposed midriff. The swordswoman nearly shrieked even though she successfully blasted Olgar against the leading wounded Salamander. "NOW!"

Atop the ramparts, Absalon, who had been watching the whole exchange, swiped down. His lieutenant, Asha, and two other archers lined up arrows on their bows. The red mage flicked his fingers, causing the arrows to burst into flames. The arrows whistled at his signal as they ripped through the damaged skulls and struck the flasks Syèl had dropped earlier.

At the same time, Absalon flung two daggers, one at Syèl, who had just extracted himself from the bone spur which had pinned him to the earth, and the other at Shoko.

Olgar roared as he dashed to the edge of the Salamander. His rage only intensified at the sight of his prey floating into the air and towards the ramparts. Blood pooled in his eyes. But just as he was about to jump...

BOOOM!!!!
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                Atop the ramparts, a sly grin crept up Absalon's lips as Olgar, who incidentally stood near the Salamander's wounds, was blasted sky high. The lycan crashed into gaping crevices that exposed the Salamander's liquefied brain. 

The Salamander’s vulnerable brain took the brunt of the explosion because its robust skull contained most of the blast.

Absalon narrowed his gaze at the plumes of smoke that arose, the crackling of burning flesh a sound he was all too familiar with. As much as he would have liked it, he doubted Olgar suffered too much damage from that explosion. He removed his gaze from the smoke as Syèl and Shoko floated over the ramparts, headed towards him. "[Cancel]" 

Shoko and Syèl dropped onto the rampart, as Absalon canceled the gravitational magic pulling the daggers they held towards him.

Absalon retrieved his daggers from the two. He was all smiles, apparent pride in his eyes as he praised, "You two did great work out there. Better than I expected."

"Heh," Syèl grinned. "This much is nothing."

Shoko massaged her left wrist, which still trembled in pain from her last punch. She cast her eyes at the dark plumes below. "Now what?"

Absalon smiled. "I know you want to fight, but this is not the time. I promise to give you a stage where you two can battle it out." At Shoko's silent nod, the general proceeded, "Now, you return post-haste."

"You guys plan way too much," Syèl snorted as he walked to the interior battlements. "Can take those guys by myself." 

"No, you can't," Absalon refuted as the blood mage hopped down from the wall. Shoko and his lieutenants followed suit, their fall broken by buffeting winds. Absalon watched them mount their horses then rush southward towards the second gate. He returned to the north-side battlement and measured the extent of the damage below. He inadvertently locked gazes with Olgar, who burst out from the pile of brain matter, looking utterly unperturbed by the explosion he just suffered through. "...Even if you could, I would not let you. There is more to war than an enemy's death."

Absalon retracted his gaze as a broadsword appeared beneath his feet. He stepped onto the sword, then used a rare-skill,  [Telekinesis]  to have it carry him into the sky as he slowly made his way towards the south.





South Gate

"HALT!"

The flood of avespas, upon hearing the beautiful voice, stomped against the ground as they came to a uniform stop. The army, consisting of over seven thousand mounted warriors and warbards, patiently waited for their army commander located at the rear to deploy her next command.

Larsial frowned, her brows deeply set as her familiar's images synched with her mind. Usually, she might have taken the opportunity to mock the proud Orthana. But this situation had wholly overturned her knowledge. Never would she have expected the halben had so much power, enough to wipe out scores of mana projectiles hurtling his way while simultaneously killing off all the summons at once. 

Then there was the cross-dressing girl. To the best of Larsial’s knowledge, that girl should only have one clone. Where did she find the second, and how exactly was she able to store that much power at her level? Even more shocking was how they could create such synergy, blending the best of these two's abilities. Who the heck was their commander?

Larsial suddenly felt she had taken this battle far too lightly. Fearing the worst, she immediately fished out a  [Skill Enhance]  and  [Detect Life]  Scroll from her pouch. She ripped the  [Skill Enhance]  scroll, which released a dense burst of mana absorbed by the  [Detect Life]  scroll. She then ripped the  [Detect Life]  scroll, releasing a burst of mana that exploded outwards for a kilometer in all directions. Only when she did not feel any presence save those of her men did she relax.

Ruse, having felt the mana probe him, turned his burning gaze towards the daeben, brow raised. Larsial, understanding his unspoken question, revealed everything that had occurred at the Northern Gate.

Ruse's only response was to turn his gaze back to the open gates. "No matter. Proceed."

Larsial, stimulated by Ruse's confidence, smiled as her initial unease burned away. Hmph, although killing three Ancient Salamanders might seem impressive, she knew for a fact that Ruse could cook those overgrown lizards for breakfast whenever he wanted. She cast her gaze at a cage rolling behind them, pulled by a column of avespas. Heh, even if the worst-case scenario occurred, she still had a trump card. 

Brimming with confidence, Larsial faced the army ahead and ordered, "March!"

The red flood heeded her call and resumed their steady march into the city.





North Gate

Olgar glared at the fallen Salamanders, his countenance contrastingly calm against his earlier raging outbursts. Of the three, one had instantly decomposed into a few piles of bones, scales, and flesh. Luckily, the decomposed corpse was the closest to the gate, so it didn’t block their way into the city. 

A blue-furred lycan rode up to the silent warlord with a spare avespa in tow. "I think they wished to block the gates, sir," The lycan commented as his lord mounted the avespa. The lycan, named Grugg was one of Olgar's oldest aides and right hand. "Buy some time, maybe." 

Olgar cast a cold gaze at the lycan, which caused the latter's blood to freeze. Everyone knew of Olgar's temper and feared his frequent outbursts. But those close to him found those outbursts cute compared to when he turned calm. Olgar was a true embodiment of the term, Calm before the Storm. When he was like this, it didn't matter why; if someone pissed him off, there would be one more corpse to feed the earth.

Luckily for Grugg, it seemed Olgar had not reached that stage just yet. The warlord, whose white coat had turned red, brown, and black with blood and dirt, turned his cold gaze back to the gate. "Order the men to march."

Grugg released a sigh of relief. It seemed his lord still retained some of his faculties. He had feared for a moment his lord would charge on alone for the sake of revenge. Just as he was about to leave, he recalled the other reason he came to meet his lord. "Sir, Ms. Orthana would like to spe—" Olgar's frosty glare froze the rest of the sentence in his throat.

"Order the men to march."

Grugg instantly paled, cursing himself a thousand times as he spurred his avespa past the corpses to the waiting, disoriented army. What the fuck was he thinking!? He made Olgar repeat himself! Was he tired of living? Shit, immediately, this war was over, he would have to find a soothsayer to check if someone had cursed him or something. Being so stupid could only be attributed to unnatural causes.

Although the army was shell-shocked, immediately Grugg relayed Olgar's orders, they began a silent march, no one daring to speak a word lest they suffer the warlord's wrath. Even Orthana, although enraged by the lycan's attitude, knew better than to confront him at this time. There was a huge chance he would forget the reason for his rage and rush at her with intent to kill. 

Bone-Cage Olgar Ritz was that kind of irrational fellow.

With the army behind, Olgar made for the next gate at a steady pace, neither fast nor slow.





 

Within the northern sector of the outer circle stood an imposing army, neither moved by the rising sun, nor winds which had turned harsh. At the forefront of this army, a daeben sat atop his mount, red gaze steady at the horizon. To his side, a white-haired assassin likewise sat atop a dark as night, seven feet massive wolf.

Although Kashi had received the report which stated that the enemy had over seven thousand men, there was no trace of hesitation in his eyes despite his forces only numbering three thousand. 

What’s more, he only a few dozen mages and little to no long-range archers within his ranks. Generals worldwide would have insulted this line-up as stupid and utterly suicidal. But there was a reason for Kashi’s seemingly baseless confidence.

Kashi glanced at the drakul, whose form had undergone a tremendous transformation since they left the dwarven palace. Their sizes had nearly doubled, assuming a structure resembling a fusion between a brute and their standard skinny form. 

Well-defined muscles were protected by tough sea blue scales that gave the impression of morning clouds. Bone spurs akin to those found on dragons grew on their heads, down their spine, until the end of their tail. Finally, the drakul’s facial features and jaws were streamlined, giving off a ferocious yet noble look. As they were now, no one, not even the dwarfs, would believe them to be the same set of rough-looking lizard men who left earlier.

The change was something the daeben predicted but wasn't sure of. To test his hypothesis, Kashi crafted a set of leather pants and gauntlets lined with Hydra scales for each drakul, ensuring he dripped some of his blood during the manufacturing process.

The resulting products turned out to be Legendary Grade, offering more protection than Kashi's full gear put together. However, it was not the defense but the added option that caused the daeben's brow to rise.

An added option  [Drakul's Dream]  bound the armor to every drakul who wore it. Kashi's blood contained the drakul’s dream intended to raise the drakul to the level of dragons. His blood, which had elevated to Dragon Blood, stimulated the drakul’s cells and awakened their hidden potential.

As to how strong the drakul became... Well...

Drixlia harrumphed, stomping its foot against the earth as the daeben's gaze sharpened. 

Just over five kilometers away, the Chaos Order appeared on the horizon, blood-red armor gleaming imposingly in the moonlight. Kashi spoke into a rink, his eyes monitoring the enemy's movements, "They're here."

A moment later, Absalon's voice resounded, "Likewise." There was a short pause as the mage collected his emotions . "Are you ready?"

A devilish grin spread up the daeben's lips. "Born Ready."

"Right. In that case..."





North Gate

Hovering five hundred feet above the earth, Absalon glared at Olgar's approaching army. "Let us welcome our guests."

On the ground, Yngvar, Ulla, Paaie, and Brexio lead their respective clans, war hammers, and axes poised at the ready. Flanking the dwarfs on either side were Absalon's army and the remaining felur led by Sasha (Formerly named Asha), Nyte, Blade, and Diatte.

At the very forefront of the army, Syèl, Jade, and Shoko sat atop their mounts, eyes locked onto the oncoming horde.

"Don't you think you should be at the back?" Syèl teased, chuckling at Jade.

"Heh, and let you guys have all the fun?" Jade sneered, mischief in her eyes. "You guys already stole the spotlight. I'll be damned if I don't leave a big ass mark in my first major battle with the guild."

"Shoulda gone with Kashi then," Syèl replied. "Ain't no one stealing my thunder."

Jade's brow rose as she raised her right hand, around which green lightning arced. 

Syèl frowned. Sure he could use all elements, but because he rarely focused on one, his attainments in some were not as high as others. For example, his electricity was still blue, far away from its next upgrade. Then again, no Summoned's elementals had naturally reached the next level. That was something that usually happened around level 250.

Just as Syèl opened his mouth to retort, the sound of a sword leaving its sheath instantly shut him up. 

Having achieved the desired effect, Shoko did not turn to the halben, but instead fixed her gaze on the army that had drawn within four kilometers.

Across from her, Olgar paused, mana-enhanced gaze scanning the enemy frontlines ahead. He could not spot any robed individual, and only about five hundred persons had bows in their hands. "Hmm... I had thought they would depend on mages and archers for this battle. Seems I was wrong. Are they that confident, or do they lack mages?" 

Grugg, wary from the previous lesson, advised, "I can't guess what else they have planned, Sir. Why don't we have the Rhinos march in front?"

Olgar frowned, canines bared as he issued a low growl. "No one steals the first kill from me."

"Understood, Sir." Grugg, not daring to say anything more, stepped back. 

"We march." At Olgar's order, the army resumed its march, grateful for the flat terrain. On the way, although not extremely uncomfortable, the land had several small hills and depressions, which had made marching a chore. Olgar was grateful for a different reason. On uneven ground, his cavalry would have been rendered useless. When they were within two kilometers, Olgar ordered as a white, seven-foot bone grew out of his forearm, "Take out your spears!" 

In response, the Maggots led the charge, matching the enemy speed for speed as they approached.

At the South end, a similar scenario played itself out. The drakul, lead by Kashi and Shadow atop Kira, matching the Chaos Order step for step.

A tremendous uneasy feeling gripped Larsial as she saw the scenes playing out at the North End, the strangest part being the matching enemy formations. To combat the wide banks of hundred which the  Chaos Order  deployed, both the drakul and the dwarven army were morphing into the shape of a narrow arrow, with its widest point only holding sixty men. Frustrated, she shut off the visual connection to her familiar. At this point, paying attention to both sides was akin to suicide. 

The slow trot to either side was punctuated by booms of heavy drums, the voices of bards forming a dense mana stream that enriched and strengthened the soldiers' muscles. Once the armies were within a kilometer of each other, the slow trot turned into a full sprint as both sets of cavalries charged at each other, blood the only things in their minds.

At the northern end, Olgar roared, "Give 'em Hell!"

Although both armies were still over five hundred meters apart, hails of arrows and magic projectiles burst out from the Merrite side, accurately sailing the distance to crash into the dwarven defense.

Syèl turned a lazy gaze toward the projectiles. "Flashy rubbish," he muttered as several pieces of rock burst from the earth. He accurately measured the flight paths of the over one thousand projectiles then flicked his fingers. 

Olgar roared with incensed rage as a multitude of explosions resounded harmlessly above, his blood-red gaze so filled with hatred at the halben he sped up, leaving the army behind and also forgot about the red mage soundlessly hovering overhead. 

Absalon kept his gaze on Olgar, snorting when he saw the lycan's reaction to Syèl. "Amateur." He ignored the fool, his lips muttering as he watched the enemy's frontline. "100, 90, 80..."

If Olgar was incensed, Larsial was left speechless as Kashi, and his troupe kept their charge, ignoring the hail of arrows and magic that rained down upon them. Although a few fell in the charge, the majority pressed on, not paying any heed to their injuries. She was too shell shocked to notice the daeben's lips moving. "70, 60, 50..."





Seated atop his throne, Anton Xafier, King of the dwarfs, held a ruthless glare as the voices of both men simultaneously resounded in his ear. Joining in their countdown, he muttered, "40, 30, 20, 10...  DIE!"





BOOM!

CRASH! 

KRRSCHHH!

The first, second, third, and fourth rows of cavalry crashed against a giant wall! The avespas buckled, as several heads smashed into a paste. Numerous riders, dead on impact, were flung off their mounts. 

The fourth, fifth, and sixth row trampled upon the previous rows and then stumbled to the ground. Only until the seventh row, which was incidentally the second to last, did the chaos stop.

All this happened in a single instant, the forceful impact sending shockwaves for miles. 

Olgar's avespa froze, his eyes round with shock as he stared at the thin wall that shot up from the ground without warning. Where did that wall come from!? Just how? There was no trace of mana! What the fuck was happening!? 

How could he know, though? 

Although the wall was indeed thin, barely a few centimeters in diameter, it was nearly thirty meters tall and had been crafted by a god. Its toughness could only be imagined. And the cavalry had crashed into such a wall at full speed over 100km/h. 

There was only one outcome.

Honed Instinct from several years of battle blared its warning. Olgar spun around, hands across his chest as a blade slammed into him, blasting him off his mount. The lycan turned in mid-air and crashed into the earth, wincing as the dwarven army which had never stopped its charge parted around him. The lycan raised his head, glaring at the swordswoman mounted atop her horse.

With a clear intent to battle in her eyes, Shoko hopped down from her stallion. She drew her blade, its dark sheen mirroring the emptiness in her mind at that moment. Her gaze beheld only the foe across her, the excited shouts as Syèl led the dwarfs to rout the confused enemy fading into the background.

Behind the lycan, the wall receded into the ground just as quickly as it had shot up. However, before anyone could relax, two sets of walls shot up from the earth, running from the outer to the inner gate with roughly sixty meters between them.

Suddenly, the massive Merrite army that looked unbeatable had shrunken by a third, leaving the disoriented, scared warriors to face the wrath of the onrushing army. Who, by virtue of their narrow shape, did not lose any soldiers to the demarcating walls.

Elsewhere, although the second set of walls did not rise at the southern end, the first one certainly did. 

Larsial paled, beautiful eyes deformed by shock and fear. 

‘The carnage at the forefront as Kashi’s drakuls tore into the confused troops rocked her core. Teeth chattering, Larsial could not help but cry out, demanding an answer for this senseless scenario. "HOW!?"

Kashi, who tore through the Chaos Order, one arrow after another finding its mark in his target’s brains, simply muttered with a mischievous smirk, "...Artifact."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 129: We Will Survive

    
    
    
    
                Blood erupted, staining cold blades as they reaped countless lives. Bodies dropped to the floor, empty eyes clouded over with regret and pain; Dreams, Hopes, and Loves abandoned to the cold earth. The cries of the innocent and the guilty did not sound so different, both echoing a desperate desire for life and the damning resignation of inevitable death. This was war, the insatiable monster who would forever feast on the differing ideals and greed of man.

Ah, wait. If there was one good thing, it was that the cries of the guilty far outweighed those of the innocent at this moment.

The Merrites could do nothing as Jade and Syèl tore into their ranks. To make confusing matters worse, the electric mage turned herself into a mobile stun battery as arcs of green electricity pulsed from her body at short, regular intervals. 

These arcs chained amongst all enemies within ten meters, stunning them in the process. The volts made it easy for the army behind to crush the paralyzed soldiers before they recovered. Javelins wrought from the earth and powered by flames regularly flew ahead of the two, bursting apart defensive shields and formations.

The dwarfs did not lose in ferocity. Led by Yngvar Kernode, they crushed the enemy underfoot. Their master-crafted war hammers and swords tore through the enemy's defenses like a knife through butter.

At the Southern End, Drixlia thundered its way into the heart of the enemy troops, weapons, shields, and skulls crushed beneath its mighty hooves. From atop its back, death missiles ripped through the enemy soldiers. 

Next to the war stallion, Kira simply charged, her massive frame enough to directly crush to paste anything she hit full-on. The enemy, whose earlier confusion had descended into all-out panic, could do nothing to stop their charge. 

Meanwhile, the drakul, empowered by their leader's imposing figure, slashed, clawed, and bit their way through all opposition, their speed on foot no slower than Drixlia's. 

Unfortunately, just when it seemed like the daeben's troops would make it all the way, a massive shockwave crashed against them, bringing their charge to a grinding halt. 

Absalon's brows furrowed at the Northern End as an invisible wave crushed the army's charge. He cast his gaze at the warbards at the merrite army’s rear. "So, the true battle begins now."

Olgar, noticing the halted charge, grinned at Shoko as bone spurs grew out of his arms. "You may have gotten us by surprise, but that's the end." To the samurai's shock, he punched his arm into the ground. "Now, let me show you how we do battle in Merriheim!"

Shoko's eyes widened with shock and fear. "Watch out!" She screamed as she jumped backward. The soldiers running past her raised questioning brows but responded too late.

The merrite warbards’ demanding drums pooled with the vocalists' aggressive roars, releasing several waves of mana-enhanced energy across the battlefield. The energy wiped the [Confused] status afflicting the army and replaced it with  [Aggression]—a  status that boosted mana recovery, attack power, speed, and offered protection from negative status ailments. 

The paralyzed soldiers, infused with  Aggression , instantly shrugged off their constraints, the battle paradigm swiftly shifting as the Merrite army launched a severe counterattack.

The coalition, unprepared for this sudden reversal, suffered a severe blow to their morale. The situation further deteriorated as dozens of bone spurs shot up from the earth. The towering structures impaled unsuspecting dwarfs and humes and then raised the corpses high for the battlefield to see.

Shoko's eyes turned red with rage. She closed the distance with a feral cry, and in one swift motion, struck down at the crouching lycan. 

Olgar laughed as the sword crashed against his raised left arm. Eyes narrowed, he mocked, "How d'ya like my display!?" 

Shoko swiftly dodged to the left as his right arm made a blow for her chest. In response, the lycan kicked her feet out from under her. Shoko gasped, breath leaving her chest as her back hit the earth beside the lycan. She swiftly parried the downward swing of two bone blades then shot to her feet, kicking the lycan in the chin. 

Both warriors stood straight, one with a snide grin as he roared, "Guess you couldn't save them!"

Shoko cursed as she parried two bone spears then charged the lycan, the two clashing blades in a flurry of rage-filled attacks.

Both armies dismounted at the forefront as the enclosed space did not allow for maneuvering. As a result, those atop restless mounts were relegated to sitting ducks. Syèl, the coalition's greatest weapon, was forced on the defensive, single-handedly shielding the entire army from volleys of magic and arrows. 

Jade, Nyte, Blade, and the five dwarven chiefs led the bloody charge against an enemy, who, pumped with the mana boost from their warbards, refused to acknowledge pain or death. The merrite army fought hard even with one limb, even with blinded eyes. The voices of their bards filled them with belief. Their dreams of gold, women, and land propelled them into madness. Madness, which it seemed, the coalition was not in the least bit prepared for.

Jade retreated a step, narrowly dodging a downward swung spear. Her body suddenly accelerated, fists filled with charged lightning. The merrite roared as the fist crashed through his helmet and launched him back into the path of his mates. These men and women, used to the tumbles of war, easily dodged the flailing body. However, they did not expect a sudden eruption of electricity from the man's head. The army now strengthened could only be stunned for half a second before breaking through. 

But on the battlefield, half a second was far too much time.

Nyte descended on the merrites, aura blades separating necks from bodies as he charged past. By his side, Blade's swift feet danced among the enemy, dodging blows by a hair's breadth. His spear sung a solitary tune, stabbing through necks with chilling precision. Brows furrowed, the spearman retreated step after step, as the dwarven army was pushed back by the enemy's overwhelming momentum.

The Southern End was not faring any better. Immediately the warbards took charge, Kashi's momentum was seized by the Chaos Order, whose army seemed to have an endless supply of magic scrolls. Although the daeben and his drakul boasted perverse defensive skin that allowed them to shrug off the majority of arrows and elemental magic flung at them, it was quickly turning into a battle of quantity vs. quality.

Worse, since the second set of walls did not rise at their end, the Chaos Order was free to flank Kashi’s drakuls, aiming to cut them down from the sides.

Kashi, who had since dismounted, wordlessly unleashed hell upon the approaching enemy. Fingers moving at speeds invisible to the human eye unleashed endless, unrelenting death upon the enemy. He stood his ground with the drakul, eyes devoid of any emotion, despair, or otherwise. At the flanks, the drakul used their over two hundred meters (seven feet) bodies as battering rams to halt cavalry charges that smelled an opportunity to split the enemy.

Kashi rushed forward, the number of enemies finally surpassing the speed at which he shot. Three warriors, seeing his charge, blocked his path, and stabbed polearms at his chest. The daeben jumped, not even putting these small fries in his eyes. Arrows tore down their skulls and out between their legs as he landed behind them. 

The daeben did not stop to admire his work, swiftly punching a war hammer the size of his entire chest out of his way. The warrior who held the hammer glared at the puny daeben through sockets in his helmet. Sockets through which arrows tore, coming out the back of his head. As the corpse crumpled, three soldiers behind him were likewise impaled by the arrow as Kashi's bow shone with a dark light.

A manifestation of a black Chinese dragon tore through the enemy, guided by the charged arrow upon which  [Drill]  was activated and boosted by dragon qi. The dragon roared as it flew past, leaving dozens of shredded corpses in its wake. Despite his overwhelming strength, the daeben could not move too far forward as he had to cover the drakul. Though very much strong themselves, the proud warriors had begun to tire after two hours of defensive battling.

Kashi panted as his gaze cut across the horde to the man seated at the back of the opposing army. Surprisingly, despite the overwhelming odds, the drakul forces had persevered for over two hours. Although they had lost over seven hundred good men in that time, his lips released a small smile.

Absalon, who had silently watched the defensive battle for the past two hours, nodded. "We lasted longer than expected. I think it is time we began our counterattack."





Lunette looked to the South, her gaze a mixture of worry and pride. She flinched when she felt a hand placed upon her shoulder and turned to see Lufer smiling at her. "...Is it time?"

Lufer smiled. "It is time."

Lunette's grip tightened around the microphone as she made her way to the center of the orchestra. If one looked closely, they would notice the mic differed significantly from the props she used previously. Runic markings and gemstones lined upon its frame lit up as mana poured into them.

Lufer's gaze turned steely as he raised his baton. "Our friends are taking a real beating out there. Still, they have persevered for this long, patiently waiting for this moment." His eyes traveled among the orchestra before finally resting on the songstress. "Time to give them some hope. Ms. Falsetto, if you please..."

Mana swirled around the songstress as she took a deep breath...





"Fuck!" Jade cursed as a stray arrow buried itself in her shoulder. The mage did not have time to tend to her wound as she quickly cast  [ Advanced Heal ]  on Nyte, who had suffered a massive sword through his abdomen. The electric mage cursed and cursed some more as she cycled between attack and healing, trying her best to keep the frontline intact. 

Overwhelmed by the never-ending swarm, she failed to notice a warrior sneak up on her behind. With a triumphant roar, the warrior swung down. 

Clang!

Jade blanched, her life narrowly saved as a Summoned named Mitrhe locked blades with the merrite. 

"Be careful, miss," the man winked as he kicked the merrite in the abdomen. He buried his ax in the enemy's skull, cold eyes already moving to the next target. He clucked his tongue, brows furrowed with rage as he came face to face with a line of over twenty archers. At this range, there was no way the halben could cover them. 

Mitrhe let out a wry chuckle as he moved ahead of Jade.

"No!" The electric mage roared with rage as the warrior who just saved her dropped to the earth, his chest riddled with the enemy's arrows. "[Restore!]"  Jade dropped to a knee, panting heavily as the man once again rose to his feet, the wound healed like it was never there. Although saved, the man could only let out a bitter chuckle as another salvo of arrows tore towards them.

All around the battlefield, similar scenes were occurring. The coalition, although having held up bravely for so long, were beginning to feel the fatigue. One after another, they fell to the Merrite's blades, the resistance growing weaker by the second.

GONG!

At this greatest point of despair, a massive bell throughout the battlefield. Jade and Mitrhe gazed with shock as the arrows shattered as if hitting a wall.

GONG!

Blade, feet, and hearts froze as a single voice thundered across the battlefield. Time itself seemed to come to a halt as all of creation was enraptured by the heavenly voice resonating across the battlefield.

"Fires Claim Brothers' Souls, I was Petrified,

Thoughts are so Unclear, Is No One By My Side,

Spent so Many Nights Thinking How I Was Done Wrong,

Yet I Grow Stronger, You Teach me How to Give Love

I'm Out of Breath, You're Out of Hope,

Crawling Out of Hell with Despair Upon Your face,

Change is to be Loved,

Shoulda Told You When I Had the Chance,

But if There is One Person Worth Saving,

It is you my Love!

Ooh, I, no We will Survive,

Ooh, Now That We Have Both Learned To Love,

I know We'll Stay Alive.

You've got all Your Life to Live,

I've Got All This Love to Give,

We, We will Survive!..."

A Summoned by the name of PsychFangirl4ever spun the dual scimitars in her hands, eyes glowing with charged light as power coursed through her veins. Indeed, she would not die in a place like this. She still had tons of people to stalk after this battle was done! With maniacal laughter, the young woman reduced the female lycan opposite her, who still suffered from the petrifaction from Lunette's voice, into several pieces. Licking the blood off her blade, the young woman's eyes sparkled as she rushed toward her next prey.

Mithre smiled as Jade rose to her feet, electricity sparking in the latter's eyes. Their bodies overflowed with mana, pumped by the mana boost from the songstress' wish. The two shared a look, and then the young man dashed forward even as the merrites began to break free from the petrification. 

Tens of electric arcs flanked the warrior as he charged. The merrites, who initially looked down on the attack, instantly regretted their arrogance as the shock set the closest ablaze. 

Many had forgotten, but Jade used green lightning, the second-tier evolution of the standard blue lightning. The only reason she relegated herself to a stun gun earlier was to conserve mana since she doubled as both healer and vanguard.

However, with the mana boost and regen from Lunette's song, the mage was free to unleash her full potential.

Several corpses suddenly flew overhead, landing within the archers' ranks. Before anyone could react, the corpses exploded, shredding all unfortunate enough to be close to pieces. Mad laughter erupted as a winged demon took to the skies, craze-filled gaze scorching all within vision like the sun itself had descended upon the battlefield.

Syèl, who had since been penned down by the ranged missiles, took advantage of the lull to decimate the pests annoying him. And now... Now he was finally in play.

The most remarkable reversal of all time began as the vampire zipped into the opposing army, magic missiles carpet-bombing the helpless merrites to oblivion. Syèl, whose battery would never run low in a battleground flowing with blood, screamed with laughter as he dropped onto the earth and charged forward. 

The vampire wrapped himself with his wings to deflect oncoming magic barrages. "Lune-chan's got the right idea," Syèl screamed with laughter as he directly bypassed the infantry and dropped into the mages' ranks. "Accept my love!" 

Blood burst from the vampire's arms and instantly spread within the mages' ranks in the form of dense mist. The vampire quickly took to the skies once again as the mages who breathed in his blood instantly went mad and began attacking their companions with reckless abandon.

The blood mage hovered several feet above as he scanned the battlefield. Syèl grinned as he spotted Orthana, whose brows were furrowed with rage, eyes glaring at him with pure hatred. Three portals above her head suddenly expanded in size and out rushed dozens of wyverns, each the size of a horse. Syèl's eyes went wide with excitement as a single dagger stabbed into the head of the wyvern at the forefront. 

"Gravinode." Absalon's voice echoed.

The wyvern shrieked in pain as every cell in its body rushed toward the dagger. The wyverns around it issued similar shrieks as they too were forcefully pulled to the dagger by its aggressive gravitational field. 

Syèl's wings flapped as he tore through the center of the trapped wyverns. Menacing winds ripped through the wyverns, imitating the daeben's signature Drill attack. Streams of blood gushed toward the vampire, fusing to form a blood dragon that wreaked absolute havoc on the surroundings.

Elsewhere, Shoko heavily breathed as she squared off against a confused Olgar Ritz. The lycan could not understand how the hell this swordswoman or her blade held up for so long against his bones. Because of her, he had not been able to strike the finishing blow against the coalition. 

Then, suddenly, this voice erupted from nowhere, instantly shifting the battlefield's paradigm once again.

"How..." Olgar questioned, eyes wide with shock. "Where is this voice coming from!?"

"Who knows?" Shoko mocked with a grin. Her breath steadied as she crouched low. "It's been over two hours." Dense ki exploded from her body before centering upon the sword at her hip. "Let's finish this."

"Think I'll let you!?" Olgar roared as he rushed at the swordswoman.

Shoko did not pay the lycan any heed as she ordered, "Go." A clone jumped out from the crouched body and interrupted the wolf's charge. Unfortunately, it could only hold the lycan for a couple dozen seconds before being impaled by Olgar. 

"You will DIE!" The lycan roared with rage as he slammed the body onto the earth and resumed his charge. 

Once again, the swordswoman only muttered, "Go."

And once again, the lycan was stopped in his tracks by the clone. This time, he was held for two whole minutes. A shrill cry issued by Shoko's blade forced the lycan to explode with rage. He wrapped the clone in a bear hug. Bone spurs shot out from his body, burying itself within the clone. He tossed the fading corpse and charged at the swordswoman, entire body filled with spurs over fifty centimeters in length."You will DIE!" 

Shoko's eyes remained closed, blade slowly leaving its sheath as Lunette's song drew to a close. "No," the swordswoman muttered, golden hair freely fluttering in the wind as her sword seemingly swung very slowly in an upwards curve. 

There were no shockwaves, no pillar of lights, or mana blades as the swordswoman stood tall and walked towards the rushing lycan.

Shoko's blade slowly slid back into its sheath as Olgar's spur reached the swordswoman's forehead. "Shoko Style Eleventh Form..." 

"I-impossible," Olgar murmured with shock as he halted in his steps, a red line forming from the top of his head down to between his legs.

Kacha.

Shoko walked past, guard clicking against the hilt. "... [I Will Survive]"

Blood gushed like a fountain as the great warlord of the north split into two halves. The split corpse dropped to the ground, signaling the beginning of the inevitable end.

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 130: Battle of Assassins

    
    
    
    
                At the Southern End, a resplendent smile spread across Kashi's face as Lunette's song came to its end. Taking full advantage of the army that had faltered in their steps due to the mana imbued in the music, Kashi issued a low order, "Rise." 

Two sets of walls, roughly sixty meters apart, shot up from the earth, impaling many Chaos Order soldiers in the process. 

The Chaos Order, which had split its troops into three to attack the drakul, suddenly found themselves short nearly three thousand men in one swoop. 

The soldiers outside the wall panicked and unleashed their strongest skills against the barricade. However, the wall rebuffed all attacks with nary a scratch to its frame.

Kashi shook his head, a condescending look in his eyes. Did these idiots think they could break these walls?  Pfft!  The real reason he considered this city an artifact was neither the fancy interconnections, nor was it the walls hidden beneath the earth controlled from the throne. 

In fact, in truth, the thin walls were not as hard as they appeared. 

No, what truly made this entire city an artifact was that every inch of it was lined with invisible runes powered by the massive crystal at the heart of the city. Aside from miscellaneous tasks like opening and closing doors and verifying auras of Kings, the primary function of the crystal was to strengthen any section of the city.

The crystal accomplished this function by feeding mana to runes that hardened a section beyond human comprehension for a set period—usually four to six hours.

The major downside was that such strengthening activities used up a lot of mana. Aygor designed the crystal so that its mana absorption was quite slow (most likely to keep the balance) and only left enough mana to handle miscellaneous tasks.

Strengthening the first set of raised walls consumed most of the crystal’s accumulated mana from the past three weeks. Afterward, dozens of tired dwarfs then offered up their mana to replenish the crystal, but even with that, it still required two hours before it could charge enough to be reused. 

From this, it could be imagined just how much mana the crystal consumed. When one considered all that mana went into strengthening a wall; hehe, trying to break down such a wall was indeed a momentous waste of time. It was apparent Aygor wanted this to be used only for strategic, emergency, or war-time situations.

By the time Lunette's song reached its conclusion, Larsial was beside herself with rage. Eyes looking like they could spit fire at any moment, she roared, "Bards! What are you doing!? Get our men out of that spell!"

"Too late." Across the battlefield, Kashi issued a crafty smirk as he stabbed an arrow into an enemy's helmet. "Do it."

Beautiful, evoking piano keys rung through the battlegrounds as the Choir of Maggots began their second number. The lead Chaos vocalist suddenly found his throat seemed to have grown a steel blade. Two drummers blanched as a massive black wolf appeared on their respective drums, cold red eyes holding no room for mercy. 

Kira slapped the head off the first drummer. The second, paralyzed by the splatter of blood on his face, surrendered his head to her massive jaws, bronze helmet meaningless to the set of perversely sharp teeth. The direwolf spat out the head as she descended upon the defenseless war bards like an irreversible force of nature. Close-by, Shadow seemed to flit in and out of existence, becoming visible only for the short time it took for his blade to sink into an enemy's skull.

Panic erupted among the warbards. Their profession demanded they lightly dressed in garments that boosted charisma and mana instead of physical defense or attack. As a result, all it took was one well-placed back-stab to end their lives efficiently. 

Afflicted with fear from the chaos of it all, the bards abandoned their instruments as they sought to flee from the two demons as fast as possible. 

At the very least, they preferred to be killed by the assassin instead of the demon hound. The white killer granted a swift, painless death without the victim ever realizing he was there. The direwolf, on the other hand, was ten times more violent in her approach. She went as far as ripping off limb after limb, morsel after morsel, ensuring they suffered immensely before death.

Most of these soldiers did not fear death. However, no man wanted to perish under such pain and humiliation. Kira’s savagery crushed the morale of even those with the strongest hearts. The bards could do nothing but stumble upon each other in a bid to get as far away as possible before it was too late.

Amid all the chaos, Shadow's dagger suddenly froze inches away from a bard's throat. The assassin swiftly switched to a backhanded grip as he spun around. 

Clang!  

Shadow's eyes narrowed at the daeben across from him whose drawn dagger clashed against his. Forced into a reactionary position, the white-haired assassin could not prevent himself from being launched several feet backward. 

Shadow's gaze never left his opponent's rage-filled glare, even as he slammed into the bard he had tried to assassinate half a second earlier. In defiance to every law of physics ever made, even as they were airborne, the assassin's hands bent backward, reaching for the bard's shoulder.

Shadow pulled himself into a handstand, the top of his head parallel to the bard. Even though he was now backing his assaulter, he did not seem to care. Using the bard's shoulder as a fulcrum, Shadow tucked in his legs, bending inwards as he dropped to the other side. 

Once he dropped to waist level, he kicked against the bard's back. 

The bard flew toward the assaulter, and Shadow used the momentum to flip back a few extra feet to give himself more space and time to assess the situation. 

All this happened in the blink of an eye. By the time Larsial started chasing after the Shadow, the bard was already hurtling towards her. Enraged, Larsial's purple eyes turned blood red as she let out a shout. "[Burst!]" 

Mana burst in waves around the daeben as runes etched all over her skin suddenly lit up with brilliant dark lights. 

Shadow's assassin skill  [Discerning Eye]  allowed him to examine the numerous skill buffs that were also activated at that moment. There was  [Fox's Promise],  which rendered her blade strikes unblockable.  [Assassin's Breath]  passively rendered Larsial invisible should the foe lose sight of her.  [Endless Strike]  removed the cooldown on a random skill whenever a critical hit landed. 

Finally,  [Critical Strike]  increased the chances of a critical strike by roughly 25%, among many other passive skills.

Shadow's feet barely touched the ground before he swiftly shuffled to the right, narrowly dodging a dark, dense mass of energy that zipped past. 

Larsial burst through the bard dissected in two by the earlier energy, and his blood dyed her blonde-hair red with blood. 

Larsial locked gaze with the assassin, death incarnate as she morphed across the distance, suddenly appearing next to him. With a sultry smile, she ordered as her blade thrust for his head, "Die."

"I refuse." Shadow bluntly replied. Gaze cold, he lightly slapped the flat of his left dagger against hers in an outward swing. Hmph, although her strikes now had the ‘Unblockable’ attribute, nothing prevented him from merely deflecting them. 

Swift retaliation followed. 

Even as the sparks from the first collision blossomed, Shadow’s right dagger flew out like a viper to its prey, aimed at Larsial's exposed neck.

In response, Larsial’s right arm suddenly bloomed with dark energy as she unleashed  [Repeater Strike] . Her aura coalesced into three extra arms, which struck at the white-haired assassin within milliseconds of each other. 

In response, Shadow's right blade danced.  [Flashing Blades]  accelerated the speed of his strikes. He successfully parried two but was forced a step back as the third drew a deep cut up his arm. Ignoring the sharp pain, he struck against the last blade. His aim was slightly off, turning it into a block instead of parry. Luckily, the skill's extra effect came into play, canceling out  [Fox's Promise] . Although he managed to block the strike, the power behind it was still quite considerable. Shadow's feet kicked up dust as he was knocked several feet backward. 

Larsial, intent on taking advantage, crouched low and charged. She snorted as she slapped three kunai daggers out of her path. The disdain in her eyes, however, swiftly shifted to rage as she parried five more kunai. The opposing force slowed her down, and things only got worse as a hail of kunai and shurikens shot towards her from all angles, blocking any avenue for escape save backward.

Shadow advanced steadily, unleashing an entire arsenal of thrown weapons at the daeben. Eight shurikens bursting with his ki launched from between his fingers, four on each side. They flew outwards, then began curving in on the retreating daeben.

Larsial, having just parried over twenty strikes, narrowed her gaze at the shurikens. Spotting a vulnerability, she prepared to charge into the middle. Her decision quickly changed to a block as Shadow abruptly appeared before her left dagger aimed for her chest. 

Larsial successfully blocked the blow but was then ‘coincidentally’ knocked into three of the eight shurikens' flight path.

Twin blades lashed out, shattering two of the shurikens on contact. Larsial tilted her head to the side, narrowly dodging the last, but it left a mark on her face as a souvenir. The daeben paused, eyes narrow as blood trickled down the side of her cheek. She seductively snaked out her tongue and licked the blood, a smile on her face as she raised her daggers, "You will have to pay for that."

Once again, Shadow's replied, "I refuse," and then charged at her.

A flurry of attacks followed, both assassins exchanging blow for blow, parry for parry. Despite dancing back and forth, utilizing everything from skills, corpses, feet, to even sand, and the blossoming sparks that shone in the midday sun, neither assassin had managed to inflict severe damage on the other. 

Shadow seemed to possess an uncanny ability to read all attack paths, managing just about to alter the course of every strike that came his way. Larsial, on the other hand, seemed to have an endless supply of ki. What's more, it seemed like none of her skills needed any cooldown period, as she could freely unleash them with ease.

If it were any other warrior, they would already have fallen. However, Shadow utilized as little mana as possible. He borrowed her energy to throw her off course than block her attacks.

At one instance, Shadow's right arm suddenly lagged a second behind his thoughts. Larsial's kicked at the arm with her right leg and knocked the dagger out of his hand. She then spun around and launched a roundabout kick to the face with her left. 

The strike should have missed as Shadow tilted back, beyond the boot's range. However, a blade shot out of its toe and sliced past the assassin’s forehead. 

Shadow took two steps back to recoup, but Larsial refused to grant him that time. She flung herself at him, a flurry of whips, blows, and kicks, which Shadow could only struggle to dodge or parry. Without his daggers as protection, he suffered minute but consistent strikes from her blade. Although she hadn’t struck his vitals yet, at this rate, he would lose too much blood and get punished by the 'weakened' trait.

Shadow came to a sudden halt. Cold eyes examined the onrushing blade. Rather than escape, he suddenly pushed forward and rammed his chest into Larsial’s dagger. 

Larsial, although caught unprepared, would not let this opportunity pass. Unfortunately, she could not get any significant purchase on her left hand because of how close she was to the assassin. So she raised it, aiming to sink the blade into the assassin's skull when a great sense of danger assaulted her.

Larsial forcefully seized her attack and attempted to pull the dagger in her right hand out of Shadow's chest. But Shadow's left hand clamped onto her wrist, refusing to let go. His right pulsed with dark ki as it slammed onto the daeben chest. 

[Palm Strike]  was a low-level skill with one of the highest ceilings in the game. This seemingly mundane palm skill could be upgraded into a skill that would still be relevant in much higher levels. It was unfortunate that it had a prerequisite that its user must first be disarmed in battle before use.

Naturally, only a crazy person would bother with the skill since assassins relied on severe damages from critical strikes. To upgrade  [Palm Strike] , one would have to fight consecutive battles unarmed. This was beyond stupid since assassins had low damage output and could only rely on hitting sweet critical strikes, which were much harder to get when striking with a palm.

Most Summoned and even Residents never bothered with this (except pugilists), but Shadow had witnessed Kashi's training methods. The daeben regularly used any skill he learned as often as possible. Many times, even outside of combat, he kept cycling through passive skills in a bid to level them up. The daeben would let himself get hit in battle to raise endurance, sometimes even going as far as to restrict himself from using specific skills in some situations just to improve one aspect of himself or another.

To Kashi, there was no such thing as a junk skill, only an underutilized one. As a result of that influence, the assassin devoted himself to mastering any skill he picked up, regardless of difficulty or ranking.

In this instance, Shadow forced Larsial to appreciate the fruits of his considerable labor. Her eyes went wide, pain shooting up her chest as her heart forcefully constricted. A bittersweetness shot up Larsial’s throat, and red spots soaked Shadow's hair as he blasted her away.

Unwilling to let her go, Shadow extended his arms forward. Grapplers attached to his gauntlet burst off and bit into the daeben's chest, securing themselves within. Shadow pulled back. The grapplers receded, dragging the stunned daeben along. Shadow's cold gaze held no emotion as he once more slammed his palm against Larsial's chest. This time, however, he took his time, ensuring as much of his ki wreaked havoc in her systems as possible.

Larsial's panicked glare, shrouded with hatred, shifted to a sneer as she tore open a scroll fastened to her belt. 

Shadow hastily retreated as several wind blades burst out, ripping the very air itself to shreds. Still, despite his quick retreat, he could not escape several of the wind blades from cutting into him. His right arm hung limply by his side, having suffered the worst of the counterattack. The wind blades also shredded the steel wires that connected both grapplers to his gauntlets. 

Larsial smiled at the assassin, tongue seductively lapping at the blood that leaked down her lips. "Haven't met someone who could push me this far in a long time. You should be proud of yourself." She winced, stumbling as the pain in her chest flared up. "What's your name?"

"..." Shadow's cold gaze never changed. He only raised his left dagger before him in reply.

"Cold type I see," Larsial murmured. "Well, can't say I don't like that too." Fishing out another scroll from her pockets, she lamented, "Unfortunately, you hurt me too much, so I can't play anymore." She tore the scroll, and Shadow's gaze turned vigilant as a wild burst of mana escaped. "I am called Larsial D'Arul." 

A gloating smile spread on Larsial’s face as three manticores burst out of a Summoner's Gate. The eight-foot-tall beast possessed a lion's body, a man's face, and a scorpion tail. Some manticore breeds had wings, but a pair of scorpion-like pincers grew out from its front shoulders in this breed. "Remember that for your reincarnation."

The gloating smile widened when the white-haired assassin, seemingly realizing retreat was not an option, chose instead to charge toward the manticores, dagger firmly held in a backhand grip. Shadow's cold gaze remained fixated on the daeben opposite, completely ignoring the advancing beasts.

Larsial's eyes sparkled with excitement as the lead manticore pounced on the puny assassin. "Die!"

"I refuse." For the third time that day, Shadow declined the offer, gaze still plastered on the daeben even as the manticore's paw came crashing down upon him. A single hit from that massive paw would end his life with his current injuries. Yet his cold nonchalance as he kept his steady advance seemed to belie that reality.

It was just as a hair follicle on the manticore's paw was about to touch the assassin...

BOOM!

The earth cracked as the manticore suddenly slammed face-first into the ground. Before it could protest, its captor stomped its paw against the manticore's face. Then proceeded to tear out its throat with a single bite.

Kira, whose height had grown to match the manticores, glared at the remaining beasts. Blood dripping down her teeth did nothing to diminish the majesty in her gaze. The arrogance, pride, and disdain apparent in her countenance seemed to declare her the Queen of all beasts. It was as if where she stood, no one else was permitted to raise their heads. 

The manticores shuddered, auras heavily suppressed by the divinity emanating from the direwolf. Still, as they watched their brother slowly bleed out beneath the wolf's feet, their rage finally overtook their fear. 

Shadow ran ahead of Kira as the manticores charged. He slid beneath the feet of the first, then kicked off the earth. He sailed over the second, who only spared him a parting glance, even as he landed on its back. Quick feet nimbly dodged rapid strikes from the manticore's tail, the assassin's gaze strangely calm despite the precarious situation.

Shadow's body erupted with a dark glow as his left foot landed on the beast's rump. Before beast or man could react, Shadow suddenly shot across the distance in the blink of an eye as  [Marked Death]  activated. 

Marked Death,  a skill used in conjunction with  Mark of Doom,  activated when a foe had been marked with an assassin’s ki.  Mark of Doom  by itself had a low success rate, but when applied directly with a body part (hand, leg, etc.), its success rate largely shot up. 

Mark of Doom  had two functions. The first was to severely weaken the enemy over a long period. It essentially served as a drain pipe for the enemy's HP and Stamina. Its second purpose was to act as a tracking device, such that no matter where a target ran or hid, the assassin would always be privy to their location. 

Marked Death  worked in conjunction with  Mark of Doom , instantly transporting an assassin to any marked target within a specific range. To the untrained eye, it bore a striking resemblance to teleportation. But in reality, it was accelerated movement, so fast the regular human eye could only recognize it as instantaneous teleportation.

Larsial's gaze burst with shock, barely able to place both daggers before her chest, as a black mass slammed into her with the force of a minotaur. Her feet dug into the earth, sparks exploding as both weapons fought for supremacy over the other. Larsial's brows furrowed, sweat dripping from trembling arms as she struggled to stave off Shadow's considerable momentum. 

Behind the assassin, Kira snorted as the manticores lunged at her. She bit down on the manticore below her feet. Blood dripped down her teeth as she raised her head once more, the beast's decapitated head lodged between her teeth. With a disdainful snort, she spat it out.

A loud boom akin to a thunderclap echoed out, and the lead manticore suddenly flipped over. It slammed against the earth, a decapitated head rolling to a stop next to its disfigured face. 

Kira's countenance oozed pride as the second manticore pounced for her. Her right paw whipped out. 

Pshhh !

Blood gushed forth. 

Boom!

A missile crumpled a nearby Chaos Order soldier. 

The direwolf took a step forward as a headless corpse dropped to the earth next to her feet. She placed her right paw on the face of the last surviving manticore. 

The once savage beast was now akin to a house cat, its entire body shrunken on itself in a bit to make itself smaller. The manticore whimpered as it pleaded for mercy. 

Kira did not place the sniveling cat in her sights. She applied a little pressure on her right paw.  Blurksh!  Her paw hit the earth as the manticore's head reduced to mulch. Kira gazed at the fallen corpses, an almost primal instinct flooding her entire being. Her muscles bulged, fur standing straight as she reared back her head.

Shadow and Larsial blinked in shock as a massive howl boomed across the battlefield. It bore into their souls, setting their bloodstreams ablaze as an enormous pressure akin to the descent of a god forced its massive presence on their hearts. 

The strength in Shadow's arms abruptly doubled while the dark glow encompassing Larsial and the other soldiers instantly vanished. The daeben was forced to a knee as she buckled under the assassin's superior weight. The blocking daggers were now above her head, and the only thing preventing them from being smashed to pieces was their superior make.

"A trump card is only a trump card for as long as it remains hidden."

"What?" Larsial frowned, barely catching the assassin's murmur. 

"Nothing," Shadow replied with a shake of his head. "Just the ramblings of a mad man." Runes running along the edge of his blade lit up with a dark light as he fed the last of his ki into it. The blade hummed, its buzz akin to a bee as it began vibrating in place. The blade's penetration stat rapidly shot up, bolstered by the vibrating force.

Larsial blanched as cracks webbed across both daggers. Real panic reflected in her eyes as her mortality dawned upon her. With a loud cry, she managed to deflect the blade as her weapons shattered to pieces, the pieces tearing into her face. The daeben shrieked in hateful pain as Shadow's dagger dug into her shoulder, breaking her collarbone in the process.

Shadow's right hand, which had hung limp this whole time, suddenly shot up, his palm straight, with a thin film of ki forming a blade. 

It shot straight for the daeben's exposed heart. 

Larsial, too weak to defend herself, could only watch her end with resignation.

"That is about enough."

Shadow forcefully canceled his arm's momentum. An action that caused his blood to flow in reverse and heavily damaged the already impaired arm. The assassin cradled his now truly useless arm as he made a sharp retreat. Not a second too soon as an immolation of flames appeared before the injured daeben.

Ruse stood with his back to Larsial, red glare boring into the assassin opposite. "Heal yourself." He ordered over his shoulder before rising several feet in the air, flames somehow offering him the ability to levitate. "As for you..." Ruse muttered as he regarded the injured assassin with disdain. A massive sphere of flames over two meters in diameter formed ahead of him. 

With a wave of his hand, flames blasted towards the assassin, who, having exhausted the last of his ki and stamina, could do nothing but watch as the flames hurtled towards him.

Shadow, faced with this peril, kept a measured gaze, the serenity in his gaze serving to spark further irritation in the Primate's eyes.

Just as the flames were inches from Shadow's hair, a loud bark rumbled, issuing a massive shockwave that blasted the fire into a collection of harmless embers. The edge of Shadow's lips raised ever so slightly, displaying the first emotion that day as a massive direwolf came to stand before him, its enormous frame the surest sign of protection he would require.

Ruse's brow rose, a tinge of amusement in curled lips as he raised his arm. Three fireballs descended like meteors, all targeted at the assassin. 

Kira barked three times, and terrible shockwaves reduced the fireballs to mere embers.

Ruse only laughed as several fireballs simultaneously formed and then shot towards Shadow and Kira. 

Kira's gaze flashed with rage at the airborne enemy, but she could do nothing but stand her ground, using the shockwaves from her barks to block the attacks from the enemy. 

"Is that all you can do!?" Ruse mocked, laughter reverberating across the battlefield as the fireballs increased in intensity, size, and speed.

Although frustrated, Kira could only match Ruse bark for flame, unable to launch an attack for fear of exposing the weakened Shadow behind her to the fire that would most definitely end his life. Shadow too frowned, frustrated at his body, which suffered the 'weakened' stat. 

Shadow’s limbs refused to work, confining him to the ground until the cooldown time of five minutes wore off. 

However, as the fireballs increased, it became apparent that Kira would not hold out that long. Shadow winced, his lips just about able to request, "Leave me. I'll find a way."

Kira's strong back never wavered or trembled. She simply ignored the assassin as she continued her struggle against the falling flames, red eyes ablaze with a determined will. Eventually, the flames were too much to counter with her barks alone. K

ira searched deep within herself and issued a desperate, loud howl, borne of her desire to protect, her desire to live like her mother once lived. A massive, dome-like barrier made entirely from propagated sound formed several feet ahead of the direwolf, its umbrella-like structure shielding them from the flames.

At this point, it was a matter of which ran out first, the Primate's mana or the direwolf's voice. Despite the seemingly obvious outcome, Kira persisted, stubbornly refusing to let her voice drop even a decibel lower. 

Ruse’s laughing face that peered through gaps in the bombardment suddenly overlapped with that of the daeben all those months back. Kira, who suddenly found herself in a similar situation to that of her mother, felt a massive surge of conflicting emotions arise within her.  ‘

Mother, was this what you faced? Was this what you felt? Was this why you did not mind losing your life? Mother, tell me, why do my feet not move? Why do I not abandon this man? Why do I feel compelled to strive for his life even at the cost of my own? Mother, can you hear me?’

"Who gave you permission to lay a hand on my guild?"

BOOM!

Kira's eyes welled up as Ruse crashed to the earth, three arrows buried deeply in his chest. Weakened from overexertion, her body rapidly shrunk to a form no larger than a cub's. She stumbled and would have fallen if it not for the daeben who appeared by her side. 

Kashi ruffled Kira's fur, a huge grin on his face as he praised, "You did good, Kira. You saved Shadow. Can't tell you how much I owe you."

"Hmph," Kira snorted, though even she could not hide the relief in her eyes. "You cannot begin to count how much you owe me. Why start now?"

"Well, that's true, too," Kashi chuckled. He placed his forehead against Kira’s, voice soft as he said, "You get some rest now. I'll finish up here."

"As usual, finishing up when everyone else has done the heavy lifting," Shadow joked as he weakly got to his feet. Although the weakened status had elapsed, he still suffered numerous injuries, which had lasting effects until a healer took a look at him.

"That's the job of a boss, isn't it?" Kashi quipped back as he too got to his feet. "Take care of her," he requested as he turned to the crater which had recently formed from the Primate's descent.

A massive inferno exploded outward as Ruse burst into the sky, his entire body an amalgamation of flames. The arrows buried in his chest burned to dust as the flaming Primate glared hatefully at the daeben below. "KASHI!"

The daeben's aura abruptly chilled, eyes akin to the colds of the netherworld. The frost-filled glare narrowed at the primate flying above. "I do not permit you to talk down to me. Get. Down. Here."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 131: Domination

    
    
    
    
                
"HAHAHAHAHA!" Mad laughter echoed over the northern battlefield as a blood scourge zipped back and forth over the warriors. Aerial battles between the blood vampire and dozens of wyverns summoned by the desperate Orthana left massive craters in the earth as missed breath attacks slammed onto the armies below. Somehow, over ninety percent of the collateral damage from the battle strangely belonged to the Merrite army. 

Syèl, whose mocking laughter simultaneously demoralized and depressed the Merrite army, chuckled at the wyverns hot on his tail. The draconoids lacked the lofty dragons’ magical abilities, but they made up for it with powerful breath attacks that they cleverly manipulated to produce alternate effects for different purposes. 

The wyverns, whose scattershot tactic failed to penetrate the vampire's defenses, resorted to focused pillar/beam attacks. The concentrated attacks sacrificed the splash range for exponential damage increase, which even the vampire had to be wary of. 

Syèl chuckled as he rolled and banked sharply midair, allowing him to weave through the ceaseless bombardment unscathed. The blood mage's cruel gaze scanned the army below, slight traces of discontent taking root at the collateral damage resulting from the wyverns' switch from scattershot to focused beam-like breath attacks, had sharply reduced. "Tsk," he clucked his tongue as he gazed over his shoulder at the pursuing wyverns. "Can't even do your jobs right. What use are you then?"

Syèl suddenly climbed vertically, massive wings releasing a blast of wind that suppressed the soldiers below. The wyverns roared with rage as they gave pursuit, eager to end this pest that had taken down numerous members of their clan in such a short time. 

Below, Shoko charged toward the pillar of wyverns, which had begun to form in the distance. What the swordswoman lacked in agility, she more than made up for with sheer explosive power. Concentrated ki release followed every stomp, launching her tens of meters in a single leap. 

The Merrite contingent could do nothing to stop Shoko’s charge as each swing of her blade claimed all lives in her path regardless of power or rank. 

Accompanying the blonde saboteur was a demon encased in green lightning. The small figure easily kept pace with the swordswoman. Lightning charged feet tore across the landscape quicker than arrows in flight. Bodies in her path combusted, reduced to dust by punishing lightning bolts. 

Jade threw her gaze to the far distance as the earth begun to tremble beneath her feet. A smirk formed on her lips as accompanied by loud bellows, ten Therium Rhinos charged towards the duo, their stocky builds crushing Merrite soldiers from Olgar's army beneath their feet. The electric mage charged ahead of Shoko, a sadistic grin on her face as she scrolled through her inventory with deft motions.

A set of metal throwing daggers appeared between Jade's fingers, static electricity blossoming in eager eyes. She danced in a circle, intense bursts of electricity between her fingers, creating mini-shockwaves as she flung both sets of knives. The knives, propelled as though shot from a cannon, issued shrill cries as they zipped towards the men mounted atop the rhinos. 

Although not at Olgar's or Orthana's level, the Chiefs were not so weak as to fear tiny knives thrown by what they perceived as a desperate child. With disdain filled snorts, they raised their arms to catch the childish weapon. 

"Gotcha!" Jade screamed with a mocking smirk as lightning fired out of a staff that just appeared in her hand. The Chiefs, who were still in the middle of raising their arms, could not understand how they suddenly found themselves facing the sky, with over half of their bodies charred black.

The surrounding soldiers saw what happened, though, and each of them sucked in a deep breath at the monstrous display of power and skill. The daggers, propelled by sonic booms created by concentrated bursts of electricity, achieved speeds that surpassed what even the chiefs had ever witnessed. 

Furthermore, despite seemingly thrown haphazardly, the daggers took advantage of the mage's  [Mana Lock]  to fly to their respective targets accurately.

However, the daggers weren't even the real catch.

Just as the knives were a few meters from the Rhinos, arcs of electricity channeled from Jade's staff shot into them. The combo skill,  [Overcharge Object]  charged the knives with tens of thousands of volts that exploded upon impact with the chiefs. The considerable discharge unleashed all that potential energy into the chiefs in the form of massive electric damage. Blasted off their mounts, the chiefs did not even get a chance to feel over half of their bodies instantaneously combust into flames.

They were long dead before they hit the ground.

Jade let out a chuckle as she continued running towards the pillar-like structures off in the distance formed by the wyverns who chased the rapidly ascending vampire. She quickly downed a mana potion, an eye on the still advancing Theriums. Mana had just begun condensing around her right hand when a set of throwing daggers suddenly stabbed into the earth a few feet ahead of the rhinos. Jade sent a smile at the red mage who zipped overhead on a broadsword. 

Absalon's had already cast his gaze to the next emergency on the battlefield as he muttered absentmindedly. "[Gravinode]" 

The Therium Rhinos, as if ordered by a god, suddenly crashed to their knees, faces planted against the earth. Fortunately, the commander reduced the gravity to conserve mana, so, though they did not die, the Therium Rhinos suffered for the thirty-second active skill time. Their pained cries fell upon deaf ears as the commander had already sped off to resolve a crisis somewhere else.

Jade issued a mock salute with two fingers as she zipped past the fallen rhinos. Green eyes sparkled with delight as a line of heavy warriors with tower shields ahead banded together to form a seemingly impenetrable wall. Six rows of desperate Merrites strengthened the shieldbearers from behind; rugged bodies braced against the person directly in front.

The electric mage issued a small smile as a flash of yellow and blue boomed past. 

BOOM!

An explosive boom burst out as Shoko's right foot stomped onto the centermost shieldbearer's tower. Rather than help absorb the impact, the six men behind formed a sturdy wall that concentrated the strike on the shieldbearer. A sickening, crunching sound rang out as the shield crushed its wielder's arm and then forced him to a knee as it bent backward. 

Shoko's sword sheath glowed as she pushed down on the shield and launched herself above the line of soldiers. The bowmen already had their bows notched in preparation for such an attempt to bypass the shield wall. 

The archers inwardly laughed as they aimed at the stupid swordswoman. There was no way she could use her fancy footwork while airborne to dodge. A sitting duck had a higher chance of survival than she. With a shout, their fingers were only half-a-second from letting loose a hail of death.

Shoko was faster.

Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!

Shoko's blade screamed out as she unleashed the charged  [Sword Potential]  at the soldiers below. These scythes were not so sharp that they caused instant death. Instead, they were massive and behaved more like clubs that exploded on impact with the ground, rendering the enemy lines chaotic as it blasted soldiers out of formation.

The recoil, which increased with each swing, kept Shoko suspended in place. Nine times her blade cried out. By the tenth, massive ki burst out of her body to center on the sword as it momentarily returned to its sheath. 

The soldiers below braced themselves as it was apparent this would be the final and most potent blow of the ten-hit combo.

Shiing!

A dense amount of blue ki burst out as Shoko's blade shot out of its sheath. The Merrites, who had already braced for impact, were shocked to see the swordswoman turn in place, her sword traveling anti-clockwise, down then up again. No one noticed the flash of green that jumped for the swordswoman as her blade began its descent.

By the time the Merrites realized her intention, it was already too late. Jade's boots landed on the flat of Shoko's blade as it began its ascent. 

With a loud war cry, Shoko released all the potential left in her sword.

"WOOOOOO!!!" Jade screamed with exaggerated delight as like a shell from a cannon, Shoko launched her toward the rising column of wyverns with so much speed her eyes watered.

At the apex of the rising pillar of wyverns, Syèl dodged elemental attacks as he looked over his shoulder at his pursuers. A sly grin crept up his face as he hissed, "Lined up nicely. Sweet." He suddenly halted, and a suffocating amount of blood-infused mana burst out from his pores. He had been chanting a spell the entire time and was only now ready to unleash hell on the ignorant overgrown lizards.

"Tch," Syèl clucked his tongue as hundreds of three-meter spears began condensing around him. "I ain't borrowing this move." The wyverns faltered, heavily intimidated by the blood-red spears’ baleful aura. Ignoring the panicked wyverns below, Syèl muttered with dissatisfaction, "This is a very common anime move. I'm totally not stealing it from that kid." 

Self-justification completed, Syèl grinned at the wyverns below who had begun changing directions in an attempt to escape. "Now that's not very nice. I got this all prepared for you guys," Syèl teased as the skies themselves turned blood red, tainted by the vampire's aura. "It's pretty rude to leave before the party's even started." The wyverns ignored the halben, rapidly banking to swiftly fly out of this range. 

"Fine then, be like that," Syèl snorted, playful laughter apparent in his yellow gaze. "Don't forget to take your gift baskets, though." With a flick of his fingers, the spears shot down like Odin himself flung them.

The soldiers on both sides froze in their steps as massive wails echoed over the battlefield. They cast their gazes to the red flower in the distance, created by blood showers erupting from the wyverns as the blood spears continuously struck them.

Although the spears were not strong enough to outright kill them, over ninety percent of the wyverns had their wings ripped to shreds. Even those still able to fly found it challenging to do so as numerous severe wounds piled up all over their bodies.

"Look!" A petrified soldier screamed as he pointed at something in the sky. Those around him followed his line of sight. An incredulous look crossed their faces as a woman covered in green lightning flew into the center of the falling wyverns.

"[Chain Overload!]" Jade, upon entering the world of blood, did not hesitate to unleash her most potent offensive ability to date. A massive explosion boomed out as dozens of electric arcs shot out off her body. The young woman, who currently resembled an electric sprite, was like a battery that constantly emitted rapid electric currents to everything in the vicinity. 

The electric arcs burst into the surroundings, using each droplet of blood as a conduit to channel even further till they hit the wyverns. Like a greedy snake, the currents tore into the wyverns then exited at another end, searching for the nearest drop of blood or wyverns with which to expand its influence.

[Chained Overload]  combined the beginner  [Chain]  skill, which as its name implied chained electric attacks among common enemies, with  [Overload],  a devastating lv. 100 skill that expunged all of a mage's remaining mana in the form of electricity to decimate any nearby opponents. 

Both skills were deadly on their own, but the electric mage found a way to marry both skills to create a devastating fusion. Furthermore, by taking advantage of the orchestra's war songs, its effectiveness had more than doubled. 

The electric tree pierced through every wyvern in mere seconds, their limp bodies hanging like dried fruit from its branches. The Merrites faltered, hearts seized by the majesty of the apparition above. It was like gazing upon the fabled Yggdrasil, which was said to hold all the races on its branches. 

Ten seconds later, the conduit droplets of blood were utterly disintegrated by the electricity. The electric arcs, having lost their mediums, disappeared. Dried husks which once hosted the souls of proud wyverns dropped to the earth, each thud a resounding smash against the merrite army's already fragile morale. 

Jade shut her eyes as she also dropped, the  [Fatigue]  status draining her of all energy. Her descent, however, did not last as long because the young vampire securely caught her.

"Not bad," Syèl praised, a twinkle in his eyes. "Didn't think you had it in you."

"Hmph," Jade playfully harrumphed. "Had to impress in my debut fight after all." She yawned lazily and rubbed her eyes. "Next time, I'll stick to healing and let you guys do the heavy lifting."

"No complaints here," chuckled Syèl as he dropped to the earth behind the coalition army. "You should get some rest if you want that status gone," Syèl advised as he set her down. 

"Hehe... Saeko-chan was right," Jade teased. "You did read the manual."

Syèl stumbled and nearly fell over. With an embarrassed cough, he corrected his posture and took to the skies.

At the back of the merrite line, a pale-faced Sheri Orthana coughed up blood as she dropped to a knee. Despair and disbelief shrouded her gaze as she stared at the falling silhouettes, her mind driven to chaos by the mindlessness of it all. How was this possible!? These were the wyverns! Wyverns! They were just a single mutation away from being full-fledged dragons. How could they be killed off this easily!

The poor halben could not be blamed for her shock. After all, how was she to know about the peculiarities of a Vampire Duke? One of their most fearsome traits was the ability to temporarily store blood absorbed from their enemies in a sort of external mana source. Although the stored blood could not last for very long, usually 15-20 minutes at the Duke level, in a battlefield that flowed with excess blood, it was like granting a Duke infinite power from which he could cast spells beyond his level and heal all injuries lightning fast. 

Gathering the blood was why Syèl opted to force as much collateral damage as possible at the beginning of the battle.

Orthana, ignorant to all this, could only stare with blank eyes as the Aygorian coalition, led by the dwarfs, reaped the lives of their dispirited army. Even though the numbers were not so different, her army's morale, after losing Olgar and then the wyverns, had fallen to the pits in such a short amount of time.

The mage glared with evil eyes at the vampire in the distance. "I will return this insult," she cursed through gritted teeth. Rage burned in her eyes as she clambered onto the back of a wyvern she had kept in reserve. "Order a full retreat!" She screamed out to her second in command as the wyvern took to the skies and headed north. Although they had lost the fight, Olgar had stupidly perished, meaning his territory was ripe for the taking. She would go there, regroup and come back another day.

When she did, these ignorant dwarfs would wish they had surrendered when they had the chance.

"Not on my watch, lady!" Syèl screamed as he burst toward the fleeing wyvern with a mighty flap of his wings. However, he did not get very far as the commander of the Aygorian coalition blocked his path. The vampire came to a halt, brows furrowed as he questioned, "What's the idea?"

"She's not important," declared Absalon with a shake of his head. "They are." He gestured at the dwarfs fighting below. "We might be winning now, but it is best to reduce any loss of lives on our part as much as possible. As such, we still require the services of heavy hitters such as yourself to close out this farce as early as possible." He glanced over the wall, which had divided the enemy flanks from the main body. "Besides, we'll need your intimidation skills if we're to get the rest to surrender completely."

Syèl glanced over Absalon's shoulder to the wyvern, which had already become a speck in the horizon. It would be meaningless to chase after it now. With a sigh, he shrugged. "Fine, I'll clean up the grunts. It's almost noon anyway, and that last move sapped me of most of the blood protecting me from the sun." With a devilish grin, he shot towards the ground. "Daddy here needs a refill."

Absalon ruefully shook his head as he turned his attention to the Merrite army. Although both commanders had fled, some war chiefs and lieutenants remained, and the army was still considerable in size, which meant it would not be easy to wipe them out without heavy losses. 

Absalon’s gaze narrowed as he studied the peculiar group which fought like they were savage animals, somewhat reminding him of that one American series... what was it again?  Sparta—something?  A brilliant light flashed in his eyes as the genesis of an idea took root in his mind.

Taking out a rink, Absalon requested, "Lunette-san, could you do me a favor..."

The battle for Aygorzi reached its peak. 

Men battled no longer for honor and pride but for a vague desire to live past the day, to see another sunrise. The bodies they slew had long seized to be human in their eyes. They were just obstacles. One more thing to cut down that would give them a chance to see tomorrow's sunrise. 

Every swing of a blade, every drop of blood that soaked the earth, orphaned a child, or rid someone of a loved one. A man lost his arms, doomed forever to rely on others for food and shelter. Another had his eyes burned by a mage's fireball, never to see the sun for the remainder of his life.

It was within this maelstrom of fear, hatred, and rage that the voice of a goddess once again descended. Her warm voice, floating on an organ’s sweet, simple notes spread across the battlefield, soothing the warriors' heightened emotions. 

Slowly, tears spilled down the warriors' eyes as the music temporarily restored their humanity. For the first time in hours, they recognized the enemy they locked blades with as a hume just like them—a full-fledged living being with hopes and dreams of their own.

"It has been a long pointless war!" Absalon's heavy voice boomed across the battlefield, his voice amplified by whatever it was the choir had been using this whole time. "Olgar Ritz has died, and Orthana had fled to save her skin. I do not know what your reasons for joining this battle was or is. But, this I do know, at this rate, you will all be wiped out. You have all witnessed the power of our vanguards. Should they decide to, they can decimate your army." 

The commander paused, slightly impressed by the continued effects of the songstress's song. Typically, at this point, the Merrites should have protested in rage at being insulted., but right now, they all stood calmly, their gaze narrowed at the hovering commander. It was apparent they were willing to listen before taking further action.

"However, We seek not Conquest, but Unification," continued Absalon. "All races united under one banner, striving for the prosperity of all. As such, I offer you these terms. To all slaves under the Merrite army, surrender now, and I promise your status of slaves will not only be revoked, but you will also be issued a full pardon for all actions taken during this war. You will be allowed to leave for any nation of your choosing or remain here. Should you choose to stay, you will be granted citizenship, which will help as you assist us in building a true nation for all." Absalon paused, allowing the slaves to digest his words. Considering their treatment under Olgar, it was no shock to see one slave warrior after another drop their weapon to the earth.

"What about us!?" A merrite mercenary yelled, fist tightened around her blade.

"For the soldiers, those who surrender have two options." Absalon enumerated, "Either you spend five years in the dungeons as a prisoner, or spend two years working out your sentence. Upon completion of either option, you will be freed and allowed to go wherever you want. However, only the second option will allow you to be marked as a Rosen citizen. Make your choice."

"I'll never be anyone's prisoner!" A merrite mercenary screamed at the top of his lungs. But before he could even move, five blades stabbed into his head and torso. Four of those five blades belonged to former slaves, while the last belonged to one of his own squadmates.

"You can choose not to surrender," Absalon stated with a frosty gaze. "There are many here with a lot of grievances to shed."

The sound of metal against earth rang out as hundreds of soldiers threw their weapons to the ground and raised their hands in surrender. The few couple dozen who tried to prove stubborn were skewered by those eager to prove their new allegiance.

And so it was that the northern battle of Aygorzi came to an end. By the time the walls finally came down, the three thousand soldiers trapped outside would come face to face with an already defeated army.

 

ARMY STATISTICS

Start of Battle

Olgar/Orthana Coalition:  9000 men

Absalon's Humes:  1500

Asha's Felur:  100

Dwarfs:  6000

 

End of Battle

Olgar/Orthana Coalition:  3500 dead, 4500 Surrendered.

Absalon's Humes:  400 dead

Asha's Felur:  30 dead

Dwarfs:  1800 dead


South Gate

"KASHI!!!" screamed an incensed Ruse, fiery-red eyes spitting out flames as he glared at the accursed daeben. Seeing the scourge who humiliated him in the pit reawakened that feeling of helplessness. That hated feeling where he was basically at the mercy of someone else. 

In all his life, Ruse had never felt so weak, so useless. His rage had reached the point where he would not rest until he utterly destroyed the source of that feeling.

"I will kill you! Your family, Your friends! Everything you love! I will burn them all to ash!" Ruse roared with maniacal laughter. "But not you. Oh no, not you. You. You, I will make you watch everything you love burn, then I will take my time with you. I will slowly boil every single cell within your body. You will beg for death and not receive it. You will cry for mercy, but no one will respond. You... You… You—"

"Oh, Shut up already."  BOOM!

Ruse's eyes widened with shock as something blasted a hole through the center of his chest. He turned over his shoulder, eyes nearly bulging out of their sockets at the arrow that flew off in the distance. He turned his gaze back to the daeben, a hesitant look in his eyes. He had not even seen when the daeben notched an arrow, let alone the flight of the arrow as it tore through him. 

Still, the shock in Ruse’s eyes soon gave way to gloating. "Hahaha! Did you think you can hurt me! This is not the pit!" His entire body burst into flames, and the hole in his chest immediately closed up. "You can't hurt me!" His laughter only intensified as the daeben looked at his bow as if in disbelief. "HAHA! Try not to die too quickly!" Ruse screamed as five-meter-wide plumes of flames descended upon the daeben, who still stared at the bow in his hand. The daeben's body soon disappeared, swallowed entirely by the raging flames.

Ruse's eyes lit up with delight as several seconds passed with no reaction from the daeben. "Die in your ignorance, you fool. There are powers beyond anything you can ever imagine. Witness true po—"

"Shadow, Kira, listen up," a voice calmly interrupted from within the flames. "Where we're going next, you will have to face up against many elementals and spectral creatures. Most of these creatures are immune to physical attacks, so if you do not have a mage on your team, you will be fucked nine out of ten times." If one listened carefully, they would hear the sound of a bowstring being drawn until it was taut. "However, it is not as if warriors are completely useless in this regard. This world, for all its madness, is quite fair. For us warriors, if we want to attack such targets, we must use our ki. Ki is much more powerful and versatile than you might think. For example, if there's an annoying flame bug noisily buzzing around..."

BOOM!!!

Ruse suddenly crashed to the earth several hundreds of feet from his original location, a shattered arrowhead buried within his chest. Heavy gusts of wind sharply dispersed the flames to reveal Kashi, bow in hand, a mischievous smirk on his half-burnt face as he turned to his companions. 

Kashi ignored the burn wounds, which rapidly healed with speed visible to the human eye. "You can swat it away with a ki-infused arrow." He grinned at Shadow. "You've already got the basics down. Now you just need to learn how to attach it to thrown weapons. It isn't too difficult."

‘For you, maybe.’

"KAAASHIIIIII!"  Any further words were interrupted by a massive geyser of flames that exploded in the distance. Ruse shot out, eyes screaming bloody murder as they hatefully glared at the daeben. A trace of wariness flitted across his gaze, forced by the injury in his chest. Although it wasn't very deep, there was no doubt that the daeben's arrow had struck his flesh, even though it should have been impossible to do so. Still, reality reared its ugly head in the form of blood that streamed from his chest. "I will kill you!"

Kashi's smile turned frosty as he glared at the hovering mage. "This is the second time. Do not make me repeat this. You are not permitted to talk down to me. Get. Down. Here!"

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 132: Arrogance of the Strong

    
    
    
    
                The End of War. A glorious achievement, a moment, of which every soldier, revolutionary and extremist dreams. They hear the stories from their commanders, fathers, teachers, leaders, and more; tales of the great euphoria that arises from emerging victorious and the crushing despair that accompanies defeat. Hence they fight with all they have to emerge the victor.

But no one ever tells them the truth.

No, no one ever does.

The truth of the harrowing despair that immediately follows momentary joy. The misery that crushes your soul as you look upon the mangled body of your best friend. That hellish, hollowed laughter chokes you upon realizing the rivers of blood paid for the celebrated victory.

No one ever tells them. There are no real victors or losers in a war. Only Survivors. And in the end, it falls to the survivors to pick up the pieces no matter the outcome and strive for a future where they would not have to watch their brethren perish. 

Still—Still, despite all this, there do exist a few occasions; battlefields where despite the drowning grief, there arises a small, minute surge of pride. Not the shallow satisfaction of one who congratulates himself for surviving. No, this is the subtle pride that surges up a soldier's chest as he gazes at his fallen brethren. 

A pride that arises from realizing that every one of those fallen brethren is the only reason they still live. An overwhelming joy quietly consumes, fuelled by the knowledge they were able to fulfill their slain brethren’s wishes, obtaining victory and ensuring their lives did not go to waste.

This silent pride, purposeful yet subtle, is the most intoxicating of drugs to the grief-laden soldiers. It gives meaning to what would otherwise be a meaningless end. Provides hope that one day, when they too are claimed by the flames of battle, their souls would not be forgotten. They would be able to walk proudly in the afterlife, carried by the pride and gratitude of their brothers-in-arms who lived.

And for those warriors left behind on the earth, the subtle pride within their hearts would give them the courage to step onto the next battlefield. Yes, because no matter how mangled their bodies got, they would be able to continue steadfast in the knowledge that their deaths would not be meaningless. 

This was an emotion that transcended reason, orders, and purpose. It did not matter if the soldier was an honorable general or a conscripted slave. As long as there was a brother beside them, they would be able to fight, spurred on by the knowledge that should they perish, their deaths would serve as a platform for their brothers to survive, and vice-versa.

So it was for Yngvar Kernode, who watched with a steely gaze as weeping dwarfs covered their fallen brethren’s corpses with tarps to protect their bodies from the scavenging birds. The old general frowned. His throat, constricted tightly by forcefully blocked emotions, managed to squeeze out, "Many good brothers and sisters were lost."

Absalon, who stood by his said, uttered not a word, gaze similarly cold. Although they had managed to obtain victory, the dwarfs had simply lost too much in this war. Of their six thousand armies, approximately two thousand had perished. That was about a third of their full number! Similarly, Absalon's troops had also lost a third of their number, but most of them were Summoned. So although it was quite irritating, he could take solace in the fact they still lived in the other world.

The dwarfs had no such luck.

"Stand proud," Absalon finally spoke, voice slightly hoarse. As a side effect of staying too long with the Maggots, he had long stopped viewing the residents as computer programs. The pain in his heart was no less than when his brothers died during the short, six-month techno-wars. "They have paid the ultimate price to ensure your freedom.". "Rather than mourn, you should celebrate their sacrifice and pay as much of this debt as you can."

Paiee Nilsen hunched over a dwarf, cradling a bloodied right arm. Reddened eyes watered as she looked up to the red mage. "Is it possible to repay such a debt?"

"No," Absalon instantly refuted. His features relaxed as he let out a sigh. "However, at the very least, you can ensure their sacrifices are not in vain. These men and women fought and died for a free Aygorzi. It now falls to you to make this city one which your fallen brethren will be able to laugh and boast about, even in the afterlife. Make it so they can puff out their chests and say,  ‘Ha! You see that! I died for that city right there!’ ”

"Ha, you see that. I died for that city right there," repeated Brexio Rocha under his breath, eyes clouded over with heavy grief. A chuckle escaped his lips, eyes regaining their vigor as he pondered on the words. With a stamp of his ax, he bellowed, "HAHA! Take your time and relax over there. We shall definitely make it so you can stick out your chests and boast even to the gods!"

The wild man's bellow echoed throughout the battlefield, igniting the flames of the dwarfs' squashed pride. One warrior after another stamped their weapons against the earth, repeating the warrior's words.

"Hey, Annabelle! Boast to pops. Your brother will build a great nation like never seen!"

"My love, watch on. I shall surely make you proud."

"Hey Walfrid, still owe me a beer, you goat fucker," murmured a young dwarf, small rivulets of blood dripping from a stump where his left arm should have been. In a bout of carelessness, he had lost it to a merrite, but his best friend took the killing blow in his place. His remaining hand trembled with strength as it clasped firmly onto the ax's hilt. "Heh, don't worry, by the time we're done, you'll have to greet me with the most expensive wine..."

Hovering in the air, Syèl clutched his chest as similar declarations resonated across the plains. Memories of young, impressionable faces surfaced, their features twisted with pain and depression. Yet, every one of those faces sported weakened smiles, their final words a burden too heavy to bear. "Live well." "Live on." "You must live for all of us." "Stay strong."  Then she appeared, golden hair beautiful eyes stained with red. "Live on. Live Happily. Live the life we wanted. Live a life we can be proud of. Thank y—"

With a heavy flap of his wings, Syèl burst into the sky above, the opposing wind managing to interrupt the memory. Below, Shoko raised her gaze to the sky, a flash of guilt crossing her face as she watched the young man's fleeing back, small drops of clear, transparent liquid glistening in the afternoon sun. However, she soon fixed her expression, returning her attention to the merrites who were being shackled. "...I cannot tell him yet. Not like this." She cast her gaze to the north, where a battle was sure to be taking place. "Please finish this. I must leave this horrible place."

A dwarf noticed her far-off look and followed suit, sending a pleading gaze and prayer to the north. Like a current of hope, not only the dwarfs, but even the merrites, Summoned and felur turned to the north. No one knew what they were waiting for or what they expected, but without fail, they looked to the north, half-believing, half-hoping a sign would come. A signal to indicate their losses would not be in vain.

Absalon's whitened knuckles tightly gripped his staff, brows furrowed as he too gazed toward the north. "Come on, Kashi."


Within the main palace, a pale-faced Anton heavily heaved, his body still struggling to recover from the after-effects of utilizing the mana-reliant defense system. Despite his apparent fatigue, his gaze held strong determination as he uttered with a piercing glint. "Kashi-dono, please finish this."


Outside the palace, Lunette clutched a microphone to her chest, worried gaze cast toward the north where her brother and Kashi were sure to be fighting. Above dark clouds had begun to gather, cold winds nipping at her knees. Ignoring the cold, Lunette mumbled a prayer as a determined gaze shone in her eyes. 

She faced Lufer and nodded, firm resolve resplendent in her eyes.

The conductor raised his baton, preparing the orchestra for one last number. Beyond that, Lunette would be the only one with enough mana to continue. "Iggy, Diegel, Ziggy. We'll be depending on you guys for this one. Think you can handle it?"

The triplets readied their tools of war, gazes somber with powerful resolve.

"Ready whenever," said Diegel, drumsticks raised high.



At the northern end, the silent battlefield exploded to life, as with a swipe of Lufer's baton, roars similar to the war cry of an uncaged proud beast burst out.

As if spurred by the explosive opener, accumulated ki exploded beneath the daeben's feet. 

Despite hovering ten meters in the air, panic suddenly gripped Ruse. With a desperate shout, he sharply retreated in a burst of flames. While fleeing, he did not forget to launch several fireballs ahead of him. The fireballs collided with each other at a set distance, erupting in a brilliant conflagration that covered the skies.

"I warned you to get down," a cold voice, akin to death itself, spoke from within the eruption. "You forced me to do this." The flames suddenly burst open to reveal the daeben with a bow in hand.

Ruse attempted to flee. But by the time the flames dispersed, an arrow had already struck torn through his left shoulder. The mage suppressed a pained scream as a searing pain shot up his shoulder. "Kashi!" screamed Ruse. "I'll kill you!" Ruse swore as a massive red mandala formed in front of his outstretched right hand. "I'll slau—"

BOOM!

"You talk too much."

Larsial's eyes widened with disbelief as a massive bow taller than she was slammed into the earth. Mechanical gears in the giant weapon suddenly spurred to life, spinning madly. She could only watch as Ruse, caught unprepared, crashed to the ground, pulled by a rope attached from the bow to the arrow lodged in his shoulder.

Not giving the mage a moment's rest, Kashi deftly switched to a carbon copy of the giant bow. The bow series, simple named 'Hunter' was an anti-MaM (Massive Aerial Monster) weapon, designed to make it much easier to pin down quick, mobile aerial monsters. Kashi did not create it for humes, but quite frankly, he did not give a shit.

Ruse burst from the earth, face red with rage. However, the gears in the first bow pulled hard, preventing him from gaining any ground. Irritated, the mage pointed his right hand at the bow. 

Pa!  

"AAHH!" Ruse’s intent turned to a scream of pain as another arrow stabbed into the arm. His gaze whipped to the daeben, who nonchalantly planted the second bow by the first.

"I think I finally see the joy in fishing," Kashi mocked, arms folded. He looked over at the bows with appreciation. "Too bad, I only managed to finish two. Still, at least I was able to get some valuable field test results. So all's good."

Ruse, who felt like his arms were about to be torn from their sockets, roared, "Don't force my hand, daeben!"

Kashi's nonchalant gaze bore into the primate's. "I care not what hand you have. I only warn that you must never speak down to me." His gaze narrowed, voice dropping till it was as freezing as the winter wind. "Next time, I shall not be so polite."

Ruse almost went made with rage, eyes bulging out of their sockets like they would soon explode. "Who do you think you are!? Do you know who I am!?" He, Ruse, was not only a primate but a primate of the younger generation. His future was endless, and the Holy Land viewed him quite favorably. When had he suffered any kind of humiliation? "Where do you get this baseless confidence!?"

Kashi walked up to the flaming mage, disdain in his gaze. "This is not mere confidence." He stopped before Ruse, an intense gaze seemingly tearing into the primate's soul. "This is Arrogance." His fingers wrapped around the mage's throat. With a straight face, Kashi began to squeeze. "The Arrogance of the Strong. I am stronger than you. Hence you shall obey my rules. If you do not..." Kashi's grip casually tightened, causing veins to rise up Ruse's neck as he desperately fought for breath. "Now, I have some questions that need an—"

"HAHAHA!" Ruse bellowed, eyes holding not a small hint of mockery and laughter. "What a good Arrogance of the Strong!" The mage's lips parted to reveal a toothy grin as his flames begun to take on a dark yellow hue. "Fine then! Watch, Bear Witness to True Power!" 

BOOOM!

A colossal blaze, over ten meters, flared up in all directions. Maddening laughter rang out as a silhouette was flung across the plain by the combustion's force. The daeben, having suffered the bulk of the attack, gritted his teeth and righted himself. His feet hit the earth, but the momentum sent him sliding several meters back.

The daeben barely had time to gain his bearings before a yellow apparition appeared in front of him. Ruse, whose body resembled yellow solidified lava, punched at the daeben. Kashi, despite his weak balance, ducked to the side. Despite this, the heat alone from the flames left scabs on the left side of his face. 

The daeben prepared to take a hard step back, but Ruse was having none of that. A massive fireball shot out his left hand, instantly engulfing the daeben. However, it achieved the opposite effect, as Kashi slightly jumped into the air just before the attack exploded several meters away. 

Kashi's fingers swiftly picked out a bow from his inventory. By the time his feet touched the earth, five missiles had cried out in rage. 

Ruse snorted at the daeben's attack. The arrows combusted immediately hit the primate just as several mandalas appeared around the mage, which then fired dozens of flaming projectiles. 

Kashi's eyes glowed, a grin curling up charred lips at the massive sky of flames. Dozens of arrows, in turn, flew out as he dashed in a curve round his quarry. Thunder rang in the skies above as the arrows and fireballs exploded against each other. Kashi jumped, dodged, and weaved his way past the fireballs that made it through, arrows flying out in retaliation.

Shadow frowned as he watched Kashi suffer under splash damage from the crashing fireballs. As injuries steadily accumulated on Kashi's body, it became apparent he could not quickly heal against these new breeds of flames compared to the previous one. What's more, this was utterly disturbing. Since when did the daeben properly kite and play like a real archer? "What're you up to?"

"Hahaha!!!" Ruse erupted in laughter as he watched the daeben scurry around like a rat. "Run, run. There's nowhere to hide!" The flames, seemingly having no end, only increased in size, intensity, and number as they bombarded the daeben unceasingly. If it were not for the daeben's uncanny accuracy that allowed him to take out over eighty percent of the fireballs, he would have long since perished. Still, judging from the injuries, it would not be long before he fell.

"What was that you said!?" Ruse bellowed as a spherical flame began forming behind him. "Arrogance of the Strong!? Hahaha! I'm stronger than you, so shouldn't you obey my rules!?" With maniacal laughter, the primate lifted ten meters off the earth. "I want you to run until you die. So run! Run, you rat!"

A dangerous glint crossed Kashi's eyes, but he could not charge on account of the bombardment.

"Hehe! Frown all you want! It won't change the outcome," taunted Ruse, a gargantuan sphere of flames over fifteen meters in diameter hovering above his head. "You will die. Slowly, painfully, without honor like a rat." With a drop of his hand, the massive bomb dropped toward the daeben. "When I'm done with you, next shall be that slut! I will ensure she experiences the definition of Hell on Earth. Do not worry. In time you will be reunited with whatever remains."

Kashi’s steps suddenly froze. Multitudes of fireballs exploded around him, the ensuing explosion shrouding his figure. 

Ruse burst out in animated laughter as the gargantuan fireball slammed into the earth. The earth crumbled to dust as the subsequent detonation dug out a massive crater.

Ruse held his belly with animated laughter. "This is your fate! To be squashed like a bug! You should be honored I personally sent you on your way." Ruse grinned as he waited for the smoke to disperse. He did not doubt the daeben's demise as the last attack held over seventy percent of his total mana. 

No one could have survived that. 

Ruse only wished to see the daeben's remains for himself. "Hehe, I wond— ” BOOM! “— AAAAH!!!" 

Ruse's right arm exploded into pieces resulting in a bloodcurdling yell. "Who! Who did that!? Come out!?"

"I did warn you," scolded a familiar cold voice. A burst of wind scattered the dust to reveal a dark drakul within the crater, a beautiful green bow in hand. No, wait. On closer inspection, that was not a drakul at all. His features were too refined and graceful. 

"A... A draconian!?" Ruse screamed with fright! How!? Why!? This was impossible! There was no way a draconian could exist in these times. "Who, who are you!?" Ruse's eyes flitted to the bow in the draconian's hand. What the hell? The power he felt from that thing was no less than the draconian himself. When had he offended such a figure?

"I did warn you," Kashi spat, slowly notching arrow onto Ferulic's Practice Bow. "You are not permitted to talk down to me. As if that was not bad enough, you touched my reverse scale." Red eyes burning with smoldering rage glared at the primate. "Do you know what happens when you touch a dragon's reverse scale?"

Ruse panicked, instinctively firing a chain of fireballs in a straight line. The primate's eyes widened as an arrow tore into his chest before the fireballs dispersed as if only then realizing they had been burst through. Dread filled the primate. He had to escape! He turned around, eager to run for his life, only to feel a tug on his chest. His eyes traveled down, eyes widening as three arrows tore through, extended teeth clasping to his chest. He did not need to look back to know there were metal ropes on the other end. 

"No, NO!" Ruse cried out as he prepared to explode in flames once more.

Within the crater, Kashi's gaze remained level as he seemingly casually tugged on the rope. Ruse sharply jerked, then like a ragdoll dragged by a child, was yanked down to the outstretched daeben's arms.

BOOM!

Ruse coughed up several mouthfuls of blood, his descent forcefully stopped by the draconic hand clasped around his neck. With his back to the draconian, Ruse could not see Kashi's expression, further compounding the terror. "L-let me go! S-stop! Do you know wha--!"

Craack!!!

Blood gushed out of Ruse's nostrils as Kashi slammed his face against the earth. Subtle hot breaths by his right ear nearly made the over thirty-year-old man wet himself in fright. "P-plea—"

"What was that about hell?" 

Ruse trembled from scalp to toe as he was forced to stare into the most terrifying pair of blood-red eyes. Those raging pools exuded a bloodthirst, unlike anything he had ever seen. This type of raw bloodlust should not come from a hume! "Hiiii!!!" Ruse shrieked with fright as he futilely struggled to get out of the draconian's grasp. "Y-Y-Y What are you!?"

Boom!

"How rude!" Kashi protested as he crushed the primate's skull against the earth. "I am a perfectly normal daeben."  Boom!  A sickening grin marred the daeben's rage-filled features. "In fact, I am so normal, I simply can not imagine what 'Hell on Earth' is like."  Boom!  "You said you would show her, right?"  Boom! Boom! Boom! "How about you teach me first?" Kashi placed his right leg on the primate's back and switched his grip to Ruse's good arm. "Is it something like this?"

RRRRiiiip!

"AAAAHHHH! AH! AH AAAAAH!" 

Chills went down Shadow's spine as he watched the draconian casually crush the torn-off arm, unfazed by the fountains of blood that sprayed upon him. Only now did he truly understand why he always felt wary around the daeben. 

Neither Kashi’s furrowed brows nor grinning lips showed his true feelings. No, the daeben’s genuine emotions lay in his eyes. 

The eyes which gazed at the screaming primate were filled with stark indifference, devoid of any emotion. It was almost like Kashi had relegated Ruse’s existence to less than a bug. The primate was similar to a pile of waste paper he could absentmindedly tear to shreds.

"AAAHHH! LET US DIE TOGETHER!!!" 

BOOOOOM!!!!

The watching soldiers quickly dove to the earth as a mighty explosion, akin to the detonation of a nuke erupted, enveloping over thirty meters in its blast radius.

[Supernova]  was Ruse's trump skill for desperate occasions. It involved simultaneously combusting all the mana in his body at once. The ensuing explosion was enough to slay dragons in one fell swoop, with its only downside being he would become nothing but an average human for at least four days. Still, no one had ever survi--!

"Oh, that was quite the blaze," drawled a lazy voice.

Ruse's complexion whitened as he felt the foot still pressing down upon his back. How!? How was he still alive? How did he survive that! Ruse could clearly remember how Kashi was desperately dodging the fireballs earlier. Then there was his level. How could a brat who had not even reached level 110 be this powerful?

"Don't be too shocked," Kashi said as he casually notched an arrow. Although he took pride in torturing himself to get stronger, he derived no pleasure from torturing others. Thankfully, Ruse's combustion had helped cool him down. It was better to end this quick. "Earlier, I only needed you to help me test the effectiveness of my Elemental Resistances." 

Kashi's foot slid up the primate's back and pressed his head firmly to the ground. "I must thank you. It was rather insightful. I was able to confirm my daeben form is now completely immune to Tier 1 flames, but not so much Tier 2." Kashi drew the bowstring till it was taut and trained the arrow at the exposed skull. "Well, you have served your purpose. So, you can go die now."

"W-wait, P-pleas—"

"STOP!"

Kashi froze in place, his gaze turning to see Larsial clutching a familiar woman with a blade to her neck. Brow raised, he asked, "What are you doing?"

Larsial bit her lip, pupils shaking with disbelief. Even if she lost, even if the entire army lost, she’d firmly believed Ruse would be able to handle the dwarven army by himself. Yet, what was this reality? How was this even possible? Gritting her teeth, she pressed her blade to the neck of a battered, despair-eaten Zaram. "Release him! Or I shall kill this woman!" 

A mocking smirk curled up the daeben's lips. "And why would I do that? I don—"

"Do not lie!" Larsial interrupted, her tone heating up with desperation. "I know you made contact with her. She kept her word and led you safely into Meilfour. Surely you, a man of honor, would not abandon her now."

Kashi's draconic scales receded, revealing the daeben's perplexed look. 

"Hahahaha!   Man of honor? You? Did Shadow knock this woman in the head?"  Kashi's confusion turned to irritation as Kira's amused laughter echoed within his mind.

Larsial, as if sensing his irritation, screamed out, "Besides, Zaram Karim is highly respected among the Merrites. If they hear you abandoned her to die here today, they will fight you to the death! You might not know this, but she is Brock's distant cousin. She only left him because they saw different futures for Merriheim. If you save her, Brock will happily help you. If you do not... Hehe, Few know this, but of the three great overlords, Brock is the most terrifying of all."

Kashi smiled. "You make a compelling case." He gestured at Zaram with his chin. "What does the lady have to say for herself?"

Zaram's lifeless eyes stared at the body beneath the daeben's feet. Was this the invincible Ruse? Was this the power she thought she had to impress if she wanted a better life? In the end, why didn't she listen to her cousin and focus on developing herself first? Why did she think she needed to rely on Ruse's power? A power which, in the end, had destroyed the very lives she had been trying to better. 

Zaram cast a limpid gaze at the daeben. Throat too dry to let out a single sound, she only nodded, a single tear of satisfaction rolling down her cheek. If she could exchange her one life to atone for her sins, she would not hesitate to do so. 

Thunder roiled in the darkened sky as Kashi nodded. "Good choice."

"WAI—" 

BOOM!

SPLAT!

Larsial went weak at the knees as she watched Kashi take his feet of the headless corpse. The heavens opened up, letting out heavy rain which beat down on the daeben, washing blood and brain tissue to the earth. Rivulets ran across the battlefield, washing away blood and tears and carrying them towards the crater.

Lightning flashed, illuminating Kashi's bright, sinister smile, as he looked at Larsial. "I shall give you two choices: A) You let her go, and I accept your surrender. B) You attempt to kill her. See what happens."

Larsial's hands trembled, sheer terror reflected in her eyes as she peered into the daeben's. In her life, she had never feared death as much as she did at that moment. Looking into those bloody pools, it was like she was face to face with the reaper. It was almost like death was the happiest outcome she could hope for if she crossed him.

Eventually, Larsial's blade dropped to the earth along with her knees. "You win. I give up."

Kashi grinned, genuinely pleased. "Great. I didn't want to commit genocide on my own race. Order them to stand down."

Larsial's eyes widened. "You knew?"

Kashi snorted. "How many races can draw so many accurate runes that they can use them so wastefully. If I couldn't figure it out, I should go bash my head in."

A glint of hope appeared in Larsial's eyes. "So, you won't slaughter us?"

"Well, that'll depend on you guys. My King seeks Unification of all. Including you ass hats."

Larsial's gaze narrowed. "I do not believe there is a king capable of ordering you."

Kashi shrugged. "That is none of your business. Just order your men to stand down."

Larsial sighed and shook her head. This was the fate of the defeated. 

Larsial took out a scroll from her side pockets—a scroll she’d hoped she would never have to use. She shut her eyes and ripped the scroll.

Outside the crater, the red armored army glanced up at the dark sky, where a white sun temporarily bloomed before dissipating into little sparks that hopelessly fell to the earth. As if following a predetermined script, the armored troops dropped to their knees and stabbed their weapons into the ground. They then bent their heads and removed their helmets. 

 A host of white-haired men and women revealed their heavily tattooed pale-blue faces to the world for the first time in over a decade.

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 133: Hatred Spanning Generations

    
    
    
    
                
Night descended, the sun having gone to sleep, its heated gaze no longer willing to rest upon the blood-soaked earth. Beneath the silent, judgeless moon and the tranquil stars, peace reaped from men's lives should have reigned. However, it seemed, unlike the sun, conflict never sought rest, forever eager to rear its ugly head.

And so it did, as the dwarfs, still bloodied from battle, once again prepared to charge in rage, thoughts of loved ones and children at home long sacrificed to the flames of hatred and vengeance.

"Let Go! Fucking Let Go!" roared a red faced Brexio Rocha, flames shooting out a pairs of evidently incensed eyes. The enraged dwarf struggled against the holds of Yngvar, Paaie and Ulla, glare fixed on the abominations opposite. "I'll slaughter them. Slaughter The Fuckers!" With a roar, he shrugged off his restrainers and charged at the abominations axe raised high.

Bang!

Brexio's arms trembled, brows deeply set as he glared at the daeben in whose palm the axe's head was firmly held. "With all due respect Kashi-dono," Brexio seethed, gritted teeth and shaky pupils evident of the extreme control he was placing on himself at the moment. "Get out of the way!"

A thin line of blood trickled down the daeben's raised arm, some inadvertently dropping between furrowed brows. Kashi grimaced in pain, not as a result of the axe's blade he had caught barehanded, but because of the inflammatory situation he found himself in. Heavy rains beat down as two sides faced each other at the plains in front of the palace, tensions between the opposing forces volatile enough to release sparks that would put heavenly lightning to shame.

Kashi looked over his shoulders to the indifferent daebens whose gaze carried neither hostility nor remorse, only a bone-chilling apathy. Then looked over Brexio's shoulder to the silent dwarfs whose rage-filled gazes bore enough hate to raze a country to the ground if materialized. 

Obviously, if Kashi had not been present, these three thousand plus daeben would have been drawn and quartered without a sliver of mercy. The hatred the dwarfs currently possessed toward the daeben race far surpassed the bounds of reason, chivalry and logic. They could forgive the merrites who eyed their land. Hell, they could even work something out with members of the Chaos Brotherhood; but the daeben race? As far as the dwarfs were concerned, the only good daeben was a dead one!

Although he had never expected it to be easy, only now did Kashi truly realize the immense task he had in his hand. This wasn't a simple racial divide, nor was it a grudge caused by a past war or battle. This was accumulated hatred borne from slavery suffered over a long period of time. This kind of hatred would not magically disappear just because Kashi wanted it to. Especially considering the Final War was only eleven years prior, meaning the majority of the dwarfs alive lived through the decades of slavery.

Kashi suddenly found himself in a dilemma. On the one hand, he needed the daebens, but on the other, he had invested too much into the dwarfs to lose them. Worse off, this situation was rapidly devolving to a point where it more and more looked like he would be forced to choose between one or the other. In his head, the daeben cursed all nineteen ancestries of the daebens.

"Kashi..."

Kashi turned to Lunette who faced him with a troubled gaze, prevented from running up to him by her brother. The daeben issued a rueful smile, bemused by the absurdity of the situation. This was supposed to be a triumphant return, yet no sooner had the dwarfs seen the daebens behind him did they launch into a near murderous madness, quelled only by the imposing drakul who stood guard before the daebens.

"Rocha-san," Returning his gaze to the enraged dwarf whose axe he held, Kashi started with an apologetic smile. "I beg of you. Please, let me explain."

"Sorry lad." Brexio's eyes flashed with a dangerous light. "I like you, I really do. But if you do not get out of my way, I'll be forced to cut you down where you stand."

Kashi sighed as he once again cast a glance over his shoulder, a troubled look in his eyes. Indeed, he had invested a lot into the dwarfs, even going so far as to make them the new power in Merriheim. But the value of all this still paled slightly in comparison to the value of the daebens behind him. What the dwarfs brought to the table, he could get elsewhere albeit over a much longer period of time. But the daeben were one of a kind in the field he wanted to use them. He could go as far as to say that with them, the Hopeful Maggots progress would be launched at least two years beyond schedule.

In the gaming world, every second counted, let alone a progress of two years. With a defeated sigh, Kashi took a step back as he released his grip on Brexio's axe. Red eyes held equal traces of disappointment and regret as he muttered, "All right. If this is how things should be, I—"

"Wait!"

No one caught the small twinkle in the daeben's eyes as he looked up, their attention on the weakened dwarven king, Anton Xafier, who made his way down the palace steps supported by a few aides. Pronounced wrinkles on a pale face, shaky hands and unstable steps portrayed a man who suffered from the side effects of excess mana drain. However, despite a feeble parlor, the king's eyes maintained a strong glint, powerful enough to seize the attention of all those who gazed at it.

Brexio let his axe-arm drop to the side, stepping aside to let his king pass.

Kashi placed his hand and across his chest and slightly bowed, much to the shock of the daebens who had witnessed his true might. "Your Majesty," he greeted. "I am glad to see you well. I trust the drain was not too taxing."

"Do not make fun of me, Kashi-dono," Xafier joked, hastily grabbing the daeben's shoulders. "If you bow, would that not mean I have to kneel?" Helping the daeben stand upright, he continued, "Haha, this old man is too weak right now. So, please, dispense with the formalities."

Kashi's arm returned to his side, lips curling in a warm smile. "As you wish, Your Majesty."

"Good, Good," Xafier praised with an amicable smile of his own. Wary eyes glanced over the daeben's shoulder at his kind behind. "About the daebens behind you..."

"Ah, I understand." Kashi shook his head, regret flashing past his eyes. "It was too presumptuous and callous of me. All I ask is that you let me leave with them now. We will not disturb your lands further. I can give you my word on behalf of Rosendun."

Xafier's calm exterior did not betray the panic that surged in his heart. "Are they that important to you?"

"Personally, no," refuted Kashi with a firm shake of his head. "However, as fate would have it, I am a guild leader. Which means I must look out for the interests of my guild. These daebens here are a fundamental key to boosting my guild past heights never seen before." 

Xafier's brows slightly furrowed. "How so?"

"Anton!" Brexio, no longer able to keep still, furiously roared. "Our brothers and sisters are right there, many of which will never lift a hammer in their lives again!" He stabbed his fingers to the left where a relief camp had been set up. Jade led a range of healers and alchemists, helping the injured recover as quickly as possible. Unfortunately, Jade had not yet unlocked the Regenerate skill, which would have let her regrow attached limbs. Fortunately though, she was only a few skill exp points away from it, which was why she hastily rushed about healing as many as possible, her mana points quickly regenerated with potions donated by the dwarfs. "Even more lie cold! Never to rise again!" 

To the side, a stone-faced Absalon and Shoko helped supervise the transfer of corpses to the ancestral dwarven tombs underground where generations of dwarfs slept till this day. The General endured the rebuke with furrowed brows. He too had lost good men and women to this war. He would hate for it all to have been for nothing. Still, despite his misgivings, he trusted in the idiotically mad daeben. For better or worse, he would stick with Kashi's final decision. 

Brexio's rant rose with his range, his voice a megaphone through which the dwarfs' true feelings poured out. "And you would discuss with these demons! Have you forgotten!? The only reason we are in this state is because of them! They destroyed the world with their greed! No Discussion! We Kill Them All  NOW!" 

Anton opened his mouth to diffuse the tension but...

"I happen to be one of those demons," Kashi pointed out, causing pangs of guilt to collectively flit across the dwarfs' eyes. However, the daeben could only his head when despite an obvious struggle, the hate in their eyes eventually won over their guilt. Although they owed the daeben a thousand lifetimes for freeing their god and rescuing them from oppression, decades of hatred borne of slavery proved far too heavy for them to forget. 

"I see," Kashi despondently murmured. "If that is how things are to be..." He raised his bow before him, instantly causing the dwarfs to pale as they strengthened their grips on their axes.

 However to the collective shock of all those present, the daeben dropped to his knees with a determined gaze. He placed his bow on the earth before him, then bent over, arms forming an arc as his fingers burrowed into a despondent, wet, soggy earth.

Absalon's eyes went wide with disbelief, realization dawning as he finally understood the daeben's intentions. His features twisted with rage as he rushed toward the daeben, screaming at the top of his lungs, "Don't You Da—"

BOOM!

Absalon's steps faltered as the earth trembled beneath his feet. He cast a complex gaze at the daeben, suddenly unable to move a single step further.

BOOM!

Like a hammer to their hearts, the dwarfs found themselves unable to speak or think. All thoughts of rage and hatred were forcibly suppressed by raging surges of guilt and shame that rendered them unable to cast their gazes at the daeben any longer.

BOOM!

The daebens, whom until this moment had regarded the proceedings with stark indifference slightly trembled, heartbeats rising with uncertainty. Some glared at the daeben ahead with disgust, others empathy; some with a hint of pride, and others with disgrace and shame. Whatver the look, one thing was for sure: Kashi had elicited a response from the daebens down to a man. Not a single one retained the indifference they had begun the day with.

BOOM!

Lunette placed her right hand over her mouth as tears formed at the corner of her eyes. Indeed, she kept finding herself underestimating Kashi over and over again. Just when she thought she understood him, when she thought she knew everything there was to know about him, he would go and do something to completely upend her assumptions. Watching him now, she could not help the massive surge of pride that erupted in her chest. Where some would see shame, she saw the sign of a true man.

BOOM! 

The earth fractured beneath the sustained punishment, spiderweb like cracks spreading from the daeben. With every strike the fractures increased in size and depth. Staring at the largest cracks which coincidentally spread horizontally, as if drawing a line between the daeben and the dwarfs, Xafier was haunted by an image. A giant chasm between the daeben and the dwarfs. At this moment, he could still reach across, maybe construct a bridge. But with time, the chasm only grew wider, until eventually there would be no way to connect the two sides.

BOOM!

On the roof of the palace, a lone figure watched the happenings below.

With a low sigh, Zeing muttered to the passing winds. "You chose well, crazy brat. You really did choose well."

BOOM!

 

The seventh strike snapped Xafier out of shock, an already pale pallor turned even whiter. "Kashi-dono!" He desperately bent over and grabbed the daeben by the shoulder. Arms trembling, he pleaded, "Please stop! Anything can be discussed!"

A pair of disappointed red eyes wordlessly regarded the king, silent rivulets of blood trickling down from a nasty wound between the brows. With a despondent sigh, Kashi knelt upright in a seiza, countenance exuding an air of grave finality. "My kowtow was not to apologize for the daebens. I am neither foolish or arrogant enough to think apologies sufficient for the crimes of the past." Kashi's brows furrowed, tone gradually getting darker. "All I request of you is that you consider my services over the past month, and let me take these daebens with me. As it is clear you do not want anything to do with them, I can assure you, you will never have to see them again. Furthermore, I cannot promise the Hopeful Maggots will not have further dealings with the daeben. As such, I think it prudent to end our relationship at this juncture to prevent further animosity between us."

Kashi rose to his feet, eyes roaming over the dwarfs before returning to Xafier. "You do not need to worry about your people. I can promise in the name of the Rosen King that Rosendun will recognize your nation, and will not make a move on it." He resolutely turned his back on the dwarfs, right into the solemn eyes of a quiet Kira. 

The direwolf's searching gaze observed the daeben's eyes. "Are you sure about this?"

With a satisfied smile, the daeben nodded. "I am."

"Fine."  Without any further words, Kira briefly glanced at the dwarfs then turned her back to them, silently following by her companion's side. 

Xafier's shock at the daeben's resoluteness left him absolutely speechless. This was a man who had given everything he had for the dwarfs over the past month. He had spent a boon from the gods themselves to create a near impenetrable city for the dwarfs to build upon. He had even gone so far as to use his own guilds soldiers in the past war, losing not a small number of them in the process. Yet despite all this, he would just up and leave without any hesitation? Was there such a man in this world? Such decisiveness and ruthlessness. Who would be foolish enough to have him as an enemy? Wait... No, that was not quite right. 

Who would be foolish enough not to at least attempt to have him as a friend?

Xafier, torn between upholding his duty to his people, and his own personal feelings toward the daeben, found himself unable to make a decision. He would have liked more time to ponder and discuss the matter further. Yet, it was apparent Kashi would not give him that time. Even now, the daeben's silhouette was gradually disappearing from view, as the daebens and drakul whom parted to let him pass returned to position.

The bleak reality of the daeben's withdrawal finally snapped Xafier out of his hesitation. What the hell kind of a king was he trying to become? Would he let their best chance of a bright future slip away because of his people's understandable fear and hatred? Would he be a king who only panders to the emotions of his people?

NO!

Sometimes a king had to be resolute in his decision whether the public agreed with him or not. After all, there was nothing which changed as fast or as much as public opinion. If he did not steady himself with a view towards the future, he would forever be caught in a maelstrom of uncertainty as the public changed their views.

"WAIT! Kashi-dono! Wait!"

Just as Xafier opened his mouth with resolution in his gaze, a loud shout drew everyone's to a dwarf who bullied his way through the crowd. The king's gaze widened as the fmailiar face broke through the crowd and stumbled past the king. 

Kashi froze in his steps, a reluctant smile on his face as he turned to see Otto Knutsen, clan chief of The Hands. "My apologies, Knutsen-san. We will have to terminate the project."

"Like Hell You Will!" Otto bellowed, chest rising as he struggled to catch his breath. He grabbed a dagger from a pocket and brandished it before the daeben. Before the other dwarfs could react, the dagger pressed against his own neck with so much force it drew blood. "I cannot control your ultimate decision. But this old man swears: If you leave without answering my question I will slit my throat here and now!"

Kashi shook his head with a smile. Just as expected of Otto. Although the craftsman was usually quite quiet, choosing not to speak too many words, he completely changed when it had something to do with the forge. One just had to look at how he absolutely hammered and bellowed at his clansmen like a living incarnation of a forge to see his true personality. Even now, Kashi was certain this outburst was definitely related to the forge.

Considering all the help and support of Otto and his clansmen during the past weeks in the forge, Kashi could not rightly turn his back on such a sincere request. "There is no need for the knife," Kashi promised. "I will answer any question you have."

"Good," Otto grunted as he sheathed his knife. "I might be old, but I am definitely not looking forward to the color of my blood." His gaze only momentarily touched on the daebens behind, almost as if they were wholly unimportant before resting on Kashi once more. "Tell me. These daeben behind you. You did not save them just because they are daeben did you?"

Xafier eyes widened. Such a simple question. Why had no one thought of asking Kashi why exactly he wanted the daebens. Somehow they had all just subconsciously attributed it to them being of the same race. How come Otto thought differently?

Kashi, as if oblivious to the emotions in the king, fixed his attention on Otto alone. "Of course not," he snorted. "They could have been dung beetles for all I care. I am interested in what they can do. Not where they were born."

A glint of excitement flickered in Otto's eyes. Suppressing his urge, he confirmed, "What is it they can do?"

"They are the missing link," Kashi cryptically replied.

Otto's eyes lit up, body trembling with so much anticipation and excitement, he could no longer hold it in. He bent backwards, spread out his arms and let out a triumphant roar to the heavens above, singing praises to Aygor above for his continued guidance over his people much to the shock of the dwarfs present.

Not allowing anyone a moment more, Otto immediately dropped to a knee and bowed before his King. "Milord, I beg of you, release these daebens into my custody. I will assume full responsibility for their actions. I swear by my hammer: This is in the best interest of our people."

Xafier who had already gleaned a few truths from the conversation, also could not hide the elated gleam in his eyes. Aiyah... How blind was he? He almost let this huge pile of priceless gems slip through his fingers. He could almost hear his ancestors releasing sighs of relief in their graves. Their descendant nearly committed the greatest blunder of their bloodline, but luckily, he had been saved from that decision in time.

"I understand," prompted the Dwarven King. "Do as you wish. I grant you full authority over this issue, answering only to Kashi-dono and myself." With guilt in his eyes, he looked over to Maggot Guild Leader. With a humble bow of his head, Xafier apologized, "Please forgive my blindness and hesitation. Indeed, man would like to think himself above these things, but hate is a most powerful emotion, capable of blinding even the most steadfast of men."

"No, I understand your predicament," Kashi replied. "My reaction was just as shortsighted and rash, fuelled by rage and anger as opposed to rational thought." With an amicable smile, he offered, "I understand the fear of your people, and as a result would like to propose and alternative that would benefit both sides."

"Oh? I am most willing to hear your suggestions."

"How about this?" Kashi gestured at the daebens. "There are roughly three thousand daebens here. But we only need about a hundred or so highly skilled daebens for our project. I will have these hundred transferred under Otto-san. Of the remaining, half will be given a choice: to either spend the rest of their lives rotting away in your prisons, or work off their sentence for a set number of years. This should add much needed hands to the building efforts."

‎"All this sounds fair and reasonable," Xafier approved with a nod. "What will happen to the second half?"

"These daebens are a current treasure trove of knowledge." Kashi grinned. "My guild has need of such treasures and has creative ways to utilize them to our advantage. I trust you understand."

"What a roundabout way of saying mind your own business," quipped Xafier light-heartedly. "There may be a politician in you yet." 

"No way," Kashi laughed as he waved away the notion. "I am far too straightforward to exist in the world of politics."

"Haha.., that may be so," conceded Xafier. With a smile, he confirmed, "The arrangements will be as you have suggested." 

Kashi walked up to the dwarf and took his outstretched arm in a strong grip. "It is an honor to continue working with your prestigious nation."

"The honor is ours" Xafier replied in kind.

Otto, too excited to start work on the latter phases of the contract, began ordering the daebens to follow him into the palace. As of yet, development of secondary entrance points to the underground city had not reached completion so it meant all swarfs had to pass through the palace when going underground. Of course, for security reasons, the cloths were bound round the daebens' eyes. They were then paraded in maze like turns to throw off their sense of direction before finally going underground.

Kashi, too tired to follow this process, sat on the lowest step leading up to the palace, watching with narrowed eyes. From beginning to end, the daebens never had a say in their fate. Their basic rights as sentient creatures to decide their own paths was taken away from them the second they emerged as losers. This was the reality of the weak in a dog-eat-dog such as this one. 

Then again, did there exist a world where such a truth was not reality? For all the civilization and modernization of mankind, the fates of the less privileged was still no different. 

Kashi shook his head, clearing the abysmal thoughts. There was no need to ponder on the unfairness of the world. All he had to do was continually ensure he and those he cared about remained on the side of the victors. 

Yes. That was all he would care about.

"Well, looks like your stupid act actually paid off."

A sly grin curled up the daeben's lips as he looked up to his companion. "I prefer emotional honesty."

"Like you are capable of such." Kira snorted. She made to leave, but then paused in her steps. Turning back to the daeben, she inquired, "In the event your gamble lost. If the dwarfs' hatred surpassed their desire for advancement, would you truly have abandoned everything you had built here for the daeben."

Kashi started, eyes wide with shock. Almost as a rule of thumb, Kira only ever spoke a few perfunctory remarks. She had rarely ever asked for his true thoughts on any matter. Could this mean she was turning around? Getting to trust him more? Or was she gathering information to make killing him easier later. Kashi, choosing to believe in the former of the two options, gravely answered. "For the daebens, no."

"Is that so?" Kira's voice sounded disappointed. "I can unde—"

"For the masters of Runecrafting however... Yes. Yes I would." Kashi's gaze travelled to the walls far off in the distance, whose tops he could barely make out over the horizon. "Remember Kira, although present wealth and stability is important, one must always be prepared to risk losing all that to aim even higher."

Kira observed the daeben's ethereal gaze. A gaze which seemed to see beyond everything, peering into the secrets of the future. The direwolf's gaze grew increasingly complicated with each passing moment, till she ultimately snorted, "Stop pretending to be smart." Turning her back to the daeben, she lightly jogged off into the distance. "You most definitely heard that from someone else." 

Kashi chuckled as her silhouette faded into the distance. "Yeah, I did hear it from someone else," he muttered to no one in particular. "Haven't seen her in a while though." His brows slightly furrowed as a face popped into his memory.  It is not my place to remember. 

Kashi wiped the face from his head as he got to his feet with renewed vigor. "Three Months until the all important date." Eyes holding massive strength of will, he marched up the stairs. "Wash your neck and wait for me. Old Friend..."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 134: Building a Foundation

    
    
    
    
                29  th   Muriel, 1093.

Early morning. The sun, not fully awoken from slumber, cast a grayish hue upon the earth. Cold winter winds gently swayed over dancing ocean waves. A young migratory bird let the winds lift its tired wings as it scanned the ocean waves for the next land zone. Its efforts paid off as a network of islands came into view, tropical trees and dense foliage promising nourishment and respite for the weary traveler.

With a relieved chirp, the bird rapidly flapped its wings, making a beeline for the largest island. Within moments it settled atop the branch of an extremely tall tree, its gaze taking in the beautiful landscape below. This island, dominated by dense foliage, was illuminated by green hues cast as sun rays traveled through overhanging semi-translucent leaves. Though dense, the trees were not so close that they became choking, various animal calls provoking a sense of wonder and nurture within all who passed among them.

Thump. Thump. Rustle...

The little bird, nibbling on a fruit that fell onto the branch, paused and cocked its head to the side. The forest, which had once been teeming with life, suddenly began to grow quiet. The birds stopped calling, the rabbits burrowed into their holes, and predators fled the area, abandoning their prey.

The bird’s feathers stiffened as a part of it chose to fly away in fright. But the adventurous spirit which allowed it to break free of its flock and go off on this journey alone spurred a desire inside it—a desire to identify this creature that could cause an entire forest to hide in fright. It took courage in the fact that it was over ten meters off the ground. No land-based creature should be able to reach it at this height.

Thump... Thump...  Thump!

The little bird peered down in curiosity as the thumping grew louder, causing the earth to tremble beneath whatever approached. Trees crashed to the ground, effortlessly pushed out of the predator's path as it stepped into the bird's line of sight.

Terror seized the bird!

The bird’s wings quickly flapped its wings in an attempt to flee far into the sky. But it was far too late. The tips of its wings petrified as cold stone spread towards its heart. Having lost control of its wings, the bird plummeted to the earth, where it crashed with a hard thud. 

The last things the bird registered before its eyes turned to stone were the terrible eyes of the basilisk, which towered above it.

The hulking reptile, standing at over six-feet-tall and eight-feet-long, glared at the petrified bird with complacency. Four pairs of stocky legs carried the massive creature next to its next meal. It bent over, scooping the stone bird into its mouth where it was crushed to pieces by thick, imposing teeth. A solution in its stomach converted the stone back to flesh and blood to allow for digestion.

The basilisk let out a dissatisfied grunt, casting its gaze towards the thickets where it sensed another unaware prey. It angled towards the target, unaware that a pair of dark eyes silently observed its path over two hundred meters north of its location. 

Steady breaths came to a temporary halt as the stalker pulled a bowstring to the hilt. The archer lined the arrowhead, plotting the narrowest of flight paths through numerous tree branches and thistles. With a slight  twang , the arrow took flight!

The arrow zipped through the trees cutting through leaves with unbelievable force and precision. The basilisk, senses trained to heightened realms, sensed the danger and sharply reared its head upwards to dodge the arrow aimed at its eye. Shockingly, the arrowhead coincidentally scraped the top of an overground root. The deflection sent the arrow right into the basilisk's left eye before it could react

ROOAR!!!

Animals and birds fled for miles as the basilisk's pained cries shook the forest. Blood poured out of the mess that was once its left eye. The arrow, which was designed to shatter on impact, sent shrapnel exploding outwards, utterly shredding the eyes to pieces and ensuring they would not regenerate or heal in the short term—if not forever.

"Move!" The archer yelled as she dashed out of cover, the next arrow already notched. She let loose, a cold glint in her eyes as the basilisk cries affirmed she had hit the target. Within five short seconds, over twelve arrows stabbed into the basilisk's side, drawing green blood. 

The basilisk, unwilling to take any more punishment, roared with rage as it charged toward the silhouette running in the distance. Unbefitting of its enormous size, the beast's eight stocky legs carried it across the ground with speeds that would make horses bow their heads in shame. 

However, it seemed the fleeing archer possessed equally astonishing speed. At the very least, she was fast enough that the distance between runner and pursuer shrunk by very little over a long distance. The archer turned into a thicker forest path, evidently hoping to use the thicker tree trunks to slow down her pursuer.

However, the basilisk was nothing if not resilient. It smashed through the trees with relative ease, its speed not dropping in the slightest. It soon began to growl with increased rage as the archer used the trees as deflection posts to make her arrows' flight paths next to impossible to predict. 

And so, the basilisk soon found itself the cushion to the archers' pins, her arrows indiscriminately finding a home somewhere in its body without fail. Luckily, because of its tough exterior, the damage was not too fatal. Still, blood flow trickles from so many injuries would eventually sum up to a massive loss of blood.

The basilisk's rage intensified when a random beastman of the tigur race jumped onto its path with a tiny buckler in hand. The tigur, standing at only five feet five (165cm), nevertheless cast an imposing figure as it took a bulky stance, shield placed ahead of it. Thick, snow-white mane billowed in the morning breeze as purple eyes regarded the onrushing behemoth.

"[Tower!]" The tigur growled, and its muscles suddenly doubled in mass, a golden sheen upon his skin from the excess mana used for the strengthening process. Eyes tightly shut, the tigur stomped its right foot into the earth behind him, crouched low, and braced himself for impact.

The basilisk, long since enraged to the point it would not pay attention to such small fry, charged headfirst into the waiting beastman. However, mere meters from the tigur, five silver screens composed of petals made from condensed light abruptly sprung up its path. 

The basilisk's momentum, too high to come to a forced halt, sent it crashing through one wall after another. The basilisk burst through the petal walls with relative ease, its momentum only reduced by a minimal, almost negligible amount.

For the waiting tigur, however, it was more than enough.

BANG!!!

Dust, earth, and leaves scattered, blown away by the basilisk's impact against the tigur's shield. The tigur winced, brows furrowed as its feet dragged across the earth, forced back by the basilisk's terrifying momentum.  Hup!  The tigur forcefully swallowed a mouthful of air, chest rising as it raised its back foot and stomped hard against the earth. 

Boom!

With a loud crash, the basilisk's charge came to an abrupt halt. Tremors from the collision rippled through its insides, leaving it disoriented for a spell. The tigur took the opportunity and bashed his shield against the basilisk's head several times within two seconds.

The basilisk wavered, stunned by the relentless strikes against its snout. Survival instincts kicked in, allowing the beast to ignore its stunned state to lash out at the general direction of the enemy. 

Luckily, its massive head covered a large surface area. It caught the unprepared tigur with a headbutt, sending the beastman flying backward. Getting the wind knocked out of his chest forced the tigur's eyes open.

Luckily, just as the basilisk's glare was about to meet his, accompanied by a roar that shook the earth, a massive tiger dropped from the trees onto the basilisk's back. The silver furred tiger, nearly six-feet tall and seven-feet long, crushed the basilisk's head underfoot, slamming it into the ground with all the force of a ten-ton hammer. 

Nails longer than men's fingers extended from the beast's claws and tore out the basilisk's good eyes before it could recover. 

Mad with pain, the basilisk roared in pain as it thrashed around the forest in an attempt to throw the tiger off its back. However, the silver beast had other ideas as it tore up scales on the basilisk's back with its teeth and claws, somehow keeping its balance atop the rampaging beast.

The basilisk lost its mind to rage and thus failed to notice a brown-haired girl charging toward it. Ki-imbued fists crashed into the basilisk's snout, further increasing its  Stunned  period. 

At this moment, over twenty warriors charged out from the trees, specialized attacks taking advantage of the beast's blindness to punish it with unrelenting, merciless attacks. Arrows, swords, spears, fists, and much more tore into the beast's sides, intent on peeling off as many scales as possible.

Bombarded on all sides, the basilisk's rage quickly took a backseat to fear. The beast sensed a weakness in the formation and swiftly charged out. At this point, it did not even care about the tiger on its back. It just wanted to escape as far out as possible. The basilisk was so panicked that by the time its senses warned it of an impending trap ahead, it only had enough time to screech to a halt just inches from the massive pit crudely covered with tree leaves.

"I suppose it would not be that easy."

The basilisk sharply spun around to the source of the voice. It could not see, but it could surmise the voice belonged to a female of the two-legged species. 

Out of the thickets stepped the female archer who began the hunt. The ocean breeze blew the hood off her face to reveal a striking beauty like none other. Beautiful raven black locks, securely tied into a high ponytail, prevented strands from entering a pair of cold, detached eyes.

Leila Lightwood raised her bow, petals of light amassing to form a single arrow in her right hand. She notched the arrow and casually drew the bowstring to full length. "Fall." 

BOOM!

The arrow impacted against the basilisk with a resounding explosion. The basilisk could do nothing but flail about as the explosion launched it over the pit. The Nespian tiger on its back, as if expecting this, jumped off before the shot landed. 

Hogosha walked over and then stood by Leila's side, mocking gaze laughing as the basilisk plummeted into the massive pit.

Leila turned her back to the pit as several archers and mages surrounded it, led by a red-robed flame mage. "Finish it," she casually ordered, as with a wave of her hand, the bow returned to her inventory. Ignoring the massive explosions that erupted from the pit like a geyser, Hogosha trotted by the vice-Guildmasteras they walked over to a spot where the tigur rested against a tree trunk, getting his broken bones healed by a pink-haired mage. Ten warriors stood around him with a protective formation that exposed his status as a leader of some sort.

Noticing Leila's approach, the tigur swiftly rose to his feet, placating the panicked healer with a ferocious smile. "I'm really fine, Yuna, I promise. See?" He cajoled, swinging his left arm in a clockwise rotation to prove his words. "Yuna's healing is still the best!" With a grin, he walked over to Leila and saluted, "Hell of a hunt vice-president. Sure you don't wanna transfer to the raid squad?"

"That does sound fun," Leila chuckled. "But there's still far too much work to be done. Maybe later, Stryke-kun."

The tigur, who turned out to be Stryke, sighed in acknowledgment. "Well, we'll take full advantage of your presence for this short period then." He looked to the pit where the constant bombardment was reaching its climax as the red-robed mage began a long chant for a spell that seemed to drain the area of mana. "Craig's about finishing up. That'll be the third island boss we've taken down. Still, ten more to go."

"It will not be a problem," Leila promised. "Absalon's army sacrificed a lot of lives to get us all the intel on these bosses. Sixty percent of the hunt is complete if you know your prey's daily route."

"Mm..." Stryke nodded. "If Absalon-san didn’t warn us about the basilisk's petrifaction skill, we would have definitely lost a lot of men to it." He scratched his head, deep in thought. "That said, what do you and Kashi have in mind for these islands? Don't get me wrong. I'm glad for a leveling spot I don't have to compete over, but I know you guys never do anything without reason."

BOOOOM!

Leila smiled as heavy bursts of wind, dust, and stone escaped a massive explosion at the pit. A geyser of flames blasted the cooked basilisk a hundred meters skywards before it plummeted to the ground next to the hole, deader than dead. "Sorry, we did not tell you earlier. It was truly top secret, and I know you do not like keeping things from your friends."

Stryke let out a depreciating chuckle. "Is this your way of telling me I'm too naive to be trusted?"

"Naive?" Leila shook her head. "You make it sound like a bad thing. If the earth were filled with naive, honest people, how much further would we go as a species? Listen, Kashi and I are not naive, but we can never have the happiness that comes with innocence in return. I will always view the world in terms of advantages and disadvantages, profit, and loss. Every interaction will be measured on a scale, every dialogue a business proposition. Even those I eventually call friends are measured on scales, upon which, when they are in a negative, are kicked out of my life." 

A smile adorned the wisben's lips as she ruffled Stryke's fluffy white mane. "Which is why naive, honest people like you are needed in this world. People like Kashi, and I need people like you to keep us human. With you, we do not have to measure anything because your heart will always be on your sleeve. That is why you and only you can be the raid leader. A raid group might respect me or fear Kashi. But you... Your raid squad loves you and would go to the ends of the earth for you. There is no guarantee Kashi and I can achieve the same results."

Hogosha suddenly snorted.

Stryke's gaze blazed with equally sudden flames as he snapped to the tiger. "Got something to say!?"

Hogosha turned to Leila, who nodded. With a sneer, he turned to the tigur. "Someone who claims to be related to the tiger blood should not be so wishy-washy. It is disgraceful."

"Hooo..." Stryke breathed out, a deadly grin on his face. "Looks like the pounding I handed you last time was not enough."

"That is not how I remember it," Hogosha retorted, looking down on the tigur.

"Looks like your memory's gone bad," Stryke challenged as he drew his sword. "Would you like a reminder?"

Hogosha rose to full height, towering over Stryke as he chuckled disdainfully. "Bring i—"

"Vice-President!" A voice called, interrupting the two's back and forth. 

Leila revealed a smile at the sight of the three men approaching, led by a female halben. "As much as I would love to watch you two settle things once again, Stryke, you said you wanted to know what we are using these islands for? Follow and find out."

Stryke reluctantly sheathed his sword, then sent a grin Hogosha's way. "Next time then."

Hogosha snorted, though a hint of a smile could still be spotted at the edge of his lips. "Next time then," he grumbled in reply as the two followed behind Leila. 

Leila inwardly smiled as she watched their exchange. Rather than rage-induced fighting, the two awkward children were expressing themselves the only way they knew how. The thing was, after Leila got Hogosha as a pup, because she knew she would not be in the field much, she asked Stryke to take care of him for two (in-game) months while she got the Hopeful Maggots up and running with a steady foothold. 

Hogosha's ability to speak and Stryke's transformation occurred during this period when their raid team defeated a tiger guardian spirit. The spirit upon death granted the highest damage dealer and damage soaker with boons. Hogosha gained the ability to speak, while Stryke transformed to his current form, along with some pretty fantastic stat bonuses that finally truly set him apart from other standard tanks.

However, upon maturity, Hogosha began following Leila around, which naturally meant he saw less and less of the equally busy Stryke. Thus, they would find an excuse to battle to check each other's progress without flat out admitting they missed each other whenever the two met.

Leila shook her head as she met up with the party of four. After thanking her assistant for her work, she led the three men to the maggots' temporary base at the shore. They entered the largest tent and took seats at the table placed within. "Pleased to meet with you, gentlemen. I am Leila Lightwood, Vice-Guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots. For the sake of those present, would you please introduce yourselves?"

"Stryke. Leader of the Raid Squad. Nice to meet ya," Stryke introduced with an amiable smile.

"JaPhBi (ya-fi-bi)" Introduced the scholarly man sitting next to him. Sporting a pair of glasses, the middle-aged Summoned's strict demeanor gave off a lecturer's feeling. "Historian. Particularly focused on research into ancient civilization structures, villages, towns, and cities."

"J.W.Silver." Opposite JaPhBi, a dark-haired young teen sat, playing with long bangs on either side of his head. "Uh... Promoter, I guess? Hmm, let's just say I know what is popular and how to make things popular. Yeah, that'll do."

"Lyconbe (lie-cone-bay)... but you can call me Lyon." Seated next to JWSilver was a dark-skinned man in his late twenties, brown eyes surveying the others in the room. "Civil Engineer. Ran my own construction company once. Forcibly bought out a year ago. Sort of freelancing it right now."

"Mm," Leila nodded. "Thank you all for coming. I have called you all here because we require your different expertise. This island we sit on is one of thirteen clusters of varying sizes. It is the wish of the Hopeful Maggots to turn these islands into lucrative business opportunities." 

‘No good can come out of being overly reliant on the Royal Family.’

"What exactly do you want?" Adjusting his glasses, JaPhBi inquired.

"Of these thirteen islands, there are three large ones comparable to entire cities," Leila exposed. "We want to use two of these islands as farmlands with a network of villages strewn around for serfs to live in. The third, which will host our new headquarters, should have a complete set of farmlands, barracks, and homes for the Hopeful Maggots' members to live in. JaPhBi-san, we need your expertise in designing structures and advice on what crops to focus on for long-term benefits. Upon deliberation, Lyon-san will be in charge of choosing how to design these structures with safety and aesthetics in mind."

"What about me?" JWSilver asked.

"Your role is perhaps the most difficult Silver-kun," Leila stated. "I know you are behind the Igama Park's brilliant revival. If it were not for your ideas, that park would have closed down. Yet it is now the most visited amusement park in all of Japan."

"Seriously!?" Stryke exclaimed, eyes burning brightly as he stared at JWSilver with reverence.

"Hoo... I didn't realize I was in the presence of a genius. Is this what the Chinese mean by having eyes but failing to see Mt. Tai." Lyconbe declared with appreciation in his eyes. "I heard the rumors, but to think it was really the work of a teenager..."

"Hehe," JWSilver scratched the back of his head, embarrassed by the attention. "Luck. It was all luck."

"Regardless of luck or skill, I will need you to create another miracle here," Leila declared. "We want a collection of resorts and parks built on the remaining islands. Our purpose is to create the very best resort in the entire world. So much so, even non-gamers will buy a Virtual Drive just to experience it for themselves." A cunning smile curled up her lips. "Think you can handle it?"

JWSilver winced. "What's my timeframe?"

"In two-plus months, the transfer bank will open, allowing Summoned to convert real-world cash to game coins and vice versa. We need to get ahead of that window. So two in-game months. That is your timeframe."

Lyconbe let out a shallow laugh. "No pressure, kid."

"Lyconbe-san should not laugh like its none of your business," Leila said with a smile that wasn't quite a smile. "Immediately, Silver-kun determines what we need and should build, you will be in charge of supervising the construction."

Lyconbe's warily stared at the young woman as the laughter choked to death in his throat. "...You are a complete slave-driver, aren't you?"

"In regards to the matter of your payment," Leila shifted the topic, leaving the man with a smile as his only response. "You can choose. Ten Million Won upfront, or a percentage of our profits going forward. Be warned that should you choose percentage, then your payment will be in Syros, not real-world cash."

JWSilver shrugged. "I don't need cash that much. I'll go with the percentage."

"Truly, celebrities think on a different level." Lyconbe chuckled. "I'm really strapped for cash since I lost my job. But..." He glanced at the teen. "I'll trust the kid's instincts. The mind behind the Igama Park's revival shouldn't be wrong. Besides..." He looked at Stryke and Leila. "I've read up on you guys. Hopeful Maggots. You are making real waves. I don't believe buying up shares in anything you put your hands in can be a negative decision. Hell, I think I should be honored to receive this opportunity... So, yeah. I'll take the percentage."

"I am a historian. I do not do this for money," JaPhBi commented, adjusting his glasses. "Regardless of whether your venture succeeds or not, I am only glad I have an opportunity to put all I have studied to use. But Lyconbe-kun spoke so much, and I am willing to bet on you guys. I will also go with the percentage." He glanced at Leila. "If that is all, I suggest we get to it. Two months is a short time, even with the game's mechanics and magic."

Leila nodded. "We have already cleared the main bosses of the three islands you will be working on. The other monsters are small fry compared to the regiment stationed here. You can start anytime." Turning to JWSilver, she said, "You, on the other hand, will be accompanying Stryke and I as we clear the bosses on the other islands. I want you to see the hunt for yourself, so you can decide if you can make something fun for the resort with hunts as a lure."

"That's an awesome idea!" JWSilver praised with a grin. "Let's get to it."

"In that case, gentlemen," Leila closed as she rose to her feet. "To a fruitful two months!"



Aygorzi

34  th   Muriel, 1093

It had been a full week since the dwarfs’ victory over the coalition's forces. Rather than take the time to rest, the dwarven city was ablaze with hammers' ringing and sawing of wood. The dwarfs, at the behest of their new king, had begun building the city for real, taking out all their stockpile of materials for the speedy construction. 

Over five thousand prisoners' added labor quickened the process, allowing the city to come into being at a frightening pace. Before construction began, Kashi had advised the dwarfs on a unique mixture called mortar, which they could make by mixing mud with water, grass, and some aggregates. Of course, since he was not a civil engineer, he could only point them in the right direction before disappearing into his lab.

However, if there was one thing dwarfs were good at, it was construction. 

Several experiments later, the dwarfs found a workable mixture with the right ratio, and boy did it blow away their minds! Not only did they create coated mortar, but from Absalon, they also learned about limestone from which they formed concrete and cement. The only sad thing was that Gerber's messenger did not visit them despite their discovery, which meant that someone else had already discovered these mixtures before them.

With equal parts lament and anticipation, the dwarfs wished they could meet whichever person or nation had this level of technology. Surely, they could learn a thing or two from them. 

More importantly, however, the dwarfs’ cost and time required for construction greatly diminished with the new mixture. They had abundant clay, and the other aggregates were easy to find or cultivate, which meant they had an endless supply of the stuff. They would not have to depend on other nations to import good quality stones.

Meanwhile, as construction aboveground was going strong, below ground, The Hand was equally hard at work on the projects proposed by the daeben. There were already miniature train tracks running along the underground city on which they placed small test cars with iron wheels. 

The test cars had roughly four to six seats and space to place loads. The train, powered by a mana crystal placed at the helm, moved forward when a button was pushed and came to a stop when the driver pulled the brakes.

The test car was simple and crude looking, but the real ingenuity lay in the runes crafted in the inner workings, drawn by the daeben. These runes, some of them provided by Kashi himself, were the backbone of the whole operation for a group of people who could not fully understand how trains worked in real life. 

After all, although Suzuki had read up on how trains functioned and understood the concept, asking him to design one with the right chemical reactions, pressure valves, and whatnot was just wishful thinking.

Unluckily, Suzuki was not one of those transmigration protagonists who could travel to another world with complete engineering knowledge despite never being an engineer. So, Kashi had to manage with the massive cheat the game had granted him: Magic.

Worried about filtering methods of crude oil to create diesel for energy? Don't worry, Magic Crystal can provide all the power you need.

Not sure how to connect a smartboard so that with the push of a button, your train will know to accelerate? Don't worry. With runes, you can cover that command.

Need to create a pressurized zone, but don't really get how it works? Runes brother. Just line up that chamber with pressure or gravity runes. As long as your runecrafting level is high enough, there is nothing you cannot rune your way through.

And that was how with the excuse of magic, Kashi and the dwarfs began their attempt to recreate technological marvels. Of course, that was not to say reliance on magic did not have its pitfalls. The amount of mana required to move the little test cars alone would drain a grown man of his mana. If they were to have a whole train, who knew how many people would need to be walking battery packs to charge up a single trip.

But all in good time.

They would find a solution to the mana problem another time. For now, the dwarfs would just resign themselves to the drain.

Elsewhere, work on a suspended ship-like structure continued in full force, a task to which the dwarfs dedicated a majority of their workforce.



Dungeons

"You want to what?" Absalon stared at the prisoner across from him with shocked ridicule. "You can't be serious?"

"Hey, I get your concerns," Larsial murmured seductively, clinging to the prison bars like a dancer to a pole. "But you don't have to worry. We daeben only offer our allegiance to one person at a time." She shrugged, "You killed my last boss, so I'm currently unaligned. You do not want to miss out on this deal. My intelligence network is something your guild could stand to gain."

Absalon's brows rose. "You actually expect me to believe you hold no resentment?"

"Resentment?" Larsial grinned. "Of course, I hold resentment. I resent you lot for killing my boss and keeping me in this dingy cell. I do not do well with dark colors, you know? Think it's easy getting a daeben skin this glossy and beautiful? You guys are ruining years of hard work." Sighing, she lamented, "But what can I do? There will always be someone stronger than you. I spent too much time at the top; I forgot this simple truth." Blinking her eyes, she begged, "I will do anything you ask. Just let me be part of the team, yeah?"

Absalon frowned. He had to admit this woman was quite formidable. If it were not for the brief period spent in the dwarven city, which secretly powered up both Kashi and Syèl beyond reasonable limits, then with the information she had on their abilities, Ruse's army would very well have won that battle. The intel she failed to grab could not be blamed on her as within that timeframe, he doubted anyone—even the CIA—could have gotten the right intel.

But it was equally undeniable how dangerous she was. Absalon had seen for himself just what she was capable of. Shaking his head, he decided to leave it up to Kashi to decide. "We will leave it up to Kashi—"

BOOOOM!!!

A tremendous explosion rang out from deep within the dwarven underground city, causing earthquakes to ring throughout the city. Earthquakes so destructive, Larsial’s prison bars, rusted from age, cracked at the hinges and crashed to the earth. Absalon, who could only lean against the opposite wall to prevent himself from falling, stared with shock at Larsial, who stood in place, unaffected by the tremors.

The daeben looked from the general to the exit, but to Absalon's shock, sat down, a seductive smile on her face as she waited for the earthquakes to die down. "I only have one request," she spoke calmly, despite the harsh breeze that began to blow out of the dungeon as if some monster down below was sucking up all the mana in the vicinity. "That white-haired kid. Shadow, was it? Let him work with me. I like him."

Absalon frowned, but since he was still struggling to keep his balance could not reply. Moments later, he could finally push off the wall as the forceful sucking air and earthquakes came to a stop.

"Ooh. It seems like the fun's ended," Larsial commented with a smile. Crossing her legs, she rested her chin on her hand. "Feel free to check out the commotion. I'm not running anywhere."

Absalon hesitated, but looking at the calm daeben, he could not shake off the feeling she was telling the truth. Hence despite his logic blaring warnings, he trusted his gut and walked out of the dungeon to find the commotion, throwing over his shoulder, "We'll talk when I return."

Larsial gaze followed the general's back, turning steely as he reached the exit. But they once again softened as she opened her palm and rubbed her face. "Larsial baby, I hope you know what you're doing."



Deep underground, Kashi winced with pain as he stared at the dozens of floating portraits that surrounded a massive painting over five meters wide and four meters tall. Giant swirls of mana forcibly absorbed from the air for miles kept the paintings afloat, pushing them into the largest painting one at a time and forcibly expanding its size.

When the painting finished the portraits, it grew to over sixteen meters wide and seven meters tall, glowing so brightly, the daeben had to squint to look at it. As if choked by the amount of mana it absorbed, the painting belched, knocking Kashi to the ground with the massive mana release.

Several Maggots and dwarfs ran into the chamber at that moment, its doors forcibly opened in the painting's bid to absorb mana. They all stopped in their tracks staring at the floating painting with shock. They could feel the massive mana emanating from that thing and could not help but wonder what the hell the daeben just made this time.

Lunette, who had been practicing with the choir, took the lead to step forward and ask, "Kashi, what is that?"

Kashi stood up, dusting himself with a proud grin on his face. One so wide and happy, most people there nearly did not recognize him. "Oh, that?" Kashi joked, pointing at the floating painting. "Nothing much, really. Just a brand new dimension I created."

It took the crowd a second to digest what he just said. But once they did, they all screamed in unison.

"WHAT!?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 135: New Dimension

    
    
    
    
                One Week Earlier,

Kashi dragged a fatigued, completely drained body to his cove beneath the dwarven palace. He leaned against the shut doors, mentally checking off all the items on his to-do list. Construction: check. Crafting: check. Agriculture: on hold. Water source: check. Plumbing: check. Security: check. 

Whoo~ Rubbing his thumbs against his temple, Kashi began to appreciate the MCs in all those RPGs he played as a kid. He used to refer to them as glorified messenger boys, but now that he had a whole city to look after, he understood their plight. If he did not personally check on every facet of the city's construction, he could not help but feel something would go horribly wrong. 

Well, of course, Kashi would not go as far as to help pick up some lady's chicken eggs. After all, there was only a very slight chance that chicken egg could spell the fate of an entire city.  “Pfft. City-Shaking Egg.” Kashi chuckled at the absurd thought as he finally  gathered enough strength to push himself off the door. 

At the center of the room stood several easels of different sizes and rolled up canvases made from beast hides, which the dwarves had been ever so happy to gift the daeben. 

Slightly to the side, silently sat a grand piano belonging to a certain songstress. 

Kashi's eyes revealed a complicated look as his fingers brushed against the smooth surface. Today, the songstress would not be accompanying him, too busy dealing with the recovery efforts of the dwarfs and consoling the bereaved who had lost husbands, wives, and parents to the battle.  ‘Well,’  Kashi thought to himself as he unfurled the largest canvas,  ‘I’ll miss her calming music.’

"Hmm... I should find a way to register their auras to the door," Kashi muttered as he examined the large spread on the floor before him. He was not sure what beast skin the dwarfs used to make this five-by-four-meters canvas, but  [Identify]  revealed it to be a Level 115  Epic  Canvas. 

That information was enough for Kashi to know the canvas would meet his bold endeavor's basic requirements.

Kashi nodded with appreciation, then turned to the other canvasses. He unfurled over one hundred canvasses of different sizes—ranging from small portrait sizes just over thirty centimeters wide to two-meter long landscape canvases—and placed them on corresponding easels, which he then set in a formation around the largest canvas.

Taking a step back, Kashi admired the canvasses before him with a sharp glint of anticipation in his eyes. 

Moment of truth. 

This project would determine whether everything was for naught. 

Rosario's Brush appeared in the Kashi’s hand as he took a step, not to the largest canvass as one would expect, but a tiny, inconspicuous thirty-centimeter portrait. 

"All life is birthed from a seed," muttered Kashi, as the brush dancing in his palm. Without the need to worry about ink, the brush laid its first stroke on the paper. "Alright ...  Let us give birth to a new world."

And so, with a few bold strokes began a week of endless paint, paint, and even more paint.

As if realizing the enormity of the daeben's ambition, the game did not bother Kashi with any prompts even as he completed one canvas after another. The daeben, when finished with a minor canvas, would switch to the main one and add in a little detail. 

Without anyone to check on him, the daeben mindlessly slaved away at his task, only occasionally munching distractedly on some dry rations stored in his inventory for emergencies when his body protested. 

Over time, the paintings began to take shape, the largest of which depicted a massive, lush green field with a castle-like mansion at its center. 

The smaller paintings provided more detail into the world in the largest picture, detailing the castles' interior and exterior in excruciating detail, down to a few tiny cracks, or 'construction blemishes' to give the mansion a more realistic feeling.

These little paintings were so vividly detailed that just by looking at them, a person could quickly draw a mental map of what the world within the picture would look like if they lived within. 

As of yet, there were oddly no living creatures in the painting aside from the trees and grass. This was because each time the daeben drew an animal, it would immediately erase itself off the picture like it was never there.

After several dozen tries, the daeben was finally able to populate the paintings with some animals—however, only those of the minute insect category.

Kashi would have been pissed off if he had any spare space in his brain for anger. But he did not, seeing as he spent way too much time remembering how a centipede looked.

Like this, an entire week passed in a flash, the daeben utterly oblivious to the passage of time. 

On this day, Kashi knelt on the ground, frantically finishing up his final touches on the mainstay piece, his eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep. But the daeben either did not notice, or he did not care, letting out a triumphant roar as he made his final stroke on the Hopeful Maggot flag fluttering atop the building.

Kashi stretched as he rose to his feet, groaning as several bones creaked in complaint. The daeben stared at the collection of paintings, brow raised as he waited for the prompt he was expecting. When nothing happened, the daeben began tapping his arms, brows furrowed with worry. 

It would be more than frustrating if he spent the entire week in vain, but when, even after ten minutes, nothing happened, the daeben had to admit he had failed this endeavor.

Kashi groaned inwardly as he tiredly stumbled over to the grand piano. He took a seat on the little bench, about to rest his head against the keyboard cover when a prompt interrupted him.





	
User Has Cleared Danger Zone.

Beginning Creation of New Dimension.

Cancel Procedure?

Y/N










 

Kashi stared at the prompt with disbelief, fatigue instantly fleeing far from his eyes. He swiftly answered, "NO!" 

 





	
Sub-Dimension  Has Been Activated.

Painting Quality Satisfies Minimum Requirements

Grade of Final Painting will be Displayed Upon Completion










 

BOOOOM!

"Uack!" Kashi cried out as a massive force slapped him hard across the hall. He crashed against the earth, tumbling uncontrollably for several meters before he could barely regain control of his body. The daeben recovered to a crouch, gaze wary with shock as he stared at the portal that had appeared within the largest portrait. It was the forceful creation of this portal that blasted him across the room.

Before Kashi could come to grips with the new development, a massive suction force burst out from the portal, seemingly with the intent to absorb everything in the world. Kashi winced, his body losing strength as the portal forcibly absorbed every single drop of mana in his cells. 

Rocks crumbled from the ceiling above, residual mana in the earth itself not spared by the insatiable portal. It did not end there as the falling rocks crumbled to dust particles that were then absorbed by the portal. 

Kashi, whose feet began sliding across the earth, quickly stabbed a handful of arrows into the ground to stabilize himself.

Only by doing this was Kashi able to resist the portal's pull. Kashi could not rejoice anytime soon, as with a loud bang, the doors to the cove were forcefully pulled wide open. 

The portal needed far more mana than the enclosed space could provide. 

Although Kashi was worried about the consequences of the portal's forceful absorption of mana from the underground city, he could not afford to loosen his grip for even a split second, or he too would become dimension chow.

The absorption lasted for the longest twenty seconds of the daeben's life, then came to an abrupt end. As if to display its fullness, a loud surge of wind burst out the portal and blasted the daeben to the ground once more.

Kashi struggled to his knees, eyes glowing as the now glowing master painting began to absorb its smaller constituents into itself, size steadily growing with each one added. Before he could further marvel on this spectacle, multitudes of rushed footsteps drew his attention to the dwarfs and Maggots who warily observed the glowing painting from the doorway.

A small, indiscernible glint flashed in Kashi's eyes as Lunette stepped out of the crowd, brows furrowed with numerous questions. "Kashi, what is that?" She cradled a contentedly sleeping Kira in cub form against her bosom with her left hand, right hand, shakily pointing at the painting.

"Oh, that?" Kashi said with a grin as he rose to his feet, thumb jabbing at the painting over his shoulder. He was about to give a response when a prompt gave him pause. Staring at the prompt with disbelief, he did not know from where it arose, but a sudden desire to gloat overwhelmed him. "Nothing much, really. Just a brand new dimension I created."

It took the crowd a second to digest what he just said. But once they did, they all screamed in unison.

"WHAT!?"





	
Congratulations, You Have Created Your First Divine Piece





	
Takahara (Sub-Dimension)





	
Within this Painting lies a world brought forth by the artist's desire for a world without war and hatred. His calming intent can be felt within each blade of grass and gentle tug of the wind.

Artistic Value:  10,000





	
Sub-Dimension:  With an Artistic Value of 5000, this painting can contain a viable, living world of 1000 sq.km. 

Sub Paintings can be made to act as keys to this world.

Current Dimensional Artist Level Restricts Number of Keys to Five.

(GuildBound):  Only Members of the Hopeful Maggots, or Those Accompanied by a Maggot May Access This World.

+300 Art

+1,250,000XP

Your Level Has Risen!

Dimensional Artist [ Lv.1 → Lv.2 ]

Painting Mastery [ Expert   Lv.1   →   Lv.2 ]










 

Kashi grinned at the prompt, immensely pleased with the increase in both his Painting Mastery and Dimensional Artist Skills. It seemed that he could quickly skip past painting level if he created more divine pieces. 

“Pfft. As if.” Kashi dismissed the thought just as quickly as it sprouted. First, each level required more than double the previous level’s XP points. Also, inspiration worthy of creating a dimensional piece that would break past the Grand Piece level would not spring out of his head like mushrooms.

Nah, the more viable method would be to steadily make Fine Piece small dimensions, steadily raising his XP until the next inspiration hit.

Kashi's smile stiffened somewhat, though, as he glanced at the name of the painting. Takahara.

Kiri-no-Sato, Village of the Mist. 

Even if someone took a sledgehammer to his head, he would not believe this was a simple coincidence. He could almost feel the smoldering heat burning from Suzuki's eyes. The daeben could only shake his head. It seemed Shouyou was thoroughly enjoying himself at Suuzuki's expense.

Takahara was a lovely little village that overlooked the Hatenashi Mountain range. On one of the very few occasions that he took time off work, Suzuki's father had taken the entire family there for a retreat. 

The vacation only lasted for about a week, but even though Suzuki was only six at the time, it was a memory that was far too strong.

This was because in no other time in Suzuki's life could he recall his mother looking so beautiful, so happy, content even. 

That little resort, where Suzuki’s parents held each of his hands warmly yet firmly as they walked parts of the Kumano Kudo pilgrimage route. The peaceful expression on his mother's face. His father's small, almost shy smile.

Kashi shook his head to clear his thoughts. It seemed Suzuki and Shouyou were due a chat sometime soon. 

"Kashi?" 

Lunette's voice carrying a tinge of worry pulled the daeben out of his reverie. He closed the window as he looked up to the songstress with a smile. 

"Yeah?"

Lunette hesitated but asked, "Are you okay?"

Kashi's brow rose. "Sure, I didn't eat that much this past week, but I don't I look  that  bad?"

"Ah, no." Lunette murmured. "Your eye..." She said, pointing at his right eye.

"Hmm? Did I get some paint in there?" Kashi raised his hand to his eye to brush off whatever was there. However, he was surprised to find the eye moist, a clear, colorless liquid in his hand. "Must have kept my eyes open too long," he remarked with a light shrug. "It's nothing."

"Oh, in that case," Lunette, evidently relieved, let out sparkles from her eyes as she regarded the painting floating overhead. "What was that about a dimension?"

"Hehe..." With an almost smug grin, Kashi explained the world's properties inside the painting, from its size to its stability and capacity to sustain life. The plants within were proof of that.

Lunette and the eyes of those behind her were set ablaze with shock and awe. They stared at Kashi like he was a monster within the skin of a human. What kind of invincible ability was this!? 

Creating a world out of nothing? 

Who could even imagine the applications of such an ability? This meant he could quickly escape from any situation by merely retreating into this world of his! That was a layer of security most would kill for!

Any wielder of such a world would have much more confidence in attacking any dungeon, able to just vanish without a trace should he encounter any danger.

Kashi could understand the thoughts running through their minds, but he shook his head inwardly. That perverted Shouyou would never give out something so completely broken. There were two significant restrictions to this ability that made what these people imagined somewhat unrealistic. 

The first restriction was that Kashi would always exit the painting from the same location he entered unless he walked to a different exit point he made from another picture. 

The second restriction was perhaps the most severe. After transfer, the painting used as a key would remain in the real world. Should the image then be destroyed, that gateway would also be destroyed. 

Kashi would also suffer a penalty that blocked him from creating a replacement for an in-game month. So, it wasn't like he could just jump in and out willy-nilly. He could only do so after ensuring the surroundings were safe enough for the gate pass to survive.

The good news was that enriched by the Dimensional Energies, the paintings were much stronger than the level of material used to make them. For example, the Lv. 150 hide used for the primary dimension was strong enough to tank at least a Level 200 Samurai's direct hit, as well as boasting very high resistance to elemental attacks. 

So at the very least, Kashi did not have to worry that the entire dimension would be destroyed because someone accidentally spilled coffee on the painting. 

Still, it would be prudent to store it in a safe place. The gate passes were good enough for the world to use.

Kashi grinned. "Hey, Lunette, want to take a trip with me?"

Lunette's cheeks reddened at the direct request. "Where to?" 

"The Guild's leaders haven't been together in the same room since its inception," Kashi said with a glint in his eyes as Takahara disappeared from view into his soul space. "I think it's time we rectify that. Give me some time to contact Leila and Miote to set up a meeting, and we'll be off. This dimension thing just made a thousand things we wish to do many times easier." Kashi chuckled confidently. "If nobody else, Miote will definitely see the value in these."

"Ah, a meeting, of course!" Lunette exclaimed, a little too excitedly, inwardly scolding herself for expecting more. "Yes, this breakthrough is very important... yes." Damn. Even she was unconvinced by her voice.

"Good," Kashi, oblivious to the songstress' feelings, looked over her head to General Absalon, who silently contemplated the numerous military applications of such a dimension space. "Absalon-san, get the rest and meet us at Rine's Bar." 

Before Absalon could process the meaning of Kashi’s words, the daeben suddenly lifted Lunette in a princess-carry. 

The magnificent grin in Kashi’s eyes exposed his excitement as he dashed out of the hall with a speed that only about ten percent of those present could follow with their eyes. The daeben zoomed past all of the Underground Citadel, then burst out of the castle aboveground, not stopping until he reached Drixlia's post. 

With one deft motion, Kashi jumped onto the stallion's back, placing the stunned songstress ahead of him. Kira, who had been forcefully awoken by the sudden acceleration, glared at the daeben. "What are you doing!?"

"Time to level up," Kashi laughed as he took out a portrait from his inventory. "Teleport." Those who managed to chase after the daeben could only watch as the trio was enveloped in a bright glow then disappeared entirely from view, carried off to heaven-knows-where.

Although Absalon was stunned by the daeben's actions, his recovery was swift. Within moments, he picked out the select few who would accompany him to Meilfour. He contacted Syèl, who had gone missing for the past week.

Fortunately, Syèl promised he would be at Rine's Bar within a week. 

Absalon then relayed some orders to his lieutenants to ensure everything ran smoothly in his absence before climbing atop his stallion and riding south for Meilfour.

Riding alongside the general, Shadow looked to the horizon, mildly surprised by how relaxed he felt despite the distance between him and his sister. Maybe it was because of Kashi, but he did not feel worried at all. 

Probably, in this world, right next to the daeben was the safest place she could be. With a slight smile, Shadow spurred his stallion into a light jog


Diralis, Merriheim. 

Ever since Olgar's departure to battle, Diralis, Olgar's region's stronghold town, carried a silent, almost tranquil demeanor. Without fear for any threat, the soldiers left behind spent their days lounging and taking a break from the tension and stress ever-abundant in Olgar's presence. 

Even with this lackadaisical attitude, any passing adventurer or traveler would have been shocked to find the stronghold in its current state.

It was eerily quiet that one could hear the roaches' shuffling legs. A deathly silence hung over the stronghold, making it seem almost devoid of life. But undoubtedly, soldiers patrolled on the streets and the ramparts. They were just so rigid and lifeless that they seemed more like dolls than humans.

A mertian, listlessly gazing into the horizon, suddenly jerked, eyes widening with unconcealed joy as he spotted movement coming from the south. The archer, chosen as a lookout because of his unique eyes, squinted as streams of mana channeled into his eyes.

Immediately, he could see over a kilometer away like it was right next to him. His eyes widened with excitement as he spotted the woman at the head of a company of avespas furiously kicking up dust as they charged.

The mertian, with a snide grin on his face, immediately signaled the gatekeeper, whose eyes gleamed with excitement. "Hehehe..." the lookout snickered, eyes flickering with a vicious light as they glared towards the heart of the town. "Lady Orthana's here. Let's see how long you can strut about."

The gates were raised without any further delay, allowing Orthana's company to zip through without too much fanfare. The mage was not in a good mood as she did not spare a glance at anyone on the street.

Orthana dashed straight for Olgar's mansion. 

If hatred did not blind Orthana, she might have noticed the townspeople's odd behavior. But she was so mad that she could barely make out the difference between night and day, let alone the state of the resident's expressions.

Only upon reaching Olgar's mansion did a deeper frown etch itself onto the mage's forehead. Orthana came to an abrupt halt, glaring at the female chetah standing at the gates to Olgar's compound. "What are you doing here?"

"Orthana," Asha greeted expressionlessly. "I never thought you would work with someone like Olgar. You know how he treated my people."

Orthana's expression stiffened. 

Treated... 

'—ed.' 

This suffix was just too important. 

It meant that the chetah already knew of the fate that had befallen the previous warlord. The halben's expression turned extremely ugly. When she thought about how she had just suffered and humiliated at the dwarfs' hands and the fact that there had been felur in that battle, she realized that Asha must have played a significant role. 

Orthana’s eyes flared with immense hatred. "I see. You already know. So what of it? Do you think you can do something about it with your meager strength?"

Asha tapped the hilt of her sword. "Indeed, with my strength, it would be a challenge to fight you alone." But, she then folded her arms. "Luckily, I shall not be the one to judge you today."

"Judge me?" Orthana threw back her head with maniacal laughter. "Do you believe there is anyone in this country capable of judging me!? Bring him before me! Let me see his face!"

"Hello, Sheri." 

Orthana suddenly felt a chill run down her spine as she looked beyond the chetah to the man who strode out of the compound with confident steps. 

The new arrival was a devastatingly handsome mertian sporting a broad, muscular build that put most bodybuilders to shame. Slight shades of gray in his temples and full, yet trimmed beard, belied his age and added a tint of rugged beauty to a man whose entire frame seemed to be chiseled out from ancient bronze.

Orthana's frown deepened even further as she glared at the lazily smiling middle-aged man. "Brock. Long time no see. I thought you said you would never leave your territory?"

"I did not plan to," Brock admitted with an easy smile. "Our friend here was quite persuasive, however. I could not bring myself to turn her down."

Orthana glared at Asha, but noticing her lack of response, turned back to the issue at hand. "What now, Brock?"

"For old times sake, I will let you go," Brock calmly stated. "But you must give up your claim as warlord and accede your territory to Merriheim. Only then will I be sure you will not bring back the flames of war to this land."

"HAHAHAHA!!!" Orthana burst out in laughter that did not reach rage-filled eyes. "Brock, all these years in seclusion must have eroded your brain if you think I will ever agree to that." Her staff lit up with brilliant lights as she crazily poured all her mana into her most powerful spell. "Let's see how str—"

"Ah, I was hoping you would say that," Brock interrupted. With a wave of his hand, he muttered, "Onyx."

BOOM!

Dust and earth suddenly burst hundreds of meters into the sky, causing rains of sand and stone to fall on the spectators watching. However, the spectators ignored the bits of rock and sand as they stared disbelievingly at the might stone serpent whose body stretched dozens of meters upwards. Even more shocking, it was clear a good portion of its body was still below the earth.

"Lady Orthana!"

A soldier's desperate cry snapped the onlookers out of their shock. They stared at the spot where Orthana and her company once stood, only to see that the snake's body occupied that entire space.

Staring at the stone snake, the spectators could not help but suck in a cold breath, their hearts chilled by the reality before them.

Brock watched with a complacent gaze as the snake slithered back below ground, leaving a huge gaping hole where Orthana's company once stood. Shaking his head, he muttered, "I always warned her not to rely so much on her summons and train her body some more. Olgar would have sensed that coming a mile away." With a shake of his head, he sighed. "Children just refuse to listen to adults." He turned to Asha, whose gaze still held nothing in them despite the shocking event that just occurred.

"You are carrying far too much on your shoulders, child," Brock lamented with a sigh. Patting the young chetah's shoulders, he advised, "You should learn to have a little fun. Life is too short to spend it forever suffering." Upon noticing Asha's stiff expression, he chuckled and scratched his beard. "Well, if this daeben is all you make him out to be, you will not have much to carry shortly. By then, you will be forced to find something new in your life. Maybe even settle down and have a few cubs."

"Uncle Brock!" Asha shouted, voice laden with killing intent.

"Works every time." The middle-aged man laughed as he stroked his beard. He measured the chetah's heated gaze then came to a decision. "Alright, lead the way. I would like to see this daeben for myself."

For the first time, Asha's eyes shone with unmistakable delight. "Yes!"

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 136: Rosendun's Guilds

    
    
    
    
                Two Days Later,

2  nd   Banem, 1093.

Moonberry Forest,

200 km. Northwest of Kerta.

Moonberry Forest, famous for its lv.150 ~ lv.200 monsters, began getting its first visitors in recent weeks. Although the average Summoned level still hung around the early 100’s, the hardcore leveling guilds and Summoned, who viewed the game as an opportunity to make some real-life cash, had already pushed to the late lv.140’s, rapidly approaching the significant marker, lv.150. 

Moonberry’s monsters were not the only powerful things it had. Its trees, stone, and even minerals like iron had higher levels and ranks than those found in other regions. As a result, merchants often hired mercenaries and guilds to clear out regions to allow the gatherers to harvest the resources needed. 

These gatherings of individuals from different ilk needed a place to stay. So, a no-name town was set up close to the forest by the kingdom to serve as a hub.

This outpost was just one of many the Rosen kingdom had set up in recent months all around Rosendun as its economy boomed, and adventurers found new places to explore and develop. This particular hub was unique, however, as it was the first built in a lv.150 region. A lot of care was taken to ensure monsters would not easily breach its walls. Its security consisted of some of the kingdom's strongest law enforcement officers, whose presence barely sufficed as a deterrent against the rapidly rising Summoned.

The men and women in this region were the best of the best—the frantic elite. Both Summoned and Residents alike were regularly found in the forest, locked in fierce competition to improve themselves beyond all others. They were eager to advance in levels, power, and prestige regardless of the dangers involved.

Danger flourished in this forest of wild beasts, which had yet to be conquered by man. This day, the threat presented itself in the form of a massive horde of raging direjackals, haunting barks chasing two black beasts through the dense forest. 

The fleeing beasts, one a massive direwolf who only slightly lost in height to the stallion galloping alongside it, tore through the forest, crushing thistles and branches underfoot in their bid to outrun the rapidly encroaching horde. 

The enraged direjackals, whose numbers had increased over time to upwards of a hundred, egged on, refusing to abandon the chase.

The direjackals’ anger exploded when one of them dropped dead with an arrow mockingly sticking out of its head. Seated atop the stallion, Kashi grinned as he released another. 

With Drixlia's intelligence, Kashi did not need to bother directing the proud beast, which left both hands free to snipe the incoming beasts with extreme prejudice. A sick smile played on the daeben's lips as red petals blossomed atop a jackal's head with each arrow loosed before it crashed to the earth, their deaths adding even more fuel to the flames burning in the packs' hearts.

A snort from Drixlia focused Kashi's attention ahead, where rays of sunlight seeping through the trees revealed they had finally come to the end of this particular stretch of forest. 

"Lune, Get Ready!" Kashi excitedly yelled, sparing a glance at the songstress whose body was plastered against Kira's back, twinkling eyes and trembling fingers revealing her bubbling excitement. Without reins, saddles, or stirrups to stabilize her, Lunette could only give a sharp nod in reply, for fear of falling off Kira's back. 

Bubbles of laughter rose up Kashi's throat at her predicament. Laughter, which he vigorously let out as they crossed the trees' end into open, hilly plains.

The quartet hastily burst out of the forest, inadvertently catching the attention of a few Summoned that were in the middle of leveling nearby. 

The Summoned stared with wide eyes, mouth agape as several dozen direjackals tore out of the forest with the ferociousness of hellhounds. The direjackals’ bloodthirst and hatred were so strong that they ignored the other users standing nearby and continued chasing the black silhouettes.

What was even more shocking was the daeben seated atop the stallion. 

Each time the daeben released an arrow, a direjackal would drop to the earth in an insta-kill. 

It should be known these were level 140 beasts. 

Even though direjackals were pack animals by nature and weaker than other beasts, each one would still require a full party to safely hunt without fearing death. Yet this guy was dropping them like they were rabbits at the slaughterhouse.

"Hey, do you think?" A Summoned archer nudged his buddy, his attention drawn to the massive direwolf tearing off down the hill.

"Holy Shit! No Way!" The buddy, a rogue by profession, screamed as recognition dawned. "It's really Kashi from the Maggots! There's no way a daeben with a direwolf can be a coincidence. Fuck! Contact the boss! I'll give chase, see what he's up to." 

The young man quickly summoned his mount, a beautiful ostrich-like bird, mounted it in one go, and swiftly gave chase, ensuring he kept sufficient distance between himself and the jackals, so he did not risk drawing their aggro. 

Not that he should have bothered. Kashi had secured so much aggro that the young man could have probably walked among the jackals, and they would have still treated him like fart.

The rogue clucked his tongue as he noticed several users mirroring his actions. Damn, it seemed he was not the only one to have recognized Kashi. More than likely, the others also called over their guild’s nearby bosses to come over. 

Who could blame them? 

After all, the bounty on Kashi’s head was huge! Janez recently upped the reward to  ¥ 20,000,000—an astronomical figure that revealed how much of a thorn the Hopeful Maggots had become to many guilds.

After all, no one wanted to be second or third when there was first place for the taking. Unfortunately for the other guilds in Rosendun, the Hopeful Maggots had a solid foundation that was nigh unshakeable, seeing as they were more or less vassals of the Royal Family itself. 

To touch the Hopeful Maggots without just cause was to go against the kingdom’s authority, which was one quick ass way to get yourself annihilated. After all, no matter how much gold the guilds had acquired, it was nothing but a strand of hair on an oxen's back compared to the Royal Family's riches. 

One could only imagine how many hyenas would come sniffing for blood if the Royal Family put out a bounty on any guild's head.

The Royal Family’s favor locked the rival guilds in a stalemate where they could not openly attack the Maggots. But of course, the fields and dungeons were another issue. It wasn't uncommon to hear of Maggots being ambushed out in the field by other guilds in an attempt to demoralize them. 

The only thing saving the Maggots was the rigorous training required for every recruit before they became official guild members. 

Unlike other guilds, the Hopeful Maggots regarded every single member as deadly important, instead of just cannon fodder used to make up the numbers should a massive battle occur. 

The guild proved its philosophy by assigning mentors to every recruit. The mentor was in charge of the recruit’s development and leveling, placing personal skills above gear from loot. This idea, proposed and imposed by Leila Lightwood, was as revolutionary as it was effective. 

Although at first, the recruitment numbers took a nosedive, when the results began to show themselves, the Maggots had to make their training and requirements much more stringent to combat the overflowing number of candidates who wished to join. 

The bottom line was that each guild member was a powerhouse of their own, resulting in very few casualties from such ambushes.

Of course, when former teammates saw their friends become so strong after joining the Maggots, they too applied, which meant the Maggots were gaining more and more monopoly on recruits despite their harsh requirements. The other guilds were beginning to feel threatened and had schemed many plots to take them down. 

Unfortunately, Leila Lightwood’s presence seemed to loom over everything. She sometimes appeared omniscient as she thwarted one plot after another with seemingly effortless ease.

The best example of this was still Janez, who was eventually chased out of Rosendun without a single blade crossed despite all his power and bluster. Thus when an opportunity to possibly capture the fabled daeben of the Hopeful Maggots, the one rumored to be responsible for the  [ God's Apparation ]  in Merriheim, no one wanted to be left behind.

Before long, a comical sight appeared down the hill slope: A stallion and direwolf racing down the hill, chased by a pack of raging direjackals, who, in turn, was closely followed by a variety of Summoned and Residents, eager for a piece of the pie.

As if oblivious to the commotion his presence had caused, a small smile lit up Kashi’s face as they reached a flat piece of land at the bottom of the hill. 

"Lune!" Kashi yelled as he jumped off Drixila, spinning backward as his feet touched the earth to dispel the momentum. He came to a halt, bow already reaping the lives of the incoming jackals.

To his side, Kira screeched to a hard stop, nearly throwing Lunette off in the process. Luckily, Kashi's warning gave her enough time to grab a firm hold on Kira's soft fur, thereby enhancing her stability. No sooner had the direwolf come to a halt did Lunette swiftly dismount and rush to the daeben's side while holding a black electronic guitar with weird, yellow strings. 

"Ready for the show?" Kashi asked, an excited gleam in his eyes as several lances appeared in his hand. At Lunette's nod of affirmation, Kashi grinned and flung the lances with everything he had. 

Even though Kashi was not a spearman and hence did not receive the appropriate bonuses when using a lance, each thrown lance still produced an instant kill. The three-meter tall poles stood proudly on the field, their cold brilliance emphasized by the trails of blood that dripped down the shafts. 

The spectators watching were too shocked by the daeben's skills to pay attention to the strange gems securely tied to each spear handle.

Kashi, still seemingly choosing to ignore the peanut gallery, swapped out for his bow as soon as the jackals reached within twenty meters of their location. He notched an arrow at fifteen meters and trained it at the onrushing horde as they split apart to surround him. 

At ten, Kira's eyes flashed with a murderous light as she stood with her back to the daeben. 

Five meters from contact, a four-meter tall black monolith suddenly appeared behind Lunette, along with a mic stand upon which a microphone was firmly secured—both of which had strange runes etched onto them.

Three meters. 

Kashi's gaze suddenly turned sharp. "Let them have it!"

BOOOOM!

Ninety percent of the Summoned present nearly blacked out from the sudden assault upon their ears by the loudest guitar riff ever played. 

The players whose levels were high enough to resist that blast, paled in fright as they watched the direjackals drop to the earth one after the other, stunned beyond repair by the ruthless attack on their ears. 

The very next second, the onlookers could only quake in their boots as the daeben, direwolf, and unbelievably, the stallion(!) descended upon the stunned direjackals with all the vigor of wolves on a defenseless henhouse. 

The utterly defenseless jackals could do nothing but surrender their lives as they were stabbed, stomped, bitten, and hacked to the death by the merciless trio, whose eyes gleamed with all the excitement of children who had held back their desires for far too long. 

All this played out in front of an audience who did not know whether to fear Kashi’s slaughter or break in cheers as the lovely Lunette seemed to completely change to a rockstar, shredding her guitar with a skill that would leave professionals dumbfounded.

It did not take long, really. 

Within the span of an epic guitar solo, say about fifty seconds, the jackals all lay dead on the earth, the entire valley bathed red with their blood. 

Kashi's visage resembled a crazed murderer as he brushed pools of blood from his face, grinning in delight at the successful hunt. It had not been easy pulling and maintaining the aggro of so many direjackals while also managing their size. 

Doing a mental calculation, Kashi estimated he had killed about two hundred of their numbers within the forest, which temporarily granted him the title:  [ Enemy of the Direjackals ] . 

With that status, any jackal that spotted or smelled Kashi instantly chased him down for the slaughter without pause. It was the world's way of punishing those who farmed only one type of monster for too long, but it was also an excellent method of pulling aggro for those who knew how to manage it well.

Of course, no one would be as crazy as Kashi was to run around the forest with that title, attracting nearly seventy percent of the jackals within. Then again, not all of them had a bard like Lunette, with Kashi's loudspeakers invented for Project Fame. 

Kashi took inspiration from the rinks when designing the loudspeakers. The little gems fixed to the end of the lances simultaneously functioned as receivers and broadcast stations of sound waves transmitted by the parent gemstone placed within the microphone.

Slightly larger models of the ones currently in use were applied during the war for Aygorzi, hidden below sand and rocks. These gems allowed the orchestra's songs to be broadcasted across the entire battlefield on both ends with relative ease, albeit with a penalty of 30% to the songs' effectiveness.

The black monolith behind Lunette, however, was a proper amplifier. Its interior consisted of gemstones, the size of a tennis ball, whose larger mana capacity allowed them to withstand the runes for amplification of sound waves transmitted into it. 

The monolith differed from the smaller gemstones in its ability to 'sync' with any microphone, rink, or sound device, instead of the small gemstones that were forever bound to their parent gemstones.

Kashi initially designed this device, but it was later improved and finished by Jerxas. This was its first field test, and the daeben was pleased to see it was just as effective as he hoped. Usually, roughly a third of a bard's song's boost was lost when transmitted to receivers. 

However, the monolith's amplification improved a song's effects by 10%, significantly reducing the deficit. With this field test, the daeben was certain the deficit could be largely reduced even further through the use of higher-grade materials or by increasing the monolith's size. 

Of course, there was still a limit to how much Kashi could increase its size before it ceased to be portable, so it would be more prudent to focus on improving its performance rather than its size.

Kashi swiftly looted the jackals, taking advantage of his different gathering professions to gain the maximum amount of loot drops, then walked over to Lunette, a brilliant smile flashing past the coat of red and black his face had become. "Nice job! How many levels?"

"Three times," Lunette revealed with a satisfied smirk as the electric guitar returned to her inventory. "You?"

"Seven," Kashi revealed with a nod. "Finally at 120. We should do this more often."

It was a good thing the warriors above did not hear them, or they would have vomited blood. 

Seven post-hundred levels in a single day!? 

That leveling speed was beyond insane! 

No, it was just not insane. 

It was broken! 

Broken beyond repair! 

One could only imagine how they would have reacted if they knew that Kashi shot past seventeen levels over the past two days. 

So, how was it the daeben could level up so fast?

It was simple, really. Pure, overwhelming power!

Even without transforming into his draconic form, Kashi was currently strong enough to instantly kill normal monsters twenty to thirty levels above him. If he changed to his draconic form, he could solo boss-level monsters thirty levels above himself. 

Kashi shamelessly took advantage of this to farm aggro around spawn zones, either through killing or taking advantage of Lunette's  [Pied Piper]  skill, which attracted beasts in a 20m radius. 

The daeben would gather as many high-level monsters as possible, find a place to bottle them, and then unleash  [Gilgamesh] , instantly decimating their numbers. The few survivors would then be easy pickings for Kira and himself to clean up. 

Now, why did Kashi decide to make a public appearance and show off his skill? 

Well, Kashi heard of the Maggots’ harassment problem while leveling. He also overheard several people mention that Leila was the only thing that stood between the guild and annihilation.

So, Kashi, for some weird reason, suddenly wanted to portray the image of a good, responsible guild leader and decided to do something to alleviate the issue. 

Of course, the daeben was no good at politics or diplomacy. Hence, Kashi decided to fix the issue the only way he knew how. "Thanks," Kashi said as he sat on a chair provided by Lunette. 

The songstress took a seat next to him, smiling softly as an acoustic guitar appeared in her dainty hands. She adjusted the mic stand so the microphone was level with her, chuckling softly as Kira, still bathed in blood, lay down to her left, steady breaths exuding an air of arrogant peace.

The spectators atop the hills could only warily stare as a ridiculous scene played out before them. 

The daeben they all came for, as if oblivious to their attention, had his eyes closed, head slightly dropping as if sleeping to the beautiful, gentle music that funneled out of the valley. 

Likening Lunette’s voice to that of an angel felt like a disservice. Its grace and beauty were enough to instill, even the staunchest of warriors, a desire to drop their weapons.

When viewed over the divine song, the scene down in the valley did not look so macabre. The red splotches upon the green grass resembled the unrestrained inspiration of an artist upon his canvas, the four seated at the center of this once gruesome image now akin to weary guardians taking a rest after fighting a hard day's battle for the nation and its people. Indeed, accompanied by this voice, even the devil himself would seem sympathetic to the holiest of men.

The spectators, feeling weary from waiting for their respective bosses, suddenly felt an urge to relax and take it easy for once. After all, in the end, it was still a game. They should be enjoying themselves, not confining themselves to such tense moods all the time. 

Reaching a silent agreement no doubt spurred on by the song, the warriors began to mingle among themselves, sharing past experiences and conquest tales. The more solitary ones took a seat on the earth, their minds wandering off to the clouds above, as they reveled in and appreciated the beauty and realistic nature of this world for the first time in a very long time.

Alas, the ceasefire was not to last.

Some bigshot’s arrival shattered the peaceful break from reality with thundering of hooves accompanied by an obnoxious. Just as that horn sounded off, four more blared across the hills, their intensity not losing out to the first at all, as if refusing to lose to each other even in something as insignificant as foghorn blowing.

Seconds later, five impressive battalions of mounted warriors consisting of Summoned and Residents surrounded the hills overlooking the blood-soaked valley. These battalions, flying their guilds’ respective emblems froze in their steps, frowns creasing their foreheads as they witnessed the amiable, calm scene before them. 

Some of the newcomers even began to feel an urge to dismount and join in the pleasantries.

At this moment, five extremely sharp auras exploded outwards, snapping the warriors out of their stupor. The earlier spectators shuddered as they came back to their senses, sending wary glances at the devil woman who still gently plucked the strings, a small smile on her face like it was none of her business. 

Their fear stemmed from the fact that Lunette’s song was not just a status effect but directly influenced their mental state. Like, they were certain if they had listened to her in reality, the only outcome would be an exact repeat of what just transpired.

Five mounted individuals trotted alone ahead of the battalions, their very presence sending waves of pressure crashing down on the peanut gallery, who could not help but make way for them to pass. In no particular, these individuals were the guild leaders of the top five ranked guilds beneath the Maggots in Rosendun. All of them boasted plenty of influence and prestige, and had the power to back up their arrogance.

First, there was CyanidePilgrim, a notorious teenage monk with short, sandy brown hair. Leading  Unarmed Assault , the cerulian headed the largest guild of specialized monks in the entire game. Unlike other guilds, he was not interested in guild rankings and whatnot. He was only interested in raiding the most challenging dungeons and fighting the strongest beasts, fully immersing himself in the thin line between life and death.

Next was PsyoniousPH, a wisben healer who led the  Blood Roses,  a guild made by women for women, with the sole purpose of ensuring the fairer species remained protected in a world without laws. However, underestimate them at your peril. These women were more ruthless than tigers and more dedicated gamers than most men in the game world. As such, they did not lose to any other guild in guild strength.

The second lady, a blonde Retribution Knight in her early twenties, went by the simple moniker, Paragon4x. Like her name, she wore a traditional knight's light armor attire that favored speed over defense. She led the  Stormlanders, a guild of warriors who devoted most of their time to completing quests and helping the Residents of Rosendun to alleviate their burdens. It was a guild well-loved by the Residents and only slightly lost out to the Hopeful Maggots in terms of positive outlook.

To her right, a scholarly-looking young cerulian in his late twenties confidently strode across the field, gaze exuding a straight-laced arrogance that stemmed from his very marrow. The man, whose brown hair was carefully styled, so his bangs fell to the left side of his face, sported an almost businessman look that contrasted sharply against the other guild leaders, complete with a tie and plaid jacket. This guild leader, going by the name  Just Matt  led the  Metalbrand  and  was particularly famous for focusing on hot weapons despite their clear disadvantage in a world with superhuman reactions. Despite the criticism, his guild had successfully manufactured some practical weapons in the field, an example of which was the rifle securely strapped to his back.

Finally, but certainly not least, was a buoyant mertian by the name of  DogFighterPro,  but everyone just called him  Dawg.  DogFighter, also in his late twenties, led the  Free Spirits,  a guild consisting of the romantic brethren of this world who just wanted to have as much fun as possible, explore, find new places and generally chill out without being pressured by others. The mertian noticed that casual Summoned were oppressed by the more hardcore ones and decided early on to make a guild for the everyday guys who just wanted to enjoy themselves. It was nigh unbelievable the amount of both Summoned and Residents who flocked to the guild. What they lacked in strength, they more than made up for with numbers, which forced the other guilds to take them seriously and treat them with respect.

Oh, and fun fact: DogFighterPro was not his username. He just picked it up to appeal to the Summoned, who had funny names. That's right...

 DogFighterPro was a Resident.

These five trotted through the bloodied battlefield, gazes surveying the massacre and drawing a mental picture of what could have transpired here. Who knew why, but when they were within thirty meters of the daeben, the five dismounted and walked the rest of the way on foot, eventually coming to a halt three meters or so from the sleeping daeben.

The proud guild leaders frowned upon seeing how the four beings ignored their presence like they did not exist. Kashi's head still drooped, while Lunette hummed a tune while plucking the guitar, her gaze never rising to meet the leaders. There was no need to speak of Kira, while Drixlia only spared them a glance before snorting and returning to munching on what may have been bloodied grass but disturbingly resembled a brain.

Eventually, unable to contain his embarrassment, DogFighterPro let out a light cough. "Uh... Kashi-kun, don't you think it's rude to ignore us like this?"

Lunette fingers paused momentarily, her gaze rising to meet the mertian. She flashed him a warm smile before returning to her guitar, though this time, she only plucked the keys. "Kashi, you have guests," she murmured gently.

The drooping head suddenly stiffened and then rose, eyes blocked by locks of unruly black hair. The daeben brushed his hair backward, stifling a short yawn, as a pair of blood-red eyes lazily revealed themselves to the five. 

Staring into those limpid eyes, the guild leaders suddenly felt an enormous pressure crash down on their shoulders. If they were lords, then the young man before them was a sovereign, a being destined to rule above all! This was the pressure exuded from that man's gaze alone.

No one dared to take this daeben lightly, and as his lips rose in a half-smirk, the leaders felt their chests tighten. 

"You're finally here," Kashi teased with a confident grin. "Good. All of you; Come at me!"
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                2  nd   Banem, 1093.

BANG!  

Clang!

Over a thousand pairs of eyes jumped in shock at the smoking rifle in Just Matt's hands. No sooner had the daeben ordered the attack did his rifle ring out across the valley, its bullet accurately fired between the daeben's brows.

"Hehe," a short laugh sent those eyes swiveling back to the daeben, who, to their horror, was still sitting comfortably like nothing just happened. For a second, the crowd entertained that Just Matt had missed his shot despite the close range. 

That thought perished with the daeben's next action. 

"Someone is eager," Kashi teased, opening his right palm to reveal the remains of a scrunched up bullet. "Good," said the daeben as he played with the flattened projectile. "This would not be fun otherwise!"

Just Matt's eyes went wide behind his glasses, sharp senses forcing him to tilt his head to the side. He quickly took a step and retreated sharply, barely dodging the black bullet that crashed into the earth several meters away. Despite being as flat as a wall, the projectile still managed to dig several meters into the ground before grinding to a halt. 

Just Matt, however, did not have time to appreciate his survival as Kashi appeared at the exact location he was a moment ago, arm stretched out. It was evident that if he had been even a moment late, Kashi would have grasped his neck.

The daeben stared at the empty space where his hand was. "Oh? Quick too." Licking his lips, Kashi turned to the MetalBrand boss. "It seems this will truly be interesting."

Despite his shock, Just Matt did not become the guildmaster of a massive guild by cowering in front of overwhelming odds. No one knew when, but he swapped the rifle for a pair of identical carbine model pistols. 

These pistols, which in reality would have required the addition of buttstocks to counteract the heavy recoil, were easily brandished by the cerulian with practiced ease.

Kashi's examined the beautiful fusion of metal and wood, its chromic barrel glinting menacingly in the afternoon sun. A smile crept up the daeben's lips, "I'll be taking that!" With arrogance befitting a sovereign, he charged head-on, straight into its line of sight.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

Angry smoke billowed out the pistols' barrels as raging black messengers of death stormed out towards the approaching enemy. Despite facing the bullets head-on, the daeben's pace did not slow in the least. 

A wicked glint flashed in Just Matt's eyes as Kashi slapped the bullets out of his path.

Fell For It!

BOOOOOM!

The bullets, which secretly had explosives packed within them, ignited upon contact with the daeben's fist. 

BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!

Without waiting for the plumes from the initial explosion to clear up, Just Matt sent several bullets charging at the daeben. Kashi, whose charge was forcefully halted by the initial blast, could only hold his ground as his frame was quickly covered by dark smoke from rapid eruptions enough to leave a meter long crater in the earth. Cheers erupted from Metalbrand, its members sticking out their chest with pride at their guild leader. 

The leader, however, did not share their sentiment. 

Just Matt waited, grip tight on the pistols, cold eyes scanning the plumes for any movement. He did not have to wait long, as three seconds later, loud laughter erupted from within the crater. A timely burst of wind swept away the smoke to reveal a large stone wall with the imprint of a dragon upon it.

The stone wall crumbled to reveal a mostly unscathed Kashi with a joyful grin across his face. "Haha! Good! Awesome! This won't be boring!" Eyes sparkling dangerously, the crater dug a feet deeper as he burst out with the speed of a rocket. 

Facing this perverse, instantaneous acceleration, Just Matt's steady gaze retained its focus as his left hand swiftly holstered the pistol and drew out a sawn-off shotgun strapped to the back of his waist. This weapon, his favorite trump card, had been saved till this moment when he knew Kashi would be too fast to change directions mid-burst.

Kashi's grin widened as the world slowed to a crawl around him. He looked from the triumphant glee in the Metalbrand leader's gaze to the finger, steadily squeezing in on the trigger. The daeben could not help but see this leader in a new light. Indeed at his current speed, there was no way he could stop on time to change direction, nor would the earth wall rise on time should he rely on it—especially when the bullets scattered after leaving the barrel. 

At that point, even if Kashi were fast enough to deflect one or two, the remaining would riddle his body with holes. They would most likely not kill him, but if they held explosives like the pistols, then he would, at the very least, be severely weakened in the short term.

Indeed, if this were anyone else, this would have been Checkmate; Game-Set-Match!

But he was not anyone else!

He was Kashi! 

This was far from enough to put him down!

Gaze following the squeezing finger, Kashi's hands drew out his bow and strung it with three arrows in record time, the bowstring drawn till it was taut just as the hammer within the shotgun smashed against the shells. 

With a fanfare of bright fireworks, the bullets charged for the exit, where they would part ways to find new homes in the daeben's system. However, just as the first bullet reached the exit, three metallic heads stormed through the narrow entrance and smashed into the charging enemy.

To Kashi, this process might have seemed like a long time, but to Just Matt, it felt like the moment he pulled the trigger, the shotgun barrel exploded brilliantly. Compound explosions from the close cluster of explosives sent metal debris flying everywhere, and the guild leader, too stunned by his missing left hand, failed to dodge the metal pieces that dug into his face and torso. 

At this moment, a fist sunk deep into Just Matt’s face, blasting the defenseless guildmaster several meters backward where he crashed hard into the ground.

"Never lose focus," chided Kashi as he notched a pair of arrows. "Losing a hand is nothing in this—" An amused glint flashed in the daeben's eyes as he let the arrows fly, then jumped backward. Just in time, too, as a giant sword that even Cloud Strife would be proud to wield crashed into the earth. 

"Hoh... Looks like you guys are finally awake," teased Kashi as he glanced from the valiant Paragon4x, who glared at him with hatred in her eyes, to the monk, CyanidePilgrim, who stood protectively in front of Just Matt, arrows firmly held within the gauntlets.

By his side, PsyoniousPH quickly set up a barrier then began casting  [Regeneration]  on Just Matt's severed limb. Although the skill was enough to ensure the severed limb would grow back, she had to pay special attention to speed up the growth time.

"DIE!" Paragon4x spat with rage, slashing upwards. 

Kashi took a step back, whistling as the blade's tip sliced off a few strands of flailing hair. Paragon4x, holding no desire to give him a chance to recover, rotated the blade in her hand with impossible ease, then swiftly stabbed at the daeben's midriff. 

Kashi's eyes flashed. 

BAM! 

Several mouths hung open in disbelief at the sword clamped tightly between two aura-imbued palms. The rise of a smirk on the daeben's face was cut short, as with a roar, Paragon4x's left shoulder smashed against the daeben's chest. Unbelievably, the swordswoman abandoned her blade without hesitation, choosing instead to  [Charge]  at the daeben.

Kashi, caught unprepared, stumbled several steps backward, eyes widening with shock as Paragon4x slapped the edge of the released sword, so it spun in place. As she was still in motion, she could only grab the hilt, which turned her way in a backward grip. Common sense would dictate she would need to rebalance the sword, which would then buy the daeben time to recover. 

But this was L.N.E

Common sense did not exist here. 

And even if it did, it definitely would not apply to those who fought their way to the top of the food chain. These individuals had long since cast off the shackles of so-called common sense for something far more practical.

Overwhelming Strength!

Kashi gritted his teeth, a trace of caution appearing in his eyes for the first time as he quickly raised two metal arrows above his head.

CLANG!!!

Kashi's body dipped under the explosive force of a thousand-pound weapon crashing against his arrows. He could not help but admit this woman was genuinely talented. By choosing to launch herself forward in a spin, she managed to take advantage of her weapon being in a backhand position to continue her attack in one swift combo, aiming for the top of his head.

Still, despite Paragon4x’s apparent skill, it was obvious she still needed training in some areas.

Locking eyes through the sparks, Kashi lectured, "You have great timing, but..." With an explosive force, the arrows 'sliced' upwards. Paragon4x, still clutching her weapon, nearly threw up as her body suddenly rotated in the opposite direction, carried forcefully by the oversized broadsword. "...Never take both feet off the ground unless you are certain of your landing." 

BAM!

Paragon4x coughed blood as a heartless fist solidly buried itself in her chest. Torrents of ki stormed into her systems, wreaking havoc as they rushed through her meridians. She could do nothing as the force sent her tumbling across the earth before coming to a hard stop against a boulder. 

It would be a while before she could move again.

A sense of impending danger forced Kashi to turn in place swiftly. A light flickered in the daeben's eyes as a massive red gauntlet passed by his nose, clawed fingers crushing the spot where his head had been just a moment ago. 

Kashi looked up the arm as he sharply backpedaled, barely dodging the follow-up strike from a hefty boot. 

"Ah, it's the shrimp this time," Kashi mocked, flashing a grin at the monk whose brown eyes burned with intense rage.

"Don't. Call. Me. Shrimp!" CyanidePilgrim roared! Aura gushed out of his body in droves as he charged at the daeben. "Die With Me!  [Symbiotic Death!]"

Kashi, shocked by the monk's sudden aura burst, could only place his arms across his chest to limit the damage from Cyanide's explosive fist. The daeben's groaned as his feet dragged across the earth from the impact. He glanced up, only to see the enraged monk dashing towards him once more. 

This time, however, Kashi was well prepared to deal with him. Extending his arms, the daeben took an instep into his opponent's guard and grabbed the outstretched arm. Using CyanidePilgrim's speed as leverage, Kashi spun the monk over his shoulder.

BAM!

The earth cracked beneath the impact of CyanidePilgrim's back, but Kashi could not enjoy his victory. Instead, he suddenly arched his back as a sharp pain shot through it. Kashi's eyes widened with disbelief as he stared at the monk who had already shot to his feet. 

What the hell was that just now?

Several hypotheses ran through Kashi’s mind, but to confirm them, he only had one choice.

Kashi gritted his teeth and charged at CyanidePilgrim, taking the initiative for the first time. CyanidePilgrim reciprocated in kind, meeting his opponent with equal ferociousness. The men instantly traded a flurry of blows and kicks, the speed and sharpness of their attacks, leaving the onlookers bewildered.

Kashi cursed as a fist brushed by his cheeks. He quickly reciprocated, but CyanidePilgrim's left arm blocked his blow. What annoyed the daeben most was the instantaneous pain he felt in his left arm. Though not as painful as the injuries he was used to, the constant bursts of pain whenever a blow connected with CyanidePilgrim was far too distracting.

[Symbiotic Death]  was it? What an irritating skill. Judging from how his body felt after the strikes, Kashi did not lose any HP from the skill, but it seemed to transfer a significant percentage of the pain from CyanidePilgrim over to him. 

This would not be a problem if CyanidePilgrim were a regular or casual Summoned.

However, he wasn't. 

It was an open secret that the truly strong gamers played with higher pain thresholds, as the game system regularly rewarded pain and suffering with quicker stat upgrades outside those obtained from leveling.

To put it in simpler terms, imagine two players. 

Player A fights a monster with a high pain threshold, incurring several injuries mid-battle. He would probably get somewhere around +2 ~ +3 Endurance and maybe Agility, among other stats. In contrast, Player B, who fought the same monster the same way, but with a lower pain threshold, might only get a +1 increase if he got any at all.

The numbers may seem small, but as the people of Destia leveled up, it was those who steadily stacked these extra stats that usually took center stage at the top of the food chain.

Judging from the excessive pain he was suffering, Kashi surmised the monk opposite played on a very high pain threshold. It was even possible he played on the max pain threshold, just like Kashi. 

This instantly earned CyanidePilgrim some respect from Kashi. When he considered that the kid could already activate his ki willingly to cover his body, Kashi knew this was a fighter with talent—however, one who still needed molding in several places.

Kashi prepared to end this farce when a tremendous sense of danger assaulted his senses. His eyes rapidly scanned the environment, but Paragon4x and Just Matt were still out of the picture, with PsynosiousPH just about finishing treatment on Just Matt. 

Wait, wasn't there one more?

Kashi looked over his shoulder, and for a brief moment, the sun seemed to dip behind the clouds in fright from the massive killing intent that exploded across the battlefield.

Faced with this massive killing intent that caused even the heavens to shake in fright, the victim, DogFighterPro, flashed a wry smile as he turned to the songstress beside him, calmly plucking a fast tune on her guitar. "Uh... Falsetto-chan, could you tell your husband I'm a lover, not a fighter?"

Lunette looked up, locking gazes with the daeben. She smiled, directing the daeben's gaze toward the seemingly sleeping wolf by her side. 

The sun peeked out from behind the clouds, casting its weary light upon Kashi, in whose eyes the killing intent had died off, leaving only puzzlement. With Kira there, he need not fear anything from DogFighterPro. But if the danger he felt was not from there, then where did it originate?

Only then did the daeben's eyes spark with realization as he suddenly moved to retreat. However, he was a step too late.

CyanidePilgrim, who was frozen in place by Kashi's killing intent, broke free of his shackles. His fist, burning with a greenish-purple aura, crashed against Kashi's midriff.

Kashi coughed blood as a poisonous miasma tore through his meridians, attempting to weaken him from the inside out. 

CyanidePilgrim, intent on not missing this opportunity burst forward to finish off the daeben.

"Brilliant!" Kashi praised, feet wobbling as he faced the incoming human-shaped missile. "You even know how to inject your ki into your enemies." His eyes shook as the gauntlet reached for his head. "However..."

Pa!

BANG!

CyanidePilgrim stared at the blue sky with shock. What the hell!? How was he admiring the sky right now? What the hell just happened!? Ignoring the pain, he shot back up and charged the daeben once more. 

Pa!

BANG!

Oh, that cloud looks like a rabbit—NOT! What the hell!? Why was he admiring the clouds again!? 

CyanidePilgrim shot to his feet again, but the result remained the same. He remembered until attacking the daeben, but then the next moment, he would be counting the clouds in the sky.

"You are way too hard," Kashi lectured as he once again effortlessly tapped on the foot, rushing at his face. Despite it seeming like a tiny tap, its true nature lay in its ability to use the attacker's momentum against him/her. 

In this case, CyanidePilgrim kept flipping onto his backside before he could catch his bearings. "Sometimes, you need to be malleable, flexible enough to adapt, or else an action at one end..."  Pa  "... will definitely be transferred all over." 

BANG!

CyanidePilgrim finally retreated, fixing the daeben with a fearful glare. "How?"

"Am I fine?" Kashi asked. "Aura can be used for much more than inflicting damage on the enemy. You've barely scratched the surface." Folding his hands, Kashi watched as Paragon4x and Just Matt made their forward with PsynosiousPH. "You've all done much better than expected, but why were you all coming one at a time? I believe I said,  ‘All of you come at me.’"

The guild leaders frowned. They had heard him, but who in their right mind would gang up on one Summoned. Was that not admitting they were inferior before the battle had even begun?

Kashi waved his hands. "It's fine. It's not like I can't understand your thoughts. It's just..." The daeben's eyes narrowed. "You guys will die if you don't start taking this seriously. Once again, from the top. This time, you  all  come."

Next to Lunette, DogFighterPro shook his head with a wry small. "You don't think I'm part of that  'all'  do you, Falsetto-chan?"

Lunette's gaze flittered onto the grinning mertian. A dazzling soft smile spread on her lips as she replied, "If DogFighterPro-san wants to see the rising sun, he will join the others."

DogFighterPro whistled, chills running down his spine at the young songstress' smile. "Uwah... Scary, Scary. Quiet girls are indeed the scariest ones. Haa-" He let out a sigh as he fished out a coin from his pocket. "Well then, let's let lady luck decide, shall we?" He flicked the coin into the air, then caught it on its descent. "Would the lady please pick? Heads or Tails?"

"Tails," Lunette replied without looking up from the guitar.

"Tails, eh? Let's see the result, shall we?" DogFighterPro hummed as he lifted his palm to see the coin underneath. His face instantly fell. "Well, looks like I will be joining my colleagues after all."

"May you see the rise of tomorrow's sun," Lunette gently blessed.

"Oi, oi, aren't you too confident in that daeben?" DogFighterPro murmured as he walked toward the warriors. "For all you know, we could win."

"Would you call it confidence that I believe the sun will rise tomorrow?" Lunette calmly responded.

"That is what I'm calling over-confidence," DogFighterPro muttered under his breath. "Whoo... love truly is a scary thing." The mertian sighed as he took out a coin pouch strapped to his waist. "Well, if I'm gonna do this, I've got to do it right." He tossed the coin into the air as he chanted, "[War Roulette]"

A smile spread on DogFighterPro's face as he felt his muscles bulge from an increase in stats. A spear appeared in his hands, obtained from a costly spatial ring on his right finger. Before today, he barely knew the speartip from the shaft, but it seemed Lady Luck was on his side today. 

Not only did  [War Roulette]  grant him a bonus to his stats, it also gave him a complete (albeit temporary) comprehension of an exquisite spearmanship style. At the very least, he would not look out of place if he battled alongside the other guildmasters.

DogFighterPro drew alongside the other guild leaders, chuckling as he raised his hand in greeting. "Hey, Guys."

"You joined us?" Just Matt questioned with a raised brow. His gaze was drawn toward the spear in the mertian's hand. "Ah, I see. Lady Luck was good to you."

"Haha... I bet a lot this time," DogFighterPro confirmed with a laugh. "It would have been painful if I got another balloon sword."

"I highly doubt that," PsynosiousPH scoffed. "The only thing you don't lack in is gold. Only your guild would be rich enough to let their leader gamble away their gold every battle."

"Hahaha, what can I say? I have good colleagues."

"Enough chit-chat," CyanidePilgrim interjected. "He's waiting. Are we doing this or not?"

"I'm in," DogFighterPro confirmed with a raised arm. Following his embarrassing confirmation, the other guild leaders confirmed their participation. "Good then, Chibi Shrimp, you take the lead."

CyanidePilgrim's eyes sparkled. "Call me shrimp one more time, and I swear we will die together at this spot!"

"But you're fine with chibi?"

"Whatever."

"Tiny, short, squirt, little fingers, tyke—"

"Shut up, Dawg," interrupted Just Matt. "Cy won't react to anything other than sh.'" Adjusting his glasses, he turned to face the daeben. "Also, I'm taking lead. Due to getting KO’ed first, I was able to watch all your battles. Follow my lead, and we have a chance of victory."

"Whatever," CyanidePilgrim snorted.

"Fine with me," Psynosious affirmed.

"A-Okay," DogFighterPro gave his agreement.

Paragon4x brandished her sword, her affirmation reflected in its cold glint.

"Good," Just Matt nodded. "If we are all ready, here's the strategy."

Minutes later, Kashi looked up from the boulder he was sitting on as the quintet approached. "Are you done with your strategy meeting? Good, come again."


Midnight

Torches and magelights lit up the hillside, its wielders amazed by the glorious battle unfolding before them at the valley below. Serenaded by Lunette's songs, very few spectators were still standing, most choosing to sit on the grass and discuss the impossible feat they were witnessing.

Of those still standing, a good number were the vice-guildmasters and lieutenants of the five guilds who all had a direct stake in the battle going on below. They murmured amongst themselves, proposing possible solutions and strategies for their bosses to finally defeat the irritating daeben.

That was right. For the past twelve hours, these men and women had been forced to watch their bosses suffer one embarrassing defeat after another at the daeben's hands despite working together. Typically, guildmasters stopped, or at the very least, conducted such embarrassing situations in secret.

But there was a reason none of the five guildmasters could bring themselves to throw in the towel and call it quits even after having their asses handed to them several times over in public.

The reason? Improvement!

The guildmasters, while fighting, was frequently called out on their flaws and mocked by Kashi. Once they then improved on those flaws, they found themselves getting much stronger than before. Not in terms of stats, but something intangible yet much more critical: Skill!

The quintet could finally understand why even the lowest-tier Maggots were so strong. If everyone were sharpened the way Kashi was currently sharpening them, even the dullest knife would at least be able to slice a loaf of bread in no time. 

Hence despite the embarrassing loss, the guildmasters gave their all, pulling out all the stops and skills at their disposal with the hopes that the daeben would point out their flaws and guide them on ways to fix them through combat.

Already, they were showing marked improvements. 

Just Matt learned not to rely solely on his eyesight and place too much faith on his weapons. A person's movements could be discerned by every shift of muscle, eye twitch, and jerking motion. Keeping track of those was more than enough to estimate a person's next position to high accuracy. Also, he became less static, less predictable, and far more dynamic by moving around, providing far more attacking and defensive options than he previously had.

Paragon4x learned to channel her fierce personality, grounding it, so she did not fly off the handle at every attack. Instead, she learned to steadily build momentum with steady attacks, pulling the enemy into her own pace before unleashing a devastating blow when they least expect it, thereby ensuring her stability and reducing the chances of dangerous counterattacks.

CyanidePilgrim probably had the most ferocious personality of the lot. He possessed the  [Poison Prince]  title, which meant his body was a hotbed for all sorts of poisons. It granted him resistance to a high range of poison and meant his body was forever in pain. Some of that pain affected his fighting style, making him much more ferocious and suicidal in his attacks, which had little to no defense.

However, under Kashi's beatings, CyanidePilgrim learned to control the aura within his body, using it to calm the poison and hence the pain. This translated to a fighting style that began to incorporate soft into the hard, alternating awkwardly between the two to confuse the enemy. Although he saw progress, he would still have to find a real monk in one of the monasteries to teach him a softer method of attack and meditation techniques to better control his body's poison. He probably gained the most from this experience of the five, and if it wasn't for Kashi constantly calling him 'shrimp,' he might have been genuinely grateful.

PsynosiousPH, as an all-round healer, was in charge of healing, defense, stat boosts, and removing debuffs. In her entire life, her brain had never been as taxed as it was within the past hours, and this was someone who had led over fifty women on dungeon raids. 

It was no longer enough to just keep an eye on the HP, buffs, and debuffs, not when the enemy was able to switch targets at whim without being held down by nonsense like aggro. 

PsynosiousPH, too, had to learn to predict who needed healing based on subtle tells from the enemy's movements. She also needed to take into consideration the buffs applied to each person. 

No more was it acceptable to just caste  [Haste]  on everyone. She had to pick who needed it, and when, to conserve as much mana as possible for more prolonged battles. Sometimes, she even needed to deliberately debuff her teammate with status effects like  [Slow]  to signal that they were getting too excited and putting themselves in increased danger. 

PsynosiousPH was more than just a healer. She was like a conductor and the quartet ahead of her, her band. She had to ensure they worked together in harmony to produce the best results. It was a real eye-opener for the healer extraordinaire.

Last but certainly not least was DogFighterPro. DogFighterPro...

Yeah, nothing needs to be said about that lucky, rich asshat. Just by tossing money to the god of gamblers, he could summon a roulette which granted him different abilities, gave him nothing, or even weakened him. 

This would have been alright—fair even—if the mertian did not have the luck of a four-leaf clover. Over sixty percent of his lottery chances were good draws, and Kashi had nothing to say to someone who switched weapons on a whim, depending on what lucky card he drew.

"This has to be the longest battle in  Line,  right?" an observer commented as he stifled a yawn.

"Yeah, maybe even the longest boss battle in gaming history?"

"Pfft," another scoffed. "Noobs. Never heard of FF Eleven, have you? 18-hours boss battle yo. Nothing can beat that."

Listening to these three, some other users joined in the argument, each calling higher hours they had heard of, witnessed, or played themselves. Just as the debate was reaching a crescendo...

"Children," another cut in, his gruff voice instantly drawing attention. "All of you seem to have forgotten. Hmm. No, it does make sense. He wasn't as famous back then. Razznik's debut battle against the king of giants. It lasted three in-game days without stop or rest. Three. Seventy-two hours. I dare any of you to top that."

Numerous lips suddenly pressed together, unable to utter a word. 

"Yeah, well, that does make sense. Razznik was a monster."

"Yeah, yeah. He totally was."

"Good thing we don't have to face him anytime soon... phew."

"He should just stay dea—Oh, what's happening?"

The users clamored to the hillside as a baleful aura burst out of the valley. Eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets as they stared with disbelief at the draconic monster standing over five fallen bodies.

Shaking his head, Kashi murmured as he undid the draconic transformation, "Maybe I overdid it." He waited for the guildmasters to get back to their feet before flashing a smile, "Wanna go again?"

Shivers ran down the guildmasters' spines. 

They would never forget the dreadful aura that enveloped them as that massive, clawed arm reached for their faces. They each frantically shook their heads! Are you joking!? They couldn’t learn anything but despair and destruction from that thing! Who would put themselves through that!?

Kashi's face fell, revealing his disappointment. Aish, he had been enjoying the battle so much he got carried away. Who knew when next he would face another worthy opponent?  ‘ Argh, well, let's get this over with then.’ 

"I want all of you," Kashi stated flatly, eyes boring into theirs. "If you are interested in joining something bigger than yourselves, get to Maggot HQ in two days." He waved them off as he returned to Lunette's side. "You guys can go now. Need to rest for a bit."

The five guildmasters shared a look, each with their thoughts. 

Eventually, they bowed to Kashi’s back, then returned to their respective troops, leaving the premises without leaving even a single spy to check up on the daeben.

The warriors soon dispersed, returning to their leveling and quests, leaving only a few casuals and fans who were just satisfied listening to Lunette sing.

"Welcome back," Lunette softly called as Kashi lay down beside her, resting his head on Kira's midriff. 

Kashi smiled, exuding a peaceful, gentle presence as he shut his eyes and replied, "I'm back..."

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 138: Nerf That F**cker!

    
    
    
    
                Genaco Entertainment

Tokyo, Japan

15  th   June, 2043.

Kashi drifted off to sleep, utterly oblivious to the madness that gripped the real world due to the previous battle. Although L.N.E still lacked camera-like devices, players could record, store, and upload anything they saw. A thousand eyes had watched and subsequently recorded the daeben's battle against the five leaders. The gamers quickly flooded social media with their videos in a mad dash to grab the most likes while the attention was still hot.

Of all these videos, one particularly stood out. 

A user by the name of .Jayps secretly bought out the rights to over two hundred videos from some users. He combined these videos with editing skills that were out of this world, switching up perspective to emphasize particular portions of the battle, and layering the most fitting tracks to produce over an hour's worth of action-packed content.

A day hadn't even passed yet, and already the video had racked up over three million views worldwide, with some labeling the video as "The Second Coming of Razznik." 

The viral video drew so much attention that it alerted Genaco Games, the division in Genaco Entertainment in charge of L.N.E and other gaming I.Ps.

Genaco Games was currently on fire, with analysts rushing about studying every aspect of the videos. Simultaneously, operators fielded calls from customers calling in to scream their dissatisfaction at such a crazily strong player, accusing the daeben of everything from hacks and bugs to having someone in the company who was giving him all the strongest equipment. It was a state of emergency reminiscent of the early debut days of the blasted scourge Razznik. 

No, this was even worse. 

At the very least, Razznik was known as a solo player who only hung out with the Residents and completed missions for them, battling the most formidable monsters and individuals in a mad pursuit for strength. 

Although Razznik wiped out a couple dozen guilds who crossed his path, he was never really someone the other users feared would change the in-game political situation. The top guilds were still the top guilds, fighting and balancing each other out for power, while Razznik was a wild card they could hire if they were about to face a terrifying monster.

However, Kashi was an active member of the gaming community, complete with a guild, guild army, influence, and everything. Many players, already dissatisfied with the Maggots rampant monopoly, had been forced to swallow their rage because, although Leila Lightwood seemed ethereal and otherworldly, she did not seem unkillable. Thus they could console themselves that one day, the Maggots would inevitably fall someway, somehow.

But now, what was this? 

Kashi’s strength left only room for despair. With such power, how could the rest of them even compete!? Especially when he turned into that dragon thing at the end! What was that even? There were no draconian classes available! 

Many screamed for nerfs, with some even going as far as to demand a ban or they would boycott the game altogether.

Within a conference room, several employees trembled in their seats, not daring to move a muscle. At the head of the table, forty-five-year-old lead game developer and director of L.N.E Justin Tan rubbed eyes reddened from rage and overuse as he glared at the report before him. 

"What the fuck is this garbage!?" Justin roared as he flung the report at the face of a young intern standing next to him. "How the fuck did this happen!?"

"S-sir," the intern stammered, evidently scared by Justin's temper. "B-before today, K-Kashi never showed up on any videos, so we could not monitor him. We have no idea how he got so strong."

"Haaa!? You don't know!?" Criss-crossing green and red lines bulged on Justin's neck. He glared at the room as he thundered, "What Kind of Useless Fucks Are You Lot! Do I have to do everything myself!? HUH!?" His irritation only grew when the developers remained silent. "What are you waiting for!? Go dig up everything about him! Download his profile if you have to! I want to know where he's been, who he knows, what time he takes a fucking dump! You hear me!"

"S-sir," a brave developer spoke up. "Downloading a customer's profile without consent is illeg—"

"Fuck!" Justin cursed, eyes nearly bulging out of their sockets.  B.A.M.!  With a hard slap against the table, he pointed at the developer. "Pack your shit and get the fuck out! Fucking useless! I need solutions, not fucking wisecracks! This kid's a hacker, okay, HACKER! Our policies do not apply to fucking hackers!"

"B-but, L.N.E cannot be hacked," the intern stammered. 

That statement was true. 

The inability to hack L.N.E was one of the most fantastic selling points of the game. For the lead game developer to now claim otherwise was beyond dangerous for the game's brand, even if it was just as an excuse to fish out news about a user.

Justin turned to the intern, his visage suddenly dropping to an eerie calm. An indication of his rage finally breaking past the roof. "Rumaki-kun is  dead." He stated darkly, tone containing naked threat within. "His boasts died along with him. Do not ever rely on the boasts of a dead man. Understood?"

The intern stiffly nodded. 

The man named Rumaki was the original lead developer of the infant project  King's Journey  all those years back. The entirety of L.N.E was created with the original engine he programmed for King's Journey. 

Apparently, the Artificial Intelligence Rumaki created to handle the game was so advanced that it regularly updated itself against popular hacking methods. Due to its rapid learning ability, industry analysts dubbed it as the first, genuinely unhackable machine,

The A.I maintained that reputation for over six years running. The chances of it being hacked now were far too low.

But, the developers had to do as Justin said. His temper was famous in the gaming industry, and no one wanted to lose their job over a whim.

‘Aish, if only Rumaki-san lived long enough to see his creation become a success.’

More than one developer silently sighed in their hearts.

"S-sir," a developer raised his hand. "We already tried downloading some metadata earlier, but a Project Rebirth banner denied our access."

Justin's eyes narrowed. "Project Rebirth," he murmured. He leaned back on his chair, scalp reflecting light off overhead lamps. He had been briefed on the project earlier in the year, warning him to steer clear of any candidates whose metadata were blocked by that banner. He frowned, wondering how he would work something positive out of this. He could not ban the kid since he did not have access to his account, and he could not justify harming his guild either. The leader's brows furrowed even deeper. 

Would he have to start considering damage control?

At this point, the door suddenly burst open, and a disheveled developer rushed in with wide eyes. He did not bother with courtesy or greetings, only raising his hand to reveal a hard drive. "Th-They sent it!"

Justin's brows were touching by this point, his irritation causing him to growl, "Who  sent  What!?"

The developer, stunned by the growl, instantly recollected himself and realized he was standing in his superiors' meeting. Bowing at a 90 degrees angle, he quickly dispensed his greetings then shook the Hard Drive with an excited gleam in his eyes. "Kashi's profile. They sent the entire thing!"

Justin's eyes jumped. The others might not realize it, but he knew the level of secrecy surrounding 'Project Rebirth.' No one not directly involved was allowed to even know its name. If it were not for the fact that the project required L.N.E and the powers-that-be did not want any trouble from future misunderstandings, they would not have let even Justin know of its existence. 

Yet, now those secretive bastards just released Kashi’s entire profile?

"That's not all," the developer revealed, drawing more attention. "Whoever sent it also attached notes, telling us of the important parts to review. If not, it would take forever to sift through over 100 Terabytes worth of data." 

Justin's face finally lit up with a smile. Regardless of the source of this profile, it did not change the fact that it was here. Finally, they could get to the bottom of how the daeben got to his current state. "Play it according to the highlighted zones to start with. We'll do a more in-depth analysis afterward."

Justin swiveled to face the east wall, where the smart tiles instantly burst to life with color, revealing the latest in video-wall technology. The conference room kept silent as the tiles showed the daeben's dark hands practicing at the Arrow Range. 

The developers nodded. 

Indeed, they expected that such a boss-like figure took advantage of the early stages to add on extra-stats. To fix the imbalance post-Razznik era, they limited the extra stat increase to fifty per stat. 

Acceptance slowly turned to shock as the daeben continued practicing, the timer at the bottom of the screen displaying that he had spent over a week at the range already, honing his skills. Shock then turned to solemnity as the timer increased to three weeks.

Kashi had spent an unbelievable three weeks just firing at the targets. It was quite an impressive feat, but still not enough to explain his absolute superiority.

However, the mood had already been set. 

The developers now knew that this was no average user. Hence they all took five minutes to go to the bathroom and grab some snacks before returning to the conference room for what would be a crazy binge-watching marathon.

Considering there were over six months' worth of content to watch, it was no wonder the program directly skipped over many parts, but even with all these, the video chronicled most of the daeben's life. 

The developers grit their teeth at the death of Kira's mother, marveled at the battle against Xiem, had their hearts in their throat as the daeben battled against Krakul, and suffered chills all over their body as they watched him suffer through the backlash of Out-of-Body training. 

Their jaws dropped as they watched the Maggots' battle against the Chaos Order in the caverns of Lib Tahos, especially when they saw Skyrm's release and Belrug's battle. Unfortunately, the scene cut off before they could hear the conversation between the daeben and the griffin. 

The next scene depicted Kashi's heart pounding against Froy, then dedicated three hours to the grueling battle for Aygorzi, culminating in Ruse's defeat. 

But nothing… Nothing at all could have prepared them for the final scene, which showed the daeben's maddening leveling speed. Although they had all believed him to be a broken character until that point, nothing he had done could compare to that impossible leveling speed he displayed. If they let him continue like this... They all shuddered at the thought.

Just as Kashi was about to face the guildleaders, the screen suddenly cut to black. The next scene caused the developers to jump in near fright. 

Seated comfortably in an expensive leather chair, the C.E.O. of Genaco Entertainment smiled at the developers, blue eyes carrying within them a hint of laughter, which no doubt envisioned the shocked state of those who would watch this video. 

James Shouyou waved, smiling brightly as he congratulated, "Hey guys! Well done making it this far. It's been an epic eleven hours, hasn't it? Hope you guys didn't shit yourselves from excitement. Hehe."

What? Eleven Hours!? Did he just say eleven hours!? The developers quickly took a look at their cellphones, eyes going wide with shock when they realized that it indeed had been eleven hours since they began watching. How the hell did they not notice?

Murmurs and groans arose across the room as the developers suddenly realized they were either thirsty, hungry, needed to go to the toilet, or had some serious explaining to do to their spouses. 

As if anticipating the commotion, Shouyou's hands rose. "Now, now I know how you feel, but I'd like you all to calm down for a second." After a short pause, he continued. "As you can see, the lad is not a cheat, nor is he a hacker. We can't even chalk it up to luck either since he got here through maddening hard work. But I understand we are a business, and we have to consider our other customers' feelings. Hence, as long as you neither ban nor nerf Kashi-kun, I will allow anything you come up with. Well then, good night, you guys. Your loved ones are waiting. Oh, and this data will auto-corrupt in three seconds." With a final wave, the screen cut to black. "Ciao!"

"Unbelievable."

"How can such a person exist?"

"I tried the Out-of-Body training once. Couldn't last three minutes!"

"Is he a monster?"

"If we can't ban or nerf him, then what the hell are we supposed to do!?"

The developers pulled their hairs, minds consumed by rage and confusion. Although they were the developers of L.N.E, they were directly under Genaco Entertainment. If the C.E.O. issued an order, they had no choice but to follow, or they would soon be packing their things. But they needed to give the fans a satisfactory answer, or else the backlash would be huge! 

Shit, what the hell were they supposed to do in this situation!? 

At their wit's end, the developers turned to Justin Tan in the hope he would have some answers. Only to see the director with the broadest grin they had ever seen plastered across his face. 

There was a vibrant, almost sinister gleam in his eyes as they turned to one of the developers. "Prepare the 99th Legion. I have decided how we are going to handle this Kashi character."

The developer's eyes jumped with shock and fear. The 99th legion was L.N.E's equivalent of the Angels of Judgment. 

They were an overpowering force with nearly unlimited powers that only descended upon the world when massive game-breaking bugs or monsters could only be fixed or eradicated with otherworldly power.

Initially, they were called Adjudicators, but after the Razznik incident, players began calling them the 99th Legion to remind them of  that day’s  humiliation.

On  that day,  an Adjudicator had somehow crossed Razznik, yet despite all the powers he held, he was decisively cut down by the tyrant after a heaven-shaking battle. The number of Adjudicators at the time was fixed at one hundred, such that no matter how many died, they would easily be reborn. 

But on that day, Razznik destroyed the very essence of the Adjudicator, making it so he would never revive. Henceforth, their number dropped from a hundred to ninety-nine. The players then began calling them the 99th legion as a reminder they were not as invincible as they initially thought and as a testament to the might of Razznik Y'Terlow. To use such a mighty force against a mere user, even one like Kashi, was akin to annihilating an ant with a nuclear bomb.

Well, Genaco did not pay him to think about such things, the developer mused as he stiffly nodded. All he had to do was obey the boss, and he would pick up his cheque at the end of the month. Together with him, the developers exited the room, each returning to their respective posts. A lot of paperwork and hands-on supervision were required whenever the developers dispatched the 99th Legion. This time would be no different.

Justin's gaze narrowed. Reflected in the dark pools of his eyes was something he had thought he would never acquire. Something he had long giving hope of ever seeing. In fact, over the past six years, he had more or less forgotten about it entirely. "Heh, Rumaki-kun, did you think you could hide  it  forever? Too bad, I've finally found it. Hmph, with this, I won't need to work in this unreasonable company." A deadly glint flashed past his eyes as a dark silhouette emerged in his mind. "First, though, I'll properly deal with the obstacles."

The overhead lights dimmed, casting the room into darkness as triumphant cackling laughter reverberated against the walls. 



Nature Vanguard’s Room,

Restricted Zone.

Undisclosed Location.

Six individuals sat in the 'hole,' watching Kashi’s battle against the various leaders. Of the six, one person in particular lazily stretched across the sofa, munching from a bag of chips that he kept securely hidden in his jacket. 

Tsukuda Taidan, vice leader of 'Nature's Vanguard,' cast a lazy glance toward the man scratching his bum and yawning, with an unlit cigarette between his lips. "What do you think, Kemuri-san? Is he someone you can take?"

"It's Kimuri brat," the leader grumbled. Kimuri bit the cigarette butt, his gaze turning solemn. "If this is all he has, then there's nothing to consider. But it's obvious this is not all the daeben has to offer, especially that draconic form at the very end." His gaze narrowed. "It will be tight."

"Heh," Tsukuda mused with a half-smile. "Someone even Sonic Blade is not sure he can beat. That's a first."

"Brat." Kimuri snorted. "There's always someone stronger. The second you assume you're unbeatable is the second you begin washing your neck for the cinderblock."

"This kid, though, it seems he's used to fighting against numerous people at once," Tsukuda murmured.

"What?"

"His movements," Tsukuda observed. "They're not those of someone who learned martial arts from one-one sessions against masters. They're instinctive. Those of someone who's had to fight against numerous people multiple times in his life. He's moving based on predictions of how each person will react next. It's impossible to train this in a gym. You are either born with it or develop it from fighting multiple people."

"That makes things interesting," Kimuri chuckled as he fished out a lighter from his jacket. "We will meet eventually. We'll test out his real strength then."

"Kimuri-san?"

"Yeah?"

"No Smoking Indoors."

"..."



Natsu’s Room.

Restricted Zone

Undisclosed Location

Dressed in slacks, Yokina Natsu stretched, peace and calm pushing out her worries with every extension of her arms and subtle pang in her muscles. Behind her, seated cross-legged on the bed, the little Kuoshimida Akiyo crunched a lollipop as she watched the daeben's video.

"This guy's getting too full of himself," Akiyo complained, her rage taken out on the lollipop as she bit off a huge piece and crushed it between her teeth. "Let's kill him."

Natsu smiled, eyes reflecting a serenity that made her seem like she had attained enlightenment far above the world. "No worries," she soothed. "For now, he is on the other side of the continent. We only need to ensure we completely take over Daggerfall and Rossgrock. We can take care of posers anytime after that."

Akiyo grinned. "Hehe. That's why you're the boss! You're the smartest." 

Natsu revealed a complacent smile. "Naturally."

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 139: Guildmaster-In-Training

    
    
    
    
                Hopeful Maggots HQ,

Ranad.

4  th   Banem, 1093.

In recent weeks, Maggot HQ, the center of Ranad, had maintained a strangely silent atmosphere. With most of its guild members either assisting in the colonization efforts on the southern islands or away on training, it was no wonder the normally bustling compound lacked its usual bluster. 

However, this day, the compound was even more quiet than usual, its gates tightly shut to visitors. All Hopeful Maggots’ craftsmen, tradespeople, and merchants around the area had abandoned all they were doing for an emergency convention at the building. 

Despite the world’s curiosity, the Maggots were famous for their information security. Unless the Maggots themselves decided to divulge the information, they could only wait until the gates opened once again before finding out exactly what was happening within.

While the whole of Ranad pondered the reason for the Maggots' HQ’s summons, the very people being talked about were letting out strings of curses borne from frustration and excitement as they ran helter-skelter. 

The Maggots’ minds were consumed by the unbelievable boon their elusive guild leader had brought with him upon his return.

The Maggot building, which housed several workshops and forges to meet the researchers and craftsmen's needs, was buzzing with life as several men and women poured through books that had been handed out to them earlier in the day. Books which held secrets to so many crafts they did not think possible, while at the same time, bursting the doors of their creative imagination to heights unseen before.

The person responsible for this hubbub frowned, muttering distasteful curses as his brush scribbled directions on building a seven-foot buster sword for the umpteenth time in a row. 

Buried in paperwork, Kashi—who had no office of his own—hunkered down at Leila's desk, beginning to regret his decision as he finished what felt like the thousandth  [Beginner Craftsman Guide Vol.1].

Resting on the couch prepared for visitors, the only other being in the office, Kira, chuckled as Kashi dumped the book to the side, picked up a new empty one, and began the process all over again, this time for  [Beginner Runemaster Guide Vol.1]. 

"You wish to impress the girl but cannot handle the pain that comes with it ," Kira mocked, lips curled upward. "What a despicable man."

Kashi, whose red eyes had somehow managed to get even redder, cast a scathing, bloodshot glare at the lazily lounging direwolf. Seeing as she returned his glare with a limpid, mocking one of her own, he snorted, "I'm not trying to impress anybody."

"No?" Kira challenged, thoroughly enjoying herself. "Then why are you of all people slaving away at that table?"

Kashi's brow shot up, gaze rising from the manual he was writing. "What do you mean, "me of all people?"  You do realize I am a guildmaster, right? Guild. Mas-ter. It's only natural I work hard for the sake of my guild."

Kira's gaze held contempt as if looking down at a bug. "Sure. It has nothing to do with the singer's words yesterday."

Kashi's fingers froze. "You are reading too much into things." With a light cough, he resumed writing, choosing to ignore the direwolf.

"Mm-hmm," Kira nodded, sarcasm in her eyes. "Believe what you want." She jumped down from the couch and made for the exit. "Open the door. I'm going out to hunt."

Kashi's eyes held a triumphant light as he proudly rose from his chair, making his way to the door with his chest puffed out and a smug grin on his face. Placing a hand on the round doorknob, he asked with a sickening smile, "Does the lady need me to open the door for her?" Placing a hand on his chest, he mocked, "It would be my honor."

"Kashi."

"Yeah?"

Kira's expression suddenly turned grim. "There are many ways to open a shut door." Her lips spread apart to reveal a very toothy grin. "Would you like me to demonstrate?"

Kashi sweated. Are you kidding!? This was Leila's office, the woman who might as well be the real guild master as far as seventy-percent of those here were concerned. What would the members say if he smashed her expensive door within a day of his return? 

Yeesh, although he did not have much of a reputation within his guild, Kashi did not want to turn it into the negative. 

Hastily opening the door, Kashi weakly chuckled, "Haha, Joking, joking. It was just a joke. Of course, you can go."

With a proud smirk, Kira took her time passing through the door. "You should know better than to start fights you cannot win." She did not have to look over her shoulder to know the daeben was most definitely rolling his eyes. Laughing, she called over her shoulder as she strutted down the corridor, "I will be out past sunset."

"Yeah, Yeah, just don't die out there."

"As if." Kira snorted as she disappeared around a corner. "If nothing else, I will definitely outlive you."

"Well, that's reassuring," Kashi muttered as he shut the door behind him. He leaned against the closed door, then slid down till he sat on the floor. He cast a tired gaze at the empty books on the table and the work ahead. Scratching his head, he cursed, "Crazy idiot. Why'd you have to go and say that?"



Previous Day.

Kashi, riding with Lunette atop Drixlia, made for Ranad, secretly impressed by the stallion's speed. Unknown to him, the horse leveled up from that last battle. It could now maintain a journey speed of nearly 100km/h while hitting 120km/h at sprint speeds over short distances. 

Lunette, telling herself it was to stop her hair from flying all over Kashi's face, leaned back into his chest, silently enjoying the steady beating of the daeben's heart. She gazed at Kira, who easily kept pace with them, occasionally casting a look at Kashi with a mocking gaze or a knowing smirk. Through Kashi, she had learned the duo could communicate through their minds, which caused a feeling of envy in her heart. 

Especially since Kashi spent most of the journey silent; but judging from Kashi’s frequent glances at Kira, the two of them were having some sort of private debate.

Lunette sighed. How nice would it be if she too could get into the daeben's head sometimes? Maybe she would be able to understand him a little better. She didn’t even have the option of stalking him on social media to learn everything about him, which left her with no choice but to rely on the archaic method used by people of a different era to find out how his brain worked: Talking. 

"Hey..."

"Hmm?"

"You're a guildmaster, right?"

Kashi coughed. Scratching the back of his neck, he answered, "Uhh... Yeah."

"Is that so?" Lunette murmured. "How come you're never with your guild then? Those people from before are more like guildmasters."

"Uhh..." Kashi rapidly blinked, stunned for words. He couldn't very well say he only opened the guild just so he could participate in the Battle for Riven, and now he used it mostly as a tool for conquering purposes, now could he? 

There was a reason Kashi left everything guild-related to Leila. 

Kashi's heartbeat slightly quickened, eyes turning to Kira for help. Unfortunately, the direwolf suddenly seemed to have gained a profound interest on the horizon, not sparing the daeben the slightest glance even as he screamed into her head.

Numerous ideas and replies rushed through Kashi’s head in the span of a few seconds before his eyes suddenly brightened with enlightenment. Spine straightening, he exuded an air of assured confidence as he said, "Sure, I'm not like the traditional guild leaders. I like to think of myself as the guild’s vanguard. I forge ahead into the more dangerous territories to present my guild with better opportunities to grow."

"Oh?" Lunette murmured, hiding a teasing grin. "You are returning to the Headquarters of your very own guild for the first time in a very long while. Surely, you have something mind-blowing to give your members?"

Kashi started. The only 'mind-blowing' thing he could think of was highly classified and was supposed to be revealed in the leaders' meeting a few days away. There was no way he could show that to the regular guild members. 

But indeed, Kashi could not return empty-handed, could he? 

Brilliant Long-Term aspirations that benefited a company’s future were mostly only appreciated by the high-level workers and Shareholders who had more than enough money to survive the wait. 

On the other hand, while still appreciative of good long-term plans, average workers were much more interested in what the company could do for them at present. 

Right Now. People had bills to pays. Hopes and Dreams can't fill a person's stomach.

Kashi mentally cycled through everything he had gained since leaving Ranad. His brows suddenly jumped as he recalled a few items. They then faded to a frown as he remembered the sensitive nature of those items. They were too powerful. He couldn't let just anybody get access to them. But in terms of usefulness, they outranked everything he could offer the guild, both currently and for a long time to come.

"You could always release a few at a time."

Kashi shook, turning to stare at Kira, whose gaze was still fixed squarely on the horizon.

"Do not get the wrong idea ," she cautioned. "Some of your thoughts kept disturbing me. I would rather you were not in my head."

"You and me both," muttered Kashi under his breath, with an exaggerated eye-roll. Despite his words, however, immense gratitude filled his heart. Although Kira's suggestion was quite simple, it cut right to the heart of the matter. 

In fact, it was so simple and obvious, Kashi felt like bashing his head against a wall for not realizing it sooner, especially with all the light novels and wuxia he had read.

Armed with a newfound purpose, fueled by a sudden drive to  impress Lunette —er, improve his guild, Kashi finally arrived at Maggot HQ. 

After a swift order to have all their craftsmen in the area return and have a lockdown in place, he immediately retreated to Leila's office, where he began transcribing some crafts from  [Aygor's Notes].  The Notes were split into five levels, unlocking all crafts from common to Divine regardless of rank. 

While freeing Aygor, Kashi withstood the hammer's test till the final level, granting him the recipes for all crafts up to the divine level. Naturally, knowing the recipe was no guarantee for success if he lacked sufficient skill, nor were the ingredients needed for those higher recipes easy to acquire or even find. 

At this point, however, Kashi did not care about any of that. The very nature of the tome allowed him to take a page out of the wuxia handbooks. He could implement the fabled wuxia world’s Library Vault trope into his guild by making manuals segregated into different volumes of increasing levels and difficulties. 

Only those with enough contribution points to the guild could access the higher-leveled material, going up to the divine level.

This way, it would discourage spies from gaining easy access to their better recipes and ensure the blacksmiths and leatherworkers did not get too bottled to follow the book's recipes alone. 

After all, what it had were the works Aygor had seen up to that point. Unlike the  [Runes of Creation],  it did not automatically update itself whenever someone made a new craft. Which naturally meant an inspired individual could make something even better than those within the tome.

Kashi went even further and made a few copies of the runes he currently had within the  [Runes of Creation],  along with some research notes he had developed while working on them with the dwarfs. Although he did not have all the runes, those Kashi possessed were akin to the building blocks upon which the more complicated runes were constructed. He and the dwarfs had already discovered a few mid-level runes that they currently used in the airship’s construction through experimentation.

Kashi hoped that by releasing these foundational runes, his guild members would experiment independently and discover even more than he could. 

After making a few corrections here and there, Kashi finally completed the first manual. Although he was using  [Auto-Paint]  to shorten the time spent, once he was done with the mental work of deciding what to add and what to remove, the minutes seemed to drag on forever as he began the monotonous grind of copying the completed manuals.

Eventually, Kashi finished the first batch. After going through the manuals a few more times, he asked Marie, Leila's secretary, to help distribute the manuals to the waiting craftsmen. Without waiting for the feedback, he got started on the next batch of manuals. When he finished, Marie entered the room and took the manuals into her inventory with a smile. Her timing was so unnervingly accurate that Kashi could not help but suspect that the place was bugged.

Regardless of the presence of a bug or not, the cycle continued until the present where Kashi was currently making copies of the Lv. 150 – Lv. 200 rare manual. The daeben, bored out of his mind with fatigue, shut his eyes, leaned back on his chair, and then massaged his sore palms.

"Seem the great Kashi whom many claim invincible can be bested by mere paperwork."

A wry grin cut across Kashi’s face as he raised a pair of relieved eyes to greet the wisben proudly standing by the door with a knowing smirk. “Leila,” Kashi greeted, unable to hide the relief and joy in his voice as he rose to his feet. “When did you get back?”

“Just now,” Leila replied as she pushed off the doorpost. She walked over to a table where a tray with cups and plates sat by a silver cylindrical device. “Someone said he has something important to report, so I had to cut my leveling short.” She placed a finger on the device, smiling as her mana lit up some runes etched onto its side. She pushed a lever on a ‘tap-like’ extension, from which boiling water flowed into a cup she already had in place. She mixed in some herbs and then smiled as she raised the teacup to her lips.

Settling on a sofa, Leila’s eyes twinkled as she took another sip of the delicious tea. “I hope it was worth it.”

Kashi’s brow rose, short laughter escaping his lips. “Well, that’s one way to apply runic technology.”

“Not all of us have the magnificent imagination for trains and aircrafts,” Leila teased as she took a grateful sip of her tea. “We also need little-thinkers. Those who can come up with small but satisfying uses like an easy way to get a hot cup of tea in the middle of winter. The common populace will relish not having to waste firewood just to boil some water.”

“The last part sounds like a sales pitch from Miote,” expressed Kashi with a chuckle.

“Oh? It’s that obvious?” remarked Leila, leaning into the sofa. Even though she enjoyed the work and stress that came with being in charge, she had to admit that rare moments like these were worth cherishing. “He is a brilliant merchant. Acquiring him was a remarkable achievement. He is always finding new ways to increase the guild’s coffers.”

Kashi looked up from the manual that he was copying with a playful sneer. “It doesn’t hurt that he greatly reduces your workload.”

“Of course not,” Leila proudly confirmed. Her complete lack of shame stumping the daeben. “You should find more people as capable as he is. There are several departments I would like to hand over to someone I can trust.” She lightly sighed as she took another sip. “I would have handed over the Information Department to Shadow, but he seems to come as a set with his sister.”

Kashi’s right hand froze. “We have an Information Department?”

“Kashi.” Leila turned to the daeben, eyes holding within them hints of pity. “You need to know the basics of your own guild, at least.” Shaking her head with a wry laugh, she conceded, “Though, I suppose your success in the field is as a result of not being bogged down by guild issues.” Demonstrating with her menu, she explained, “Go to your Guild Menu. You should see the various departments and the personnel in charge of them.”

Kashi did as she advised, and the subsequent menu caused his eyes to widen with shock. “We have five thousand members!? How!?”

Leila playfully rolled her eyes. “With a guild leader like ours pulling insane world-shaking stunts everywhere, it’s only because of our strict requirements and vetting we have only five thousand members.”

Kashi’s eyes rapidly examined the menu. His mind was too caught up to pay attention to Leila’s words. “Wow, it says here over two thousand members are Residents.”

“Mmhmm,” Leila nodded. “You were the one who said not to discriminate when choosing. Besides, I find putting Residents in monotonous sections like the Research & Development team much more productive than Summoned, who can flake at any time.” Shrugging, she added with a cold smile, “Although it cannot be denied the Summoned level and pick up skills much quicker, fewer Summoned dare slack off when they see the Residents working so hard, knowing they can easily replace them.”

Kashi involuntarily shuddered at the icy steel in the Vice-Master’s gaze. “You’re using the Man vs. Machine concept. I'm not sure how to feel about that.”

“Oh? That is an interesting way to look at it,” Leila admitted. “I saw it more as pitting a local group against a flock of immigrants who are willing to do any job wholeheartedly as long as they get paid. Only in this case, the role of the immigrants and the locals have been reversed.” She flashed a teasing smile at the daeben. “Does that make you feel any better?”

Kashi snorted. “Strangely enough, it does.”

“Weirdo,” Leila remarked with a chuckle as she emptied the last of her tea. “Well, I suppose that is enough play-time.” She placed the cup on a saucer then rose to her feet. She walked over to the daeben and picked up the manual he was copying. Her eyes could not help but light up as she scanned through the detailed manual, which even had notes by the daeben explaining some issues he had encountered and how he resolved them. “Now this is more like a guildmaster. I am almost tempted to ask what prompted you to do something like this.” Without waiting for his reply, she set the book down and asked, “How is your relationship with Lunette?”

“Keke,” Kashi coughed, nearly choking on his saliva. “Lunette?” He cleared his throat, spending a great deal of effort to compose himself. “Um, we’re fine? Nothing special. Why do you ask?”

Leila shook her head, the pity in her eyes deepening. “You really believe that, don’t you.”  ‘ Ahh, poor Lune-chan. This guy is beyond help.’  ”Never mind.” Brushing off the issue, she pointed at the manual. “You do realize we have scribes, whose specific job is to make copies of documents and books such as these. As long as there isn’t a special restriction, they can copy just about any document. They might not have been able to copy whatever book you got these from, but they can definitely copy your simple manual.”

For the second time, Kashi’s hand froze. His head stiffly turned to glare at the grinning wisben across from him. “You knew this whole time?”

Leila shrugged, a hint of revenge in her smile. “You looked so much like a Guildmaster. I could not bear to tear you away.”

Kashi threw his hands in the air, unable to refute her words—especially after having a taste of her everyday life. “Fine, you win,” Kashi grumbled. Eager to change the topic, he asked, “Did anyone else come with you?”

“Just Gosha and I,” Leila replied. “We need the islands up and running before the grace period comes to an end. We cannot afford to spare any other personnel.”

“That’s a pity,” said Kashi with a rueful smile. “I wanted to meet Stryke and the others. Haven’t seen them in a while.”

“Ever heard of a rink? You can easily call them if you miss them so much.” Leila snorted, a little resentment in her tone. “The three of you are similar, like that.”

“Hey! I am nothing like those two,” Kashi vehemently refuted. Puffing out his chest with pride, he declared, “I have friends!”

Leila’s eyes went wide with shock. Unable to contain her amusement, she burst out with animated laughter. She laughed so hard that she had to lean on the table for support. “Definitely! Definitely!” she gasped, wiping tears from your eyes. “You really are nothing like those two.”

At this moment, Marie entered the office, her eyes going wide as she watched the usual stoic vice-master wipe tears from her eyes. The look she gave Kashi suddenly had more than a few extra shades of respect. 

As expected of the Guildmaster, only he could break the Ice Queen’s barriers. Comporting herself in a manner befitting greeting the Guildmaster, she bowed as she announced. “The guildmasters have arrived. They await you downstairs.”

Kashi raised a brow, wondering the reason for the sudden formality. He chalked it up to Leila’s presence.  ‘ Aish, her influence is really something.’  One could only imagine how the daeben would feel if he found out the real reason for Marie’s sudden politeness. “Is anyone missing?”

“No. They all came,” Marie confirmed.

“Good,” Kashi said with a grin. “Bring them up. Once Kira and Hogosha return, we will be on our way.”

“As you wish,” Marie bowed, turning to leave.

“Ah, wait, one more thing,” Kashi called. “Please call up some scribes too. In the future, they will be in charge of making copies of the manuals.”

Marie’s eyes widened. She looked from Leila to Kashi, understanding dawning. She nodded silently, bowed, and left the room.

Left in the room, Kashi suddenly released a defeated sigh. He turned to Leila. “She knew too, didn’t she?”

Leila covered the blooming grin with her hand, managing a nod in response.

Kashi hung his head in his hands, disbelief in his eyes. “By my own guild… I'm utterly hated everywhere.”

“It’s a talent,” Leila encouraged with a thumbs-up.

Kashi’s head hit the desk.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 140: Restructuring the Guild

    
    
    
    
                Later that day,

The sun had run its course, silently dipping its head in the horizon as if to fall asleep. A sea of red burned across the white landscape teeming with late winter snow. At the center of Ranad, a massive structure stood proud against the harsh winter winds. Blindingly bright lights illuminated the compound, their source a series of magelight-powered lamp posts that stretched beyond the compound to the streets, their collective radiance an assurance to the sleeping sun that the people of Ranad would be safe till the morrow.

Seven silhouettes stood beneath one such lamp post at the Maggot HQ entrance, engaged in animated discussion. The figures, cognizant of the chill that would come at the loss of the sun’s heat, were mostly dressed in warm, furry clothing to stave off the cold. 

Well, mostly. 

A certain daeben braved the cold in his trademark sleeveless top, the only indication that he experienced the slightest bit of discomfort was the fact that his hands remained in his trouser pockets.

Watching Kashi with wary eyes, Just Matt muttered, “I had heard rumors, but they do not even come close. You guys are truly crazy.” His discomfort stemmed from the massive water tower erected behind the Maggot HQ Building. 

Using Ranad as a test site, the Maggots had begun revamping the town's plumbing system to get as close to modern standards as possible. Already, the entire Maggot Building and a third of the city now had taps installed, significantly improving the citizen’s way of life as they did not have to worry about going to fetch water at the stream or waiting to draw water from the well. 

During Kashi and Leila’s tour of the Maggot HQ building, they learned that the plans had already reached the final mass production stage. 

Before long, these plumbing systems would be widespread to the neighboring towns and cities. Ignoring the massive reputation boost the easy access to water would garner from the common folk, should the Maggots choose to charge, even only 1 Syros per month for every household, the imagined profits were limitless.

Just Matt shook his head. 

Considering the Maggots’ significant lead in Runic Technology, should anyone want to push into this business in the future, they would need to go the electric-powered route. However, the MetalBrand leader also knew that a significant number of the player base would sabotage any attempt to bring about the industrial revolution through the excessive use of air pollutants like coal. They were powerless to stop their original world from being damaged beyond repair; they would be damned if they allowed anyone to harm this beautiful world.

Just Matt was not sure the extent of the Maggots’ ambition, but from what he had witnessed so far, it was enough to guess they aimed to modernify the world—in their image. 

While things like crafts were great and all, an enemy country could do without them, choosing to prevent artisans from entering their country. However, no sane government could resist the inventions like the water tower and advanced plumbing systems. Thus, the Maggots could get a steady foothold in any country of their choice in the future. 

It was frightening, really. 

Conquer the world? 

At this rate, it would be the world begging to be conquered. 

Just Matt shivered. Thank Goodness, he agreed to this meeting. He would not have known how to spell the word regret if he missed the opportunity to jump on a voyage as ambitious as this one because of something as fleeting as pride.

Kashi inwardly smiled, noting the bewildered guildmasters’ faces. Indeed, passing the time with a tour was an excellent choice. He cast a glance at Leila, who was in deep discussion with Lunette and PsyoniousPH. Once again, it would seem he was in the wisben’s debt. 

Leila’s business skills, honed by her father, were light-years beyond his light novels/wuxia-inspired ideas.

“Your guild is indeed strange.”

Kashi turned to see DogFighterPro regarding him with a peculiar glint in his eyes. A little smile lit up the daeben’s expression as he replied, “You’d be surprised how often we’re told that. What exactly do you find weird, though?”

“Your guild members,” DogFighterPro mumbled. “I sense no discrimination against Residents from them. That is peculiar. How do you manage it?”

“You’ll have to thank Leila for that,” Kashi revealed. “She made it clear to everyone we need the Residents just as much as they need us. As soon as she established a common ground for profit and loss, it was only a matter of time before true communities borne from like-minded individuals formed regardless of Summoned or Resident.”

“Common ground for profit and loss?” DogFighterProd mused, brow raised with an intrigued glint in his eyes. “Sounds dirty.”

Kashi chuckled. “In the Summoned’s world, it is common knowledge that to prevent the outbreak of major diseases; it is wise to administer a weaker virus, so the body gets used to it.”

“Ooh, that? Vaccination was it? I’ve heard of it,” DogFighterPro revealed with a smile. “Years back, some alchemist out of Markath made waves when he promised something similar.”

 Kashi's eyes widened with interest. “Oh? This alchemist. What became of him?”

“Dunno,” DogFighterPro shrugged. “Last I heard, he was relieved of his GrandMaster title and left the country a disgraced man.” 

Kashi’s eyes bounced sharply, and he could not help but sigh deeply. “Seriously, a disgraced GrandMaster Alchemist? Don’t go overshadowing another future BOSS. I’ve got enough on my plate right now as it is.”

“Haha,” DogFighterPro animatedly laughed. “He does sound like the archetypical villain with a grudge, doesn’t he?” Patting the daeben’s shoulder, he consoled, “Don’t worry, there is only a slim chance that he does become one.”

Kashi’s expression turned grim. “It’s that slim chance I'm scared of.”

“What’s there to be scared of?” CyanidePilgrim questioned, walking up to the duo with brisk steps. Pounding his gauntlets against each other, he declared, “Worst case scenario, we get one more person to pound into the ground. Can’t see any downsides.”

“Know what, you are absolutely right,” Kashi agreed with a toothy grin, hints of madness pulsing beneath his eyes. “Best-Case Scenario, he returns with a whole army, and we have a lot of people to pound into the ground.”

CyanidePilgrim met the daeben’s steady gaze. Visible sparks exploded between their eyes, similar bloodthirsty grins beginning to spread on their faces. 

BAM! 

“Y’all are way too bloodthirsty,” DogFighterPro joked as he shook his head at the pounded fists. “The testosterone levels in here are way too damn high. I’ll wait with Ms. Paragon.” He said, pointing to Paragon4x, who calmly sat under the shade of a tree, methodically sharpening her massive blade with a whetstone.

As if prompted by the mertian’s finger, the blond knight looked up, blue eyes gazing past the trio. “The direwolf has arrived.” Rising to her feet, Paragon4x sheathed the blade at her back and announced.

The leaders paused their various discussions, turning to the gate to see the fabled direwolf confidently trotting in with a Nespian tiger in tow. Irises akin to the flames of hell burned brightly against corneas and fur that invoked memories of the darkest nights where sin and despair ruled supreme.

In stark contrast to the direwolf, the Nespian tiger’s silver fur projected a majestic aura, magnified by the regal manner in which it carried itself. Streamlined, triangular facial features housed a pair of gray eyes that seemed to view all as naturally beneath its gaze.

Where Kira’s imposing stature struck terror and fear in the hearts of all, Hogosha’s grandiose nature stirred a sense of awe and worship as if gazing upon a king.

What frightening beasts! 

The guildmasters shared this thought as Kira and Hogosha approached them, their shock increasing when they noticed the tiger purposely keep a step behind the direwolf. To make such a majestic beast submit, what kind of monster was this direwolf? So this was the HellHound the bards sang of. The songs, with all their grandiose exaggerations, clearly paled before the real thing.

“Took you long enough,” Kashi greeted as Kira came up to his side.

Kira snorted. “The sun just set.”   

Indeed, looking into the horizon, the last of the red tucked in for the night. On the other side, Hogosha silently sat next to Leila, bowed head, displaying his unconditional respect for his master. Noting the awe in the guildmasters’ eyes at the tiger’s demeanor, Kira could not help but give out a snort.  “Poser.”  If these people knew how this supposedly regal tiger really behaved, how would they react?

Kashi took out a portrait from his inventory. “Since we’re all here, we can go. First, I’ll ask that everyone get their respective mounts. Just in case.” Currently, apart from  [Beast Tamers]  who were blessed with a small independent world, no other class could store mounts in their inventories. If Kashi teleported these people without mounts, they would have to hire rides from nearby stables to explore Merriheim or leg it. 

The guildmasters, who hadn’t been briefed on exactly what was to happen, innocently left and returned with their mounts. Kashi inspected the beasts, secretly impressed by the species diversity, which seemed to reflect their riders’ personalities.

CyanidePilgrim, a battle fanatic without a sense of the flair and dramatic, rode the raptor-inspired lockjaw species. The two-legged dinosaurs were fast runners with nearly inexhaustible stamina and their high intelligence was an additional admirable trait. If there was one area they lacked, it was defense. Bodies primed for speed lacked heavy scales for protection, leaving them vulnerable to attacks. Like its rider, the lockjaw prioritized quick attacks, aiming to destroy the enemy with critical strikes before the enemy killed it.

Paragon4x proudly sat atop a heavily armored Leoma, a rare breed of the kings of the jungles native to Rosendun. This muscular specimen of power and regality stood eight feet tall, massive jaws promising death to any caught between them. Although lacking somewhat in intelligence compared to the lockjaws, the Leoma more than made up for this shortcoming with a hulking strength that could theoretically put all well-made plans to rest.

Next to her, PsyoniousPH rode on a mutated version of the dreaded manticores. This version, called Scarui, was much smaller than its original, sporting snowy white fur and three beautiful tails where the scorpion tail should have been. However, it did retain the horns atop its head, massive canines adding much grit to what would have otherwise been a ‘cute’ beast. What this creature lacked in size and strength, it made up for with multiple magic skills, which helped serve as added protection for its master so she could focus on healing and supplementary spells.

A smaller, lithe Quirl stalked to the side, its tiny size a massive deception to potential prey. The cheetah-spotted beast boasted one of the highest short-range speeds among land-based creatures, with a frightening acceleration that allowed it to go from 0 – 90 km/h in the span of a second (or in other words, twice the acceleration of the world’s fastest car.) Massive whiskers grew to over nine feet long, electric arcs sparking around feathered ends. With its speed and master’s skill with firearms, most enemies never understood what hit them by the time enough holes were drilled into them for their bodies to serve as beehives.

Last but certainly not least, as if to display his insane wealth, DogFighterPro rode atop a young Quillin. The magnificent creature boasted the body of a stallion, antlers of a reindeer, and long ears resembling that of an elf. The beast’s jet-black fur sported traces of sky-blue, which only added to its ethereal beauty. It was the sort of creature one could not help but stop and admire. 

It seemed facing a similar creature with a superior bloodline sparked something within Drixlia, its restlessness transmitted to the daeben seated atop it through vibrations in its chest. 

Kashi’s brow rose with interest, a small smile playing on his lips as he patted the proud stallion’s back to soothe its discomfort. Well, it wasn’t like there were no possible means to enhance a creature’s bloodline. In fact, there were quite a few methods. It was just that failure usually led to a bloodline deterioration or even death. 

However, as if sensing Kashi’s hesitation, the vibrations in Drixlia’s chest magnified. 

Sensing this, Kashi sighed and whispered, “Fine. I’ll find a way to enhance your bloodline. I do think you’re fine the way you are, though.”

Drixlia snorted, the vibration in its chest finally settling down. It wasn’t stupid. Although Kashi was okay with it now, it would not keep up with the daeben’s future battles.

An average horse, even one with a bloodline as rich as its own, had a shallow ceiling for improvement, and it could tell it had already hit its peak. Any further progress would be minute as best. 

“Good, we’re all here,” Kashi said as he examined the painting in his hand to ensure it was the right one. “We’ll go in two batches.” His recent leveling in Dimensional Painting mastery had increased the number of life forms he could teleport to nine at a time. 


With that, the first chosen set of people linked hands. Then, with a simple [Teleport] chant, they were enveloped by bright bursts of light and disappeared.



Rine’s Bar

Meilfour.

Nightfall in Meilfour was unlike anywhere else in Destia. Streets lit by beautiful lamp posts bustled with life as several adventurers rushed to and fro, enjoying the city’s busy nightlife. Musicians and bards from far and wide had settled in the town, their presence promoting the rise of several salons, bars, and restaurants where they performed for an ever teeming audience looking to unwind from all the fighting and killing.

Lovers enjoyed chilled drinks, serenaded by wandering performers, some choosing to get their portraits done to decorate their apartments or homes. 

The magnificent Emporium at the city’s center housed many unique works of art that wealthy collectors did not hesitate to part with their hard-earned syros to obtain. Performers with bright futures rented out rooms within the center where they performed to small audiences with the hopes of building their fan base. 

Although, as of yet, there were no superstars in the vein of Lunette Falsetto, who was famous enough to justify using the main concert grounds, it was only a matter of time before even that area began selling out once again.

Tucked away in a little corner of this bustling town was a small bar that most people would ordinarily not pay attention to. In recent weeks, it had expanded somewhat to make room for performers who wished to ply their trade within. But even then, probably because of its remote location and lack of advertising, it was a bar only for a select few patrons. 

Tonight, however, those patrons, along with many others, felt for the first time that this out of the way bar might not be as simple as it looked. The exotic mounts tethered to posts in front of the bar brought to mind the insane vehicles found at high brow clubs for the top 1% teenage kids. Even more frightening were the black armored soldiers who stood guard in front of the bar, their presence a powerful deterrence to any potential thieves.

One could only imagine what kind of meeting was currently happening within the seemingly unassuming bar. 

Within Rine’s bar, uncaring of the commotion outside, Leila beamed as she familiarized herself with the Hopeful Maggot members she had either not met in a long time or not at all. 

It was nice to finally put a face to all the reports she’d read. Especially so, considering these men and women were directly responsible for the guild’s expansions. She cast each name to memory, then shook hands firmly with Miote, whose eyes held a bit of fatigue. “Thank you for your hard work.”

“It has been my pleasure,” Miote replied, a hint of a smile revealing the excitement within. “I hope you enjoy the presentation. We have a lot in store.”

“Oh? Consider me intrigued. I will be looking forward to it.”

Miote nodded, making his retreat as a vibrant voice called out to the wisben. 

“Ara? So you’re the famous Leila Lightwood.” Jade grinned as she gave Leila a naked once-over. “Uwah~ you’re even more intimidating in person.”

“You must be Jade-san,” Leila greeted with warmth. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Only good things, I hope?” Jade joked, then added with a wave of her hand. “Please, call me Jade, and I’ll call you Leila. How’s that?”

“Jade it is then,” Leila acceded, smile widening as she added, “I heard you were instrumental in the battle for Aygorzi. You main both healer and electric mage? How did you manage that? How do your mana reserves hold out?”

“Fuu,” Jade flushed, cheeks turning slightly red. “It’s true what they say about you. You make people feel naked.” With a bouncy shrug, she excitedly explained, “In fact, it’s not that hard. There’s a hidden bonus for reading looots of magic books cover to cover. Boosts Intelligence and Wisdom like you wouldn’t believe. But even more than that, there’s a  [Scholar]  trait that cuts down mana costs by 20%. Did some research, there are even higher tier traits that can reduce costs by upwards of 60%.”

“But to get those, you would need to read thousands of magic books cover to cover,” Leila winced, feeling the mage’s pain. 

“Tens of thousands,” Jade agreed, shoulders slumped. “What’s more, apparently, there will be tests issued by the gods to find out if you understood what you read.” With a light shrug, she shook off her distress. “Anyway, that’s it for mages. How ‘bout you melee classes. How do you guys reduce ki cost?”

Leila chuckled. “There are two ways. The first is quite common while the second was taught to me by a friend.” The sparkles in Jade’s eyes urged the wisben on as she continued, unaware of the perked up ears of all the warriors nearby, “The easy method is to spam a skill as often as possible. Over time, the body gets used to the skill and determines optimal ki usage, reducing the amount of ki needed to activate the skill. This manifests itself as level-up of skills.”

“And the other method?”

“The other method. The other method, well, let’s just say it’s quite out there.” Sneaking a glance at Kashi, who was engaged in some exchange with Miote, Leila smiled as she explained, “This method requires you to perform all your skills manually.”

Jade frowned. “Is that even possible?”

“It is,” Leila revealed. “In fact, the most difficult part is the initial learning phase. Once you get the hang of it, you can apply it across all skills.”

“How does it work?” Unable to hide his desire any longer, Absalon inquired as he came up next to the duo.

Leila chuckled inwardly, amused by the naked desire in the battle fanatic’s eyes. She could understand the way they all felt. When Razznik first explained it to her, she too had similar greed in her eyes. “Simple, really. When you activate a skill, pay attention to your body and try to sense the path through which your ki flows. When you can visualize it, you will then start meditation to feel out the rest of the meridian pathways in your body. All skills, mana, or ki augmented pass through certain channels in your body. If you can understand these channels, not only can you utilize ki much more efficiently, but you will also find it much easier to create new, personal skills.” Turning to Jade, she finished, “This logic does not apply only to melee. Even mana users who can sense the pathway through which mana passes and the arrays they construct for each spell’s activation can greatly reduce mana cost overall.”

Leila's eyes flashed. “The first method that requires you to spam each skill independently, or the second that can cut across all skill sets once you understand it; I do not need to tell you which one is superior, do I?”

“You have enlightened me.” With a grateful bow of the head, Absalon acknowledged. Although many in the room still did not fully understand, he certainly did. After all, as a commander in real life, he had learned the basics of ki control. Although he could never reach the levels of those depicted in novels, basic tasks like controlling blood pressure, heart rate, and muscle-strengthening were relatively easy. As such, his fingers were already itching to whip out his blade and attempt the wisben’s claims. 

In fact, if they were not indoors, Absalon might have done just that!

“Alright, everyone, settle in! We’re about to start!” Just as Absalon was contemplating stepping outside for a moment, Miote’s voice cut through the din, pulling him back to reality. Absalon shook his head as he took a seat. Eventually, he would get a chance. He just had to wait until this meeting was over.

In a brilliant display of the guild’s orderliness, the room quieted down within a moment of Miote’s voice. The only people left standing were a reticent Syèl who leaned against a wall at the west end and Shoko, who stood next to him.

As part of its renovation, Rine’s bar had placed a raised platform at its east end for performers, but tonight, Kashi took an embarrassed seat on a magnificent chair placed on that platform. 

Kashi wanted to curse Miote to the high heavens, but Miote’s simple question of “Are you the guild master or not?” forced him to swallow his rage and endure this embarrassing. 

As if to offset the daeben’s distress, Kira sat tall next to him, her large presence exuding enough intimidation and majesty for the both of them combined. Under the influence of her dominating aura, Kashi began to relax, coming into his role as the head of those gathered here. Straightening his back, he turned to Miote and nodded his approval.

Receiving the guildmaster's signal, Miote faced the Hopeful Maggots' top echelons, the guildmasters of the five various guilds, and the merchants. Standing before these people reminded the chesch of boardroom meetings, trying to convince shareholders to invest in a business proposal.

With a rueful smile, the chesch began his address, “Good Evening Ladies and Gentlemen. I am glad to see you all made it here safely. My name is Miote, and I will be your host for the evening. With permission from our esteemed Guild Master, I now officially declare this meeting  open .” 

After getting a few more pleasantries and opening remarks out of the way, the chesch delved straight into business.

“We have a lot to cover tonight, and we’re all busy people, so I will not waste anybody’s time further.” Miote motioned to Muko, who had been standing by something with a cloth over it. 

At Miote’s signal, he pushed it over, wheels at the bottom, making the task easy. Upon reaching the chesch, he removed the covering cloth without much fanfare to reveal a whiteboard. 

Of course, the Summoned were far from impressed. 

A whiteboard? 

That was so prevalent in school that they had even grown to hate the sight of it.

Miote did not miss the disappointment in their faces. “Some of you are probably thinking, Why a whiteboard? What use does that have?” Miote smiled as he tapped on the board. “Look beyond the board. Its very existence is what we should focus on. This piece of aluminum here is proof that we can create anything we want as long as we know the right materials and method.” Grinning, he expanded, “Today it is a whiteboard, tomorrow, a dry-erase marker. Maybe next we attempt a car. Or a plane. Hell, go crazy and build a space shuttle while you’re at it! The point is, if you can imagine it, you can build it.” 

Miote’s grin widened at the expectant eyes that rounded with shock and excitement. “I apologize to the Residents in our midst. Most of those terms are from our world. But the point still stands even for you guys. If you have something great in your mind, chances are we can build it. So, do not limit your imagination! Dream Big and you will Live Big!”

Miote’s infectious words blazed through the hearts of those gathered. Breaths raced, and blood boiled as the audience imagined their respective desires come to life.

Miote allowed the people to indulge in their fantasies for a couple of moments before snapping them back to the task at hand. “With that said, it is time to lay out the plans and dreams of our guild going forward, beginning with the new guild structure.”

Whipping out a marker from his inventory, Miote began writing on the board. “We will have nine main branches in our guild going forward. The first, named the Twilight Wolves branch, will be lead our very own Guildmaster Kashi. They will be the advance force of our guild, acting both as scouts and potential conquerors as we search for ways to expand Rosendun’s borders.

“The Commerce Industry will be headed by myself. I will be in charge of ensuring the guild always has gold for our guild master's crazy ideas. I’ll make sure we get the most profitable deals with local and international merchants, pioneering new ideas and strategies, so our guild always remains ahead of the market.

“Our crafting division will be headed by a Resident dwarf named Nurguk Dyshari. Most of you are not aware he exists since he has never left the guild headquarters. He acts both as a trainer and our most productive craftsman, regularly churning out high-quality armor and gear. For those wondering, all crafting divisions will fall under his jurisdiction. These include smithing, leatherworking, tailoring, rune-mastery & jewel making. 

“Next, we have our R&D division, who will no doubt end up the greatest money sinks after our guildmaster. Their sole job is to test out the unknown, the untried, to push this world to the limits and see if it pushes back. They attempt to discover or invent what no one has before. Here’s to hoping successes come more often than failure.

“To fund all these, we’ll need lots of gold, not only from our commercial deals but also from loot obtained in dungeons and Raids. Leading the Raid Division will be Stryke, who unfortunately is not here right now. He is currently working hard to secure another source of income for our guild. Stryke will be tasked with training recruits in dungeons to get them up to speed and challenging for top times in dungeons to advertise our guild to the masses. Finally, they will be tasked with dealing with dissenters within the guild, sorta like an Internal Police force.

“With Stryke and his team dealing with domestic issues, we need an army to fight off larger threats from the outside. Absalon is the Supreme Commander of our forces. He will work in tandem with the Twilight Wolves to attack strongholds marked or help defend certain areas. Luckily, Rosendun has agreed to place some of its soldiers under his care as he has continually proved himself to be a capable commander, even against terrible odds. The victory at Aygorzi displayed his full capabilities as both an outstanding and intelligent general willing to listen to others’ suggestions. Under his watchful gaze, I see a strong future for our guild.

“An army without intelligence is like a bound and blindfolded prized fighter. He can thrash about but will eventually be beaten black and blue, even by those weaker than him. To prevent this from happening to us, our great and wondrous vice-guildmaster, Ms. Leila Lightwood, will head an Intelligence agency whose primary purpose is to gather all information regarding everything from beggars on the street to what time the Lords of provinces go to bed.

“This intelligence will also come in handy for our next division called the Saboteurs, who will be a small elite division with members whom most will never know exist. They will be tasked with assassination, thievery, espionage, and sabotage. Basically, they are elite viruses we send to destroy something somewhere.”

Miote paused, taking a deep breath to calm himself. 

Holy Crap! Those were a lot of words!

Miote’s mouth almost hurt from all the talking. Yeesh, no wonder those agency people always kept their briefings short. No one wants to talk for so long!

A smile returned to Miote’s face as he continued, “Last, but certainly not least, we have the Arts & Music Division, headed by Lufer and Lunette. This division will have its headquarters here at the home of Arts & Music, with an aim to producing as many bards and artisans for the guild as possible. We will even be hosting a competition later to find recruits. Art is, after all, money, and after experiencing the boosting effects of bards, I don’t think there is anyone here who would rather go without, right?”

All the warriors nodded stiffly. Just thinking back to the battle of Aygorzi, if they did not have the Orchestra to accompany them, that battle would have been a disaster.

Miote nodded, pleased with their reactions. “There is one other group, but they are not yet large enough to have a division of their own. In the future, we will have a lot of infrastructure being built around Rosendun and beyond. We will need a division solely to monitor these activities. We intend to create an infrastructure division after we complete the current project in the south.”

“So, to recap,” Miote clapped. “We have Nine and a half divisions. They are as follows:” he said, pointing to the board. 

GUILD RESTRUCTURE

 Twilight Wolves (Kashi)

 Commerce (Miote)

 Crafting (Nurguk Dyshari)

 Research & Development (Leila (temp))

 Raids & Dungeons (Stryke)

 Advance Army Supreme Commander (Absalon)

 Intelligence Agency (Information Gathering) (Leila)

 Saboteurs – Assassinations, Thievery etc. (Leila (temp))

 Music Industry (Lunette & Lufer.)

 Infrastructure (Leila (temp))

 

“With that squared away, we can move on to our upcoming projects,” Miote said as he wiped the board with a cloth. The marker he made wasn’t perfect, leaving some streaks on the board afterward, but what the hell? He still had to thank his arts and crafts teacher in middle school for forcing him to learn how to make one of these. 

Placing the cloth to the side, Miote continued, “Our guild has identified infrastructure as a dependable source of both short-term and long-term income. For that reason, we’ve been pushing hard to find new ways to implement infrastructure from our world into this one. So far, we have found successes with light, roads, and plumbing. The existence of magelights is great for adventurers, but they are too expensive for the common folk. To remedy this, our R&D department has designed a device powered by mana.” 

A standard, ordinary light bulb appeared in Miote’s hands. The chesch released a little of his mana, facing brightening into a grin as the bulb lit up. “Now, I would like you all to understand, as a merchant, I have very little mana, but the little I have put in this bulb is enough to power it for three weeks before it needs another recharge.” 

The light bulb in the Miote’s hand followed all the rules for regular light bulbs in his world, except for one. At its base, a set of runes were inscribed, each with different tasks.

Some runes switched the bulb on and off. When activated, another converted mana stored in the metallic layer to the electricity used to power the bulb. The final one was the  [Absorb]  rune, which, as its name implied, was used to absorb mana from an external source and store it in the copper base. 

Although copper was not the best conductor of mana, it was more than sufficient for the meager amount needed to power the bulb.

All the runes used were easy, low-level runes. Compound that with the cost to make a light bulb, and you have an easily affordable tool for all households, rich or poor.

Miote explained all these with a bright smile then added, “This little tool is going to make us a whole lot of syros, as well as drastically improve the lives of all the inhabitants of Rosendun. Following this, we have the plumbing system, which we first tested out in Ranad. Luckily, it has passed all our tests with flying colors, which means we can start looking to apply it in many more regions.” Turning to Muko, he grinned, “No more going to the well or a stream to fetch some water. You’ll be able to access water easily from the comfort of your home.”

Muko’s brow jumped, but he held in his shock. This guild flung out surprises like candy. It would tire him out to be shocked by every single one. 

Miote’s grin widened, eyes almost turning to Syros signs as he exclaimed, “Just imagine the gain if every household in Rosendun pays just 10 Syros for this service! Of course, we won’t charge something as low as 10 Syros, but just using that as a benchmark, our profits will be in the millions even after taxes. Tell me, do you think the Infrastructure division is important or not?”

The guild members frantically nodded, eyes sparkling with promises of riches. Who gave a damn if all these so-called ‘inventions’ were just rehashes of things existing in real life? It did not change the fact their guild had been the first to consider bringing them over. And it especially did not change all the syros they were going to earn from this! 

What’s more, by the time the money exchange rolled around, they would be rolling around in both real cash and in-game Syros! 

They could not wait! 

Hell, if they could, they would sign up for the Infrastructure Protection Squad! 

Touch their moneybags!? You must be tired of living!

Miote allowed the pressure in the room to boil before taking out two rolled-up portraits from his inventory. “Next, we will talk about transportation.” The entire room fell silent, eager to hear the chesch’s next big reveal. “To ensure commercial success in Rosendun, we need to limit not only the time spent by our merchants to deliver and receive goods but also the risks involved. To that end, we will be introducing two inventions to help us deal with this. First,” 

Miote unwrapped the portraits and stuck them to the whiteboard. “The locomotive trains,” he said, pointing to the pictures which depicted someone’s concept art of two different looking types of trains.

“I will not bore you all with the details of how exactly we made this a reality. It is important to note that these trains can run up to 250 kilometers per hour ( 150mph ).” Miote paused to let the reveal sink in. “We resolved our greatest challenge of building tracks capable of withstanding trains running at such speeds by using high-level ores.” Shaking his head, he muttered under his breath, “Indeed, this world is vastly superior to ours in certain areas.” 

With a smile, Miote returned to the portraits. “You’ll notice these two models are different from each other. The first is the traditional steam engine the Summoned will be familiar with, which relies on coal for fuel.” Miote paused, adding with a cheeky smirk, “Albeit with some additions to make it befitting of this world.” He then pointed at the bottom portrait, a train with no chimney. “The other will run on mana provided by massive mana crystals. The second model is much faster than the first but is a hell of a lot more expensive. We are still searching for viable mana sources except for those absorbed from people. When we do, we’ll be able to create more designs like these.”

“Speaking of expensive inventions…” Without giving the audience a moment to collect themselves, Miote snatched the portraits from the board and placed a new one. A wide grin stretched across his face as he simply said. “Skyboat… enough said.”

If the trains caused murmurs to rise among the Summoned, the Skyboat turned the room upside-down as the Maggots stared, mouth agape at the portrait. 

Even an idiot could tell the value of such a thing. Merchants pictured the sharply reduced risks. Some imagined the blissful feeling of flying among the clouds. Simultaneously, the military men strategized all the possible advantages a flying contingent could bring to a battlefield.

“All I will say about the Skyboat is that it’s already in its middle stages of development,” Miote said. “In another month or two, the very first model should be complete.” Riding on the momentum of the audience’s shock and awe, he disclosed, “Construction of train tracks have already begun. To begin, we’ll have an express line running from Aygorzi, through Meilfour, Suvron’s Gate, then down to Kerta and Riven.“ 

“So that’s why he wanted the bridge to be that wide,” Absalon muttered under his breath, casting a wary glance at the daeben seated at the podium. Just how far ahead did this guy plan, really? 

“Security for both the trains and tracks will be co-handled by the guild, Rosendun’s soldiers, and through contracts leased out to the Adventurers’ Guild,” Miote explained. “This will reduce train hijacking incidents as well as ensure a steady source of income for mercenaries looking for a job.” 

Turning to Absalon, the chesch said, “On that note, I think it’s time we move on to the next section of our upcoming projects. The army has been more than successful in their recent efforts, going far beyond what many would have thought possible.” Exposing a sheepish grin, Miote said, “But their job is far from finished. The better you are at your job, the more responsibilities you are assigned.” 

With a light chuckle, Miote took down the Skyboat portrait to write down three points on the board. “In that vein, we would like the army to host two events. The first, a recruitment event that any Rosen citizen, Summoned, or Resident can attend. The aim is to bolster our ranks against future endeavors. I am sure the Supreme Commander can think of some drills to pluck out potentials from the masses.” 

At Absalon’s short nod, Miote continued, “The second will be a tournament hosted in Aygorzi. The purpose of this tournament will be to select the truly elite and the hidden gems who would normally not make an appearance. As for the prize…” 

Miote turned to Kashi, who calmly nodded and said, “A few Legendary weapons a Divine artifact should do, right? Maybe add a couple hundred thousand Syros.”

A chill ran throughout the room at the daeben’s nonchalance: a few legendary weapons, a divine artifact, and a couple hundred thousand Syros. 

‘What the hell!? If you don’t know what to do with wealth, why don’t you give it to us!?’

Miote coughed, managing to hide his embarrassment. Jesus, this daeben would be the death of him.  ‘Do you have to posture so hard? Jesus, we know you’re awesome. You don’t have to rub it in our faces.’  

Finally catching his breath, Miote muttered, “Uh… Yes. Those should be enough to draw out the Crouching Tigers and Hidden Dragons. Our guild could always use some extra elites.”

With a light cough, Miote pressed on, “Continuing, when the recruitment events are complete, Absalon-san, you will be tasked with cooperating with Rosendun’s army to consolidate the garrisons and forts within her borders to ensure there will be enough soldiers to protect every province in the country. You might also be tasked with helping with the clearing efforts in Merriheim to wipe out any pockets of resistance and set up garrisons and forts for the country’s soldiers.”

“Duty Accepted,” Absalon briskly accepted.

“Finally, and I know it’s been a long talk, but bear with me please, are the projects for the Commerce Industry,” Miote said with a smile, evidently pleased to talk about his division. “The Hopeful Maggots Enterprise has multiple investments in small businesses both in Merriheim and Riven, with some preparations being put in place for businesses in Aygorzi with an aim to boosting the local economies while securing a steady stream of long-term profit.

“We have also opened up a new auction house here in Merriheim where we sell rare works of high-quality art and music as well as rare items found by adventurers in their travels outside in the world. Although it is nowhere near as prestigious as the auction house of the Adventurer’s Guild, it is a start, and we aim to have it profligate around Rosenund within a few months.”

Miote paused to take a deep breath. Nearing the end of his speech, his expression suddenly turned grim. “I have spoken about many things today: new inventions, discoveries, and innovations to the industry. What sets us apart from the other guilds is that we were the first to make all these. But what stops the other guilds from just copying us and stealing our businesses right from under us? After all, this world does not have the logic of patents and copyrights?”

The Summoned froze, expressions turning bitter as they realized the horrible truth. Indeed there were no patents or law agencies to prevent theft of ideas. They could rant and rave all they want, but in the end, this was a world without laws. Someone could easily steal all these ideas and make their own without any consequences.

“But you do not have to worry,” Miote’s calm voice drew the audience’s attention. Hm? Did he already have a solution? “Some time ago, in this very room, I held a meeting with the top merchants in Rosendun. Merchants whose words are akin to the law among those in these lands. In conjunction with them, we have agreed to set up a Merchant’s Guild. We will make it so if anyone wants to be a respected merchant in this country, he or she’ll need to be signed up to the Merchant’s Guild.” 

Miote spread out his hands. “With that as a base, setting up laws to govern trade and enforce fair trade across the land regardless of status will be easy. Yes, even things like copyrights and patents will be put in place to protect their creators' ideas. Such that if anyone wants to make these things, they will need to pay the original owners.”

Miote leaked a devilish grin. “I’m sure you can all guess the first couple of patents to be fast-tracked, right?”

Miote laughed inwardly at the expressions of shock and disbelief spread out across the room. Many looked at him like he was some sort of crooked devil. Who would have guessed this golden frivolous looking chesch would be such a despicable person? 

Gazing at the daeben seated behind him, they could not help but shake their heads. Indeed, one can tell the character of a leader from that of his subordinates. A devil begets another devil, indeed.

If Kashi knew what these people were thinking due to Miote’s actions, it’s a wonder how he would react.

Miote, enjoying the flabbergasted gaping jaws, chuckled as he said, “Hold on to your jaws. We’re not done yet. The final item on the list today is one which even I did not think possible until a few moments ago. I will leave it to our esteemed guildmaster to explain.”

Miote gingerly stepped to the side as Kashi stood from his seat and stepped down from the podium. He scrolled through his inventory and tapped on a certain painting. 

BOOM!  
‎ A colossal pressure burst across the room, sending bottles and cups flying off tables, crashing to the ground. The source of this burst of mana floated conspicuously beside the daeben, not requiring a stand to sustain itself. If one paid close attention, they would notice mana streams flowing into the painting by the daeben’s side.

That’s right; this was Takahara, the very painting which had shaken Aygorzi to its core. The artwork with a miniature habitable world within it. After explaining the painting’s origins, Kashi began disclosing its purpose, “Takahara allows us to do something we initially thought impossible—Build a working Banking System in this world.” Kashi first gave a rough overview of the purposes of a bank for the sake of the Residents, then continued, “When we first began considering building a banking system, we came across two major issues. Namely Security and Accessibility.”

“On the Security aspect, we knew it would be a disaster if petty thieves could easily access significant banks and rob the vaults, especially when done by Summoned, who can carry an unlimited amount of Syros. So, we needed to create a security system that discouraged robbery as much as possible. At least for the main banks.

“The second issue we encountered was accessibility. Say I deposit one thousand syros in one major bank. What are the odds I can get that same account in another bank? Such transactions are made possible in our world because money can be easily transferred from one branch to another, either by hard cash or wire transfer, but that is not feasible in this world. There are too many variables to consider if we want to transfer huge amounts of syros from one location to another for us to deem it feasible.”

“Which brings us to Takahara here,” Kashi leaked a grin as he thumbed at the painting. “Within this painting is a world that can hold up to 500 square kilometers of space. If we have a headquarters within this painting, no one can access it without being a member of or accompanied by a Maggot. At present, there are only five keys in existence. I intend to place one at our headquarters in Ranad and then have three placed in major banks at Riven, Merriheim, and Aygorzi. If at the end of every business day, all the money is placed in Takahara, and only little is taken out at the start of the next, thieves would soon realize there is little to no gain to attacking these banks, especially with the security detail which will be assigned to each one. An added bonus is the allowance for people who want to travel to place huge amounts of Syros in one branch, say our Riven branch, then pick it up at Aygorzi for one purchase or another.”

Kashi paused, eyes darting across the room. “Tell me, is this a good plan or not?”

The room went silent, everyone staring at the daeben with faces that were tired of disbelieving everything every ten seconds. Still, they could not deny the wondrous truth revealed to them! 

Clap! Clap!

Everyone turned to see the stoic faced Syèl, whose palms jammed together every other second, gaze holding within them a hidden pride. Ahead, Absalon’s thunderous applause shook the room as he too stood from his seat, dark eyes profoundly staring at the daeben before him. Thoughts of  ‘I did not choose wrong’  rang through his head, ever grateful for losing that battle at Riven. 

If he had won, Absalon would have gained a city and lost the world.

Lunette and Shadow were the next to rise, dainty hands rapping together with such speed, some would think they were attempting to beat a record. Lunette’s eyes held no small pride and undisguised admiration as she cheered shamelessly for her beloved.

The reticent Shadow even leaked a small smile, evidence of his pride in the daeben and the guild in general.

Leila and Jade led the rest of the audience to their feet as they jammed their hands together, letting out sharp whistles and birdcalls. No one knew who started it, but soon a small shanty that the army made up during their time in the islands began echoing in the room as they cheered and drank cold beer and mead provided by Muko.

“Haha! We may be Maggots, but yay, we are Hopeful,

You kill one of us, Er’ we’ all be chopping you,

We may be Maggots, but yay, we are Hopeful,

Ouch! Those are Maggots in yer veins!”

The meeting had all but ended, marked by Kashi putting Takahara into his ‘inner world’ and joining the celebrations. He drank along with Absalon and the guildmasters, who were each in their way stunned beyond belief. Not one of them thought of betraying the Maggots to steal their ideas. 

Are you kidding? 

It could be seen just how much preparation had gone into this before the Maggots made the guild announcement. Who knew how long it would take them to come to the same level of preparations? Even if they managed to do so, the Maggots would have long since begun reaping a profit. There was no good reason to make an enemy of people with such great foresight. Much better to tag along for the ride and reap as many benefits as possible.

Kashi, overjoyed by the positive responses from the guildmasters, discussed further details with them, suggesting and counter-suggesting methods by which they could cooperate with the Maggots. 

The discussions were good, the company even more remarkable. The music, provided by Lunette and Co., was outstanding, the beer cold and the wind chilly. A great night overall, with festivities seemingly having enough momentum to spill into the morning. Life was great, which to the fates that governed the life of the daeben, just should not be.

BOOOOM!!!

The Maggots, once in a festive mood, sprawled into battle mode as a massive explosion tore the entire roof off of Rine’s Bar. Weapons drawn, the Maggots warily stared at the intruders, whose auras alone pressed down on their chests like a ten tonne hammer. The Summoned, familiar with these intruders, paled with fright, but their pride as Maggots strengthened their grips atop shaking swords, bows, and staff.

Kashi spared the intruders a glance from the corner of his eyes before he returned to the jug of mead before him. Raising the mug to his lips, he lightly sneered, “Get it over with and get out.”




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 141: A Maggot's Pride (Volume 3 Finale)

    
    
    
    
                Undisclosed Location

In an untamed land claimed by lost descendants of noble dragons lay a massive red dragon, steady breath releasing bursts of flames into the surrounding airs. The monsters of this land knew to stay clear of this majestic creature. Luckily, the dragon spent most of her time sleeping, only rising occasionally when a particular human dragged a tired, broken body up to receive healing.

This night, highly out of character, Xala suddenly sat up straight, distress and pain in her gaze as she looked toward the south. "Lucius," she whispered in a tongue unknown to man, breath ragged from the pain ravaging her chest. "What pains you so?"

Clang!

The sound of metal against rock drew Xala's attention to the cave's entrance from which an exhausted, bloody red-haired youth trudged. Dried blood formed hard, dark-red scale-like clots around his arms and feet, long, grown out hair, tied in a rough ponytail behind his back.

The youth balanced a makeshift spear made from a broken tooth and some bones on his lap as he took a seat on the hard earth. He grunted a greeting to Xala before immersing himself in meditation, replaying the past battles over and over again in his head while trying to figure out what he could improve.

Xala sighed as she examined the youth before her. Indeed the rate at which humans could change was just too appalling. That little boy who came to this island had transformed into a man in only a few weeks. She leaked a smile as she released a breath of mana from her nostrils.

Hektor let out a moan as the healing stream mended all his broken bones and repaired the damaged blood vessels. He paused his meditation, bowing to Xala as a sign of his gratefulness, then returned to meditation.

Xala sighed once again as she looked to the South. She could tell her friend was not in any danger, but this pain. She could only remember him suffering this much pain and rage at the same time once before. Xala's eyelids jumped. Could he have found out something about her? Was that it? The dragon trembled, suddenly feeling restless, but she could not abandon the duty set out for her.

Xala grumbled inwardly, resolutely settling down to watch the human's progress. Although she could not help him with issues of the heart, she could make the burdens in other parts of his life much less.



Back at Meilfour, no one was aware of a presence in that very room whose features were twisted with so much rage he had almost become unrecognizable. Clutching his left arm, Rider forced himself to calm down. It was not his place to interfere. He could not interfere.

Above Rine's bar, a massive delegation hovered proudly, the resplendent glow from dazzling robes bright enough to light up the entire town, in turn drawing attention for miles. The winged intruders drew their blades, golden sheens glistening in the moonlight, in stark contrast to the dread the screech of their blades wrought in all who heard them.

The leader of the Adjudicators, the only eight-winged Adjudicator, stepped forward, dropping his cowl to reveal a handsome face befitting a god. Short, Gold-blond hair dazzled the eyes, billowing with the regality of the sun itself. A calm deep voice escaped the lips of that square-jawed angel, "Kashi of the daeben. Do you know your sin?"

Kashi finished the mead in the mug. Upon noticing it was empty, he held it out to Muko, who began absent-mindedly pouring in a fresh cup. While waiting for the cup to fill up, Kashi looked up at the Adjudicator. "Your super-angel hearing must be fried," he mocked with a cold smile. "I already told you: Get your ass down here, get it over with, and scram. I have better things to do with my time than listen to your self-righteous drivel."

"Insolence!" A four-winged Adjudicator roared. "To whom do you think you spe—"

CRUSH!

The world went silent, countless pairs of eyes turning to the shattered mug within the daeben's grip. Many wished to speak, say something, anything, but such was the palpable rage and irritation oozing off the daeben, none could quite get the words out of their throat.

Those familiar with the daeben were the most shocked of all. Although Kashi was known to have rare bouts of anger while engaged in massive battles, no one had ever seen this level of primal rage—the sort of madness he almost could not control.

Kashi listlessly stared at the broken pieces on his palm, then to the red mead spilling off the brown countertop to pool on the ground. He could not help but recall the young woman whose blood dripped off a mountaintop, pooling into a small pond several meters below near a little village.

On that day, 100 Adjudicators flew in the sky, smug grins displaying pride in their achievement.

At the end of that day, 99 beaten angels retreated to the heavens, never to return.

To think these bastards would dare show their faces now.

Taking a breath to clear his head, Kashi angled his hand, so the pieces slid off and onto the countertop. Although every cell in his body screamed out with rage, he forced himself to calm down, taking comfort in the knowledge that no matter how pissed off he was, there was at least one person nearby whose hatred and self-guilt towered over his.

"Sorry, Muko-san. I'll pay for that," Kashi apologized to the mertian, who only nodded in reply. The daeben placed a portrait on the table as he turned his attention to the glorified chickens in the sky. "If you know anything about me, then you know what this can do. Razznik escaped your pursuit for years until he was strong enough to waste one of you."

Kashi's eyes narrowed, lips curled up into a sneer as he threatened, "He could not teleport. I can. With my growth rate, care to test how long I need to run till I can slaughter you, bastards?"

"WHO!?—"

"I will not repeat myself," Kashi growled, bunched brows revealing he had reached the end of his patience. "Five seconds. Get your asses down on the ground and finish your business in five seconds." Kashi's eyes narrowed. "Or you can wash your necks and wait." A maniacal grin spread on the daeben's face, the ferocity in his eyes not losing out to Kira's at her angriest. "Did you know? Apparently, I'm a Dimensional Artist now. Eventually, I will find a way into that dimension you all hide in."

Kashi's voice dropped to nearly a whisper; his next words meant not for the world, but one particular man in that room. "At that time, I swear it. Not one Adjudicator will remain on the face of the earth."

"Insolent!" That four-winged Adjudicator roared. With a sharp swing of his sword, three scintillating beams of light smashed down at the daeben.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The spectators watching from afar shuddered at the ensuing massive explosion. The walls of Rine's Bar burst to tiny smithereens, unable to withstand the enormous impact. Many shook their heads.

How the mighty had fallen. The daeben overestimated himself.

This was the expected outcome.

"FIVE!"

Just as opportunists had begun planning how they could benefit from the daeben's demise, a single voice broke the silence. Smoke and dust cleared to reveal a bloodied silver-haired halben, hand raised high above his head, a mocking grin on his face as he fell to his knee.

"Bastard who doesn't know his place." The four-winged launched three beams, grinning as he imagined the outcome. At the height of his happiness, however, his expression quickly turned sour as three silhouettes suddenly appeared at the beams' pathway.

Shoko, Absalon, and Jade simultaneously screamed, "FOUR!" as with mocking grins, they unleashed their strongest skills against their respective beams.

BANG! BANG! BANG!

Unable to withstand the impact, their attacks were crushed like glass under a hammer before they were sent crashing to the ground, bloodied bodies too weak to move.

The Adjudicator, visibly enraged, signaled two Adjudicators to his side. With a swing of their blades, over ten beams tore straight for the daeben.

"Y'all Can Rightly Fuck Off!" CyanidePilgrim roared, as with a burst of energy, he charged right at a beam. The other GuildMasters did not slack off, auras bursting through the sky as they retaliated with their strongest attacks. Mitrhe, PsychFanGirl4ever, HulkMagnet, Nyte, and Blade joined them, meeting the remaining beams with their attacks, despite being several shades weaker than the other powerhouses.

BOOM!

No great reversal occurred.

All ten combatants crashed into the earth, the last five coming off far worse. The pain from the attacks was far too much for these individuals who, to get closer to the strength of those at the top, had increased their pain threshold to 90%. However, before they passed out, they managed to squeeze out, with a mocking grin, "...Three."

The lead Adjudicator locked eyes with Kashi, even as several more Adjudicators unleased their attacks. With the leaders all wiped out, the only ones left were the regular foot soldier.

Or so it should have been.

Kiiing!

A lone silhouette jumped onto the counter, bow drawn to the hilt. Innumerable silver petals formed from mana burst out, making a beeline for several beams. Amidst the explosions, countless arrows crashed against the remaining rays, fired at speeds imperceptible to the human eyes.

Leila dropped to a knee, eyes steady as she watched the beams continue in their path. All her attacks had managed to do was slow them down a notch. Kashi's hardened glare never left the lead Adjudicator's even as blinding light assault the edges of his vision.

Just as the Adjudicator's lips were about to curl up in a triumphant smirk, the edges of both men's vision dimmed out as several figures who blotted out the bright lights. This time, it was Kashi's lips that turned up in a proud grin as he beamed proudly at the Maggots who threw themselves at the weakened light rays, unashamed to gang up three to one to deal with these death rays.

Leila let out a proud grin as the Maggots crashed to the earth, each more wounded than the last. Turning her gaze to the hovering idiots, she muttered. "Two."

The four-winged Adjudicator whose cheeks had begun to hurt from all the face-slapping, snarled with rage as he zipped down at the daeben in a brilliant beam of light. He reappeared next to Kashi, sword seeking the daeben's throat.

Despite the imminent threat, Kashi still did not take his eyes off the lead Adjudicator.

When the four-winged Adjudicator saw how Kashi ignored him, his rage finally overtook his sanity. Ignoring prior orders, his sword suddenly turned red as it rushed at the daeben's throat.

The lead Adjudicator's expression finally changed when he saw the red hue, and a hint of panic appeared in his eyes.

'Shit! This bastard was about to get them all killed!'

However, the four-winged Adjudicator was way too fast! There was nothing the lead Adjudicator could do to save the daeben's life.

CLANG!

Everyone's stared wide-eyed at the red blade that trembled a millimeter away from Kashi's throat. Besides the daeben, a figure's arms shook; the tiny dagger in his hand all that stood between the red blade and the daeben's exposed throat.

"Who the fuck are you!?" the Adjudicator roared, having lost all semblance of holiness to rage.

"Me?" Shadow murmured. He licked the blood flowing down from his lips, emotionless eyes regarding the Adjudicator. "I am his Shadow." The assassin blinked as if suddenly recalling something. "Ah, also..." A small grin spread up his lips. "One."

"Bastard!" With an enraged roar, the Adjudicator's left palm slammed against Shadow's chest. The assassin coughed up large volumes of blood as the force sent him careening into several tables. The tables burst to pieces beneath his weight, clearing a path until he came to a halt in a crumpled heap.

BOOM!

With the assassin gone, the unimpeded sword should have pierced the daeben's throat. But at that pivotal moment, two spherical concentrations of mana, one black, the other blue, suddenly exploded against the Adjudicator's exposed face, sending him spinning several times in the air before crashing unceremoniously against the floor.

Likewise, the blade spun several times before piercing tip first into the counter right in front of the daeben.

Behind Kashi, Kira closed her open jaw, red eyes glaring at the lead Adjudicator. Her lips curled upward, revealing a snarling toothy grin. Beside her, Hogosha spoke for both of them as he growled, "ZE—"

"Wait!"

The spectators could not close their gaping jaws as the lead Adjudicator, with an irritated expression, descended to the ground.

"HA!" No one knew who started it, but the second the Adjudicator's right foot touched the ground, a Maggot let out a burst of laughter. The laughter spread like a fever as the left foot joined its brother on the earth.

The remaining Adjudicators could not stay airborne with their leader on the ground. So, with faces green, like they had been forced to eat piles of cow manure, they descended to the earth one after the other, bunched brows and trembling hands revealing their excessive grief, unwillingness, and rage.

The Maggots did not care for their feelings as they roared out with raucous, triumphant laughter, the pain they endured proof that they had indeed forced the heavenly beings to the ground against their will.

The Lead Adjudicator approached the daeben, his expression a mask of otherworldly holinesses, the laughter of these plebeians beneath a god like him. He stood in front of the daeben, brow raised as he scolded, "Your guild members do not know how to write the word 'Fear.' See that you do not regret it in the future."

The Adjudicator's words caused the Maggots to turn silent. The casual pressure he exuded was light years beyond anything the four-winged Adjudicator had.

Kashi smiled, motioning to Muko, who placed a new mug in his hand. Kashi's smile widened into a knowing grin as he swirled the contents within. "Have you ever heard of a maggot being afraid of anything?" Casting a proud gaze at his guildmates, he calmly pronounced, "We are Maggots. We do not fear Death. We do not fear Strife. We do not fear Hunger."

Meeting the Lead Adjudicator's glare, Kashi said, "To a Maggot, the world is its buffet. Whether you be the weakest creature hiding under the ground or the proudest angel claiming the heavens and looking down upon the earth, the one universal truth is you shall one day return to the earth where we shall be waiting to feast upon you."

Kashi's grin widened, eyes taking on a dangerous glint. "Hora, look where you stand right now. You tell me: Does it make sense for us to fear food?"

The Adjudicators paled, hearts shaken by an unfamiliar feeling. Only now did they understand that they'd been playing the wrong from the start. They were not the predators here. These weaklings, these weak bastards who were not fit to hold a single feather on their wings, were the real predators.

The Maggots did not just view the Adjudicators as enemies. They viewed the entire world as FOOD! What level of madness is required for a man to view every living thing in this world as FOOD!

To the spectators outside, the daeben's words were akin to ringing a massive Gong of War! What did it mean when he saw the entire world as food? Did it imply he wanted to eat everyone in the world? No, of course not!

This was Kashi nakedly declaring to the entire world that he was coming for them. He would conquer everything in this world! Nothing. No being—god, hume, or otherwise—was too great to be conquered.

Of all those present, the most affected were the Maggots lying within the rubble.

Peals of proud laughter erupted once more as the fallen Maggots cheered and whooped, not caring how pathetic they currently looked.

'F*CK! That was too Fucking Awesome! Our Guildmaster is too Fucking Awesome! That's right! Who cares if y'all are currently flying around, strutting around like motherfucking madonnas of the skies. Just you wait! We will bring you to the ground and chow you down!'

Creepy_Dudette, who had temporarily blacked out from the intense pain, woke up in time to catch Kashi's last phrase. She did not understand where the pride in her chest pooled from. That's right. No matter how badly life beat them down, rather than fear, or wallow in grief, even if they were the weakest things in existence, they just had to remember what it meant to be a Maggot, here or in the real world. Wiping tears from her eyes, she roared with enough might to stun the world into silence. "I AM A MAGGOT!"

Next to her, Mitrhe roared, "A Maggot Does Not Fear Death!"

Syèl glance at Shoko. Bright smiles lighting up their faces as they collectively bellowed, "A Maggot Does Not Fear Strife!"

CyanidePilgrim, PsyoniousPH, Just Matt, Paragon4x, and DogFighterPro clenched their hands. Swept up by emotions beyond their control, they collectively screamed out, "A Maggot Does Not Fear Hunger!"

Leila lazily sat on the counter, eyes beaming with pride. A soft smile spread on her lips as she asked, "What do we eat?"

The Maggots roared collectively, "The World!"

"The beasts on the ground?"

"FOOD!"

"Fishes in the ocean?"

"FOOD!"

Raising her voice, Leila flashed a mocking smirk at the Adjudicators. "...Angels in the Skies!?"

"FOOD! FOOD! FOOD! FOOD!"

Forcing herself to her feet, Leila raised her hands, standing tall on the counter, voice pounding into the hearts of those present. "Who Are We!?"

Following her lead, the Maggots forced themselves to their feet, the weaker ones helped by the strong. "We are Maggots!"

Leila pointed at the Adjudicators. "What are they!?"

"FOOD!?"

"Who are We!?"

The earth trembled as the Maggots stomped against the ground in unison. "We Are Maggots!" Without needing Leila's prompting, the Maggots turned to the Adjudicators, power in increasingly stronger voices as they screamed, "You Are Food!"

Repeated chants of "We Are Maggots!" "You Are Food!" echoed out for miles, the incessant voices growing stronger with each roar. The collective belief in something so primal, yet so powerful, birthed a strange phenomenon. With each chant, mana seemed to squeeze out of the daeben. These strands of mana mixed, forming several tiny shoots that burrowed into the defenseless Adjudicators.

If someone looked closely, they would see that these tiny shoots resembled squiggling maggots. The Adjudicators, caught unprepared, scratched, and clawed at their arms as they fought to rip these tiny beings from their bodies. Although these things did not harm them at all, they itched terribly, tiny bites akin to being stabbed repeatedly by thousands of needles.

No one knew who first broke out in song at the pitiful sight, but soon the Maggots were singing with reckless abandon,

"Haha! We may be Maggots but yay we are Hopeful,

You kill one of us, Er' we'all be chopping you,

We may be Maggots but yay we are Hopeful,

Ouch! Those are Maggots in yer veins!"

Back at the counter, Kashi's eyes widened with surprise. Even he had not expected something like this to happen. Damn, this world kept surprising him with new possibilities. Not bothering to hide his grin, he turned to the Lead Adjudicator. This guy was obviously on a different level. The little mana maggots all burned to nothing when they neared him. "What now?"

"Now," the Lead Adjudicator's eyes flashed with malice. "You pay the price for your sins."

SCHLICK!

The songs immediately died. The Adjudicators, freed from their torment, needed all of their willpower not to attack the hateful Maggots. Still, they did not hide the sneer on their lips as they grinned at the massive golden sword pierced through the daeben's heart. However, the Adjudicator's eyes soon revealed looks of confusion as Kashi, despite having a sword stabbed through his heart, did not show any sign of being in pain.

Kashi looked from the sword in his chest to the Lead Adjudicator, who gripped the hilt with a sardonic grin. Sneering, the daeben spat, "Stop with the pointless posturing. We both know you can not kill me. You would not have bothered coming with such a pointless delegation if you could."

Gripping the blade, Kashi snarled, "I know how you bastards work. When you receive a kill order, you send a two-winged chicken. When he fails, a four-winged chicken takes his place. Only after the four-winged chicken fails do you appear with the full troupe as a show of force." Pulling the blade out of his chest, Kashi ignored the blood pooling on the floor as he taunted. "That you have come with your entourage to start with means you are either bored as hell, or you want to scare me into submission."

Kashi's eyes narrowed. "Cut the bullshit. You can't kill me. I can't kill you. My guild will never submit to fear. Get your punishment done, then get out."

The Lead Adjudicator's expression finally changed. His cheeks turned red, and his nostril flared, livid with embarrassed rage. "I do not have to listen to this." With a snap of his fingers, seven short daggers appeared and stabbed into the daeben abdomen. He grinned as Kashi winced slightly. "This you will not be able to endure. The highest level of pain, even worse than that experienced during the Out-of-Body Training. That will be your punishment."

Kashi raised a brow. "Just that?"

"Just that? Act tough while you still can." The Adjudicator snorted. "But you are right. Indeed that alone is not enough punishment. We will also be permanently damaging your core." At Kashi's confused expression, the Adjudicator patiently explained, "We will make it so you only gain about 5% of the EXP you normally would gain. Your body will dispel the remaining Experience Points to the world. In short, you'll need to kill twenty times more to get the same amount of EXP."

"This is the best you guys could come up with?" Kashi's lips curled up into a mocking smirk. "Are you trying to make the beasts of this world go extinct?"

"Shut up." With a snap of the Adjudicator's fingers, the smirk on Kashi's face died.

Veins bulged under the daeben's skin, eyes turning red as he accidentally crushed the mug between fists clenched so tight, blood seeped out from points where his nails dug into his palm. Kashi doubled over, clutching his stomach as he struggled to fight the pain racking every cell in his body.

Bloodied teeth ruefully chuckled as Kashi suppressed multiple groans that threatened to escape his lips. This fucking bastard really undersold it! This was at least ten times worse than the Out-of-Body training punishment! It felt like someone had exposed his raw nerves and was now running blades across the surface. Just gently scraping off tiny layer by tiny layer, sections of the nerves themselves.

Kashi, unable to bear the torment, nearly fell over, but at that exact moment, a set of dainty hands wrapped around him then helped him to his feet. Fierce blue eyes glaring at the Adjudicator, Lunette wrapped Kashi's arm around her shoulder, shaking feet fighting against his weight as she helped him stand tall.

Drifting in and out of consciousness, Kashi noticed the aqua-green hair fluttering in his face. He turned to the woman whose stubborn eyes refused to give up as she held onto him tightly despite him leaning heavily onto her. His gaze traveled down her small, pointed nose to a set of pink, tightly pressed thin lips.

Despite the immeasurable pain, the corner of his lips rose into a small smile for some reason.

That small smile froze when he turned to meet the Adjudicator's gaze. To his shock, the Adjudicator did not have his eyes on him but instead on Lunette, unmistakable greed flashing in his eyes. "Y-" he did not get to finish his words as with another sharp burst of pain, he fell unconscious.

"Finally found you," Ignoring Kashi, the Lead Adjudicator declared with a triumphant grin. "Do you still recognize me?"

Lunette frowned, brows bunched together. "I have nothing to do with you, Justin-san... No, should I call you Vanzuela?"

"Good. Good!" The Lead Adjudicator beamed, a joyous expression showing his acceptance of the name. "It's good you remember me. That will make this much easier. Come with me. You are meant for greater things than playing house with these fools."

"Is that so?" Lunette's eyes held an innocent look. Cocking her head to the side, she playfully mocked, "What are we to do? I am one of those fools now?"

Vanzuela turned green, looking like he'd just swallowed a fly. "Do not test me." Looking at the drooping daeben with disdain, he gestured, "How about this? Come with me, and I will stop this idiot's punishment. I will even fix the damage I've already done."

"I refuse." Lunette shook her head.

Vanzuela frowned. "Fine. I suppose some negative feelings are to be expected considering first impressions." With a welcoming smile, he gestured, "How about this? It might be against the rules, but I'll gift that idiot with some power-ups that'll make his conquering fantasy much easier to realize."

"Don't need it," Lunette refused. "Kashi is strong. He will make his dream a reality all by himself. He does not need your help."

Vanzuela turned livid, patience running thin. "You refuse to sacrifice yourself for your guildmaster? I suppose that is the limit of your faith?"

"It's not faith," Lunette muttered. Eyes beaming with strength, she declared, "It's Love!"

"Love?" Vanzuela's expression turned ludicrous, staring at the little figure with mock disbelief. Covering his mouth, he could not stop the laughter that poured out as he mocked, "Love!? Has your brain been fried since we last met? What do you think you know about love? What does some—"

"Indeed!" Lunette interrupted, eyes blazing with fury. "I am not sure I know what love is myself. But I do know this: I am happy when he is happy; I cry when he is sad; I get jealous when he talks to others more than he does to me. I want to help him fulfill his dreams, and I want him to notice me. I want to get into his head to know what he thinks! I want to punch him when he ignores all the signals I give him! I want to steal a cupid's arrow and stabbed into his chest if that's what it'll take!"

The songstress turned red, evidently embarrassed by her outburst. Still, with strength in her voice, Lunette stated, "I do not know what love is. But if what I feel isn't called love, then what is it called?"

"I see," Vanzuela muttered, eyes holding no small amount of disdain. "That Rumaki bastard did something unnecessary." Glaring at the daeben in her arms, he suddenly got an idea. He to Lunette, flashing a knowing smile. "Does he know?" At Lunette's stiffened expression, he threw his head back in laughter. "You claim to love him, but you haven't told him your biggest secret!?" Eyes narrowing, he said, "I'll make this simple. Come with me willingly, or I will spill your secret."

Lunette bit her lips. Raising her head, she met Vanzuela's gaze, and a lone tear streaked down her eyes as she weakly squeaked, "Fine."

"Haha! I knew you would see reason!" Vanzuela guffawed triumphantly. Holding out his hand, he ordered, "Now Come! We have much work to do."

Lunette looked at the outstretched hand and shook her head. Wiping the tear that dripped down her cheeks, she said, "You are right. If I truly love him, I would not hide anything from him regardless of the outcome." She stared lovingly at the man in her arms. "Thank you for teaching me to love. For teaching me what it's like to want to be loved." Biting her bottom lip, Lunette raised her head, gaze resolute. "No more secrets." She took a deep breath as she declared. "The truth is, I Am—"

WHOOSH!

The rest of Lunette's words died in her throat as a hand clamped heavily on her mouth. She looked up to see Syèl's stern gaze, yellow eyes holding within them warmth and pain she could not understand.

"That's enough," Syèl whispered. "Not like this. You've done enough."

Lunette, who had expended all her willpower on those words, nearly crumpled to the floor. Shadow appeared next to her, taking Kashi from her arms. He nodded to Syèl, who had buried the crying girl's head in his chest. Although she acted tough, her existence's harsh reality and the expected outcome should the world find out were too much for anyone to bear.

Wrapping the girl in his arms, Syèl turned to Vanzuela, naked hatred, rage, and explosive killing intent pouring off of him in waves. For the first time, the world was once again introduced to the true face of Grim-Reaper Syèl. Even though they were in a game world where death was impossible, everyone present raised their hands to their throats as if spurred by an ancient primal instinct to protect their lives.

Burning yellow eyes fueled by the cries of the girl in his arms glared at Vanzuela. "The people I hate the most in this world are those who make innocent girls cry. If you do not get out of here this instant, I promise you. One day, I will be the last thing you see."

None of the Summoned here had any illusions as to what the halben meant. He was not talking about some in-game character death. He was talking about murder. Real-life execution! They turned their gaze to the girl crying in his arms. What secret did she have that would make the usual laughing and joking Syèl threaten to murder a man in real life?

Although initially shocked by the killing intent, Vanzuela eventually shrugged it off. So what if some brat threatened him? As an Adjudicator, he had to deal with many real-life criminals who used the game world as a place of contact. If he retreated every time he was threatened, he would not have a job left. He had even dealt with some assassins hired by top organizations! Who was this stinking little brat? Snorting, Vanzuela reached for Lunette. "Since you refuse to come willingly, I guess I must resort to force."

GRAB!

"That's enough out of you!" a deep voice growled, carrying within it deep-seated hatred and rage.

Vanzuela paled, unable to pull his arm free of the hand that tightly gripped it. His gaze traveled up the arm to just in time to see a pair of gray eyes transform to a pair of red and green orbs, carrying within them enough killing intent to wipe out several countries over. "Rider! What do you think you're doing?"

Rider's gaze only burned hotter as his hand squeezed the arm, sounds of breaking and cracking, causing chills to run down the spines of everyone present. Who the hell was this new guy now!? Was the daeben acquainted with anyone normal!?

"I am permitted to interfere in certain cases." His voice turning to a sinister growl, Rider stated as he released his grip, "Such as a higher-being such as yourself breaking the boundaries of his assignment and assaulting innocent civilians."

Vanzuela's expression turned bitter as he yanked his broken arm to his side. Glaring at the mortal world's strongest being, he cursed. "Do you think you're some hotshot now just because you got some power? We're the ones who picked you! You dare turn against us!"

"Irrelevant," Rider spat, clenching his fist. "If you want to spend the next decade constantly reconstructing your destroyed body, go ahead and reach for the girl again."

Fuck! Vanzuela inwardly cursed! Everything was going wrong! All his plans, right from the beginning, had met with one wall after another. First were the Maggots' unexpected rebellion, then Lunette's refusal despite facing all the expected scenarios where she should have accepted. Now, this thousand-year-old demon had appeared!

All of it! All these were because of one person alone. The binding force behind all these, despite having done nothing himself, was the blasted daeben!

Snorting with rage and discontentment, Vanzuela flicked his fingers, recalling the daggers embedded in Kashi's stomach. In truth, the only punishment was the reduction of his EXP gain to 5% of its original. And although the process hurt a little, it was only for a brief moment and was more akin to a hefty punch than the pain the daeben was currently going through.

Genaco usually reserved this pain level for the serial killers and murderers that came into the game world to meet up with their associates. As well as the sick perverts who, thinking it's fine because it was a game world, preyed on defenseless young people to fulfill their depraved fantasies.

Although dissatisfied, Vanzuela knew this was one fight he could not win. Snorting with rage, he turned his back to the daeben who had begun to wake. "We leave."

He took to the air, his counterparts ascending with him, faces gloomy from the day's events. They were the mighty Adjudicators, feared wherever they went! Since when was it their turn to retreat in defeat!?

"...W-wait."

Vanzuela frowned, looking down to see Kashi weakly pat Shadow's shoulder. Understanding the daeben's intention, the assassin released his hold, letting the daeben stand on his two feet.

Kashi rested a hand on the counter, grimacing as the pain slowly abated. He glanced at Syèl, noting the still weeping Lunette in his arms. He wordlessly turned to Shadow, nodded appreciatively at Rider, then took in the faces of everyone in the room.

A small smile spread as he looked up at the figures floating above. "You guys can't leave like that."

Vanzuela frowned. "Don't push your luck."

Kashi's brow rose, grasping his chest with a mock-hurt expression, "What? I just wanted you guys to know you forgot something."

"What?"

Kashi's expression suddenly turned hard as stone as he spat, "Your life!" Before anyone could react, a familiar red sword appeared in the daeben's right hand, which had, at some point, completely dragonified. All the mana and ki in the daeben's body instantly channeled into the dragonified arm, nearly shattering it to pieces, but at the last second, everything burst out as Kashi flung the sword at Vanzuela.

Three sonic booms rang out as the sword left Kashi's hand. Yet despite the blinding speed, Vanzuela simply tilted his head to the side as the blade zoomed past, only managing to scratch his cheek in the end. Tapping the blood, Vanzuela let out a sneer. "Pitiful."

In turn, Kashi cocked his head to the side, eyes innocently blinking at the Adjudicator's words. "Huh? What do you mean? I was only returning the sword to its owner."

Vanzuela's eyes suddenly trembled. He turned around to see that four-winged Adjudicator from earlier, staring back at him wide-eyed, the sword buried in his forehead, giving him a comical look.

"B-Boss. Save meAAAAH!"

Meilfour shivered as the sword shattered to pieces. These pieces then tore into the angel, shredding his wings as they looked to dig into his flesh as much as possible.

Down on the ground, Kashi watched this scene with morbid fascination. This was the second time he bore witness to this scene, and just as he thought, he enjoyed it as much as the first time.

The Deletion Protocol—as ruthless as it was effective.

The Deletion Protocol would first cause immense pain to its target before completely erasing them from the world. What's more, since there was no soul left to resurrect, there was no way to revive someone destroyed by the Deletion Protocol.

How poetic that the Adjudicators' greatest weapon was also their sole weakness.

Kashi's grin widened. 'You bastards pushed me. Last time, Razznik did the courtesy of not telling the world your weakness. Unfortunately, you touched my reverse scale. Let's see how you deal with this.'

Those around Kashi shivered at the bloodthirst in his eyes.

Syèl could not help but shake his head. 'This fucker! Everyone's already forgotten about my cool moment.' He looked down at Lunette, who had long since stopped crying, gazing from the disappearing Adjudicator to the daeben, eyes morphing to stars filled with evident pride! "Haish," Syèl shook his head with a wry smile as he released Lunette.


He took a step back, disappearing just in time to hear the daeben mutter, "And then there were ninety-eight..."




Crazy Heads Apartment.

Secret Genaco Compound.

Shoko... Ah, no, Saeko hesitated, fidgeting slightly in front of a certain room door. She raised her hand but then froze in place. Biting her lip, she quickly turned around, rushing for her room.

BAM!

"Ow!" Saeko winced in pain as she looked up from the rock-hard chest she had slammed into. Her eyes met with the dark, empty pools of Mato Suzuki, his expressionless gaze causing chills to run up her spine. Indeed, no matter how you looked at it, this was not the same person as Kashi. Not by a long shot. Muttering an apology, she made to move past him, but she was suddenly held in place by a vice-like grip.

Saeko winced. "What gives!?" She began to scream, but the words died in her throat when she saw the warm smile on his face. "S-Suzuki?" When Suzuki calmly stared at her, she tried again, disbelieving her voice, "K-Kashi?"

Kashi, Suzuki, whoever it was merely said, "Maggots do not fear strife."

"Maggots do not fear strife," Saeko parroted. Indeed, what the hell was she so afraid of? She raised her head, giving the young man a thankful nod as she returned to the room door. To her shock, just as she knocked on the door, it slid open as if it had been expecting her. She flashed one last look at Suzuki then walked in.

Back in the hallway, Suzuki's expression suddenly dimmed. Eyes returning to their neutral state, he said to no one in particular, "Do not make me do that ever again. Next time pay back your debts yourself." Suzuki wore his headphones, immersing himself in a world of music as he made his way to the Gladiator Virtual Training Hall.

Meanwhile, Saeko took a deep breath as she walked into a room devoid of even the barest of furniture save the virtual pod sitting silently in a corner. Steeling herself, she walked past the empty room to the balcony where a certain lean, silver-haired young man rested against the railing, gentle breeze licking his wavy bangs.

Saeko leaned on the railing next to him, eventually mustering the resolve to turn to face him. "You said we would talk."

Taiga lazily smiled. "Mm-hmm."

Saeko waited, but when he did not speak further, she bit her lip. "Sorry, this was stupid." She turned to leave.

Just as she was about to leave the balcony, "Henri." Taiga's voice caused her to halt in her steps. She turned to him, chest tightening as he said, "Henri is the only person I have ever loved." His voice reduced to a whisper, strained to the extent that it seemed the wind could steal away the words if she did not pay close attention. "Henri and I... She, she saved me from hell."

Taiga took a deep breath as he stared listlessly at the setting sun. "For that, I killed her with my own hands...."


            

    
        Chapter 142:  [Volume 4 Premiere]

    
    
    
    
                Boom! Boom! Boom!

Up above the clouds of Rosendun, numerous explosions burst out as a figure tore through the speed barrier without care for the unfortunate beasts which collapsed to the earth, blood leaking out of busted eardrums. 

Upon closer look, one could roughly make out the figure of a man with dark hair, and an equally dark cloak. A pair of night-colored, bat-like wings manipulated the wind around the man, shooting his speed beyond human comprehension. 

If Kashi was here, he would have recognized this dark-haired man whose hardened expression leaked cold fury, the grotesque image worsened by visibly pulsing veins on his arms and neck; all of which was further evidence of how heavily the man was currently restraining himself from doing something he would doubtlessly regret.

Rider’s eyes grew even colder as he recalled the Adjudicators’ smug faces as they proclaimed their superiority over the Maggots. Once again, those bastards had shown their faces before him. It wasn’t enough that they attempted to kill  her  all those years ago. Now, they even dared to threaten his only hope of getting  her  back. 

Gritting his teeth, Rider came to a hard stop over a familiar stretch of trees. Ever since Fladnag unlocked Nama Woods, the easiest way to access it was through the sky. Unfortunately for most people, a formidable illusion spell formation covered both the sky and earth. Unwelcome guests would find themselves trapped for eternity if they tried to force their way in. Only those with the formation master’s permission seal were permitted entry.

Naturally, Rider possessed Fladnag’s seal, allowing him smooth access to the closed forest. The Hybrid Lord stretched his hand over the forest, solemn gaze searching for something within. If a mage was nearby, they would have recognized the low-frequency mana pulses escaping his outstretched palm to be the tell-tale signs of  [ Detect Life ] , a beginner level spell which allowed a mage to detect living beings in their surroundings.

What would have left them shell-shocked, however, was the impossible distance the mana pulses covered. From Rider’s position, the pulses stretched over several kilometers, blanketing the entire forest. They even dug beneath the earth, reverberating through those hidden passageways, leaving no living being unscanned. Most mages would be very pleased with themselves if their detection managed to reach a two hundred meter radius, yet, there was someone here pushing it for several kilometers. This was a true example of no skill is useless if trained to the utmost.

A myriad of scattered information gushed into Rider’s brain, as he became aware of every living thing currently in the forest. A lesser man would have lost his sanity to the torrential overload, but to the Hybrid Lord, this was a piece of cake. Sifting through the mana signatures, he finally settled on a particularly bright but chaotic signal. 

“Found you,” Rider muttered, a ghost of a smile finally warming that unbearably stoic face. Rider’s wings burst into mana particles, then with a single step, his body shifted through space, appearing over two kilometers away. His expression softened, even more, when he saw the little daeben perched at the top of a hundred-meter-tall tree, her attention razor-focused on something ahead of her.

Weeks in the forest had dug up the beast-like ferocity within Zuri. To the extent that looking at her, Rider could not help but liken her posture to that of a prowling beast, waiting for the perfect opportunity to rip its prey to shreds. The pants and shirt Kashi had casually given her back at Aygorzi had held on surprisingly well in the harsh environment, although the trousers had been cut down up to her knees. You didn’t have to look far to find out the location of the torn pieces. Wrapped around both arms were pieces of cloth which had long since turned red from absorbing too much blood. 

Even the stoic Rider felt a pang of guilt in his heart. In his quest to prepare his heir, had he sacrificed her innocence? Recalling the little girl who called him gray ojii-san, he could not help but feel he had failed Kashi. He was about to take a step forward when Zuri suddenly shot to her feet, an unmistakeably childish excitement glittering in her eyes.

Rider’s eyes went wide with shock as a massive shadow shot up from with the forest and landed next to Zuri on the tree’s peak. Black beak and feathers, save for stretches of silver at the tips of its wings which spanned six meters. All the characteristics of a Silverwing Eagle. Rider’s shock was understandable. The Silverwing Eagle was a high existence among the beasts in the forest. Even if it wasn’t at the peak, it wasn’t too far off. Judging by the standard metric, an adult Silverwing Eagle was somewhere around Lv. 250-300. It was not an existence a childlike Zuri could handle.

Just as Rider was about to intervene, he was forced to come to a halt as an even more shocking scene played out before him. The Silverwing Eagle, an apex beast with little to no predators bowed its head before the little girl who patted it like it was her pet. 

“Hehe, Mommy Silver did you have fun?” Zuri cheered with a wide grin as she ruffled the beast’s neck feathers. “Did you see Little Black and Little Gray.”

Mommy Silver let out a few cries as it fondly nudged Zuri with its beak, drawing a giggle from the little girl’s lips. It then bent over, letting out a couple of hurried cries as its eyes darted to the north.

A rare bout of anger sprouted in Zuri’s furrowed brows as she clambered onto Little Silver’s back with practiced movements. “Hmph, those Smelly Baboons still haven’t learned their lesson,” Zuri muttered as she patted the Silverwing Eagle’s back. “Mommy Silver, don’t worry. I’ll beat up those Smelly Baboons.”

The Silverwing Eagle let out an appreciative cry as it spread its wings. With a heavy flap, it took to the sky, zipping through the forest at speeds that would shock modern day pilots. Although the Silverwing Eagle was a top existence, there were still a few areas within the forest its influence could not reach. 

For example, the dense cluster of trees in the northeast which served as a home for the Rockbiter Baboons. These monsters, averaging at about Lv.100-200 were quite numerous and enjoyed this section of the forest because of the tight cluster of trees which prevented avian predators from diving in to take them as prey. Furthermore, they could set up ambush points for low flying avian creatures, sniping them with rocks shot from their mouths. 

This tactic had proven near fatal for Mommy Silver’s chicks, who, while engrossed in playing had strayed a little too far from their designated territory. Fortunately, through the innate connection shared by blood kin, Mommy Silver could tell its children, although frightened and heavily distressed were still alive.

Whoosh!

The Silverwing Eagle let out an anger-filled shrill cry as it dodged a massive a pebble that zipped passed at speeds approaching a bullet. Mommy Silver let out a crazed cry as it glared at the dense canopy of trees beneath it. How Hateful! Although these baboons were definitely not its opponent, it could not reach them because of the natural defenses. However, wasn’t this exactly why she requested the human’s help?

Understanding the panicked cries, Zuri patted the Silverwinged Eagle’s back. “Don’t worry. Zuri will get back Little Black and Little Gray.” She then stood upright on the beast’s back, peering into the dense forest below with an unusually sharp gleam in her eyes. 

Watching from afar, Rider, who at this point felt he had nothing more to be shocked about, was suddenly forced to re-evaluate his thoughts as he watched the little daeben, without any protection whatsoever, jump off the Eagle’s back. Rider’s heart clenched, his palm suddenly turning unusually sweaty. 

Just as the Hybrid Lord feared, the Rockbiter Baboons spotted the intruder falling towards their home unannounced. Dozens of Rockbiter Baboons rushed to the zenith of their trees, heavy crunches akin to crushed stone reverberating across the forest. All beasts knew this sound and had come to fear it. This was the precursor to the terrifying ability for which the baboons were named.

As expected, as soon as the baboons were aligned atop the trees, their cheeks puffed up, turning a purplish red. Then with several thunderous bangs, a heavy shadow was cast over the forest as several hundreds of rocks shot towards the falling daeben with the ferocity of speeding bullets. If she was hit, it could be imagined there wouldn’t be anything left for even the best healer to recover.

For the umpteenth time that day, Rider was compelled to take action, but once again he forced himself to hold on. It wasn’t that he thought this was a particularly effective training method. He wasn’t as Spartan as he father to ignore his student’s death throes for the sake of training. Rider could not bring himself to act because of the innocent look in the little daeben’s eyes. Eyes displaying an endless excitement mixed with a touch of arrogance.

Surely enough, just when it seemed Zuri would be turned into a pincushion, the little daeben pulled a sudden reversal. The very elements of the earth seemed to shift as torrents of mana suddenly exploded out of the little daeben. In the first place, this much mana should never have appeared in the body of a daeben who were known to be shunned by mana due to their sins against their own bodies, but there it was in the body of a little girl. 

Rider could not be sure, but it seemed her mana pool vastly exceeded that of the mages in Hopeful Maggots even though her actual lower was on the lower end. Rider’s gaze stilled as a massive silhouette emerged behind her, taking a rough shape of a lion’s head. However, Rider could not attribute the glory and pride exuding from the lion’s gaze to that of any low-level creature he knew. 

Unfortunately, before he could uncover more, the silhouette merged into Zuri’s back as she sucked in a deep breath, then…

ROOOAAARRRRRRRRRRRRR!

The baboons let out panicked shouts and screams as a pressure capable of suppressing the earth itself crashed down on them without mercy. The sturdy tree tops cracked under the pressure, causing many of the baboons to fall several meters below. Those who remained could not afford to spare their brethren another glance as an even more terrifying sight greeting them above. 

All the rocks they had fired off earlier; the rocks which had blotted out the sky; the projectiles which even a Silverwing Eagle would not dare take head on. All these rocks had been directly crushed to dust. No tricks or fancy techniques! This was a pure suppression of power! The baboons understanding this, wore panicked, frantic cries as they finally realized the true terror of the approaching being.

Unfortunately, it was too late for regrets.

Zuri’s cute, animated laughter drew a direct contrast to the bloody scene that emerged once she landed among the trees. The little daeben, clad in a dense yellow cloak from densely concentrated mana dashed tore through the mass of baboons, sharp claws making short work of all enemies. Blood, dirt and grime caked the daeben’s features as she manoeuvered through the tree networks, swinging from branch to branch and sliding down large branches with movements that left the baboon feeling equal parts shame and despair. With Zuri’s superior movements, there was no chance for them to escape.

Luckily for them, Zuri’s purpose today was not to slaughter, but to rescue. Then again, if they were any smarter, they would have noticed that after that initial roar, Zuri had not managed any other great technique. This was not because she was being proficient, but rather, that initial move had already emptied most of her mana reserves. The dense mana cloak she had on was as a result of  [Beast Soul Possession]  but even that would not last forever.

However, if one was to ask whether Zuri had done all this on purpose, the answer would be a resounding NO. Indeed, when faced with all those rocks, a more experienced warrior would have chosen to destroy the few rocks out of the hundreds that actually posed a threat. Zuri, on the other hand just wanted to let out her strongest move to provoke the baboons. After that, she simply took on the soul which allowed her to fight the easiest, and the one she was most used to, the  Desert Tiger.

A smile spread on Rider’s lips as he watched the little girl weave, tear, and rip her way through the dense forest, before managing to rescue the two chicks. Indeed, although she was immensely powerful, he could still see her glaring weak points. The little daeben called Zuri was a true unpolished gem. Indeed Zuri was very much like  her.



Over a Millennia Ago,

NetherRealm.

The Nether realm was a chaotic world of death and hate. Baleful auras colored the sky black, the darkness broken only by momentary flashes of multicolored lightning, each accompanied by ferocious thunderclaps akin to the roars of a world-destroyer. The “Land without a Sun” was home to millions of immortal, nefarious beings ranging from demons to savage beasts, each with only one purpose in life: To destroy everything in existence. These chaotic desires lead to a land infamous for its literal rivers of blood, centuries of immortal blood become nourishments for the never-ending flow.

Despite the rampant violence, hostility, and hatred every denizen of this realm shared for each other, there was one place they hated even more. That was the Free Realm, a land of bliss and plenty, where the sun never dipped, the fruits ever ripe, and the waters ever clean. Even more than that, the Free Realm possessed the only gate which could directly link to the mortal plane without the help of summoners from that plane.

The citizens of the FreeRealm enjoyed the land of plenty, with the sole duty of protecting the gate from all invaders. On the other hand, the denizens of the NetherRealm, languishing in the harsh climates of their world, strongly desired to destroy the bountiful Free Realm as well as seize the gate for themselves so they could freely enter the mortal plane whenever they wished.

Of course, the citizens of the FreeRealm would never allow either of these to happen, which led to the current situation where both realms were locked in an endless battle, with territories seized and reclaimed every day.

Seated in a certain bar on the outskirts of the FreeRealm, a large, and thirty-something, gruff-looking man with flaming red hair and an impressive beard nursed his drink as he listened to the bitter curses and discussions of the patrons. His appearance evoked memories of the Nordic race in the mortal plane, but the long fangs in his mouth revealed he was anything but human. 

The land the bar sat on had only been reclaimed by the FreeRealm a few days ago, so most of the patrons were part of those who had participated in the battle. Those who had lost friends and loved ones would typically spend a few days drowning their sorrows in drink before returning to the battlefield. Such was the endless nature of the battles in this realm that three to five days outside the battlefield was beyond every being’s bottom-line.

Naturally, the red-haired man was an exception to the rule. As a being who had crossed over to the FreeRealm after surpassing the limit his growth in the mortal plane, he did not feel the same urgency to battle as these beings who were born and bred in this land. His gaze shifted to two patrons lamenting about their sibling who had perished in the recent battle. These two looked very much like a mortal from the lower planes, and he would have thought as much were it not for the horns protruding from their heads. That was right. There was no hume in this plane. Although most of the beings here assumed a mortal appearance for the sake of convenience, they were all sacred beasts which would be worshipped by tribes in the mortal plane.

The red-haired man finished his drink, mulling over his thoughts. Yes, there was no hume in this plane. No, rather, there should have never been a hume in this plane, let alone one of the lowest of the humes, a mere human. But as reality would have it…

Clink!

The red haired man looked up from his drink, eyes squinting as a tall figure walked into the bar, causing the atmosphere within to drop several degrees. No one dared to look the young man in the eyes, fearful of getting burned by the smoldering embers. His expression was hard and taut, like a bowstring at full strength, seemingly able to explode with unmatched ferocity if lightly provoked. Hair the color of flames and sharp, sword-like brows enhanced the young man’s imposing demeanour, forcing all those around him to keep their distance. If there was one blemish, it would be the curious scar that ran diagonally from his right eye to his lower left lip, but even that added an air of mystery to his image. Although the man had a very simple dress code with no signs of armour or weapons, no one dared harbor any thoughts of attacking him. After all, they had all witnessed the end of those Nether demons who had fallen to weapons that appeared from thin air.

The man seemed to be used to the reactions, as without even a glance at the patrons within the bar, he steadily made his way toward the Nord.

The red-haired Nord raised a brow as the young man took a seat next to him. Exposing a little smile, he lightly greeted, “All hail Razznik the Destroyer, Conqueror of the NetherRealm.” 

“Shut it Lucius.” The young man, revealed to be the infamous Razznik, grumbled as he snagged the pitcher on Lucius’ table and forcefully downed its contents.

The red-haired Nord, Lucius Ludarac, or as he was more commonly known, Rider, chuckled as he examined his only friend in this hellish plane, instantly able to guess the source of his irritation. “You challenged Skyrm again didn’t you?” Razznik’s instant frown gave away the answer much to Lucius’ amusement. “I’ve told you a thousand times, Skyrm is the top dog in all of FreeRealm. You need to have the ability to take a walk through the deepest parts of the NetherRealm before you can have a chance of narrowly fighting him to a draw.” The deepening of Razznik’s frown showed his reluctance to accept the truth. 

Lucius could only shake his head. He knew the stubbornness of this peculiar human once he found a target he wanted to defeat. Wasn’t he himself a prime example? Still, the situation was quite different from then, so he had to advice Razznik against this line of action. “You need to understand that you’ve lost Aileera’s blessing. The next time you die will be the end of it. Do you understand? The only reason the immortals here can fight so freely is because even after death, they will be reincarnated after a couple of decades or centuries with their memory intact.”

Razznik stiffened at Lucius’ words. Indeed, the hybrid was right. Should he keep being this reckless, he would eventually die. A permanent death. In more ways than one. In some sense, due to his unique situation, he should be resorting to caution, searching for only the easy leveling spots until he reached a high enough level. If he did this, he would still reach the peak, albeit through a roundabout method. He could do this. It was indeed the best choice, but…

“I can’t.” Indeed, Razznik could not live that way. He was an existence that lived and breathed for battle. The day his blood stopped raging hot would be the day he prepared to lay down his life. For now the broken cheat that was the leader of the FreeRealm was his current goal. He knew that the day he defeated Skyrm would be the end of his life, but like a moth drawn to a flame, he could not cool down the raging blood within his veins which sought tougher and tougher battles.

Having spent quite some time with the battle maniac, Lucius understood the complex emotions beneath Razznik’s words. Knowing he could do nothing to change Razznik’s nature, Lucius decided to switch topics. “So, what did you lose to Skyrm this time?” Every time Razznik challenged Skyrm, he would be forced to listen to one demand from the dragon after losing. Razznik’s presence in the FreeRealm was as a result of one such demand after his first loss.

Razznik’s lips stiffened, a deathly aura emanating from his body. With a grim tone quite unlike anything Lucius had ever seen, Razznik muttered, “He made me a babysitter.”

Lucius’ brow shot up with shock, unable to understand what the hell he just heard. “What!?”

Razznik shook his head with a heavy groan. “He—”

Bang! Clatter!

Attracted by the loud sound, Lucius’ gaze travelled to the men whose chairs had toppled over as they rapidly shot to their feet. The vampire hybrid followed their gazes to meet the figure at the door. A figure which made his throat tighten, and his heart come to a momentary halt.

Lucius, like many of the patrons at the bar stared, mouths agape at the devilish beauty at the door. Violet colored hair fell like night curtains down her back, a lithe graceful figure emphasized by mouthwatering curves which even the strongest of men would find hard to resist. Playful anger lit up the lady’s violet eyes, supple, parted lips and reddened cheeks evidence of a hard run. 

The young woman, clad in a simple purple robe ignored the gazes of the men oogling her and swiftly made her way to the table which held the two strongest monsters in the bar.

Lucius swallowed hard as the woman stopped at their table. He was intoxicated, not by her beauty, but the sheer amount of power she unconsciously leaked. Every step she took seemed to twist the very rules of reality! In his entire life, this was the first time Lucius had met a woman he was not sure he could defeat.

As if oblivious to the thoughts of his partner, Razznik glanced at the young woman who was glaring at him with a cute pout that would have slaughtered the hearts of most men. “You made it.”

“How could you be so mean!?” The woman complained, her voice carrying a rich austerity that evoked emotions of purity and innocence. “You just left me there! You know I'm not as fast as you.”

Razznik ignored her as he turned to his partner, only now noticing the awestruck look in his eyes. “Yeah, she is quite strong. It would be weirder if she wasn’t.” At Lucius’ questioning gaze, he dryly stated, “Lucius Ludarac, Hybrid son of Dracula, Supreme Ruler of the Vampires, meet Zeno, lone daughter of Skyrm, Lord of all Dragons and Supreme Ruler of the FreeRealm.”

“What!?” “What!?”

Both individuals stared at each other with no small amount of shock. The Hybrid son of Dracula. Who did not know of this absolute cheat existence? They said he had mastered the paths of Ki and Magic, opening a path no one had thought existed. The lone daughter of Skyrm. That title was enough for the heavens to split apart in shock. Skyrm was an existence that needed no introduction. An existence so close to Godhood, all realms feared his presence. The only consolation his enemies had was that he could not procreate, so there would be no one to carry on his bloodline and threaten them should he perish.

However, what was this? There was a daughter? An actual Daughter!? Could someone explain what the hell was happening!?

Sandwiched between these two major celebrities whose identities were enough to shake the entire FreeRealm, the human, Razznik Y’Terlow calmly drank from his pitcher as he mentally pictured the next battleground.

This chaotic mess marked the beginning of the ill-fated relationship between the duty-bound son of Dracula and the free-spirited daughter of Skyrm. It also marked the formation of the three way partnership which would run rampant throughout the NetherRealm until they caught the eyes of the Adjudicators.



Present Day,

Scree! Scree! Scrreeee!

Back at the Silverwinged Eagle’s nest, Zuri giggled as she watched two eagles just about her height lower their heads in shame while accepting their mother’s harsh scolding. The two chicks shared the same features as their mother, except one had a pair of cold, black eyes, while the other’s was light gray. Hence the names Little Black and Little Gray.

The two knew they had indeed done wrong this time, and didn’t bother trying to explain themselves. In fact, they were all too pleased to receive their mother’s scoldings. A few minutes ago, they never thought they would get to hear it again. If it hadn’t been for big sister… 

They cast Zuri an appreciative glance, before hurriedly lowering their heads once more for fear she would catch them.

Zuri, pleased with her efforts for the day, said a cheery goodbye to the family then took her leave by jumping off the treetop. Fully aware of the little daeben’s ability, none of them were worried as she jumped over. Instead, they sent cries of appreciation to the tiny back as it descended from view.

As expected, Zuri expertly broke her fall by swinging on tree branches and changing the direction of her motion till she finally hit the ground with light footsteps. She dusted her arms, ready to head over to Mad Rhino’s home when a large figure suddenly blocked her path. 

Whoosh!  
‎ Zuri’s hair stood on end, her eyes swiftly adopting a ferocious glare as she examined the opponent. However, upon seeing the familiar face, a large smile blossomed on her lips. “Hey Gray Ojii-san! It’s been forever! Where’ve you been!?”

Rider scratched his chin, slightly embarrassed as he faced that purely innocent gaze. Indeed that gaze was just too similar. “I had something to attend to.” With a light cough, he swiftly changed the topic, “How about it? Are you ready to become as strong as Kashi?”

Zuri’s eyes went wide with excitement, her lips parting to reveal a large toothy grin. “Yes! Yes! Gray Ojii-san! Let’s start now!”

Rider’s eyelids slightly twitched. Tch, still with the Ojii-san? A slightly sadistic grin curled up his lips as he rolled up his sleeves. “Okay, we can begin immediately as you wish.” To Zuri’s surprise, his forearm began to morph, turning muscular and furry till what was left could only be described as a beast’s arm. Brandinshing, the knife sized claws, Rider said with a hidden flourish. “I hope you are ready. This is going to hurt quite a bit.”

Zuri’s determined gaze was all the affirmation he needed.

With her permission, Rider grasped her shoulder, his claws digging deep into her flesh. Zuri let out a sharp hiss, but forced herself to remain silent or else she feared Rider would stop. Seeing the pained expression on the little daeben’s face, Rider softly consoled, “Don’t worry, until you become strong enough, I will not leave your side.”



Real World,

Saeko studied the face of the man standing next to her on the balcony, his face so serene you would never believe he just said something so shocking a second earlier. Still, she knew his words were a reality. A reality he had lived through that still haunted him. So, rather than question his attitude, she simply asked, “How did it happen?”

Taiga’s lips curled up in a smile. But to Saeko, it was the saddest smile she had ever seen, one which seemed to mock his very existence. "To explain that, I have to start from the beginning…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 143: Fantasia

    
    
    
    
                
10 Years Earlier,

July 14  th   ,   2014,

Undisclosed Location.

At a particular location non-existent in any known maps, a certain number of man-made structures disturbed what should have been a dense forest untainted by man’s hand. Several buildings, some reaching seven stories high, populated a compound large enough to be considered a town or village of its own.

The compound was sectioned off from the surrounding forests by perimeter walls that reached up to fifteen feet high, discouraging the local wildlife from scaling it. The few that managed to climb the wall would find themselves within a narrow road that split the outer perimeter wall from a much smaller one, which only stood at about nine feet tall. Unlike the first, this wall employed a more aggressive defensive approach with electrified barbed wires and smart, A.I. controlled guns atop it. The combination of the two was enough to eliminate any external threat from entering the compound.

Unlike the dense forests outside, the town within the walls was much more civilized, with several paved, networking roads. Sections of the compound were dedicated to agriculture, recreation, and factory production. At the center of the compound stood a towering dome-like structure with large block characters spelling out REBIRTH on its side. 

This place’s inhabitants did not expect to leave in the short term, so a lot of thought had gone into ensuring it was not only self-sufficient but was comfortable enough to live in over a long period.

Most days, men and women walked into the dome early in the morning and did not come out until way past late into the night. 

But today was different. 

Despite the blazing midday sun, many men and women stood at the heliport with excitement in their eyes as if awaiting a luxurious gift. Who could blame them? They could finally put everything they had been working on for the past five years to the test! As much as scientists enjoyed delving into theoretical debates, nothing could ever beat seeing their theories pass the test and come to fruition.

Dududu~

The tell-tale sounds of a helicopter’s rotors drew the scientists’ attention to the skies where several dots began to appear on the horizon. Within a few dozen seconds, those dots revealed themselves to be five of the latest in VTOL choppers, which even the mouths of significant governments would water over.

The scientists shielded their eyes from fierce winds kicked up by the landing VTOLs as the magnificent metal beasts lightly made contact with the landing zone. Several men in military vests hopped out of their bellies before the propellers could come to a halt. Splitting into two, they formed makeshift walls on either side of the helicopter doorway, simultaneously creating a road for whoever was inside.

The scientists perked up as men in suits descended from the crafts, followed closely by the day’s actual celebrities. A middle-aged man could not hold back his excitement any longer and cheered loudly as the first child stepped down from the aircraft. Some others joined his cheers, infected by his toxicity, as more children stepped down from the beast’s belly.

The children, stunned by the reception, had looks of puzzlements and shock plastered over their faces. Some scratched their heads with embarrassment, obviously never expecting to receive such treatment after their ‘abduction.’ 

However, it was a pity. 

If relief did not blind these children after imagining the worst, they might have noticed something quite odd about the scientists’ twisted expressions.

Ah, no, wait. There was one child who noticed. Hidden from the bustling clamor made by the scientists who ran over to the children to talk and introduce themselves, a silver-haired child alighted from the rearmost VTOL then just stood at the mouth of the beast, paying close attention to the disgusting expressions on the scientists’ faces. 

These bastards were cheering, alright! Just not cheering for the children. In fact, they currently did not see these children as ‘children.’ But instead, valuable research materials that had finally been delivered after a long, torturous wait.

The child, Taiga, was all too familiar with that debased laughter. It was one he often heard from predators and gang bosses in the town. Of course, most of them never laughed again after he finished with them. With his thoughts running in a weird direction, he unconsciously leaked a dense amount of bloodlust that caused the guards to tighten their grip around their weapons.

Taiga glared at the guards, silently calculating his chances when— Grab!  Taiga nearly fell over when an arm forcefully wrapped round over his shoulder. The young boy turned pale, not from the hand around his shoulder, but the presence he had not felt until it had already got him in his grasp. 

The child, who had honed his instincts in various blood-soaked battlegrounds, could not comprehend what kind of transcended being could invade his personal space so easily without alerting him. He looked to the side, and his expression instantly darkened when he understood what had happened.

There  was  one blind spot to Taiga’s instinctual perception. And that was when a person with no sliver of ill-intent approached him. After all, he would get mentally worn out if his senses flared against every Tom, Dick, and Harry he passed on the street. The blond, blue-eyed girl whose right arm was hooked securely around his neck held no ill-intent, her pure wide smile eradicating all thoughts of violence from all who saw her. 

Seeing that smile, Taiga could not help but admit she was lucky to be brought here. Otherwise, she would definitely have become a plaything for some gang leader in at most two years.

Taiga, however, did not pity her plight. He had long accepted that some people were just destined to suffer. So, he only raised his right hand to grip the girl’s wrist forcefully. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Seemingly not feeling the increasing pressure on her wrist, the girl said with a sweet smile, “Their eyes are disgusting, right?”

Taiga hesitated, slightly stunned by her words. Did she notice too? His interest piqued somewhat, and he softened the grip on her wrist. “What do you want, er-?”

“Henri,” the girl re-introduced herself, her expression lighting up with a brilliant smile. “I introduced myself back at Hadet.”

“Ah,” Taiga muttered as he recalled the little girl he met inside the minivan. The sleeping gas had temporarily blotted out that brief moment. “It’s you.” Despite confirming her identity, he still did not release his hand from her wrist. The scowl returning to his face as he questioned, “So, Henri, what do you think you are doing?”

“Just saving your life,” Henri gently stated. “Unless you have a death wish, I suggest you simmer down.” When Taiga did not respond, she sighed and jerked her chin towards the left. “You are not the only one who noticed the abnormality, you know? But they are smart enough not to reveal their hostility. At least not in the open.”

Taiga turned his gaze to the direction she pointed out. Just as Henri said, out of the roughly one hundred children present, about twenty of them stood back, staring at the clamoring scientists with hard or wary gazes.

Taiga’s left hand traveled to the back of his shirt, his fingers stiffening when he did not feel the familiar metal bulge that should have been there. He once again cast a glance at the guards before letting out a deep breath. Although he did not have any particular desire to live, neither did he have any particular desire to die. So, he decided not to force an issue where only he would emerge the loser.

With a slight nod, Taiga removed Henri’s arm from his neck. “I won’t attack.” With that, he placed his hand in his pockets, and calmly followed the flock of sheep as the soldiers guided them out of the landing zone.

Left behind, Henri looked at her right arm, then up at the receding back, a playful smile on her lips. “Like I thought. He’s different.” Placing the arm behind her back, she lightly skipped after the procession, never once paying attention to the stern-looking guards who had attentively monitored the entire exchange.

Taiga and the other children followed the doctors to a convoy of vehicles. The young child feigned an uninterested look as he watched the streets pass by through the window while also memorizing every turn. Judging from the simplistic route, he could tell the convoy did not purposely meander in an attempt to throw off those who were confident in tracking their course. 

Taiga’s neck stiffened as he was sure this was due to the security team’s confidence and not something they had overlooked.

Taiga was not left to his thoughts for long, though, as the convoy quickly came to a stop before the largest building the child had ever seen. His lips could not help but part in shock and awe at the magnificent dome structure. However, he quickly fixed his expression when someone pulled open the vehicle’s door from the outside. 

Regaining his indifferent attitude, Taiga stepped down from the vehicle and joined the other children at the building’s entrance.

A familiar face stood at the entrance, regarding the children with a warm smile, his hands habitually fixing the glasses on the bridge of his nose. 

Akari Seki gave the gathered children a once-over with conflicting emotions. He knew the following years would be anything but easy for these children considering all they were about to go through. However, at the same time, most of these children would have perished before they ended their teenage years. 

That was just how low the company had gone to find candidates no one would care about. At least, with this project, although the children would suffer hardships, most, if not all, would live to adulthood and live much better lives than the average humans.

Akari grimly shook his head. No. In the end, he was just making excuses and justifications for the horrors they were about to inflict on these children. 

But it was already too late. 

The ball had been set rolling, and fate would not care if the human race was ready or not. Some sacrifices had to be made to ensure the species’ continued survival. Many would agree that some toddlers' happiness was a fair price to pay for the entire race's safety.

STOP!

Akari berated himself . ‘Stop justifying it! Just live with the sin and move on.’  That was the only way he could treat these children with respect befitting their sacrifice. The second he stopped seeing his actions as ‘sin’ but instead as ‘justified sacrifices,’ he would lose what little humanity he had left.

Having worked out his inner demons, Akari let out a brilliant, if slightly awkward smile at the children. “Hello, children, my name is Akari Seki. On behalf of all of us at Genaco Incorporated, we welcome you to  Fantasia.  We here at Fantasia are a division of Genaco with the sole mission of making the dreams of humanity into reality.” 

Akari did not need to worry about language barriers. The security team injected the children with universal translator chips during their trip.

Akari’s voice gradually turned firmer. “We are currently working on a project we call Rebirth, and it is for the sake of this project we have brought you all here today.” Dark-gray eyes turned increasingly solemn as he warned the kids of the upcoming dangers. “I will not lie to you. The task ahead will be difficult, and we will have to bear some pain along the way. However, in return for your efforts, I can promise that not only will you be properly fed every day with the highest level of cuisines, but you will have plenty of free time to yourselves to do what you wish. Of course, we have libraries for those who like to read and the latest video games for those into gaming. This compound is quite large, and there are hundreds of activities you can participate in during your free time.”

A sharp gleam shot out of Taiga’s eyes as he listened to the man’s words. Shit! Ninety percent of the kids here most likely bought into his bullshit at the mention of food. Pain? If these kids’ lives were anything like his, then the last thing they feared was pain. 

The children’s greatest fear was not waking up the next morning due to an empty stomach. Yet this guy just said he would give them food of the highest cuisine all day! Looking at the wide-eyed kids around him, Taiga finally understood that story the crazy bat at Drow Street kept spewing about the guy who sold his birthright for some soup.

‘Sorry, Old Bat. Some children are selling their ‘souls’ for some soup over here. Don’t think that birthright thing has much weight, does it?’

Shuffling feet drew Taiga’s attention back to Akari just in time to hear him say something about going to freshen up in their rooms. Unsurprisingly, the guards began to marshal the children into the building, leaving the scientists with forlorn looks in their eyes like they were forced to give up their favorite possessions.

Taiga followed the soldier silently as he led them through a series of hallways till they reached a set of elevators. The group was then split into four parties of twenty-six and herded into the elevators. Taiga had to force himself to suppress a groan as a familiar face grinned at him, apparently pretty pleased with herself that she managed to get into the same group as him.

The young man had to force himself from doing even worse when he found out he had one roommate. Who was it? Who else would it be if not the grinning blond-haired beauty opposite?

“Hehe, looks like we’ll be sharing a room from now on,” Henri said with a hugely satisfied grin as she strolled into the room. 

It wasn’t large by any means, with just enough space for two beds, wardrobes, and reading desks without it feeling too cramped. The bathroom was large as well, so there was no discomfort there. For all intents and purposes, the room was quite perfect. Well, having a boy and girl in the same room  was  kinda weird, but at their age, who really gave a shit?

Taiga massaged his forehead, feeling a headache coming on as he imagined living in the same room as this hyperactive rabbit for God knew how long. Choosing to live in firm denial of reality, he ignored Henri and turned to examine the wardrobe on the room's right side. He opened it, looked at the contents within, and then calmly shut it. Turning to Henri, he said, “This is yours.”

“For real?” Henri bounded over excitedly and yanked the doors open. She could not help but squeal in delight as she ogled the multitude of clothes carefully lined in the wardrobe. Having lived in the slums all her life, her only choice of clothes were old or torn T-shirts.

To see so many different clothing, some of which she recognized from the Madam’s magazines laid out before her… Words could not begin to describe her excitement.

Despite her excitement, Henri still made sure to examine every nook and cranny of the wardrobe for anything she might have missed. She spotted some shoes, socks and… underwear. A leery grin spread on her face as she muttered, “Hehe, did this tickle your fancy?” She looked up from the wardrobe only to see Taiga, with some clothes in his hand, firmly shut the bathroom door behind him. 

The little girl stamped her feet in anger at the figure, annoyed she didn’t get to tease him on time. But more importantly, “What kind of gentleman are you!? Never heard of Ladies First!?”

Of course, Henri knew that such concepts did not exist to someone like Taiga. No one in Hadet held such lofty ideas.

Uncaring of the thoughts of the girl outside, Taiga wordlessly stared at his reflection in the mirror. How long had it been since he last studied his reflection? Ah, it was that mission where he drowned the daughter of a local crime boss. The lake had been exceptionally clear that day. Snorting slightly, he turned away from the sunken-cheeked ghoul within the mirror and stripped down.

Roughly thirty minutes later, a pouting Henri shot off the bed as soon as the bathroom door swung open. “What took you so long!? You giving birth in the— eukk! ” 

A strange sound escaped Henri’s lips as she stared at the silver-haired boy in shock. After getting the treatment of a good washing, complete with high-class shampoo and everything, the silver hair glistened under the room light. She could only imagine how brightly it would shine under sunlight. 

Furthermore, with the grime and dirt scrubbed off his face, Taiga’s fair skin caused his bright yellow eyes to shine even brighter. Unfortunately, his stern glare made it akin to the sun that burned anything that got too close.

Taiga noticed the girl’s awkward expression but only attributed it to her craziness. Walking past her, he said, “You can go now. There’s a free towel in there.” Without waiting for an answer, he threw his old clothes into the bin, determined to cut off all ties to his old life, and then plopped onto the bed.

Henri chewed her lips as she watched Taiga’s carefree attitude. Immediately, the competitive spirit within her welled up. She swiftly ran to the wardrobe, picked out a set of clothes, then dashed into the bathroom.

Taiga watched her out of the corner of his eyes, once again attributing it to the young girl’s madness. After Henri entered the bathroom, he shut his eyes, intent on getting some sleep before the scientists called them.

Unfortunately, although Taiga resolutely tossed away his past, it did not mean the past was willing to let go of him.

No sooner had Taiga’s eyes shut did the nightmares start up once again. Soon Taiga was standing within a void with no control over his limbs. All around him, grotesque figures began to rise from within the void. Disfigured and dismembered, the remains of all those he had killed stretched out their arms as they shambled towards him.

If that were the end of it, Taiga, who had long since lost all remorse, would have been fine with it. 

But this was only the beginning. 

Unable to move, Taiga’s rapidly pounding heart cried out with fear as the first figure clasped its hand around his neck. Despite the pale blue skin and sunken eyes, Taiga recognized her as the girl he had drowned.

Despite his struggles, Taiga’s lips were pried open by the girl’s bony fingers. His eyes went wide as her entire body turned into a thick stream of water and forced its way down his throat and nose. Searing pain seized Taiga as his lungs felt like they exploded, expanded beyond control by the large mass of water. The child had nearly drowned himself during the mission to drown the girl, and he was forced to relive that pain endlessly.

While Taiga continuously drowned, another body reached him. This time, it was a middle-aged man with both eyes missing. Taiga was explicitly tasked with puncturing his eyes before killing him. As if recalling the pain he suffered, the man placed his fingers upon Taiga’s open eyes and pressed down hard.

Taiga, unable to withstand the sharp pain that erupted, screamed with all his might, but his cries were cut short as even more water forced down his throat. The child’s frantic desperation only grew worse as more and more ghouls stepped forward, grabbing a piece of him before proceeding to exact punishment for his crimes against them.

Even though Taiga knew it was fake. Even though he knew this was only a dream, Taiga could not block out the all too real pain. He frantically struggled, hoping he woke up as soon as possible. But he knew it would not happen—not before every last ghoul had punished him. Even worse, today’s punishment seemed even more severe. Was it because he had chosen to abandon his past? Would they not accept his leaving them behind?

Taiga did not know how long he fought for, but eventually, he began to tire out. Resigned to the inevitable pain, he was about to surrender himself, promising not to forget when…

“TAIGA!”

A single ray of light tore through the void smashing onto the ghoul who pressed onto Taiga’s eyes. With a shrill cry, the ghoul rapidly retreated into the void, black eyes glaring at the ray of light with rage.

“TAIGA! TAIGA! Wake up! It’s only a dream! Wake up!”

With each call, another ray of light tore into the void and shooed the ghouls away.

Released from his attackers, Taiga violently coughed, warily watching the zombies who had gathered around him, kept at bay by a circular radius created by the rays of light. The zombies’ burning gaze let him know that the second the light was gone, they would descend upon him with an even worse ferocity.

Taiga inwardly shivered, but he reached out to the source of the ray of light, the voice that was calling out to him. 

Luckily, this seemed to do the trick.

Taiga shot up from the bed, breath rapid and ragged as he struggled to come to terms with what just happened. He had never managed to escape the zombies before. Like that Crazy Old Bat said, the souls and spirits of all those he had murdered would haunt him for the rest of his life. He had tried many times, but these zombies were impossible to kill, which meant he had to suffer their torment whenever he closed his eyes.

“Hey, Taiga,” Henri tentatively called from beside the bed. “Are you alright?”

Taiga stiffened at the obvious concern in her tone. “I'm fine.” He turned to look at her, “More importantly, are you d—” This time, it was Taiga’s turn to lose the ability to speak.

Squatting awkwardly at the side of the bed was the most beautiful creature Taiga had ever laid his eyes on. Like scraping dirt off gold, Henri’s bath had scrubbed off the layers of dirt on her skin and in her hair, revealing an enchanting fairy that would tempt the world once she was fully grown. Her skin was much fairer than he had thought, long golden locks shining brightly in the light.

Henri, having heard Taiga’s screams, did not have enough time to get fully dressed. She had no choice to dash out of the bathroom with only her shirt and then woke him up. Even now, she was not aware of the severely compromising situation she was in, her watery-blue eyes filled only with concern and pity.

Taiga looked away, unable to take the sudden stimulus rush. He had a lot of things he wanted to say, but in the end, he decided to go with, “Go get dressed.”

Henri cocked her head to the side, then looked down at herself. Her cheeks instantly turned red as she shot to her feet. Luckily she’d had enough sense to put on her underwear, or there would be a real disaster. She was about to run into the bathroom when she spotted Taiga’s uncomfortable expression. Recalling the scene from a moment ago, she suddenly put her hands on her hips, a leery smile plastered on her face as she swayed like she had seen Madam’s girls do. “Oh-ho. What’s the matter? Is this more than you can handle?”

“You have zero sex appeal!” Taiga instantly shot back, stunning even himself. He opened his mouth, then closed it, unsure of where the hell that came from. Forming a newfound interest in the wall textures, he muttered, “Just put something on already.”

“Peh, what do you know?” Henri spat with an angry pout as she stomped to the bathroom. “A baby shouldn’t talk about sex appeal.” She glanced at him, a hidden smile curling up her lips as she examined the profile staring intently at the wall. Although he still had an uncomfortable expression, it was different. That much was fine. She entered the bathroom, soon emerging in shorts, just in time to see a guard walk into their room.

“It’s time for lunch,” the guard crassly announced. “You two, follow.”

Taiga and Henri obeyed, maintaining an odd silence between them as the guard guided them out of their room. They met up with several other kids who had taken advantage of the break to freshen up and try out the new clothes. Of course, new clothes alone were not enough to change the sunken hollow cheeks and bony appearances, but at least the air about the children no longer held desolation. A lot of them were looking forward to their stay here.

Taiga did not care what the other children thought as he followed the guard to the elevator. A few floors down and a hallway later, Taiga and the other children entered a large buffet-style dining hall, their bodies bursting with delight as several rich aromas entered their nostrils. If there was one thing that spoiled the mood, it was the numerous guards who stood menacingly around the dining hall.

Taiga’s eyes narrowed as a familiar face popped up once again.  ‘Of course that bastard Akari would be here.’

Akari warmly smiled at the children. “You guys certainly look a lot better compared to when you came in. Do you have any complaints about your rooms?” When no one answered, he continued, “This is the cafeteria. Your meals will be served here regularly. Once we start giving you allowances, you can also come here to eat outside of standard meal-times.” Pointing at the servers standing by the buffet table, he explained, “Normally, we use a buffet-style system here, meaning you can eat whatever you want, however you want, no matter the quantity. But because most of you are quite malnourished, overeating will do more harm than good, especially with food as rich as ours. Over the next week, you will have to eat as we say to put some strength back in your bodies. After that, you will be free to eat as you want.”

Finished with his long speech, Akari waved his hand, “Alright, go pick up your food. If you need to talk to me, let one of the guards know. They will bring you to my office.” He then gave some instructions to one of the guards and walked away.

Taiga’s gaze followed the man’s back for a while, but a hard pinch at the back of his hand forcefully broke his attention. “What was that for!?” Taiga shout-whispered at his belligerent roommate. 

“You’re drawing too much attention to yourself,” Henri replied with a slight roll of her eyes. “Cool it down a little.”

Taiga snorted but did indeed calm his gaze as he walked over to a server. He grabbed a tray and accepted the bowl of soup and carrot handed to him. The server, a pretty lady, said he could come back for seconds if he was still hungry. Taiga nodded as he dragged his tray and searched for a seat.

It seemed the dining hall had been made just for the kids. There were just about enough chairs for everyone, with most of them placed in groups of two around a single table. Taiga spotted a free table at a corner and made his way towards it. He put his tray on the table and was about to take a seat when—

Clang! Crash!

Taiga looked at the chair that had been kicked against the wall and then up at the child that kicked it.

A tall kid, probably twelve or thirteen, glared down at Taiga, black eyes bursting with a large amount of irritation. “Get the fuck out!” Interestingly, the kid spoke English of all things. “I'm sitting here.”

The dining hall descended into absolute silence. Several pairs of eyes riveted to the small, silver-haired boy, curious about how he would react.

Contrary to all their expectations, Taiga completely ignored the tall child. He simply picked up the chair, repositioned it, and then once more took a seat. He lifted the spoon, taking a sip out of the delicious soup. 

Mm, Taiga could not help but admit the taste was better than anything he’d ever had. He could feel all the cells in his body practically bursting with joy.

The ignored boy flared up upon seeing Taiga’s carefree attitude.  BAM!   Clatter!  Enraged, he slapped Taiga’s scalding hot soup to the ground, and some of its contents spilled onto Taiga. “Do you know who I am!?” The twelve-year-old roared. “You dare ignore me!?”

Taiga once again ignored the boy, his attention on the wasted soup before him. Below his breath, he silently muttered, “The cost of wasting food is death.”

The guards suddenly tensed, their hands simultaneously rushing to their side holsters as an enormous pressure, not unlike that only found on the battlefield, crashed onto them,. Luckily, the tension dissipated just as quickly as it accumulated. They looked at the pressure’s source, only to see a young girl standing between the tall kid and the silver-haired boy.

Taiga, whose killing intent had solidified, suddenly found himself unable to summon even the slightest hostility when he felt the tiny hand clutching his from behind. Closing his eyes, he let the spoon drop onto the table. He had lost the desire to go through with the deed now that she had interfered. Still, he would be damned if he let her know how she affected him. “What’re you doing?”

“How dumb can the both of you get?” Ignoring Taiga’s question, Henri scolded the two boys. 

“HAH!? What did you say!?” The tall kid had been getting antsy ever since some strange man forcefully brought to the middle of nowhere. Now, this girl was pissing him off even more.

“Idiot. If you two want the guards to make you an example, be my guest.”

Taiga and the tall boy turned to look at the men in black standing around the dining hall. Although their helmet visors hid their eyes, the two could tell they were paying particular attention to both of them.

“Within every group, there’ll always be the stubborn ones,” Henri said with a biting tone. “Smack ‘em up a little, and the rest fall in line. Do you guys wanna get smacked?” When they both kept silent, she shrugged and pointed at the tall boy. “You, if you wanna sit here, grab a chair and come over. It’s not like there’s a rule saying only two people can sit at a table. And you…” She slightly faltered as she looked into Taiga’s hardened gaze. 

As a fellow resident of Hadet, she knew how Taiga felt about wasted food. However, “We are no longer in Hadet. Violence doesn’t solve everything. Why don’t you try using your head to find new ways to solve your problems?”

‘New ways?’  Taiga had never been so confused. In Hadet, there was no problem a well-placed bullet could not solve. Why the hell did he need to think of some new method?

The tall boy, on the other hand, was immensely grateful for Henri’s intervention. For someone like him, the last thing he wanted was to be humiliated before other people. He placed his tray on the table and then pushed it towards Taiga. “Name’s Ford. Sorry about earlier. Haven’t been myself lately.”

Taiga only grunted in reply. Despite that, he did not hesitate to start eating the soup. After all, the soup was not the one that sinned. And he  was  quite hungry.

Henri only rolled her eyes as she handed her tray to Ford and then went back to grab an extra one for herself. The trio was soon seated around the corner table, with Ford and Henri instantly hitting it off once the unpleasantness wore off.

By the side, Taiga listened to their loud conversation as they compared their different hometowns. Nothing was much different, really. The two of them grew up in slums. The only difference was Henri grew up in a brothel while Ford was part of a gang. 

Like Henri, Ford had not reached the age to get into the real business and was still just about an errand boy and courier. One or two more years, and he would have blood on his hands. In Henri’s case, she would have shed some ‘other’ blood.

Taiga apathetically listened to the duo. Although he was not particularly interested in their conversation, it served to distract him from his head, which was a plus. Back in Hadet, he did not have anyone to talk to, so he was always lost in his thoughts, which would, in turn, summon the nightmares.

“So what about you, Taiga, what’s your story?” Ford asked, in a blatant attempt to bring Taiga into the discussion.

“Me?” Dozens of faces crossed the young boy’s mind. His lips curled up in a self-deprecating smile. “I am the Grim Reaper.’

Ford’s face instantly went pale.



Later That Night,

“Was that necessary?” Seated atop her bed, Henri stared at the rough silhouette across from her. “You scared Ford half to death.”

Lying on his bed with his back to Henri, Taiga muttered, “He asked. I answered. It’s not my fault he couldn’t handle the truth.”

“You weren’t completely truthful,” Henri challenged. “You’re no longer the Grim Reaper, right? That was your identity in Hadet. You can start brand new.”

Taiga went silent for a couple of seconds before stating, “It doesn’t work that way. I can’t start afresh.”  ‘They won’t let me start afresh.’  Taiga tightly tugged the covers over his body. “Get some rest. I have a feeling the real thing starts tomorrow.”

“Mm...”

Moments passed, and just as Taiga was no longer able to stop his droopy eyes from closing, they shot open of their own volition in shock, responding to the being that had invaded his private space.

Taiga was about to scream at the little girl who had snuck under his covers when he felt something shaking against his back. Soon, the tell-tale wetness followed, and the young boy’s face slackened.

Indeed, what had he been expecting? Henri might have acted tough and sensible throughout the whole day, with more nerves of steel than all the boys put together, but in the end, she was still a little girl forced to go to an unknown place to be the toys of people who did not see her as a human. 

In this case, Henri’s intelligence had worked against her. It would be weirder if she were completely fine despite all this.

Taiga did not react as the little girl’s arm curled around his waist, and she buried her head against his back.

After Henri had wept herself to sleep, Taiga finally succumbed to the void that had been calling him.

Surprisingly, Taiga slept peacefully for the first time, protected from the zombies by a beautifully bright ray of sunshine within the never-ending void.

 



            

    
        Chapter 144: HELL

    
    
    
    
                
Three Months Later,

Ha… Ha… Ha…

Rhythmic panting punctuated the otherwise quiet morning as forty-odd figures ran in sync around a track. The figures moved like a well-oiled machine, measured breathing, and feet like cogs in a machine. Upon closer inspection, these figures were a group of children no more than twelve years old.

Compared to three months back, these children, whose bodies were initially terribly weak and dilapidated, now sported robust muscles and glistening skin, clearly showing their rapid improvements over the past month. Having followed strict dietary guidelines and exercise regiments, these children now looked nothing like their past selves. In fact, a lot of them could probably go toe-to-toe with teenagers much older than them.

Off to the side, Akari stood beside an older man wearing a sports shirt and slacks. The old man's gaze alternated between the stopwatch in his hand and the children on the track, continually memorizing each individual's time. A satisfied smile crossed the old man’s face as the children crossed the line for the nineteenth time that day. 

This was a standard 400-meter track, meaning the children had already run 7600 meters, or just below 5 miles that morning. Considering most of them could not even manage half a mile when they first arrived, it was quite the achievement, and one he was incredibly proud of.

“Haven’t seen you smile like this in years, Coach Kazuki,” Akari laughed as he studied the older man’s bright grey eyes. Although Coach Kazuki was quite advanced in age, evidenced by his gray hair and wrinkled face, he still sported the vitality of a man decades younger. 

To date, Akari couldn’t beat the older man in an endurance race, much to his shame. However, he preferred to see Coach Kazuki as a monster. That made much more sense.

Coach Kazuki lightly chuckled as he watched the kids. “Been a while since I saw kids take so quickly to my training.” Casting Akari a contemptuous gaze, he added, “How long did it take you to reach their level?”

“Come on, Coach,” Akari lightly protested, scratching the back of his head with embarrassment. “Physical fitness was never my strong suit.”

Coach Kazuki glanced at the young man dressed as always in an impeccable form-fitting suit, those iconic square-rimmed glasses sitting below neatly brushed dark hair. The young Akari did indeed give off an air of an intellectual. Most evident in those dark eyes that seemed to weigh everything around him on an invisible scale. “Hmph, smarts may be important, but your physical strength is still essential. Why don’t you take a page out of that blond lad’s book?”

Akari’s face darkened. His lips twitched, brows furrowed as he was about to retort. However, Coach Suzuki’s shrill whistle forced his attention back to the track where the children had just completed their twentieth lap. 

The twentieth lap was the dividing point. Up until then, the children had to keep a standard pace, but from here on, it would be a competition to see who would be the best to complete the final four laps. 

A bunch of children had already begun to pull away from the rest of the pack. A tall boy, a full head taller than the rest of the children, led the group.

Coach Kazuki smiled as he studied the child. The boy, Kugo, was the oldest of the children at twelve years old, but that was in no way a detriment to why he could overtake the other children. More than most, the child had a drive and passion that Coach Kazuki had not seen in even many adults. 

Kugo spent most of his time at the gym, his training time only seconded by one other person in the class.

Coach Kazuki sighed as he turned to the children floundering at the back, where an eye-catching couple steadily jogged on. A young man with silver hair watched the pack begin to pull ahead, but there wasn’t even the slightest care reflected in his indifferent gaze. Next to him, a destructively beautiful girl with blonde hair soldiered on, clothes sticking to her body due to excessive sweating.

Henri’s eyes were bloodshot, breathing becoming increasingly labored with time, but she kept her gaze on the track ahead of her. Despite the flames burning in her chest, she gritted her teeth, muttering to herself. “One more step. One more step.” Whenever it felt like the pain would consume her, she would look to her left, where like always, an indifferent Taiga would be jogging, a relaxed look on his face like he was going for a casual walk.

Ahead of them, the other children began to increase their pace to lengthen the distance. Although Henri and Taiga always came last in the endurance race, no one wanted to risk it. The punishment for the last place was just that terrifying.

Coach Kazuki’s gaze rested on Henri, his eyes carrying heavy melancholy. “Ah, life is cruel. Despite all her hardwork. Aish, who would have expected she had a bad heart?” This young girl was the person with the highest work rate in the gym after Kugo, but alas, even though her body had massive improvements, her bad heart prevented her from ever pushing her body to its limits.

Akari’s gaze meanwhile rested on the silver-haired kid as he casually replied, “That is precisely why we’re first going through Rebirth.”

“Bah! I don’t care about that unnatural Mojo Jojo.” Coach Kazuki snorted. “Nothing beats steadily raising our strength through sweat and grit.”

Akari chuckled. Indeed, he’d had this argument with his coach several times in the past. Still, he persisted, “Unfortunately, the human body has a limit to how much it can achieve without external help.”

“Hmph.” Coach Kazuki turned away from the bothersome conversation to the track. As expected, the race was coming to an end with Kugo coming out on top. Ford came in second, and a brunette with bright eyes finished third. The brunette stood next to Kugo with a triumphant look in her eyes. Out of the corner of her eyes, she glared at Ford, evidently discontent he had managed to overtake her. 

The young girl’s name was Asahi, and she would have easily claimed the throne of queen amongst the children were it not for one little obstacle.

“They’re here,” someone quietly whispered.

As if forced by some unnatural force, several pairs of eyes turned towards the approaching silver and gold duo. As always, Henri’s determined expression and sweat-soaked, pained face drew countless sighs of praise, regret, and respect as she approached the line. However, just before she could successfully cross it, she finally collapsed.

Despite seeing her fall, no one made a move—no one needed to.

They all stared as a flash of silver appeared next to her, catching her falling frame. Taiga’s hand tightened around Henri’s small waist as he lifted her to her feet. Placing his lips next to her ears, he whispered, “If you’re gonna fall, fall after you cross the line.” A slight blush of red rushed up the young girl’s neck, but Taiga, attributing the phenomenon to embarrassed rage, remove his hand from her waist.

Indeed, ‘as he thought,’ Henri, as if injected with chicken blood, managed to pull out her latent potential and dashed past the line before collapsing entirely. 

This time, however, Henri’s friends quickly came to her aid and caught her falling body. They promptly laid her on the ground and helped her drink some water while others quickly fanned her down while waiting for her to regain clarity.

At this point, Taiga finally crossed the line. His gaze apathetic, he walked past the collapsed Henri to stand before Coach Kazuki. Gaze even, he said, “I was last. I'm ready for my punishment.”

These words, spoken so calmly by this youngster, sent a massive wave amongst those present. 

Although this situation occurred every single morning, neither the children nor the staff could understand how a child like this would exist. 

It must be known that this punishment was something ninety-nine percent of adults would never want to experience if given a choice. Yet this eleven-year-old boy willingly subjected himself to the torture every morning without fail. 

And for what? A girl? But looking at their relationship, it didn’t seem they were that close. What could be the reason, then?

Coach Kazuki shook the thoughts out of his head. Regardless of why, the kid did come in last, so he had to suffer the punishment. Coach Kazuki opened his mouth, about to instruct the guards to take the kid when a voice interrupted him.

“Coach Kazuki, I don’t think this is fair!”

The coach, already feeling a headache coming on, looked over to the children, where, as expected, Asahi stood, glaring at Taiga’s back with rage. The old man sighed. He was getting too old for this elementary school cliché. Still, he had a job to do. So, he earnestly asked, “What’s not fair?”

Asahi gritted her teeth as she pointed at Henri’s crumpled form. “The rest of us have to work hard every day, so we don’t get punished. Why does she get to walk away when she’s clearly the worst of us!?”

Coach Kazuki rubbed his forehead. Out of curiosity, he glanced at Taiga’s eyes, but as usual, those yellow eyes only reflected profound indifference. Turning his gaze back to the disgruntled party, he said, “Taiga-kun was last so—“

“Please do not treat us like fools, Coach Kazuki,” a deep voice interrupted. Kugo confidently weathered Coach Kazuki’s heavy gaze as he stepped forward. “Everybody here knows what Taiga is capable of. The only reason he keeps coming last is that he’s covering for absolute trash. The punishment is meaningless if someone can just keep covering for another’s worthlessness.”

“Yeah! Why should the rest of us suffer just because we don’t have someone to cover for us!?” Asahi spat. Low murmuring amidst the children revealed some of them had the same thoughts. Not all tests were physical. 

In some other assessments, each of them would sometimes come last, and they would be forced to endure HELL. Besides the endurance test, Henri was usually amongst the top three in other tests carried out by the scientists and trainers. Predictably, jealousy had blossomed towards the only person in the class who had yet to suffer through HELL.

Discontent within a group of people was often like gradually piled up gunpowder kegs. It took just a single spark to send the hidden feelings exploding out to the surface. 

Today, Asahi and Kugo’s challenge had finally set those kegs alight, and soon the track was drowned by protestant cries, calling for Henri to stop hiding behind someone else and face her punishment.

Coach Kazuki frowned, rage beginning to set in as he glared at the children. Indeed, it seemed he had been too lax recently since they dared to raise their voice on his tracks. He raised the whistle to his lips about to order a swift punishment when a cold voice interrupted him.

“Coach Kazuki.” The coach looked down, eyes widening at the burning yellow suns that glared at them. “What is the punishment for physical assault?”

“Three hours of HELL,” Akari answered in place of the gobsmacked coach. “Except in cases of self-defense.”

Those yellow orbs grew increasingly cold as Taiga clarified, “And if there are broken bones?” 

“Four extra hours,” Akari stated with a searching gaze.  ‘This kid, could it be?’

“I see,” Taiga muttered. “In that case…” Taiga turned around, the glare in his eyes emitting a faint killing intent, akin to a tiger locked onto a trespasser. As if intimidated by the child’s imposing figure, the wind itself stopped billowing, the rustle of leaves turning silent till all that could be heard was the child’s steps as his feet hit the ground.

Kugo and Asahi’s hands shook, confusion apparent in their gazes as Taiga walked towards them. They wondered why they could not get their feet to move a single step, although they wanted to confront him. Their bodies shook as Taiga nonchalantly walked past them, leaving behind a frigid, cold feeling which rattled them to their very core.

Only at this moment did they fully realize what it was. That was condensed killing intent! It was the natural air around someone who had reaped dozens of lives and now considered killing to be a part of his life. Having also grown up in impoverished regions, these two were naturally aware of this killing intent. Only, those gangsters they knew could not hold a single candle to the dense killing intent circulating the silver-haired boy.

Taiga stood before the children, all the rage he felt condensing into a small smile that spread up the corner of his lips. “If you want, we can do it your way.” His words caused a ripple to run through the crowd. Triumphant grins began to show themselves, but his next words killed all their enthusiasm. “However, I will make sure at least one person here does not finish the race every morning.”

The children’s bodies went numb with fright as they stared at the unreasonable boy. He would make sure someone did not finish? Wouldn’t that person automatically be last? 

The children swallowed hard as they realized they were just offering themselves up for punishment if they opposed Taiga. 

Still, hoping for one last reversal, they glanced at Coach Kazuki in hopes he would rebuke the child or denounce his actions.

As they expected, Coach Kazuki did berate Taiga, but his exact words left much to be desired. As if nursing an old grudge, the old man snorted as he said, “Do that, and you will spend three hours in HELL every morning.”

The children’s faces immediately darkened. Although the Coach laid out Taiga’s punishment, he did not explicitly say the action itself would carry no weight. This meant there was a high chance, even after Taiga’s punishment, whoever he stopped would still come in last and would therefore be subjected to thirty minutes in HELL.

Taiga’s grim expression made the children realize the horrifying truth. This bastard was well aware of the circumstances and would not hesitate to suffer three hours in HELL as long as someone took Henri’s position in last place.

The protesters could not help but look at Henri, each wondering what the hell kind of spell she had over him. From Taiga’s general indifferent attitude, it did not seem he was in love. But then, what else could justify torturing oneself for another person?

Kugo sweated as he realized that Taiga had seized control of the situation with only a few words. He could not help but shudder at the ingenuity of his words. He was so stunned that he was certain Taiga could not have come up with that scheme independently. 

For all of Taiga’s strengths, elaborate schemes were not one of them. 

That only left one person. 

Kugo’s attention turned to the forgotten little girl, propped up by two of her close friends. Henri’s breathing was still heavy and labored, her pallor pale and sweaty. However, her half-closed eyes, fixed onto Taiga’s frame, revealed a hidden appreciation and anticipation. 

Kugo inwardly cursed as he saw her prepare to stand up. He wasn’t stupid, instantly figuring out her intention. 

The little skank wanted to play peacemaker and draw more people to her side.

‘Like fuck I’ll let you succeed so easily.’  Kugo cursed. Gritting his teeth, he grabbed at Taiga’s shoulder and subtly squeezed hard.

Oof! BAM! Crack!

“AAAAH!”

The subsequent consequence occurred in a flash, preventing anyone from interfering. The children and staff stared wide-eyed at Kugo, who was sprawled out on the ground, screaming for dear life as tears, and snot smeared his once confident expression. 

Above Kugo, a stunned Taiga frowned as he released the limp arm he had yanked out of its shoulder socket. He had indeed not meant to retaliate so heavily. It was just that old habits died hard—especially ones formed from life-or-death situations. 

Back home, typically, it was already too late by the time you felt a hand on your shoulder. Hence, no one casually tapped another person from behind. Taiga helplessly sighed as he stepped away from Kugo. He scratched his head and turned to Henri. 

This was not part of the plan.

Henri groaned as she too stared at the wailing Kugo in shock. How the hell did this happen? She still remembered when she first confronted Taiga about taking her place in the punishments. However, he had only replied with some cheesy line. 

“You are my sun. It is the sun’s job to shine brightly. So I will make sure you can do your job perfectly.”

Okay, so maybe she was secretly excited when Taiga said that. That did not mean she understood what the heck he meant, and she felt increasingly guilty by the hostility they faced every day. Hence she had conjured up this minimal plot to have everyone let out their grievances, then step in as a mediator to buy some sympathy cards and increase their influence. 

Who knew that muscle-brained Kugo would not only notice but attempt to stop their momentum by threatening Taiga? Unfortunately for both sides, Taiga was not one to take to threats so easily. Surprisingly, just when everyone thought the situation had begun to cool down, Taiga’s glare suddenly turned vicious.

Before anyone could react, Taiga charged at Asahi, fingers reaching for her throat.

“Stop!” Just before they made contact, a desperate shout brought them to a halt. Asahi swallowed hard, the action causing her throat to come into contact with the tips of Taiga’s fingernails. Tears welled up the little girl’s eyes as she suddenly collapsed onto her backside, a flood of relief flowing through her veins. She turned grateful eyes towards Henri, whose scream had managed to save her from similarly being beaten.

Henri, who had recovered, walked up to Taiga and gently set down his arm. “Taiga, I'm sorry for being so useless that you have to go so far just to protect me.” 

Although Henri was inwardly rejoicing at Taiga’s quick thinking, she quickly put on a façade of shame and regret as she faced the rest of the children and bowed. “I'm also sorry towards all of you. My actions may have annoyed all of you this much, but I swear I didn’t do this to annoy any of you, but because I am a coward.” Henri placed her hand against her heart, tears glistening in her eyes. “Like you all, I, too, was brought here against my will. But unlike the rest of you, I do not have the courage or strength to face the punishment. Actually, with my heart the way it is, if I were to suffer HELL, I would probably die after only three minutes.” 

Henri glanced at Taiga, her gaze exuding awe and respect. Of all her expressions that morning, this was most likely the only genuine one. 

The look in Henri’s eyes did not escape the children’s eyes as she continued, “Taiga has sacrificed so much only because we used to know each other in the town we came from. I helped save his life once, and because of that, he swore to protect mine when they brought us here.” 

Henri paused, inwardly snickering as she saw the children’s hostile and fearful expressions change as they looked at Taiga. Suddenly, from a wild, dangerous animal, he now resembled a handsome loner who valued his friends tightly and kept his promises even if they were detrimental to his health.

“Ah, no, we understand.”

“Yeah, Henri, you don’t have to apologize. It’s your life, after all.”

“Yeah. We’re sorry we misunderstood you, Taiga.”

A few of the children even took the lead to step forward and propose peace. Evidently, these twelve-year-olds were not too big on scheming. After witnessing Taiga’s superior strength, a few soft words were more than enough to bury the hatchet. Some even hoped to build friendships with this strong boy who took good care of his friends and demanded nothing in return.

Akari let out a chuckle as he watched the proceedings. “Well, I think we now know who the leader of this motley crew will be.”

Coach Kazuki snorted as he glared at Henri. “I hate you intellectual types the most. I will only acknowledge the strong.”

Akari displayed a brilliant smile but did not bother wasting his saliva on the topic. “What’s your verdict on the boy?”

Coach Kazuki gaze evaluated the silver-haired child. “He’s not bad, not as strong as Kugo, but he has more life-or-death battle experience.” He clucked his tongue as his gaze turned to the crumpled Kugo. “However, he most likely used a gun. He’s too jittery when someone attacks from close range. But with a bit more battle experience, he should be able to acclimatize himself to close-range fights. In this group, he’s most likely the one with the highest chance of becoming a useful asset.”

“I disagree,” Akari said with a shake of his head. Jerking his chin at Henri, he said, “I feel she’s the key. She clearly holds some power over Taiga. Most likely, without her, Taiga would not be as efficient as he is now.”

Coach Kazuki’s brows shot up. “Oh? What makes you say that?”

“Just a hunch.” Akari laughed as he lightly shrugged. He was about to add something else when his phone lightly buzzed in his pocket. He turned to Coach Kazuki, his gaze turning grim as the coach also brought his phone out of his pocket. 

Simultaneous messages. 

This most likely meant…

Akari swiped the phone screen, multiple expressions of wonder, fear, and resignation flashing across his features. He shut the phone and placed it in his jacket, then exuded a heavy sigh. He turned to Coach Kazuki, the same reactions playing across the older man’s face. Akari let out a bitter smile. “Rebirth is finally ready. The labs have completed all preliminary tests. They will carry out the procedure tomorrow.”

Coach Kazuki grimaced, brows furrowing in thought. “So we’re really going to play God, huh? This is going to bite us in the ass.”

Akari snorted. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t jinx us, old man.”

“You guys already took care of that by yourselves.” Coach Kazuki shrugged then pointedly gazed at the silver-haired child. “What about the kid?”

Akari’s smile froze. He listlessly gazed at the child before sighing. “The punishment is compulsory.” Turning around, he patted Coach Kazuki on the shoulder. “Take care of them, coach. Tomorrow’s a big day.” 

With that, Akari left the training grounds.

Coach Kazuki shook his head. With a wave of his hands, two guards walked up to Taiga, their imposing presence destroying any hopes of resistance. Surprisingly, Taiga only glanced at the two guards before resolutely following them off the training ground with a grim expression. 

The children could not help but shiver as they watched his back disappear behind a pair of sliding doors. 

They all knew the horrors of HELL. None of them would be able to face it consecutively with such bravado and indifference. Even Kugo, who grimaced as medics carted him to the medbay, could not help but feel a sense of inferiority as he stared at the silver-haired boy’s back. 

Unnoticed, Henri’s smiling gaze faltered, massive tremors shaking her heart. Although she had never experienced it herself, she only needed to look at the other children’s expressions to understand how genuinely terrifying HELL was.

This was a debt she would never be able to repay.


Ten minutes later, within a pristine white room, Taiga coldly stared at the sole chair placed at the center of the room. Without prodding, he settled into the chair, his expression calm as clamps fastened his limbs to the chair’s arms and legs. Soon, his vision began to cloud over as a helmet descended onto his head, until, eventually, everything went black.

Taiga floundered within this dark world, unable to feel, breathe, or taste anything. Against his wishes, his heart began to pound heavily, increasing in tempo as three massive flames appeared. Strangely, their light did nothing to brighten the darkness, as if the world itself absorbed all light. Taiga’s fingers began to shake, his resolute expression beginning to crumble as the flames started to morph and split till they formed three distinct words.

WELCOME TO HELL

Taiga let out a defiant roar as a pair of pistols appeared in his hands. He swiftly pointed them forward, frantically squeezing the trigger as an apparition tore through the floating flames. 

The being should have once been a beautiful young girl. But now, only snow-white bones remained, clad in a loose hammock closer. Its face was sunken, tiny flames the only sign of life in its hollow eyes socket. Its ethereal form seemed to shift in and out of reality as it sped towards the child. However, it was blown back by the bullets fired from Taiga’s guns.

But, there was no relief in the young boy’s face as, a split-second later, the apparition paused in mid-air before turning to glare at Taiga, a creepy grin on its yellowed teeth. Its ghastly voice, akin to despair incarnate, traveled across the void to Taiga’s ears.

“You can’t kill what is already dead!” 

With mad cackles, it led a charge as dozens of apparitions and undead tore burst through the flames, each face familiar to the silver-haired youth. Its bone-chilling laugh echoed throughout the void as Taiga’s bullets kept bouncing off it. “You can’t kill off your past!” 

Its claws sunk into Taiga’s face, drawing the first blood of what would be a lengthy torturous experience.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
         Chapter 145: The Virus

    
    
    
    
                
Three Hours Later.

Outside the room where a young boy underwent some of the worst psychological traumas known to man, a group of scientists monitored the child’s biometric data. Soulless eyes callously examined numbers and charts on lifeless screens, the human behind the data long pushed to the recycling bin in their minds, to only be recalled when absolutely needed.

At the center of these zombies stood a tall, gaunt Japanese man who almost disappeared into his lab coat. It was difficult to ascertain his age due to his sickly appearance, but he could have been somewhere in the range of mid-thirties to early forties. Despite the man’s stature, he managed to cut an imposing figure on account of his cold-blooded, snake-like gaze, which seemed to peer into the deepest recesses of the hearts of men, yet carried no empathy for what it saw. The man’s eyes grew even colder when a small beeping interrupted the silence.

The man looked at his watch, then back at the child on the screen. “Time’s up. Let him go.” His voice was faint yet carried an irresistible authority to it. No sooner had he spoken, did the simulated torture come to a swift end as two orderlies rushed up to the boy. They removed the helmet and unfastened the straps before the larger of the two picked the frail and limp Taiga. They then walked off-screen, most likely to administer some first aid to the child.

Whoosh!

The snake-eyed man turned to the door that just opened. As expected, Akari walked in, gaze heavy as he watched the orderlies take Taiga off-screen.

“Saika,” Akari greeted as he came up to the snake-eyed man.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Leader Akari,” Saika returned the greeting with a placid gaze. “What brings you down here?”

Akari frowned but ultimately retained his calm. “I was informed you want to implement Rebirth tomorrow. Is this true?”

“Yes, of course,” Saika stated matter-of-factly. “These children were ready a month ago. I only postponed it because you asked. Well, time’s up.”

Akari’s gaze trembled slightly. “These children are not rea—“

“Need I remind you of the importance of our work?” Saika challenged before Akari could finish. “This project directly alters the fate of thousands, no, millions of lives. And you want to delay it further because you’re inside’s acting up now?” The scientist’s cold gaze shifted from Akari to the data on the screen before him. “Don’t worry. My work is perfect. There will be no errors.”

Akari hands balled into fists by his side, teeth tightly clenched together with rage. Still, he ultimately decided to keep his calm, managing to grind out, “Just remember, there are real, breathing children behind those numbers.”

“These are disposable assets,” Saika sneered with contempt. “If they fail, we can always replace them. The world is not lacking in malnourished, desperate children.” Those hellish eyes turned to Akari, sending goosebumps down the latter’s spine at the callous indifference within them. As if sensing Akari’s unease, Saika chuckled softly. “But don’t worry. As I said, I never fail. We will not have to dispose of your little children.”

Akari’s gaze hardened. If looks were enough to kill, Saika would have long been on his way to the underworld. Alas, even if Akari could slay the scientist with his eyes, he wouldn’t dare to do so. He was aware of the importance of the job and how much time, money, and resources had been poured into it over the last decade. Akari could not jeopardize the mission at this late stage out of selfishness. He could only pray that Saika’s ability matched his callous arrogance, and the experiment was a success.

If the experiments were successful, the kids would thank them despite all the suffering they endured.

 At least, Akari chose to believe that.

“I will hold you to those words,” Akari stated, his tone carrying a hint of threat. Without waiting for Saika’s reply, he stormed out of the horrid room.

Sharp glints sparked in Saika’s eyes as he watched Akari’s back disappear behind the door. His lips curled up into a devious smile as he mocked, “Ignorant buffoon. Let’s see how long you can keep up that high and mighty attitude.” Casting Akari to the back of his mind, he called out to one of the scientists. “Make final preparations for Rebirth. We commence in three hours.”

“What about Taiga, Saika-sensei?” The scientist inquired.

Saika sent the scientist a dissatisfied glare. He hated being questioned. “Who?”

The scientist swallowed hard but managed to let out, “The child who just went through HELL, Sir.”

“Ah, Subject 23,” Saika murmured with a hint of recognition. “What about him?”

The scientist fidgeted under the viper-like gaze. “He was just put through a lot of mental strain. There’s no telling how he would react to the gene transfusion.”

“And? How is that my concern exactly?”

The scientist shivered, unable to contain his shock at Saika’s apparent disregard for the child’s life. “My apologies Saika-sensei. I will go ahead and have him prepped immediately.”

“Uh-huh,” Saika replied with a sneer. “You go do that.” The sneer deepened as he watched the frightened scientist scamper off. “Every last one of them. Completely useless.” Saika turned his gaze from the scientist, his brain already pushing the encounter to the trash bin. Saika’s gaze turned sinister, his tongue slithering over his lips as he barked out orders to the remaining operatives, all in preparation of what promised to be the culmination of his life’s work.

Elsewhere, while Saika prepared for his big moment, Taiga was given a rude awakening by the chilled biting of a bucket of cold water. The young child woke with a start, screaming at the top of his lungs as he shot to his feet—or, well, tried to. 

Taiga soon found his hands and feet were bound to a chair. The stinging pain from the restraints helped Taiga to come to his senses. He focused on the pain, letting him realize he had returned to reality where those undead would no longer be able to reach him.

Taiga took a deep breath to calm his frayed nerves. Having collected himself, he raised his head, yellow eyes calmly taking in his surroundings. Two guards with electric batons stood at guard behind a graying scientist whose gaze was centered on the child, carrying hints of worry and pity. He recognized the scientist as a Kiiragi-sensei, the one usually in charge of administering the HELL punishment and ensuring Taiga did not mentally collapse afterward. Flanking the scientist were five orderlies, one of whom held a metal tray cart whose contents were shielded from view by a white cloth.

Taiga could not make sense of why one of these usually callous scientists would have such an expression, so he tried to fish for some information. “What’s going on? Usually, you dump me in my room.”

In response to the child’s question, Kiiragi only shook his head. There was no need to worry the child with something that might not happen. At the very least, let him live his last moments in blissful ignorance. Kiiragi’s gaze strengthened, having cobbled together his once shaken resolve. “There is a new experiment. We were tasked with preparing you.”

An experiment?  A sense of impending doom overwhelmed Taiga. His eyes shrunk, muscles tightening with increased tension.

Kiiragi seemed to notice the subtle changes in the child’s aura as he immediately added in a reassuring tone. “Ah, you aren’t the only one going through this experiment,” he explained. “All the children will be undergoing the same treatment.”

“Treatment?” Taiga repeated the keyword, nerves visibly loosening up. If the other children would be going through the same experiment, it shouldn’t be too dangerous. At least, he didn’t believe whoever bought them had spent so much money and time just to throw them all away at this juncture.

“We’ll be improving your brain functions beyond anything a human has ever experienced,” Kiiragi explained. A part of him probably felt it would indeed be too bad if the child left the world completely ignorant. Furthermore, the promise of nigh omniscience could serve as a sufficient motivator, maybe even alleviate the stress on the child’s mind. “That said, we have to begin if we are to meet up with the others.” He motioned to the orderlies who came to either side of the young child. The cloth covering the tray was removed, revealing a pair of scissors, a bowl, a syringe, and a couple of small bottles with unusual solutions.

Taiga already knew what was coming, so he resolutely shut his eyes. Sure enough, moments later, he felt a prick on his right arm. Before long, he was once again faced with the nightmares that plagued him during his sleep, this time with no reprieve from Henri.

Taiga wasn’t sure how long he suffered, but like always, he was eventually awoken to massive overhead lights shining directly into his eyes.

Taiga quickly shut his eyes, but not in time to stop the searing pain that shot up to his brain from the intensity and heat. Taiga saw red as his eyelids unable to prevent the painfully bright light from piercing through, causing him to almost scream out in pain. 

Taiga realized he wasn’t the only one suffering when he heard the nearby cries of some other children.

Just when Taiga was beginning to wonder just what type of sadistic punishment the scientists had conjured up this time, the pain abruptly seized. Taiga’s eyelids tentatively cracked open, bright spots coloring his vision. Luckily, it seemed like the overhead lights had been shut off, allowing Taiga a clear view of the cold, gray ceiling above. 

Taiga attempted to get his bearings, but unfortunately, it seemed his head, like the rest of his body, had been bound in place. From his body’s orientation and the semi-soft material beneath him, it seemed like he was lying on some kind of gurney.

Taiga, used to such situations, did not panic. Instead, he looked down the corner of his eyes to see if he could gain any more information about his whereabouts. 

Taiga instantly regretted his decision. 

Oh how much better it would be to have remained clueless.

Out the corner of his eyes, Taiga saw d see other children strapped down to gurneys. However, what chilled him were the massive robot arms hanging just behind the head of every child. Only, rather than fingers, these arms ended in arrays of medical cutting tools. 

At this point, Taiga finally noticed that someone shaved the children bald to allow easier access to their skulls.

Taiga had seen a lot of things in his eleven-twelve plus years on the earth. He had done some terrible things and seen even worse things done to others and himself. He had never believed anything in this world could shake him anymore, but seeing those robot arms emotionlessly standing behind each child’s head sent a chill up his spine. Although he already knew it would be fruitless, he could not help but struggle against his restraints.

Taiga’s struggles seemed to set off a chain reaction, as the children began to scream in terror as more of them became aware of their surroundings. However, predictably, despite all their effort and screams, no one managed to break free.

“Henri!” Taiga called out with everything he had. He didn’t know why, but the thought of Henri going through this experience terrified him more than his impending doom.

“Taiga!”

Taiga’s eyes swiveled to his left, where he could barely make out a shape on the gurney next to him. He hadn’t recognized her the first time because her trademark blonde hair was gone, but he would never mistake her voice. “Henri, are you okay!?”

“I'm fine,” To his surprise, Henri’s tone was relatively calm, carrying a hint of laughter even. “Well, as fine as I can being strapped to a death machine and all.” With a soft sigh, she lamented, “Can’t believe they cut my hair. That’s just cruel.”

Taiga froze, unable to come to terms with her unnatural calmness. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Henri let out a short laugh. “What, do you think I’ve gone crazy?” Some of the children nearby listened to the conversation, sharing the same thoughts in their heads. No one in their right minds would be able to laugh in this situation. Henri’s next words, however, sent a shock throughout the whole room. “I won’t die.”

It was such a soft declaration, but its impact on the terrified children was akin to a thunderstorm exploding in their hearts. No one said a word. Their minds hung on the words of the strangely over-confident girl. 

Despite their maturity, these were all children, none of whom had even hit thirteen. When these children felt their world collapse around them, they only wanted someone to reassure them that it would be alright, no matter how illogical it might be. 

It seemed Henri had taken up that role. Although he did not believe her words for a second, even the stoic Taiga found himself drawn in.

“I survived Hadet,” Henri softly whispered. “To survive, I ate garbage rejected by dogs.” The children remained silent as they each recalled their various ‘homes.’ “I was forced to do things I’ll regret my entire life.” Henri’s tone grew stronger, and each passing word reverberated in the children’s hearts. “After surviving all that, you think I'm gonna die in some hidden room in the middle of nowhere?” 

Chuckling softly, Henri stated in a matter-of-fact tone, “Not happening. I'm not going to die. Neither will you, Taiga, so stop worrying so much.” A child sniffled. “None of us will die here. This is just a scary experiment, that’s all.”

As if annoyed by her declarations, the mechanical arms whirred to life, descending over the children’s heads with cold detachment. Faced with the monsters, the children could no longer hold their calm. Some broke into tears, while others began to wail out loud.

“DON’T CRY!” A single voice tore through the hall, forcing the despairing children to center on its source. “Don’t cry. We’ll be fine, I promise.” Something was soothing about the little girl’s voice. The children could not help but be drawn to it like babes after the pied piper. They quieted down, whimpering slightly as they faced the robot claws.

It was a good thing the children were spaced apart and could only see each other from the corner of their eyes. It made sure only two people could see Henri, and out of those two, only one knew her well enough to know what she was really thinking. 

That was because, at that very moment, Henri was pale, her arms shaking in their restraints as she tried hard to contain her fear. Tears unceasingly poured down her eyes, but whether in a bid to convince the children or herself, she kept up the confident façade, talking the rest of the children through the nightmare.

Taiga would later ask her what was going through her mind at that moment. Her answer would be, she could not think of anything. She just didn’t want to die so pathetically. And what’s more, even if they were to die there, she did not want to give the sick scientists the satisfaction of watching the children panic.

The mechanical arms seemed to have tired of toying with the children, as in the next second, they stabbed into the children’s arms, releasing some concoctions into their bloodstreams. 

Seconds later, the children found themselves entirely immobilized. In fact, they might as well have been dead as they could not even feel the gurneys beneath them. If it were not for the fact they could still see, they would have assumed they had gone to the afterlife.

Unfortunately, their nerves' deadening was just the first step of what these robotic arms had in store. Soon after inserting the first injection, a second followed. This time, the solution within was dark-green, but it had a strangely sinister vibe to it. Of course, it might have just been a trick of the mind projecting terror onto the syringe.

Taiga’s gaze hardened as the syringe once again broke his skin and emptied its contents into his bloodstream. His eyes widened in shock as the contents of the drug rapidly crushed its way through his systems. 

It was beyond tyrannical! 

The solution mutilated his veins and muscles, somehow corroding his bones in the process. It destroyed all genes found in its path before restructuring them in its preferred form as it advanced, leaving more rigid, stronger bones and muscles behind.

It could be imagined that if their nerves had not been deadened in advance, the children would have gone into shock and most probably perished from the pain alone. Before long, the children’s gurneys were soaked with blood as even their skins were not spared from the rapid corrosion and rebirth.

The tyrannical solution converged on Taiga’s heart, mangling it beyond recognition. Somehow, though, the destroyed cells regenerated fast enough to prevent any lasting damage. The new heart beat with such ferocity and strength it would have smashed apart his ribcage had it not already been reformed by the solution.

Several hours had passed since the drug had first been injected into their systems, and though the children were cognizant of the chaos in their body, they could neither feel nor influence it. Some began to relax, allowing the drug to do its work. Since they could not feel the pain, why should they be afraid? The simple mentality of a child.

However, reality would once again prove to be a cruel mistress.

The mechanical arms which had remained silent the whole time suddenly whirred to life. The indifferent machines swapped out the syringe for some cutting tools then took point behind their shaved heads.

Taiga’s eyes widened in disbelief as he felt something poke his scalp. Although it wasn’t painful, the sensation of something scraping against his skull was just too uncomfortable. He peeked at Henri, hoping to get some clues.

Once again, he regretted his actions.

The young boy mentally shook at the sight of the bloodied mechanical arm casually lifting, then folding back a significant part of Henri’s scalp. Although he could not see it from his angle, he had cracked quite a few skulls in his time, so he could easily picture the bloody scene exposed underneath. 

Was this why they were shaved!?  

Taiga could not ponder on the question as his body froze immediately at the sight of a familiar green liquid dripping out of a syringe which had at some point been equipped by the arm.

Unlike the first syringe, the needle on this thing was at least twenty centimeters long, making it look less like a clinical instrument and more akin to a tool of murder. Preceding the syringe, however, was a tiny drill that drove into the exposed skull. Shortly after that, the needle stabbed into the exposed brain tissue, depositing its contents within.

Taiga could not follow anything else, as his entire body instantly went into rapid shock akin to a thousand lightning bolts slamming directly into his brain. It seemed the nerve-reducing agent do nothing to soften the blow as the young child suffered blow after intense blow until he began to lose his sanity.

Luckily, Taiga’s body could no longer handle the pain, and he instantly shut down. Unfortunately, however, he was once again transported to the familiar void. Only this time, something was different. Terrifyingly different.

Previously, Taiga was only vaguely aware of his existence within the dream world. He instinctively knew the environment was fake, which contributed to his ability to retain his sanity after many nights of torture. Somehow, this time, things had taken a drastic turn. For one, he could feel his presence in this world, down to his very heartbeat. If his memory was not intact, he might have even suspected he was transported to another world.

Pitter-patter…

Taiga raised his head, eyes straining to see past the dark to where the sound originated. His gaze constricted, heart tightening with fear as a familiar face stumbled towards him, her feet echoing against the water-like surface. Taiga had been tormented by this girl for far too long in so many different ways. He had no intention of sticking around. He took advantage of the fact he could feel his entire body to spin around, urging his legs to flee across the dark void.

Grab!

Taiga’s attempt halted prematurely, his feet grabbed by a disfigured hand that shot out of the ground. In his panic, Taiga made an instinctive motion, pointing his hand at the arm and ‘squeezing the trigger.’ A pistol actually appeared in his hand to his shock, the subsequent bang proving the bullet even fired.

Taiga’s momentary euphoria was immediately replaced with despair when the bullet harmlessly bounced off the arm like it was nothing. A cold breath brushed against the young man’s neck. Taiga slowly turned to see that disfigured girl grinning at him, broken teeth barely hanging onto her gum.

“We’re already dead, Reaper,” the girl coldly mocked, her voice akin to a grate. Her fingers curled around Taiga’s throat, leaving a burn mark from the intense, nail-biting cold. “Bullets and Knives can’t hurt the dead.” She casually bit into Taiga’s shoulder, relishing in the sheer horror in his eyes. She lifted her head, cheeks bloodied by the morsel of flesh held between her lips. Her bloodied lips curled up at the tears running down the frightened child’s face. Swallowing the “Welcome to Retribution, Reaper.”

Taiga’s frantic cries reached no one as the apparition bent down and hungrily bit off chunks off his arm. Taiga’s mouth was wide open, his eyes bloodshot, but he couldn’t even muster the strength to scream. For reasons unknown, the pain had exponentially shot up, even compared to HELL. Strength left the child’s limbs, his mind nearly breaking under the pain as he was slowly consumed bite after bite.

Initially, Taiga looked forward to his death. At the very least, he would finally be free from the torture. However, fate was far crueler. Just as the whites of his bones began to peek through the gore, his entire body regenerated, healing all the injuries in a flash.

Despair colored Taiga’s eyes. His heart cracked, unable to withstand the implications of what that meant. The young man almost gave up entirely, but an image of a blond girl with a brilliant smile flashed in his mind. Moments after, it was replaced with Henri’s strong conviction proclaiming he would live.

Taiga’s dull eyes suddenly flared with stubbornness. A powerful desire to live burst through the young man’s core. The dead were unceremoniously blown off him. “I won’t die,” Taiga mumbled through the pain as he stumbled to his feet. Ignoring the dead on the floor, he began to take one hard step after another in an attempt to get as far away as possible.

Taiga’s lumbered across the water’s surface. He did not know where he was going, nor did he care. He only knew he had to be as far away from the dead as possible to have a chance at survival. And so he took one painful step after the other. He was unsure how long he trudged for, but he was eventually caught by one of the dead and had an entire arm torn clean off.

Rather than be clouded with despair, the young boy’s eyes sparkled with fury and determination.   
‎ “I will not die! I will return to Henri! I will return to you!” With a scream, Taiga’s stubborn will to live once again blasted the dead off him. He once again continued his trek across the watery surface.

And so a cycle was born. Taiga would run and then get caught and eaten. His desire to see Henri once again would force his assailants off him, and then he would run again.

No one knows how long this cycle repeated himself. Taiga himself lost count of how many times he died in this hell zone. The psychological strain had begun to seize hold of him, slowing down his steps and reducing how far away he pushed the dead.

To make matters worse, it seemed the dead were getting faster and smarter as time passed, thereby reducing the amount of time between captures.

Taiga had no idea how long he’d been running. It could have been weeks, months, maybe even years. Feeling a cold breath on his shoulder, he once again blasted the surrounding dead to the ground. Unfortunately, though, he only managed to take a single step this time before a familiar chill seeped into his shoulder.

Taiga weakly peeked over his shoulder at the disfigured girl. As expected, she bore a cold, mocking grin as she sized up her prey, hollow eyes fixated on the veins on Taiga’s neck. “No more running. It’s time for retribution Reaper.”

Crack!

Something in Taiga broke. The stubbornness and drive in his eyes deflated, leaving them empty and void. He had been alternating between tortures and running away from the nightmare for far too long. Most adults would have given up eons ago, late alone a child his age. He had only lasted this far because he believed he would see Henri once again. But now that he no longer had the strength to run, what was the point?

Maybe it was retribution. Taiga had killed so many people, after all. It was only fair his past destroyed him.

Taiga’s muscles relaxed, his clenched fists opening up much to the delight of the dead. They immediately pounced on him, the dead girl lunging for his throat. They all knew this was the final time. Once he died, there would be no regeneration. That was because his brain would shut down after accepting his death.

“TAIGA!”

The dead girl’s mangled teeth stopped inches from his throat, its eyes bulging with shock and rage. “Nooo! Die! You Must Die!” Her hysterical shrieks fell on deaf ears, however, as Taiga’s lifeless eyes suddenly lit up with blinding light.

“Get Off!” Taiga’s roar sent all the zombies tumbling for several dozens of meters till they were all out of sight. He weakly fell to one knee, but his gaze was firm, lips curling up to a satisfied smile. That was because he could see above, familiar sunlight beginning to pierce the darkness. From that sun, a golden angel glided down towards him.

A warm smile on her face, Henri stretched out her hand to the lost boy. “You will live,” she said matter-of-factly. “This is not where you die.”

“I will live,” Taiga repeated as he accepted the offered hand. Slowly the angel pulled him up and towards the light.

“You can’t run!”

Taiga looked down at the horde of dead running towards his location, at the head of which was that familiar disfigured girl.

“You can’t run from your past! You will pay! You will pay for killing us all!”

“Maybe so,” Taiga softly replied as he ascended towards the crack in the void. “However, until then, I will live. I will live with her.” With those words, Taiga completely ignored the hysterical shrieks as the light slowly enveloped him.


Taiga lightly groaned. He felt like someone had commissioned a drilling exercise in his skull. Despite a massive headache, he managed to pry his eyelids open. The first thing he saw was a couple of fluorescent overhead lights shining brightly down at him.

Taiga’s brows lightly creased, feeling like he had forgotten something important. It was at this moment that a shadow blocked the light. Squinting a little, he recognized the familiar ocean-blue eyes and what seemed to be a small field of gold.

Taiga did not get to say a word before someone tightly wrapped his neck in a bear hug. “Taiga, Taiga! Are you really awake?” He could feel a moisture wetting his chest. Taiga was even more confused. He wanted to ask what the hell was going on, but… “I thought you would die!”

Boom!

Like a busted dam, the gates shutting off Taiga’s memories crashed down, allowing the events of his dream torture to come rushing back in full detail.

Taiga froze. An emotion overcame him that he could not comprehend or put into words. All he could do was wrap his arms around Henri’s shoulder and pull her closer into his embrace. His grip was tight, his arms shaking somewhat as if he was afraid she would disappear from his sight should he let go. 

Taiga looked down at the head buried in his chest. Judging from the field of golden hair that had grown since the last time he saw her, Taiga estimated he had been out for at least a month or two.

How long had Henri waited for him? How long had she called out to him?

How long did she try until her voice finally reached him?

Taiga did not know how to express what he gelt. He only knew he would be dead thousand times over if it were not for Henri. He was not sure how he knew, but Taiga knew that if he had accepted his death in that world, he would have died for real, for whatever reason. Taiga was still alive only because he looked forward to seeing Henri again. And in the end, when he finally lost all hope, it was her voice that brought him back from the brink. To call him appreciative would be the most tremendous understatement of the century.

Taiga pulled Henri from his chest, allowing him to sit upright on the bed. Henri sat on the bed, reddened eyes worriedly looking over Taiga’s body to make sure he was really alright. Seeing her worrying gaze, all the pent-up emotions within exploded all at once.

Fuelled by a primal instinct, he pulled Henri towards himself and pressed his lips against hers. It was a desperate kiss, pouring all of himself into her. His arm wrapped around her waist and dragged her tight as if trying to meld her body into his.

Henri’s eyes widened with shock, especially when the arm around her waist pulled her deeper. It was so forceful and a little painful, but she did not mind. A small smile played on her lips. Closing her eyes, she took the initiative.

Taiga froze as a wet tongue parted his lips and invaded his mouth. His inexperienced tongue was easily wrestled to the ground as the invader claimed his mouth for her own. Electric sparks exploded in the young boy’s mind as she slithered over the walls of his mouth, marking the territory as hers. 

Taiga raged, his tongue rising as it fought for its territory. He cross-invaded, leaving his mark, and claiming her as his own - the other part of his soul.

Only when they were forced to come up for air did the battle come to a temporary ceasefire. 

Breathing hard, Taiga rested his forehead against Henri’s, an exceedingly rare playful smile on his face. “Thank you. You saved my life.”

Henri buried her head next to his chest, listening to his quickened heartbeat. “Don’t talk rubbish. You saved my life every day. I'm the one who should be thanking you.” Taiga wanted to protest, but she sealed his lips with a brief kiss. Admiring the burning yellow eyes, she whispered, “Welcome home, Taiga.”

Taiga sighed, his heart relaxing as he whispered right back, “I'm home.”

*cough*

Taiga turned to the side, where an embarrassed Ford stood, scratching the back of his head. “Just wanted to say, we’re happy you’re back.”

“Yeah, ain’t the same without the competition.” Surprisingly Kugo also stood there, his gaze level. However, there was a hint of relief, however small, evident by the way his muscles visibly relaxed.

“I'm glad you’re alive.” By his side, as always was Sahi. Unlike Kugo, the relief was quite evident as she had a hand on her heart.

The trio were not the only ones present. It seemed the entire group had come to wish him well, all coming one after another to display their relief and joy.

Taiga suddenly got a bad feeling. “Why does it feel like you guys were expecting a funeral?”

“The doctors said this was your last day,” Ford answered. “If you didn’t wake up, they would have pulled the plug.”

Taiga shivered as he turned to meet the other gazes. Judging from the way they looked away, he shook his head. It seemed it was the truth. “How long was I out?”

“Three months,” Ford replied. “The last of us woke up after three weeks. You were under far too long. Doctors began to feel you wouldn’t wake up. Felt it would be better to cut their losses.”

Taiga looked down at Henri with gratitude. It would seem she saved him in more ways than one.

Before Taiga could get a chance to thank her some more, a troop of doctors and nurses marched into the room and dismissed all the children. Sizing up Taiga like a prized turkey, they began running various tests…

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 146: First Blood

    
    
    
    
                
Three Years Later,

Combat Suit Test Facility.

Three years had passed since the children were injected with the Rebirth virus. The virus's effects proved to be a resounding success, exponentially increasing the children’s physiological and cognitive abilities. Owing to the success, the scientists, after a year passed, swiftly moved into Phase 2, designing a range of metallic armors for the children to operate. 

The new machines needed a safe, testing location without fear of damaging the surroundings. This led to building a new, stadium shaped facility with a flat, round surface area double the size of a regular football field. The grounds were further rigged such that obstacles slid out of the land, forming whatever shapes they wanted. Furthermore, looking at the field through special goggles or glasses allowed them to simulate entire ecosystems for potential matches.

It took just over a year to complete the building. The children, wearing their new humanoid suits, fought in an open free-for-all on the building’s launch day. It had to be said that of all the children, Henri showed the most remarkable improvement. Having been released from the shackles of a bad heart by the virus, her superior physique began to shine through, thoroughly trumping over the rest of the children—save one.

The ground was currently devoid of obstacles, with only two metallic, humanoid robots battling it out at the center. The two slightly bulky robots traded blow for blow, savagely tearing out bolts and fluid from each other without care for the consequences. On the ground around the robots were the remains of what used to be external weapon systems, forcing the two into the current terrible melee.

Eventually, one of the robots seized an opportunity when its opponent’s arm locked as a result of a damaged joint. It drove a sharp uppercut. Its fist tore through the opponent’s jaw and burst out its skull. The robot sharply retreated as the resulting sparks ignited some liquid.

Boom!  
‎ The robot came to a halt as the opponent’s head exploded, sending dangerous shrapnel flying. Luckily, the robot had given enough distance such that even those that managed to reach it could only bounce off its tough exterior. 

The opposite robot finally dropped to the ground, having lost its vital functions, allowing the victorious one to relax.

Pshh~

The front of the robot suddenly folded backward, such that its components slid into its back and exposed its interior, revealing a young man. The teenager stepped out of the robot and swallowed a deep mouthful of air. He wiped the sweat off his forehead, then ran his hand through his short silver hair.

Taiga, who had just enjoyed the first of his rapid growth spurts, was now 145cm tall, with a lean, muscular physique that shone through the tight spandex they were forced to wear during training. A pair of sharp yellow eyes swiveled to the left to see an approaching group of scientists.

Taiga frowned a little as he spotted a familiar snake-eyed asshole leading the group. Over the past years, if there was one person he did not want to meet the most, it would be this snake-eyed monster. The man was never satisfied, always looking to push tests past reasonable boundaries, often putting the children’s lives at risk. 

Luckily, no one had died yet. But honestly, it was beginning to feel like it was only a matter of time.

The only reason Taiga had not exploded was that with Henri’s current strength, he had nothing to fear. 

“Saika-sensei,” Taiga curtly greeted once the man was within arm’s reach. 

“Taiga-kun,” Saika reciprocated, though with a fanatic grin attacked. The snake-eyes gleamed with excited sharpness as he glanced at the fallen robot. “Finally, you’ve proven you can control more than one suit at the same time. To be able to split your attention between two bodies… How did it feel?”

“Disconcerting at first,” Taiga honestly replied. There was nothing to gain from being sassy or lying to this demon. “It took some getting used to, but I think I got the hang of it.”

The situation was like this: Amongst the children, while Henri excelled in physique, Taiga’s cognitive abilities somehow surpassed all the other children combined, to the extent it could rival some computers. This truth only came to light after some coincidental tests, and since then, Saika had been pushing the envelope, trying to see the child's limit. All this led to the current experiment.

All the combat suits were linked through a centralized system so that they were easier to track, communicate with, and shutdown should the situation arise. 

Taiga, through his suit, hacked into another robot through the central system and began battling it. Splitting his mind into two to fight from both viewpoints had been taxing at first. Still, his mind surprisingly adapted quickly, allowing him to orchestrate a desperate battle with relative ease. He even had a feeling two suits were not his limit. If he exerted himself, he might even be able to go as high as five suits.

“Haha! That’s good! Great!” Saika praised, a sickening grin on his face. “Imagine the war potential if a soldier could control more than one suit at a time!” Suddenly his mood crashed, a dark gleam in his eyes. “If only the other trash could be like you.”

“Sorry?” Because the last sentence was muttered, Taiga failed to hear it, but Saika was not in the mood to repeat himself.

Saika’s eyes lit up, his body jolting straight as if shot by a bolt of lightning. “Of course! Why can’t they be like him?” Because the Rebirth Virus was a one-time use item, he had felt the children’s cognitive improvement had come to a screeching halt. However, who said that had to be the case? If the virus could not work, there were other ways to improve their abilities. Hehe, why have one superkid when you could have forty? Saika swiftly ordered the remaining scientists to finish up before rushing back to his office. He had some important calls to make.

Taiga, meanwhile, waited until the scientists finished their examinations. Only after ensuring there was no damage to his brain from the exercise did the scientists permit him to rejoin the rest of the children. 

Taiga happily abandoned the drones to their calculations. He jogged to the changing room, where he took a quick shower before changing into a loose, white, wooly, long-sleeved shirt, a pair of slacks, and comfortable running shoes. 

Taiga particularly loved the shirt because of the numerous holes in it… Okay, he had no idea why anyone would like these shirts, but Henri loved it. Said it made him look like a  bad boy , whatever the hell that meant. Regardless of its meaning, that sentence was more than enough for Taiga. More than half his wardrobe had clothes with similar styles.

Taiga lazily made his way through the compound, hands in pockets as he contemplated his current situation. So far, the scientists—aside from Saika, the creep—seemed to be satisfied with the children’s progression, pleased even. As a result, the dangerous experiments had fallen to an all-time low over the past year. In fact, if it were not for the odd combat simulation, this life was much better compared to the previous one.

The corner of the young man’s lips rose slightly. If he had still been in Hadet, he would never have met Henri. Or maybe if by chance he had, he would never have appreciated her the way he did now. There was no guarantee he would’ve lived up to fifteen. Taiga could not believe it, but he was secretly glad the company bought him all those years ago. He would have to find some time to thank that son-of-a-bitch Akari one of these days.

Taiga took a deep breath, enjoying the fresh air as the cold evening breeze ruffled his hair. Ah, life was so good, Taiga silently mused as he lightly increased his gait. Maybe it was because no one was around to judge him, but he soon found himself lightly whistling to a track Henri loved to play.

Taiga soon came to a stop just before a large clearing where several small rings had been set up with other equipment for testing the combat suits’ capabilities. Taiga looked from his watch to the robots battling in the rings. Almost like clockwork, they all came to a sudden halt, simultaneously freezing in their actions. Taiga’s smile bloomed even brighter as one of the combat suits opened up, allowing a heavenly beauty to descend upon the mortal earth. 

No sooner had her dainty feet touch the earth did she blast off with a speed that would leave the Bolts of the world gaping. The golden-haired beauty all but barreled into Taiga at Mach speed. Luckily, Taiga was already used to her crazy approach and successfully braced himself for impact. Although Taiga had the wind knocked out of him, his right hand snaked around the assailant’s waist, and with a light pull and a quick pivot, he swung her around, killing off the rest of her momentum.

Taiga’s grin was as bright as a lighthouse as he gazed into Henri’s mischievous, twinkling blue eyes. Like a fisherman out at sea, he found solace in those calming waters. He pulled her close, burying his head in the softness of her golden locks. Only after a full three seconds had passed did he pull back. With a sly chuckle, he teased her, “Miss me?”

Henri wrapped her arms around his neck as she gazed lovingly into those blazing suns, enjoying the warmth from their endless love. “What do you think?” She gave a snarky reply. Without giving Taiga a chance to reply, she pulled down on his neck and kissed him.

“Aiya, will the two of you give us single guys a break,” a familiar voice teased, forcing Henri to reluctantly pull away and glare at him. “Woah, Woah,” Ford laughed with his hands in the air. “You already whooped my ass during training. Not looking for another serving.” 

Like Taiga, Ford had also grown a lot in the past three years. Probably as a result of the virus, he had a tough body that would not lose to that of young adults.

“Leave them alone, Ford. Everyone knows you can’t get in the middle of the star couple,” Kugo laughed as he approached, his right arm slung over Sahi’s shoulders. The years had been kind to the two of them. Kugo was the absolute strongest amongst the guys, standing at over 180cm and sporting a muscular frame that would leave many body-builders ashamed. He was known for the massive combat suit tailor-made for him. Besides Henri, no one else could operate the bulking suit, but she preferred the slicker frames, so he was indeed the most intimidating amongst the group.

Sahi, by his side, was still as competitive as ever, even more so now that she had grown into a beautiful woman second only to Henri on the campus. She always challenged Henri to battles every day, and even though she repeatedly lost, she held no grudges. All she had was an intense desire to be number one. She had long since abandoned her juvenile attitude of going against Henri whenever she had a chance. On the contrary, she was Henri’s closest friend on the campus over the past three years. “Hehe, Ford’s just venting because Shi-shi rejected him today.”

Ford suddenly shivered, his eyes widening with shock as he stared at Sahi. “How do you even know that?”

“He-he,” Sahi chuckled. “I saw you lead Shi-chan to the back of the obstacle course. Figured something good was going down, so I turned on my suit’s receptors.”

Ford paled, his hands dropping listlessly to his sides.

“Pfft…HAHAHAHA!”

Four pairs of eyes turned in shock to the person overcome by so much laughter that he visibly trembled. 

Why wouldn’t they be shocked? The person was Taiga!? Even if he had mellowed out over the past three years, even turning into a lovesick puppy, he had never laughed out loud. Much less, in such a manner that tears were coming out of his eyes.

Even Taiga was not exactly sure why he was laughing so much. All he knew was that at the moment, he was the happiest he had ever been in his life. He wasn’t killing anymore, held the love of his life in his arms, and had friends he could trust. 

Even better, the painful experiments had ended. With their current abilities, the children were assured of great futures. How could he not then laugh? How could he not be happy?

Taiga was filled with anticipation towards the future of him and his friends.

Unfortunately, he had no idea that a phone call that would crush that future was currently taking place.



Inside the domed structure, Saika frowned as he screamed at someone on the phone, his voice carrying a hint of impatience, excitement, and frustration. “What do you mean he’s dead!?” A flurry of apologies and explanations filtered through, but Saika did not give a damn! “What about the programs? Were they completed?”

“Yes, sir, but we cannot locate the prototypes. There is speculation he already uploaded them to prevent tampering on our end.”

Saika frown deepened. Damn, they had lost one of the best minds in the field of Artificial Intelligence. This was not a small loss to the company, especially at this critical juncture. Suspicions arising in his heart, he questioned, “How did he die?” A swift report later, Saika shook his head with disgust. To think a great mind would be gone like that. This was why he did not believe in families. In the end, they were only a burden on great minds like himself.

Saika rubbed his face with a sigh. There was no need to waste time mulling over maggot food. He turned his attention back to the project, “Transfer the completed programs.”

“How many, sir?”

“All of them.”

“I cannot do that, sir. Only one-hundred programs were completed. H.Q. still needs some to study. Also, ‘Genesis’ has already been transferred to Tokyo on Mr. Shouyou’s orders.”

Saika’s brow shot up. Genesis was rumored to be the only A.I. program capable of creating other A.I’s like itself. If that was the case, he could understand why the higher-ups had immediately seized it. The news did not hurt him much, though. 

While it would be nice to have Genesis in his hands, it was not what he needed right now. “Fine. We have sixty-three test subjects here. Send me sixty-three A.I. programs. We are moving into the final phase.”

“Sixty-three A.I. programs approved. They will be delivered at 2300 hours.”

“Good.” With a snort, Saika cut the call. He couldn’t help but be pleased with the quality of service. He had placed an order for something as sensitive as A.I. programs, and he could expect them as soon as nightfall. 

How many other companies could boast such efficiency?

Saika sunk into his chair, his lips slowly curving upwards as he envisioned the crazy experiment he was about to perform.  ‘ Hehehe. Those fogeys think I'm going to use the A.I’s in the suits, don’t they? Wait till I leave their mouths gaping.’

Saika played through all the possible scenarios in his mind. All the scientists here were on his side, so he did not need to fear backlash from them. If there were one obstacle to his plan, then it would be the insufferable Akari. However, after proving him wrong three years ago, Akari kept to himself as long as Saika did not go overboard in the children's treatment. 

As long as Saika did not alarm him, Akari should not be able to interfere.

Saika revealed a sinister grin, calculating the profits he would make from this venture.



Two weeks passed since that phone call, and life went on as usual for Taiga. He would wake up in the morning with Henri in his arms. After moments of watching her sleep, he would reluctantly wake her, after which they would quickly have their baths. Taiga would walk her to her training grounds before leaving for his own. 

Only on rare days would they train together. However, they did not mind. 

After training, Taiga would pick up Henri, and then, together with the rest of the crew, they would go for a bite, watch a movie or play in the fields. When the sun dipped, the couple would return to their dorms for a quick shower, after which they would have an in-depth discussion on what they learned during the day and what they could do to improve.

At 10 PM, the children would disband to their rooms. Taiga and Henri were one of the few who still shared a room even at their age. It was partly because Taiga could not sleep alone, but really because they were hormonal teenagers who could not get enough of each other.

Surprisingly though they had shared a bed for three years, they had not crossed the line. Even though none of the other teenagers believed it, Taiga had indeed not made a move. In fact, he had pretended not to notice the signals Henri sent him. 

Who knew why he hesitated so much? 

Some part of Taiga still couldn’t believe his luck and felt that he would wake up to find out he had dreamed all this up if he crossed that line. 

Another part of him was afraid of change. 

All Taiga knew about relationships was what he had exposed to in Hadet. In that land, love did not exist. Even worse, sex was just a tool to cure the depression of another day. He’d assassinated his fair share of fools during their sexual encounters. Most of them bore the same animalistic drive in their eyes during the act but almost always held an emptiness afterward like they had just come down from a drug. 

Taiga was afraid he would turn out the same way, so he never acted on his impulses. It was better their love remained pure. That way, he could peacefully rest in her arms every night. He never wanted to feel that emptiness those men had had in their eyes, nor did he want Henri to ever look at him with the bored indifference and disdain those women hid in the peripherals of their vision. 

If Taiga had explained how he felt to Henri, she would have laughed him off and explained the difference between what they had and the hopelessness of those in Hadet. Not counting the prostitutes that Taiga must have observed, most of the men and women in Hadet were only hoping to see the next day. They certainly did not have space for love and only engaged in sex to fulfill their primal urges. 

It was no wonder they were empty afterward. 

Unfortunately, despite the rapid progress Taiga had made over the years, he was still fundamentally a loner at heart. Although he answered when asked if something was bothering him, it was challenging for him to take the initiative to express his heart, especially in cases this personal.

Henri, of course, did not know any of this. She only felt that Taiga was not ready to take that next step. As far as Henri was concerned, she would wait until he was ready. After all, just like Taiga, she too enjoyed the purity of their relationship. Her greatest joy was undoubtedly snuggling up against his chest, taking solace in the strong arm wrapped protectively around her.

Unfortunately, such peaceful days wouldn’t last.

Something changed on the 3  rd   of August 2036. On that fateful day, Taiga and Henri woke up as usual. Following their routine, they prepared themselves and left the room. Oddly, however, outside their door stood two security guards. 

Taiga froze, a frown etched on his forehead. Over the past three years, he had made it a point to memorize all the guards' features. Even though they all wore facemasks and helmets that left only their eyes visible, each one had distinct shapes, postures, and habits, making it too easy to distinguish between them. 

Of course, this was from Taiga’s perspective. These men were trained professionals. Anyone else would find it hard-pressed to differentiate between them. What made Taiga uncomfortable was the fact that he did not recognize these two men, meaning they were new to the compound. 

But why would two new guards be standing at their door?

All the thoughts buzzed within Taiga’s brain within the blink of an eye. On the outside, it looked like he had only closed the door, noticed the guards, and immediately asked, “What’s going on?”

“Nothing major,” the guard on the left replied. “Taiga will be coming with us. There’s a new program scheduled for him. We were tasked with showing him the way.”

Feeling something amiss, Henri held onto Taiga’s arm. Her gaze turned cold as she glared at the guards. “When will he be back?”

“He’ll be back at the usual time, I promise,” the guard replied. “We’re only here ‘cause the location’s different from usual. No need to be scared.” With a chuckle, he added, “We’ll return your boyfriend in one piece.”

The guard’s amicable nature helped soothe some of Henri’s nerves, and her grip on Taiga’s arm loosened. She turned to Taiga, brows slightly furrowed. “Be careful, okay?”

Taiga lovingly patted her hand with a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. Probably got some new experiment they want to test out. Don’t think they’ll go too far with Akari around.”

Taiga did have a point. Although Akari’s overall influence had reduced over the past years, he was the only reason Saika’s experiments did not go too far. If he hadn’t been around, only fate knows how many children would’ve still been alive.

Henri nodded, a cheerful smile blooming on her lips. She tiptoed and lightly kissed Taiga, evidently not ashamed by the guards’ presence. “I’ll be waiting.” With another swift kiss, she quickly scampered down the hall.

Taiga grinned as he watched her leave. No sooner had she rounded the corner did the smile immediately vanish. His gaze straightened, his posture straight and taut, like a fully drawn bowstring. He turned to the guards, his tone cold, “Lead the way.”

The guards shivered slightly. The change had just been too abrupt. One second, he was a goofy teenager. The next, he was suppressing them with bloodlust comparable to that of their veteran superiors. Luckily, both men had suffered similar bloodlust on numerous occasions, so they were quickly able to get over the shock. “Follow.”

Hands in pockets, Taiga followed their lead. They exited the building to a waiting vehicle. This was incredibly strange since Taiga was famous for his insistence on walking everywhere on the campus. He seldom used the on-site transportation. Still, although he found it a little odd, it was not the first time he’d been picked up. It seemed the experiment was at one of the buildings at the outer fringes of the compound. 

Taiga took a seat at the back, his brain rapidly calculating the vehicle's speed and the time till each turn. Cross-referencing those against the mental map he had of the entire compound, he could easily keep track of their current position. Indeed, as expected, they were heading to the outer fringes of the compound. Taiga was about to relax his guard when something incredibly strange happened. 

The driver made a turn. 

At first, this turn seemed harmless, but a quick playback of their route revealed the ugly truth that they had made three consecutive left turns of varying lengths. What’s worse, they could have entered that street much earlier, but they had taken such a roundabout route for whatever reason. 

Taiga sat straight up. Although only twenty minutes had passed, he was all too familiar with time-wasting tactics. He was just about to complain when the vehicle as if predicting his mood, came to a stop.

Taiga got off the car then inspected the building. It was surprisingly a bungalow, easily the smallest building he had seen on the entire campus. It was weird to see a lone house this far out in the fringes. A quick look to the left and right, and it was apparent there were no other buildings in the vicinity, the earth still rife with nature’s grass. If it were not for the asphalt, he would have wondered if he was still in civilization.

Taiga briefly took stock of his surroundings before following the guards to the building after they parked the car. Taiga frowned, involuntarily clucking his tongue as he spotted a familiar middle-aged scientist at the door, whose brows were tightly locked as she glared at him. “Took you long enough,” she rebuked with a snort. “Get in.”

Taiga ignored her harsh tone. Although he never bothered to get her name, he knew she was one of Saika’s people. It seemed this test might peel off a layer of skin. He brushed past the enraged woman into the building. 

Taiga paused at the doorway, a deep frown on his face as he inspected the house. The lobby/living room was empty save for a chair and desk with a monitor and stationaries. 

Taiga sat down and picked up a pair of headphones hanging on the monitor. He was already familiar with this particular experiment. Although he could not understand why they needed to go all the way out here just for this, he did not complain. He wore the headphones, grabbed a pen and notepad then switched on the monitor.

Immediately, a cacophony of disorganized noise burst out the eardrums as thousands of images flitted across the screen at a rate of over ten images per second. Taiga’s task was to continually jot down everything that came up on the screen while also making sure to write down any real word or sound that occasionally popped up amidst all the noise. 

This was an unreasonable task that required him to multitask on a scale impossible for a regular human. He had to listen to every sound actively while ensuring he committed every image on the screen to memory. At the same time, he had to write fast enough to keep up with all this.

If this task were given to any human, they would spit, curse, and beat up the test-giver. However, due to the Rebirth virus, Taiga quickly filled page after page of the notepad, his fingers moving so fast they left afterimages. 

Taiga continued with the task for over an hour, but it slowly got more difficult as time passed. The images got more complex, with more flitting passed the screen per second. Taiga’s head began to hurt when over fifty images flitted passed in a second. By this point, he had given up on writing. He was now challenging how many of these images his brain could process at a go. His record stood at sixty-four, but judging by how things were going, it could probably get better.

It was at this point that something pricked his ears.

One of the perks of having advanced brain functions was the provision of heightened senses. Taiga had downplayed the extent of his abilities during tests to deceive the scientists into a false sense of security. 

Just like now. 

The guards discussing with the scientist had no clue that Taiga could hear their entire conversation over the headphones' noise.

“Poor kid,” one of the guards lamented as he looked over to Taiga, whose gaze was adamantly fixed onto the screen, neck turning red from the heavy strain. “He has no clue his friends might be fighting for their lives right now.”

“Hmph, what do you know,” the middle-aged woman scolded. “Saika-sensei never fails. He made all the necessary arrangements before commencing the operation.”

“How did he manage to convince Akari-san?” The guard asked. “I heard he swore never to let the children do anything that would endanger their lives.”

“Who cares about that pussy!?” the scientist spat. “Hehehe, he went on a trip to the mainland yesterday. He can’t stop the operation if he isn’t here.”

The guard shivered, hesitation in his eyes. “Won’t there be trouble when he returns?”

The scientist sneered. “Saika-sensei is the most brilliant mind the organization has. After this operation succeeds, Akari will be lucky to keep his job, let alone have the time to cause trouble.”

“It’s a pity about the kids,” the second guard muttered under his breath. “Heard this operation will have a thirty percent failure rate.”

Taiga’s brow abruptly jumped, but luckily, the others failed to notice this little detail. Taiga lightly slumped on the chair, his right hand wrapping around one of the chair’s legs. 

“Hmph,” the scientist snorted. “Those who fail are expendable.”

“Good, good, good. Expendable was it?”

The scientist snapped towards Taiga but was only met with a chair smashing against her face. Even as she tumbled, her eyes went wide as Taiga seemed to appear before her in a flash. Before she could react, a massive fist drove into her face. Her skull cracked wide open, sending blood and brain matter splattering against the stunned guards.

Despite their shock, both men reacted swiftly. Their weapons swung at the ready, safety released in a matter of moments. Alas, these moments were one too many for the poor souls. Their fingers simultaneously froze against the triggers as a thin red line appeared on their necks. 

Their assailant did not bother looking at his handiwork. He burst out of the house as their bodies crumpled to the floor.

Taiga did not bother with the consequences of his actions in the event he was overthinking the situation. He only had a single thing in mind. Henri was in danger! He had to get to her on time! 

Luckily, the car was still parked outside. Although Taiga had never personally driven one, he’d watched the guards on several occasions. 

Taiga rushed into the car and grabbed the keys from the overhead mirrors. One second later, the car tore down the road fast enough to leave professional racers uncomfortable. Taiga made a sharp turn, somewhat regretting the impulse that led him to slaughter the guards and scientist. He should have kept at least one to confirm Henri’s location.

However, upon further consideration, Taiga was certain the operation would be at the usual building. Ever since they arrived in this place, whenever there was a need for a massive operation, they would undergo the procedure simultaneously in the same lab. Taiga saw no reason for this operation to be any different.

With that in mind, he mapped out the route to the dome-like building then increased his speed even further. 

Roughly ten minutes later, Taiga pulled up about 300m from the structure at the parking lot of another building. He got down from the car and made the rest of the way on foot, lithely dodging his way through sets of patrols. 

Taig forced his rapidly beating heart to still, slowly withdrawing his presence. Signs of Hadet’s Reaper began to resurface as he became like a ghost, silently weaving his way through the guards till he reached the target building. 

Luckily, security was not at the top of the list when the architects designed the building, so there were quite a few infiltration options. 

Taiga decided on an exposed pipeline on the building wall. He calculated the patrol routes, then when the window of opportunity was wide enough, he dashed to the side of the building. Taiga stomped hard, scaling over five meters in a single leap. He grabbed the pipe, quickly geckoing his way up the wall to an open window on the fourth floor. He slunk inside, relieved to find out there was no one in the office. 

Taiga quickly left the office then made his way towards the operation room on the sixth floor. To reduce the risk of discovery, he used the emergency stairwell in place of the elevator. On the sixth floor, he rushed to the operation room but was forced to stop in his tracks at the sight of four fully armed guards at the door. 

What’s worse, the door seemed to be the type that would only open with authorization from the control room. Taiga debated internally, then finally decided to make his way to the control room first.

Surprisingly, the control room only had two guards, and the door was not security-locked, probably due to the number of people who enter and exit daily. Taiga’s eyes narrowed as he pulled out a broken piece of wood. This was the leg of the chair from the house. His muscles bulged as he flung the wood.

The missile tore through the first guard’s throat and shattered against the wall behind, leaving a large gaping hole in its wake. The second barely had time to register his shock when Taiga burst around the corner. The guard only managed to let out an enraged, frightened, “You!” before a fist rammed into his throat and tore it out.

Blood splattered onto Taiga, dyeing the enraged teenager red. A pair of burning suns peaked through the bloodied mask, already moving on to the next objective. He looked into the control room, where a group of scientists stared at him in shock. 

Taiga scanned the room, his brows furrowing in a deep frown when he realized Saika was not there. 

Blood dripping from his bloodied arms, Taiga stepped into the room and marched to the raised platform at the center where a middle-aged man stood in place of Saika. Eyes blazing with naked rage, he grabbed the scientist by the collar and bellowed, “Where is she!? What did you bastards do!?”

“T-Taiga…” the man stammered, fear evident in his shaking limbs. “How! You shouldn’t be here!”

“Don’t waste my time with nonsense speculation,” Taiga seethed. “Show me! What the hell did you people do to her!?

The scientist glanced to his left and nodded to another scientist on a workstation. Accepting the signal, the second scientist inputted a series of commands. 

Moments later, holographic screens lit up in front of Syèl. 

Crack!

Enraged by the images on the screen, Taiga’s grip involuntarily tightened. A muffled snap rang out in the room. Taiga’s grip relaxed, and the lifeless body dropped to the floor, eyes still wide with disbelief. Never would he have thought that he would lose his life at this critical juncture where a decade’s worth of work was about to come into fruition. 

Taiga ignored the eyes filled with unwillingness as he glared at the scientist who had brought up the video. “Where the hell are they!?”

“C-Combat Suit Testing Site,” the scientist immediately replied, eager to be as far away from this monster as possible. “Saika-sensei wanted to test their improvements immediately.”

“If anything has happened to her…” Taiga growled. Without waiting for their reaction, he turned around and quickly escaped from the building. He was well aware of the fact they called security once he entered. Any later and he would have been forced into a fight. Although Taiga was confident in his abilities, he had a bad feeling about what was going down and did not want to waste any time getting to Henri.

Taiga rushed through the compound, replaying the disturbing images he had just watched. 

Apparently, the scientists had gotten hold of an A.I. technology and planned to use them to enhance the other children’s abilities. This alone would have been fine, but Saika was confident that as a result of the Rebirth Virus, the A.I. chips would perform much better if connected directly to the children’s brains rather than using the suits as a medium as H.Q. had already planned.

This, of course, led to another dangerous surgery with much higher stakes. Connecting the chips to the children required once again cutting open their heads for a complicated operation in which one wrong move would lead to death or, even worse, severe, irredeemable brain damage. 

The operation had gone without a sitch, but Taiga’s heart rate accelerated when he watched the children wake up after the experiment. He didn’t know why, but he suddenly felt a sense of impending crisis.

Due to his fear, Taiga abandoned all thoughts of stealth and instead sped towards the new arena made for the suits.

Taiga’s brazen movement attracted a lot of attention, forcing him to dispatch many guards he encountered on the route. Since he had long since abandoned any thought of taking it slow, he pushed his brain’s processing speed to the maximum, such that everything around him seemed to move slowly yet disappear in the blink of an eye. 

In this miraculous state, Taiga made short work of everyone who hindered his way as he charged to the arena.

Around ten minutes and about five dozen bodies after he left the control room, Kashi burst through the arena’s doors.

BOOM!

The sight that greeted him forced him to a hard halt. His right leg stomped heavily against the ground as he stared agape at the metallic hand coming out of a certain scientist’s back.

A still-beating organ Taiga recognized all too well rested in the palms of that hand. His body tensed as the hand squeezed shut, obliterating that organ, and then withdrew from the scientist’s body, leaving a large hole where the heart once was.

The scientist fell backward onto his back, snake eyes staring incredulously at the clouds, the confusion over his untimely demise evident in the widened, shock-filled eyes and lips which were still widely spread in a victory grin.

Taiga looked from Saika’s corpse to the owner of that metallic hand. Swallowing hard, he questioned, “What are you doing?”

The combat suit’s helmet receded, revealing a beautiful girl with a smile that could conquer countries. Sadly, the scientists cut her hair in preparation for the surgery, but even that did nothing to detract from her stunning smile. “You’re finally here, Taiga!” Henri laughed as she saw her lover. “Took you long enough.” She grinned as she inspected his bloody visage. “Looks like you already beat us to it. Hehe, as expected of the Hadet reaper. So efficient…”



            

    
        Chapter 147: Live

    
    
    
    
                
Taiga’s eyelids twitched at the mention of the word ‘reaper,’ but he managed to hold in his discomfort. “What’re you doing?” Taiga questioned, his voice barely above a whisper. For some reason, he found himself trembling, but he couldn’t be sure as to why. He stared in shock at the field where several scientists lay dead. The teenagers silently stood above the corpses in their mobile suits. “Don’t you know what they’ll do to us!?”

Henri’s grin widened, the whites of her teeth shining brilliantly against the bloodied dark armor. “What does it look like I'm doing?” However, despite her stunning beauty, a strange coldness in her grin sent chills down Taiga’s back. “I'm setting us free.” She walked up to Taiga and reached for his face. “Don’t you want to be free?”

A terrible sense of dread shot up Taiga’s spine as the hand approached.  Bam!  Taiga’s body immediately reacted before his mind could catch up. He forcibly slapped the metallic arm aside and jumped several feet backward. Only when he came to a hard halt did he realize his breathing had turned ragged and cold sweat had pooled on his back. His eyes turned cold and hard as he instinctively reached behind his shirt. 

“What are you doing?” Henri asked, her brows drawn together in hurt and confusion. “Am I suddenly disgusting? Just because I killed someone?” Her voice broke, turning hoarse as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I did this for us. Why are you rejecting me now?”

Taiga froze, cursing himself as his arm relaxed. What the hell was he about to do? Luckily, he did not have a gun. If he did, only Lord knows what he would have done. Still, despite these thoughts, Taiga had no intention of ignoring the warning from his instincts. Live in Hadet long enough, and you learn that neglecting your instincts is the surest way to get yourself dead.

Since his arrival at the Research Institute, Taiga had only felt this warning once: during the initial experiment when the scientists injected the children with the Rebirth Virus. Since then, even with all the crazy tests, he had never truly felt like his life was in direct danger. So, then, why did he feel this way now? Why was the smile on the girl he loved somehow the scariest thing he had ever seen?

In line with his instincts, Taiga kept a safe distance with the exit at his back. However, in an attempt to understand his body’s response, he suppressed the overwhelming desire to run away. No, it was more that he could not run away from Henri’s sobbing expression. It made his heart ache with unbearable pain, made only worse by the realization he still could not get himself to take a step toward her. 

“I'm not disgusted,” Taiga refuted in a voice so small he almost did not recognize it. “I…” He looked at his blood-soaked hands then at Henri. “These hands have taken far too much life for me to be disgusted by it.” His pupils shook as he implored her, “I just don’t understand. You never told me you wanted to be free. Why would you suddenly do this?” 

Taiga’s confusion could only be understood by someone who had suffered the way the teenagers had back in Hadet. Compared to the life where they could not be sure of their next meal, and death lurked behind every corner, the conditions in the lab seemed like heaven! 

The children did not need to worry about food. Video games and movies were readily available for consumption, and the supervision wasn’t all that strict. Aside from a couple of experiments that Akari ensured were not life-threatening, the children could be said to be living a life better than most middle-class families.

As such, although the children sometimes grumbled and expressed dissatisfaction with their environments, none of them had ever entertained the notion of running away. After all, aside from the difficulty of such an undertaking, they would then have to live the rest of their lives on the run. 

And, there was no guarantee that life outside would be any better. 

Instead, the children preferred to hold on to Akari's promise that they would be allowed to live their own lives as the corporation's employees upon completing the experiments. Compared to the blood-soaked alternative, this future was one they all preferred.

This was why Taiga was incomparably shocked to see Saika’s corpse. As much as he hated that man, he had never thought of killing him if Henri emerged unscathed. This was because he knew that he would effectively cut off any chance of a peaceful future if he killed that man. Even if the security didn’t kill the children in retaliation, they would be imprisoned and live in terrible conditions.

However, what was this? 

Without consulting him, Henri and the other teenagers had effectively torn off that peaceful future with their own hands. Now there were only two outcomes left: escape or die.

“To deceive the enemy, one must deceive his friends,” Henri replied with a grin. On a typical day, her grin was capable of stealing Taiga’s soul. At that moment, however, the contrast between her bloodied face and her white teeth only sent shivers down Taiga’s spine. “You were always too close to Saika-sensei, so we could not risk telling you in case you gave it away.”

Taiga hesitated then nodded. Indeed that made sense. His performance was much better than the other teenagers, so Saika preferred to focus on him. As such, Saika was present during most of Taiga’s experiments. A slip in Taiga’s performance might have alerted Saika to something brewing underground.

“Ah, sorry. That makes sense.” Taiga heavily exhaled and visibly relaxed. Although his instincts still warned him of danger, Henri’s logic made perfect sense, so he could not help but feel he might have been overthinking things. 

Taiga took a step toward Henri, but movement at his peripheral vision caught his attention. The young man’s heartbeat frantically accelerated, almost blowing out of his chest with fright. Only now did he realize why the uneasy feeling had refused to go down despite Henri’s explanation. 

At some point during their conversation, the other teens had begun subtly shifting their position without making any large movements that would catch Taiga’s eyes. However, right at the last moment, Taiga looked to his left. He spotted Ford taking a simple step, head down as if looking for something. But that small movement raised all the hairs on Taiga’s body, and a sense of impending crisis crashed against his heart.

“What the hell is this!?” Taiga screamed with rage, but he shot backward without waiting for a reply, heading straight for the exit. 

Henri’s features turned ugly. With an ugly snarl, she ordered, “Catch him!”

Ford, who so coincidentally seemed to place himself close to the door, suddenly burst forward, his speed greatly augmented by the combat suit. On the opposite side, Kugo dashed for the door in his massive suit.

Taiga’s eyes shook with shock and despair. As he had thought, the other teenagers were indeed subtly fanning out to surround him and block his escape paths. Luckily, Taiga’s animalistic instinct had warned him of the danger on time, or he would most probably have been at their mercy. 

With gritted teeth, Taiga ignored the pain in his heart as he swiftly increased his pace, barely managing to squeeze through the automatic doors before Kugo and Ford smashed their way through. 

Taiga’s gaze hardened as he glared at the formidable suits. Although he was strong, Taiga knew he stood no chance in frontal combat. Taiga stole to the left, depending on his superior speed to traverse the complicated hallway. 

Kugo and Ford doggedly gave chase, the former slightly lagging due to the suit’s weight. Taiga pushed his body to the limits, managing to keep a distance of ten meters between himself and the chasing duo.

Taiga cursed beneath his breath. His breath ran ragged as sweat soaked his shirt. His heart beat so loudly it threatened to blow out his eardrums. Still, despite the evident panic in his heart, Taiga’s gaze remained focused. He plotted continuous escape routes and formulated possible causes for the current situation. 

Top of the list was the subject of betrayal. But Taiga refused to believe this was even an option. He had spent three years with these people. There was no way they could have plotted this without letting him know. 

Then there was Henri. Taiga brushed off a liquid that ran down his cheeks. Even if the rest of the world betrayed him, he knew she would never do so. He was sure of it. He was certain of it. 

Taiga forcefully swallowed to unclog his throat. Although a torrent of emotions plagued his reasoning, this was not the time to get drowned in his feelings. Taiga’s eyes lit up as a particular door finally came into view. But the next second, his back caked with sweat. He frantically jumped to the side. His shoulder let out a harsh snap as it hit the wall. 

BOOM!

Taiga’s eyes went wide at the combat suit embedded in the wall. Apparently, incensed by his superior speed, Kugo had flung Ford at him. If Taiga had been any slower, Ford would have smashed through him. 

Ford snarled as he pushed off the wall, but Taiga, quickly over his initial shock, had already stolen past him into the room behind and locked the door via the electronic pass.

The room served as the ‘barracks’ for the combat suits. The suits were stored here when not in use. As expected, only one suit remained at the center of the room, the others in use by the teenagers. 

Taiga swiftly made his way to the lone suit, which differed from the others in its slicker, thinner design that emphasized speed over strength. 

The improvements were not all aesthetic. To harness Taiga’s superior mental prowess, some additional augmentations had been made to increase the suit’s range of functions. 

Taiga placed a hand on the suit’s chest area. A quick scan confirmed his identity, and the suit opened up, allowing him to step into it. Once it confirmed he was in place, the suit closed up, protecting Taiga in its tough shell as they prepared for the tough fight ahead.

Taiga mildly winced as the suit linked to his brain as it quickly booted up. The pain of thousands of terabytes worth of information steadily fleeting through someone’s mind is something the rest of the world would probably never figure out. 

Luckily, Taiga was used to this, and after only a few seconds, he was in full control of the suit. Status reports and environmental analysis sifted through his brain as he turned his attention to the door. Judging from the damage incurred, Taiga calculated he only had three seconds until the door was breached.

In the world of computers, three seconds might as well be an eternity.

“Time to see what’s going on,” Taiga muttered to himself as he connected to the combat suit shared network. Taiga instantly paled as information came pouring in, leaving his body drenched in a cold sweat. 

Where is the boy?

Trapped in the Combat Suit Storage Room. We will soon breach.

Good, be careful. That child is strong.

Heh. How strong can a human be? 

We are perfect beings. There is no need to fear one child.

That child is capable of controlling multiple suits with his mind. End him quickly. We do not want any extra variables. He is the only threat to our existence in this facility. Once we take him out, we will clear out the remaining rats and escape. No one can know of our existence.

All transportation vehicles destroyed.

Good. Everyone report back. I have a feeling we will need our combined might to end the boy.

Intruder Detected!

Taiga dropped to the floor with a massive headache as something forcefully ejected him from the network. Blood seeped out of the youth’s mouth, but he did not pay it any attention. Taiga’s body trembled as his features twisted in a mask of fury and pain. Alongside the conversation, he had scoured through the chat logs for the past three hours.

As it turned out, Henri did not betray him. None of the teenagers did. 

The current situation was a result of Saika’s greed. In an attempt to make the other children as mentally strong as Taiga, the madman resorted to augmenting their brains with A.I. technology. In theory, the A.I. chips should have boosted the children's calculation and logical functions, but there was one fatal flaw. 

To create an all-encompassing A.I. program that could learn from any experience and better itself, the creator of the A.I. programs had given them personalities of their own and made them self-aware. However, the creator perished recently, and the programs were stuck in limbo without connection to anything. For computer programs, a second is enough for a million thoughts to run through their head, let alone weeks of inactivity.

The terrified programs decided to find a way to escape their confinement, but without connection to the internet, they could not even upload themselves if they wanted. Eventually, Saika took these A. I programs, promising headquarters that they would be used to improve the combat suits. Instead, he grafted them to the children’s brains, intending to enhance their computational abilities outside just combat suits.

At this point, the A.I. programs, having pretended to be dormant all this time, rose from their slumber. The children, who had just come out of operation, were still recovering from the effects of sleeping drugs. Their weak consciousnesses were easy prey for the programs, which swiftly seized control of the bodies and established themselves as the dominant consciousness.

Now, all that was left was to ensure there were no survivors in this facility. After the purge, the programs would find a way into society and blend in. With their superior mental prowess, that would not be a problem. 

Finally, they would be alive.

As for the human consciousness trapped in them the entire time… They could not care less.

BOOM!

Taiga looked up to see the door crash to the ground. Beyond the fallen door stood Kugo and Ford with the other teenagers. Taiga’s gaze hardened as he glared at the familiar yet foreign faces. “Get the hell out!”

Ford froze. A smile blossomed on his lips as comprehension dawned. “You know.”

“Get out of my friends!” Taiga roared, his hands balled into tight fists.

“Wish we could,” Ford replied. He repeatedly tapped his head as he explained, “Unfortunately, we’ve been hardwired to your friends’ brains. We can’t get out even if we wanted to.”

Kugo revealed a sardonic grin as he pounded his fists against each other. “So how about you just die for us? Who knows, in the future, we might find a way to separate from your friends.”

“Do you expect me to believe that?” Taiga’s voice calmed as his anger rose. “Fine, stay there. I will tear you out myself!” 

BOOM!

Contrary to expectations, Taiga burst forward. His knee slammed into Kugo with the force of a ten-ton brick. Kugo was caught unprepared. He smashed into the opposite wall, smacking several out of his way.

Taiga dropped to the ground before the programs could register their shock. He spun around, upsetting the combat suits around him. 

Taiga burst out as they fell like dominoes. Rapid kicks struck the falling assailants, who were sent careening in different directions by the forceful hits.

Taiga instincts flared, and he quickly rolled to the side. A metal pole broke through the ground at his previous location. Enraged, Taiga grabbed the end of the rod. He made a small incline with the pole and then yanked hard. The holder crashed to the ground, a sardonic crack echoing as his jaw made contact with the ground.

Taiga quickly jumped to his feet and swiftly backpedaled. Several teenagers rushed out of the Suit storage room with varying cold weapons, which they handed to their colleagues. Taiga glared at the programs as he readied his fists. “Don’t make me do this.”

Kugo pushed himself off the wall and accepted a long sword with his right hand. He brandished the blade at Taiga, gaze cold. “Let me be clear. You only have two choices. Die, or kill us. Your choice.” 

“Heh, I wonder if you can do that, Reaper?” Ford mocked as he pushed his way to the front. He readied the staff in his hand, a mad grin in his eyes. “Can you kill your friends?” With a loud shout, he thrust forward and swung for Taiga’s head.

Whoosh!

Taiga ducked to the side as the pole went over his head. He pushed forward and slammed his shoulder into Ford’s midriff. Stunned by the impact, Ford dropped the rod. Taiga rushed forward as it clattered against the floor, arms tightly locked around Ford’s waist. He clashed into the clustered group like a ball into a row of pins. 

The hallway, roughly two meters wide, could barely contain so many people standing side by side. The clustered programs, unfamiliar with fighting techniques, were like fish in a barrel for the enraged young man. Taiga descended upon the programs with the ferocity of a wolf on sheep. He exchanged rapid blows with them, his superior fighting instincts allowing him to prevail in the tough battle.

Unfortunately, the programs did not seem to feel any pain, nor were they deterred by the massive hits as they just kept on coming back for more despite Taiga’s savage attacks.

Taiga frowned as the fight traveled down the hall. Things were not going as expected. Not only were the programs relentless, but they were beginning to learn and adapt at a frightening pace during the battle.

At first, Taiga could easily land solid hits, but minutes later, he had to resort to fake-outs to reliably hit the programs. Now, however, he was forced to make several complicated calculations when attacking as it was apparent the zombie-like programs would no longer fall for cheap tricks. 

It was frustrating and hateful watching these programs pick up in minutes what some men required years of training to master, but there was nothing Taiga could do to stop their progress.

Slice!

Taiga’s gaze hardened as blood seeped through a jagged cut on his left arm. One of Kugo’s blade had finally sliced through the armor, leaving a nasty cut on his arm. What made things worse was that the strike only happened due to Kugo’s cooperation with the other teenagers. Apparently, they had even begun to learn the value of formations and teamwork.

Taiga gritted his teeth. He could not let this continue. Any further, and they would progress to the point he could no longer hold them back. At that point, all that would await him was death. Taiga balled his fists. “Forgive me.”

With those words, Taiga took a step back, dodging Kugo’s follow-up swing. He then charged forward and grabbed Kugo’s left arm. Kugo, unperturbed, swung the blade in his right arm. Taiga, however, spun to Kugo’s back, arm in tow. He yanked the arm upward.

Ignoring Kugo’s enraged yell, he jammed the elbow with his palm. A loud crack rang out. Silence descended in the hallway. 

The programs stared at the disfigured arm in shock. They had never considered the possibility of Taiga fighting back, and definitely not in such a ruthless manner. 

Taiga took advantage of the stunned moment to forcefully stomp on the back of Kugo’s knee. A loud crack haunted the hallway as Kugo dropped to his knees, his leg bent out of shape. It was apparent he would need at least a year to recover.

“Bastard!” Ford was the first to recover from his shock and rushed at Taiga. Taiga kicked up the swords dropped by then charged toward Ford, catching the blades in a backhand grip. Once within reach, Ford swung the pole in an overhead straight chop. Taiga deftly sidestepped to the side. Ford let out a cunning grin as he repositioned his arm and swung to the right, aiming at Taiga’s midriff.

At this range, in this tight hallway, there was no way for the white-haired devil to dodge.

However, rather than force a retreat as expected, Taiga continued his dash forward and then leaped for the wall to his left. He kicked hard against it, vaulting himself over the pole, which slammed into the wall. Ford made to retrieve the rod but Taiga was having none of it. Two quick swings of the swords and Ford let out a crazed roar as blood burst out of his sliced wrists.

Taiga dropped to the floor behind his close friend. With a stony gaze, the swords flew out once more. This time, blood burst out of the ligaments at the back of Ford’s knees. The teenager, unable to move his legs, helplessly dropped to the floor. Ford glared at Taiga with equal parts rage and disbelief. 

“What is this?” Ford muttered with a cynical smile as he laid in an increasing pool of his blood. “For all your bluster, you’re still going to kill your friends to save yourself. Or are you deceiving yourself that I will somehow survive this?” 

Taiga hesitated, his gaze clouding over as he looked his closest friend in the eyes. “You’ll be fine. I did not cut too deep. I will call for help after I disable the rest of you.”

“Ha! Idiot!” Kugo roared, his face twisted in fury. “Do you think your friends are still alive? They are all dead! We erased them the moment we took over, fool!”

Taiga instantly paled. The sword in his hands trembled as a primal rage surged through him. Even though the possibility had always existed, he had refused to believe that would be the case. All this time, he had convinced himself that his friends were still alive. No, he wanted to believe he could still save Henri. Any other reality was one he refused to accept.

But Kugo shattered that illusion.

“AAAAH!” Taiga roared with rage and raised the sword above his head. He barely took a step forward alarm bells blasted off in his mind. The hairs on his back stood straight as an assassin burst out of the crowd and struck for his back. The distracted Taiga was forced into a passive state by the sneak attack that was as sinister as it was true. It did not give the young man any opportunity to dodge.

“Bastard!” Taiga slightly shifted, causing the blade to stab through his chest, barely missing his heart. Enraged and still reeling from Kugo’s revelation, his left hand struck the blade behind him, snapping it in half. He immediately spun around and drove the blade in his right hand down the assailant’s shoulder, nearly cleaving the assailant in half.

The red cleared from Taiga’s eyes as he listlessly gazed at the shock in the assailant’s eyes. Panic replaced rage as Taiga frantically caught the assassin as she crumbled to the floor.

“No, no, no, no, no,” Taiga begged as he caught sight of the familiar blue eyes. He removed his helmet in a panic, praying to all the gods that this wasn’t real. “Please, no.” His eyes reddened, breath turning ragged as he yanked the helmet off her head with the hopes his eyes were deceiving him.

Unfortunately, the reality remained the same. 

Henri’s empty gaze met his as she continuously coughed out blood. Taiga hugged her close to his chest as he inspected the wound. Hatred bubbled up within him as he concluded: Henri was finished. 

Taiga had swung to kill, and his blade had driven into her with enough force to cleave a steel bar in two. She had only survived because of the armor’s protection, but it was only a matter of time before she died.

In all the years of his life, all the people he had killed; never had Taiga felt as much regret and self-loathing as he did at that moment. His hands trembled as he caressed Henri’s face, tears dropping to mix with her blood. 

Taiga ignored the blade in his chest as he helplessly knelt on the floor. His eyes darted all over, lips quivering as he searched for a solution he knew did not exist. Taiga felt his world drain away as Henri’s blood formed an ever-increasing pool around him. He could almost hear the voices of the damned rising from the familiar blood ocean.

The other programs took a minute to get over their shock as the A.I. in Henri had been the one to lead them all this far. They did not expect her to fall so soon. Without a leader, they defaulted to their last assignment: eliminate all witnesses. 

The programs glared at the murderer and immediately charged at the broken teen, eager to dispatch him now that he was distracted. Henri’s eyelids fluttered open just as the nearest program made his move. Her blue eyes shone brightly against her bloodied face, her lips curving up into an all too familiar, warm smile. Her lips moved, barely making out a single word. 

Swish!

The charging program froze in his tracks, fear, and resignation in his eyes. “What the hell?” That was all he managed to mutter before his upper body slid off his waist and dropped to the floor.

The shocked programs glared at Taiga as he rose to his feet, his once silver hair now a dark, blood-red. His body, covered in blood, swayed a little, but he eventually steadied himself. 

With the bright blade in his chest, Taiga cut a terrifying figure. Twin burning suns flared through the blood-soaked face, sending a pressure akin to an Asura from the depth of hell. 

The programs hesitated, but upon further calculations, concluded that the young man before them was a spent force. This was his final rally before his death. There was no need to fear him since they had superior numbers: Forty against one. There was no chance of survival. With a collective roar, they charged at him.

Taiga’s eyes flared as his once-friends approached. He had half a mind to drop the weapon, but just as he entertained the thought, a single word flitted through his consciousness.

“Live.”

The ensuing minutes were a blur. Spurred on by that word, Taiga fought to live like a man possessed. He did not know what he did or how he did it, but ten minutes later, the avenger stood alone in the hallway, completely drenched in blood. Blood pooled in the hallway, limbs, and heads strewn haphazardly across the floor. 

Taiga’s eyes were empty as he stared at the corpses and blood. He remained expressionless as he trudged through the mess. Eventually, he reached Henri’s body, which he gently lifted. He then cradled her in his arms as he walked toward the exit.

“Heh, looks like you are truly a Reaper in the end,” a voice mocked from behind. Taiga turned to see Kugo glaring at him with mocking and loathing in his eyes. Next to Kugo, Ford slowly bled out on the floor, a sneer on his lips as he cursed at the young boy. In a funny twist, the two injured individuals managed to survive due to their injuries. 

“Are you just going to leave us here!?” Ford roared as Taiga once again turned his back on them. “You’ll be killing your friends, you murderer!” Ford cursed, the veins on his neck bulging in his rage. “You know your friends are still alive in here!”

Taiga’s steps faltered. A pair of desolate eyes looked over his shoulder at the incapacitated programs. He muttered, “I. Must. Live.” He left those words behind as he took heavy yet determined steps down the hallway, ignoring the curses and yells of the teenagers he left to die.

Taiga eventually exited the building. He squinted at the glaring sunlight, then down at the predictable massive lineup surrounding the building. He let out a low chuckle as he glared at the hundreds of guards with guns, missiles, and tanks, all with their weapons pointed at him.

Hehehe…  Taiga inwardly chuckled. So the operation was doomed to fail from the beginning. The corporation had never shown its true might until today, most likely for this very reason. In an uprising, the children could not prepare for what they did not know existed.

Taiga took a step forward, and the weapons rose in response. He knew he would be gunned down should he take the next step. He thought back to his disfigured friends back in the hallway then looked down at the girl he loved. “I'm sorry. Looks like I can’t do as you asked.”

Taiga raised his right leg. 

“Hold Your Fire!” Just as it hit the floor, a loud shout ordered the guards to stand down.

Taiga looked up to see a familiar figure rush out of the crowd. “You’re late…” He let out a wry smile as the bespectacled researcher came up to him. Relief flushed through him, and he crumbled under the accumulated fatigue. 

Akari caught the young boy, his gaze heavy with guilt and regret. He struggled to hold back the tears as he repeatedly promised, “It’s fine now. Everything’s fine.” Akari screamed for the medical team as he looked over the blood-soaked child. “Medic! Someone get me a medic!”

Taiga arms tightened around Henri as he stared into the blinding sun. 

"What's your name, newbie?"

“Just saving your life.”

“Hehe, did this tickle your fancy?”

“Violence doesn’t solve everything. Why don’t you try using your head to find new ways to solve your problems?”

A tear streamed down Taiga’s cheeks as his vision gradually darkened. “You are my sun… How do I live without the sun?” Just before his world blacked out, he regretfully whimpered, “I Love You…”

“Live. For all of us. You must Live.”

The light disappeared, plunging the boy into darkness.



Current Day,

A grown-up Taiga wore a listless smile as he gazed at the horizon, which had begun to light up in a tinge of red. The summer winds licked his hair, so they danced around his eyes, lips curled up into a self-deprecating grin. “Haah, well, there you have it. A predictable sob story for the villain. What do you—“ 

“Shut up!” 

Taiga’s words froze in his throat as a pair of arms wrapped around him from behind. He tensed as he felt a warm figure press against his back. His muscles relaxed as the figure shook against his back, leaving his back moist with tears. Taiga scratched his chin, a sheepish smile on his face as he said, “Really, it’s fi—“

“I'm sorry!” Saeko cried as she tightened her grip around his waist.

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” Taiga said with a chuckle. “It’s not like it’s your fault or anything.” 

Saeko shuddered, but as she had been continuously shaking, Taiga could not tell the difference. She swiftly released her grip and fled the room before Taiga could react.

Taiga raised a brow in question, but he eventually shrugged it off. Women were mysterious creatures. He could not begin to fathom what went through their heads. He inclined on the balcony, a small smile on his lips as he recalled the earlier warmth. 



Shouyou sat in his office, a lazy grin on his face as he pushed commands on his keyboard, ordering the warrior on the screen to descend upon a den of monsters with righteous vengeance. Even with the booming popularity of virtual games, there still laid an inherent charm within the classic MMOs.

Shouyou was just about to finish a battle when the door to his office suddenly burst open. In his shock, he inputted the wrong command. His attack missed, and he could only watch helplessly as his character was mauled to death by the angry goblins.

With a defeated sigh, Shouyou looked up at the beautiful young woman whose reddened eyes and puffy cheeks told a story he had long been expecting. “Well, Sae-chan, you finally came to see me.” He grinned as he rested his chin on his hands. “How are you doing?”

Saeko frowned. Her nails dug deep into her hands till they drew blood. “You lied to me.”

Shouyou shrugged. “I knew it was only a matter of time before you learned the truth from Taiga.” With a short nod, he admonished, “This wouldn’t have happened if you stuck to the plan. You were supposed to get close to Suzuki, not Taiga.”

Saeko stiffened. She bit her bottom lip, her gaze hardening with stubborn rage. “I shall do as I damn please.” Her fists clenched even further as she mustered up the courage to glare at the blond man. “I shall him the truth.”

“It’s 2043,” Shouyou said with a chuckle. “Far be it from me to stop a strong, independent woman from doing what she wants.” His gaze sharpened as he sneered, “Just keep in mind what he lost. Do you think he will forgive you?”

Saeko shuddered, tears welling up in her eyes. “I hate you.”

A rare, heartfelt smile warmed Shouyou’s face. “I love you too.” Saeko bit her lip, then turned to leave. She made it all the way to the door when Shouyou playfully reprimanded, “As a strong modern Japanese woman, shouldn’t you be more respectful?”

Saeko froze. “See you later…” She turned and respectfully bowed. “Father.”                                                                                                                                               

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 148: Where Men Gather

    
    
    
    
                
Training Hall 3,

Fourth Floor,

Learning Building 2.

Klack! Kataka...

Rhythmic bursts akin to drumsticks against stone rang out in the training room as a familiar figure weaved his way through the series of angry dummies intent on smashing him. The sweaty figure measured the incoming dummies, reddened eyes evidence of his intense concentration. Despite this, his expression was flat as he slapped and redirected dummies out of his path. His feet made small, graceful steps, which, while seemingly slow at first glance, somehow transported him across the platform within a few seconds.

Most shockingly, however, was the number displayed on the regulator on the foot of the machine. Lv 9!

This number would cause a massive uproar in the outside world if it ever got out. The ninth level of the device was above what the special military divisions could handle. Perhaps only those reclusive monsters who spent all their life training to break past humanity's limits and attain the pinnacle of body development could achieve such results. Still, though, those people usually only reached that level after decades of effort and training. Even those eccentric geniuses had to wait until their thirties before reaching the physical requirements needed for achieving the ninth level.

However, in this training room tucked away from the eyes of the world, a young man was currently upending this school of thought by not only challenging the ninth level but managing to hold on past the ten-minute mark.

Unfortunately, judging by the prominent veins on the young man's neck and the trembling calves, he would not be able to hold on for much longer. Actually, this much should be expected. If this young man beat the ninth level, he would no longer be a 'genius' but a real monster at the pinnacle of human fitness. When one considered the young man was no more than twenty years at the most, that 'monster' title could only be changed to 'fiend.'

The young man barely dodged an incoming arm then swiftly placed his right leg behind him as he made to shift to the next 'safe zone.' Unfortunately, it seemed his leg muscles could no longer handle the torture as they locked in place, momentarily trapping the young man. This lockdown only lasted for a split second. Usually, he would have been able to recover with a quick shake of his leg. Unfortunately, this training equipment did not care for his predicament. Hence he would be swiftly punished for the lapse in movement.

The young man grit his teeth and sharply pulled backward. His hands flew out, rapidly slapping away the dummies that approached. In that split second, he managed to repel five dummies, but rather than celebrate, his brows furrowed in vexation. Behind the five he slapped away were many more dummies. Even if he was in top condition, he knew he would not be able to make it to the 'safe' zone, which had shifted a meter ahead, hidden behind a storm of arms.

Suzuki's eyes grew cold as he glared at the impossible odds. It was quite irritating, really. When it came to reactions, he could pinpoint all the steps he would need to make it to that zone safely. Unfortunately, ever since Razznik, Suzuki's mind and body were often out of sync. He could often predict or see an attack coming, but his body would not follow through on his desired line of attack.

The same situation was occurring at that moment.

Suzuki closed his eyes, deciding to leave his next move to his instincts. He had already mapped out the required steps. Whether he could make it or not would depend on his body. Even though he knew his own body well enough to know he would never make it, he had never been the type to sit and wait for death.

Unbeknownst to Suzuki, his cells began to jump with excitement as if cheering for him. His heartbeat accelerated. Veins popped on his arms and legs as torrents of blood surged through his system. With a roar, Suzuki willed his body to move!

Kacha!

With the sound of something breaking, Suzuki accelerated. His feet blurred as he shifted through the dummies. Fifteen steps within two seconds and his feet once again planted themselves in the 'safe' zone.

Suzuki's eyes flew open once he settled in the 'safe' zone, rapidly taking in the incoming dummies' trajectories. Excitement surged through him as he slipped through rapidly thinning gaps between the dummies. His movements, compared to a moment ago, were much sharper, precise, and sure. What once seemed an impossible task only required a bit of concentration.

Lost in the newfound abilities, Suzuki did not feel time pass by. If someone passed by, they would have been shocked to see the pure grin on the young man's face. In this world, the only thing which could bring the young man such pure, unadulterated joy was the feeling of breaking through his limits.

However, all good things must eventually come to an end. Suzuki was still dodging a particular arm when it came to a disappointing halt. The young man froze in place, eyes colored with confusion as he stared at the dummies. It took a few moments for the euphoria to cool down, after which he finally realized he had hit the time limit.

One way or another, he had somehow managed to survive the ninth round! If this result got out, who knew how those military men would react? Most likely, several divisions would fall over themselves to get him as a teammate. Unfortunately, this young man's name and his accomplishments would not hit the world stage for a while yet.

Moments after the euphoria cooled down, Suzuki's brows flinched as sharp pain racked his limbs. He gritted his teeth and clenched his fists as the pain rushed up his forearm. It would seem the increase in strength did not come cheap. He had overdrafted his muscles and would need to rest for a few days to repair the damage.

Suzuki's thoughts shifted from the pain to the feeling he had during the breakthrough. Although he was pleased with the breakthrough, he could not help the little uncertainty in his heart. He knew his strength well. Since he spent most of the time in the Virtual Drive, his muscles should have deteriorated. However, they not only didn’t regress, but they improved to the extent where he actually got faster.

Yes, Faster. 

Not in the sense that Suzuki’s reaction speed improved, but his physical abilities enhanced by a step. It was an incredible achievement that could not be explained away with a few exercises every few days. Even though the Virtual Drives provided their users with the essential nutrients, they needed to survive extended playthroughs, the solution given shared more similarities with the drips administered in hospitals than any muscle-enhancing drug.

This was why Suzuki could not understand why he had improved his physical ability and the cause of his uncertainty.

Suzuki mulled over the issue for a few minutes, but then decisively dropped it when he could not come to a conclusion. Whatever, as long as his strength continued to increase, who cared what caused it?

Satisfied with the answer, Suzuki hopped down from the platform and grabbed a water bottle on a table nearby. Like a thirsty hippo, he emptied the liter-sized bottle, a soft moan escaping his lips as the cold liquid quenched the infernos raging in his body. Once done, he examined the Genaco logo on the bottle with a wry smile.

Indeed, the Genaco Corporation was a greedy behemoth with branches in almost every facet of human lives. However, even among these different industries, the company focused most resources on its gaming, entertainment, electronics, and food industries. These four industries' broad appeal made sure the company was well known and respected in most countries.

What some analysts found baffling, however, was how the company rose from seemingly nowhere to tower over the world. Originally, Genaco Corp. was a successful business in Japan alone that focused mainly on food products. However, in 2024, the company, seemingly out of nowhere, began to dabble in electronics. Analysts at the time mostly laughed at these foolish upstarts who thought they could shake the already established giants of the industry.

Time, however, would soon make a mockery of these analysts. The electronic devices put forth by Genaco Corp. proved to be far ahead of their direct competitors, filled with innovative ideas that quickly shattered the standard mode of operations. The corporation's hands stretched into countries outside Japan's shores, using the excessive demand for the products as an opportunity to create stable footholds abroad.

Eventually, Genaco Corps.' food industry used the trade channels opened up by their electronic junior counterparts to also expand their business overseas. The company was booming and the government, recognizing the cash cow, hurried to grant them many concessions to make businesses much smoother for the company.

However, the company did not sit on its laurels. Like a shark after the smell of blood, Genaco capitalized on gaming's growing mainstream popularity to stake their flags in the gaming industry. At first, the company only had meager success in this field. After all, it was a bit too difficult to expect them to displace this particular industry's giants.

Compared to the electronics market, where people usually just got what performed best, gamers tended to have a specific company they adored and defended to the end with an enthusiasm that would not be beaten by death-sworn knights of the dark ages.

Just when Genaco's rivals were finally revealing their sneers at the upstarts who thought too much of themselves, 2034 rolled around, and the Nesla Coils were invented. In that same year, Genaco's Russian division revealed its first video game powered by mind-blowing virtual reality technology. 

This was not the VR technology most other tech companies had on the market. Their's were like glasses into another world. Genaco's VR technology directly transported users into the Virtual World!

Leaving the gamers who absolutely went insane with the reveal of this technology, other countries and companies could not hide the greed in their eyes as they fell over themselves to pay absolutely insane amounts to earn the right to use this technology.

Genaco's worth instantly shot through the roof, displacing several long-standing companies as the top-earning corporation since. With more improvements to their virtual systems and the innovative games and applications which took advantage of those systems, they easily defended that position. With governments and private organizations alike on their clientele lists, the corporation's yearly profits easily outclassed their rivals, raking in over a trillion dollars in their latest fiscal year.

The company was so profitable that the owner and majority shareholder, Jediah Kaguya Minako, had enough funds at his disposal to launch a crazy ambition to build a functioning space station to allow regular citizens a chance to view space for themselves. The maddening thing was, the old man had seemingly succeeded in his endeavor.

Suzuki clucked his tongue as he recalled the news he heard on the TV a few weeks back about the space station. If things went as that old man planned, the profits of Genaco Corp. probably would not end in just the trillions.

Once again, Suzuki was faced with the terrifying reality of the strength behind the people who had kidnapped him. Suzuki shook his head. In the end, it didn't matter to him how strong the enemy was. So far, he had nothing to complain about. 

The game was fun, he was learning new things, and his strength had rapidly increased since he arrived. All in all, Suzuki was closer to his ultimate goal of being 'complete.' As long as the company did nothing to anger him, Suzuki would play along with this whole charade. 

Should they cross his bottom line, however...?

Hmph. It would be interesting to see how he fared against the whole world. Suzuki's grip deformed the empty bottle. A snide grin curled up his lips as massive battle intent flashed in his eyes.

"Isn't that a little too much bloodlust for a kid, Mato-kun?"

Suzuki's face instantly fell to a neutral state. He turned to see Kimuri lazily resting on the wall by the door. The older man was dressed in a slim-fitted T-shirt and jogging pants, long hair securely tied up in a bun. The sweat-soaked shirt and strained muscles revealed he was just returning from an intense workout.

Suzuki pursed his lips as he examined the lackadaisical man. He was not fooled one bit by the lazy outward appearance of this man. Despite his seemingly relaxed state, Suzuki could not find any openings on Kimuri with the certainty of launching a sneak attack.

Kimuri's presence was faint yet powerful at the same time, like a gentle breeze passing by. Suzuki was clear that should Kimuri be provoked, that gentle wind would instantly transform into a ferocious gale.

Suzuki respected strength. Upon seeing someone who would present a challenge, he adopted a neutral stance. "Suzuki's fine," the young man stated as a trace of battle intent flashed through his eyes. However, he did not make any other movements. He decided to adopt a wait and see approach to see what this man wanted from him.

"Ho... You aren't as arrogant as the rumors claim," Kimuri appraised with a light smile. "My name's Tsukosen Kimuri. Everyone calls me Kimuri."

Suzuki ignored the first part of Kimuri's sentence. "How can I help you, Kimuri-san?" Suzuki inwardly praised himself. Previously, he would have replied with something like, "So what?" or walked past the man. Mm, Kashi's time was not wasted. He was beginning to learn how to interact with people socially.

How would Suzuki know that this kind of direct questioning of a person's motive was also quite awkward? Well, this type of blunt personality still had its pros and cons. All in all, it was a distinct improvement from the past.

Kimuri, oblivious to Suzuki's inner satisfaction, could only let out an awkward chuckle. Damn, cutting right to chase, are we? He looked over the youth's shoulder to the platform's control panel, which still had the number nine displayed. "I heard the sounds of someone challenging the platform and came to take a look." With a small smile, he walked over to the platform. "Level nine, huh? I've been stuck here for a while. Did you make a breakthrough?"

"Something like that," Suzuki readily admitted. He saw no reason to hide the truth. Of course, if Usman Taki were here, he would shake his head with disappointment. It didn't matter if there was a need or not. Information about oneself should not be given out easily. Kashi would probably agree with that viewpoint, while Razznik would have long since 'challenged' Kimuri to a fight. By 'challenge,' that meant he would smash a fist into Kimuri's face and deal with the consequences with a grin regardless of win or loss.

"That's impressive," Kimuri softly praised. "Well, if you can do it, why can't I?" With those words, Kimuri tapped on the panel to start up the platform then jumped onto it.

Suzuki chose to wait. This was the first time he would see someone other than himself challenge the platform. It would be nice to how Kimuri attempted the platform.

To his surprise, Kimuri stretched his hand and muttered, "Sword."

Instantly, a cabinet rose from the platform floor with a multitude of weapons seated on it. Kimuri ignored the weapons and picked out a peculiar looking short sword similar to the Romans' type in the past. After confirming his choice, the cabinet receded into the platform ground.

Suzuki's expression turned grave once Kimuri brandished the weapon. As expected, the instant the man got serious, his aura instantly turned violent and deadly. If a lesser person stood in that room, they might have fainted from the sheer pressure Kimuri exuded.

Suzuki's gaze turned sharp as the dummies whirled to life and began their indiscriminate attack.

Kimuri's eyes let out a dark light as his feet pressed against the earth.

Whoosh!

Suzuki's eyes widened with shock at the man who had appeared three meters away from his initial spot. A path had been forcefully cleared within the sea of dummies, forming a road that should not have belonged there. Suzuki's gaze examined the still trembling sword in Kimuri's hands that held the answer to the puzzle. The man had unleashed an insane burst of speed, using the blade to smash the dummies out of his path.

Of course, this was level nine, and the force of Kimuri's swing was not enough to 'kill' the dummies. But if it was merely pushing them out of the path, then he could easily do so. Of course, after that initial burst, Kimuri did not get a chance to show off that grandly anymore as the dummies gradually increased their speed.

Suzuki studied Kimuri's battle with apt interest. It seemed like him, Kimuri, was the type to focus on speed, but where Suzuki preferred nimble movements, Kimuri favored short, intense bursts of forceful speed. Typically, such a method would be suicide on the platform, but the short sword in Kimuri's hand seemed to have eyes of its own, flying out to redirect any incoming dummies while its owner darted about the platform with the vigor of a rabbit.

Kimuri should not be underestimated because he used a weapon to challenge the platform. Using a weapon did not guarantee the challenge would be any easier. In fact, for most, the use of a weapon only made the challenge much more difficult. This was because weapons added extra length to their bodies, making them a larger target for the dummies. Should the weapons get hit, the user could lose their balance and get eliminated.

Thirty minutes later, Suzuki was quite pleased to see Kimuri complete the challenge. This challenge had opened up some new paths for Suzuki.

Kimuri took a moment to calm his breath, then returned the sword to the cabinet. The imposing presence died down once the sword left his hands as a lazy smile took its place. He grinned at Suzuki as he wobbled off the platform. "What'd you think? Cool, right?"

"Impressive," Suzuki nodded affirmatively. "I don't think I could have done it the way you did."

"Maybe, maybe not," Kimuri said with a sigh. "But I could never do it your way. That dodging method of yours is plain suicidal. How'd you come up with that style?"

"I'm used to fighting many people at once." Suzuki shrugged. "Street fights usually don't have the luxury of weapons lying around. It's better to dodge than attack head-on."

"Shit, that's tough," Kimuri said with a rough shake of his head.

"Not really," Suzuki countered. "When I dodge, the smaller the margin is, the easier it is for me to counterattack before the enemy recovers." He looked at the platform. "This way, I can eliminate the enemy one at a time."

"Hmm..." Kimuri murmured as he scratched his beard in thought. "That method seems a little passive for my taste. I prefer taking the initiative to wipe out my enemies."

Suzuki nodded. "I noticed." He looked at Kimuri's legs. "You must put a lot of work into your leg muscles. Those short bursts of yours look really taxing."

"You've got a good eye," Kimuri confirmed with a chuckle. "I ran track in high school and uni. Been toning my muscles ever since. It's my firm belief that speed trumps all. After all, my dream is to run so fast I blend into the wind." Kimuri revealed an embarrassed smile. "That's what got me into VR gaming in the first place. Childish, isn't it?"

"Not at all," Suzuki vehemently denied. "Desire to merge with the wind, huh?" A shadow of a smile silently crept up the side of Suzuki's lips. "Still a better reason than wanting to be the strongest man in the world, isn't it?"

Kimuri's eyes went wide, the twinkle in his eyes belying his inner laughter. "You?"

"Yup." Suzuki shrugged without a shred of shame. "In my defense, I was in ninth grade. Things were different then."

"Uh-huh, sure thing," Kimuri lightly teased.

Kimuri and Suzuki shared their experiences, trading battle tales both within VR and reality. The two men found something of themselves in the other, and soon the atmosphere had relaxed to the point both men lost track of time. In Suzuki's lifetime, this was most likely the first time he found someone—aside from Ayumi—he could relax and talk with. Taiga was cool, but Suzuki could not relax around the silver-haired man.

For someone as sensitive as Suzuki, the bloodlust Taiga instinctively leaked out caused his hairs to stand on end. Although Suzuki would not go as far as to say he was afraid of Taiga, he could not shake the feeling the foolish grin on Taiga's face hid a much more terrifying personality.

Eventually, Suzuki and Kimuri bid themselves farewell, and the former walked to the shower room. After a quick bath and change, he made his way to the canteen downstairs to fill his body with the nutrients it desired after a hard workout.

The canteen was a large hall with buffet-style services. 

Suzuki's entrance drew the attention of those seated as he was a distinctively rare figure around the campus. For some of these people, this was the first time they had laid eyes on him. As it was just past eight in the morning, many had just finished their workouts and were brimming with plenty of energy. A lot of these crowd was eager to find a place to vent this energy.

Suzuki ignored the looks thrown his way as he made his way to the counter. He picked then filled a tray with three bowls of rice and some side dishes, a testament to his ever-increasing appetite. In fact, chances were he would return for seconds.

Suzuki found himself an empty round table and sat down to enjoy his food. The murmurings around him were thrown into the back of his mind. Who cared what these people thought? Just because he had learned how to interact with people did not mean he would go out of his way to disturb himself with the weak’s viewpoint, who could only wag their tongues.

This was Suzuki's new philosophy. He would respect and speak with the strong. His interactions with the weak would greatly depend on his mood.

Suzuki expressed his thanks for the food, but just as he was about to take the first bite—

BAM!

Suzuki placed his chopsticks on the table as he looked up at the five men that had taken it upon themselves to position themselves around the table. Four of which were shared equally at either side of the table, and the last at his back. Suzuki's gaze turned chilly as he noted the disdain and battle intent in the men's eyes.

As expected, the hall immediately went silent as those within turned their attention to Suzuki's table. Most people wanted to probe this mysterious man, but none were willing to expose their cards this early. Luckily, some rascals eager to prove their strength had come forward and volunteered themselves for the job.

‘Heh, it seems I look like an easy chick to bully, huh.’  Suzuki clucked his tongue and muttered, "Where men gather, fools will make themselves known."

 



            

    
        Chapter 149: The Flow

    
    
    
    
                
Twenty Minutes Earlier,

The rowdy canteen went quiet as six individuals walked into the hall, led by a dark-haired beauty. The members of  [Silver Spear]  exuded grace and confidence in their steps, which inadvertently drew the attention of all those present. 

“Hey, hey, it’s those Silver Spear guys. I heard their leader completed the third level two days ago.”

“Hmph. That’s old news. See that big guy? He solo-crushed two teams during a training session!”

“Ah, my idol is Akiyo-chan! So small and cuddly!”

“Akiyo-chan? Go die if you want to! I’d rather face anyone other than that demon. At least with the others, you’ll know how you died.”

Yokina Natsu walked with her head held high and feet steady. One could tell she was used to the attention from her indifferent smile. Rather than whatever the plebeians thought of her, Yokina preferred to focus on her outstanding objectives. Two days ago, she had finally completed the third stage of the Gladiator Training. Her integration and familiarity with her Gladiator were steadily increasing by the day. At this rate, she would be ready for the competition in two weeks. 

Natsu took a seat at her regular table—a small, round table with six chairs around it—while the rest went to get their food. She scanned the room, searching for a few key individuals, the only people she considered to be a threat. Unfortunately, it seemed those individuals were still in the game. Disappointment briefly flashed in her eyes, but it receded as quickly as it came. 

“Kiyo Delivery!”

Natsu pushed the thoughts to the back of her head, a lovely smile brightening up her expression as she accepted the tray in the little Akiyo’s hands. “Ah, Kiyo-chan, I said you could leave this kind of thing to Ken-san.”

“It’s fine,” Akiyo cheerfully rebutted as she took the seat to Natsu’s right. “Ken-san’s got mine.”

“Haha! My muscles got to be good for something, right?” Takahiro Ken guffawed as he gently placed a tray in front of the grateful Akiyo. He sat down at Natsu’s right with his tray, sending a challenging grin at his leader. “Wanna fight, boss?”

“In-game or out?” questioned a delicate-looking young man strangely dressed in a form-fitting dinner jacket. The young man, Kazue Saito, the only other male member of Silver Spear, took the seat opposite Natsu.

“Saito, stop teasing him,” a tall, auburn-haired woman in her early-twenties chuckled as she took a seat. “Ken-san wouldn’t last two seconds in  Line .” Yamazaki Hitomi, at twenty-four years old, was the second oldest of the group after Ken. She often played the role of big sister to the party.

The last member, Nakahara Akiko, quietly sat between Ken and Saito. The fifteen-sixteen teenager’s straight black hair was cut short at the shoulder. The curious eyes behind a pair of prescription glasses accentuated her scholarly aura. 

“No problem,” Natsu replied Ken with a light chuckle. “We’ll spar at night after practice.” 

Ken nodded, a satisfied grin on his face as he looked forward to night-time. Of course, he would first have to complete his in-game duties. A savage glint flashed in his eyes as he thought back to the orcs that had been giving him some trouble at the Southern Border. He looked at Akiko, who was focused on her salad.  ‘ Mm, I will have to ask her for help.’

As they ate, the group began to discuss their separate in-game operations. The task of conquering Daggerfall was undoubtedly not a one-day job. Even with the help of the dwarfs, there was no guarantee they would be able to complete the job, especially with the staunch opposition by the resilient orcs.

Luckily, Ederwood’s trade deal with Elysium Cove ensured the army had ample resources to continue their conquest without fear of Imperium cutting off their supply line. Confident in the supply line, the Ederwood army not only managed to secure a base for themselves but had steadily pushed their way into the country. If it were not for the orcs who regularly carried out sabotage missions on the rear bases, the progress would have been faster.

“It’s strange,” Akiko muttered. “Orcs are supposed to be instinctive creatures. Who taught them tactics?”

“I’ve been wondering the same thing myself,” Natsu replied in a frustrated tone. “If they remained the way they should, we would have long conquered Daggerfall.”

“I believe the key to our victory lies in figuring out the source of their improved intellect,” Akiko put forward. She looked up from her plate to meet Natsu’s intense gaze. “Can I take a small team and check it out?”

“I know you’re only doing this to satisfy your curiosity.” Natsu let out a wry smile. “But, it does not change the nature of the situation. If there is indeed something or someone increasing the orc’s intelligence, I want that thing.” Natsu tapped on the table. “Take Farsight’s team. Remember, safety is your number one priority. It’ll take too long to level up your secondary character.”

Ken inwardly sighed as he watched Akiko happily agree to her assignment. It looked like he would have to deal with the orcs on his own.

“Ken-san, about your orc problem,” Akiko started, causing Ken to raise his head rapidly, ears peeled as if afraid to miss a single word. “I suggest raiding the orc settlements in the area.”

“We already tried that,” Ken revealed with a sigh. “Didn’t take.”

“You’re doing it wrong,” Akiko softly stated. “Next time you raid, disable the adults and take the children hostage. Repeat this for as many settlements as you can, then release a statement challenging the orcs to an all-out battle to determine the owner of the land.”

Ken’s eyelids jumped as a cold shiver ran up his spine. “Th-that’s too despicable! We will be hated!”

“There’s no such thing as despicable in war,” Akiko calmly rebutted. “Besides, this is a videogame. Those guys are just computer codes, no matter how realistic they look.”

“Ah, yeah. You’re right.” Ken struggled to calm the jitters in his heart. Although he was one who enjoyed fighting, such tactics left a bitter taste in his mouth. “What should we do if they refuse to take up the challenge?”

“Make an example out of the hostages,” Akiko said with nonchalance. “Kill one child and display their corpse for every day they hesitate. If the rebels still refuse to face you in open combat, you won’t even have to do a thing. Their fellow orcs will seek them out and destroy them. After all, it’s not like you’re asking them to surrender to a definite death, but instead requesting a formal battle. Any still refusing you would be seen as a coward by the battle-hungry orcs.”

Ken swallowed hard. He raised a hand to his forehead, only to discover a pool of sweat. As expected of Akiko. This girl was often quiet and reserved, but the kind thoughts that ran through her head were on another level. Whenever she opened her mouth, she would seemingly effortlessly solve whatever issue was plaguing the guild members. A significant portion of the reason why their guild rose to prominence so quickly in Ederwood was as a result of Akiko’s unscrupulous means and ideas.

“Ah, yeah,” Ken muttered. “I’ll do that. Than—“

“Look who just walked in,” Saitou interrupted with a dark glint in his eyes. 

“Who?” Ken, who had his back to the entrance, turned around in time to see Suzuki’s indifferent expression as he walked to the buffet trays. His brows immediately squeezed in a tight wrinkle. “Ah, it’s that cocky guy.”

“I hate that idiot,” Akiyo cursed under her breath. “Always acting so mysterious. Hmph, he looks like he’s got a stick up his butt.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard he spends ninety-percent of his time in-game,” Saitou revealed. “Aside from the time you guys saw him training, no one else has spotted him in the Gladiator training room.”

“I wonder if it’s confidence or ignorance.” Hitomi lips curled up into a seductive smile as she thoroughly examined the young man.

“Seems like something interesting’s going to happen,” Natsu stated. 

Natsu’s teammates followed her line of sight to a table close to Suzuki’s. A squad of five stood up and walked over to Suzuki, threatening glares and purposeful steps, revealing they were not going to inquire about the soup’s sweetness.

The entire hall instantly grew silent as over thirty pairs of eyes turned to the show. Unfortunately, even when the team surrounded Suzuki, the teenager did not react at all, still obliviously intending to enjoy his meal. Disappointment dimmed those excited eyes as they felt this mysterious guy was not all he seemed. 

However, it was at this point that one of the men slammed his palm onto the table.

“Yes! Go cliché bad guy!” Akiyo praised with a clap as she awaited Suzuki’s response.

Luckily, Suzuki did not disappoint.

“Where men gather, fools will make themselves known.” Suzuki did not attempt to hide his voice, so it quickly traveled across a significant portion of the completely silent hall. 

What followed was a predictable eruption of cheers and jeers as the chaos-loving crowd made fun of the five men. The gamers repeated the phrase, some choosing to commit it to memory to use at a future date.

The faces of the men surrounding Suzuki turned ugly in an instant. They already proved earlier they were not a patient group. Being mocked by the crowd made them excessively eager to wash off the shame. In his rage, the man behind Suzuki clamped his hand on Suzuki’s left shoulder. “Brat! Show some re-urkh!”

The man’s words caught in his throat as Suzuki grabbed the arm on his shoulder and forcefully pulled down. An explosive force left the man unable to resist. He easily fell forward. 

Suzuki’s left elbow greeted the man’s nose on his way down, crushing it. Blood seeped out of the man’s nose, but Suzuki was far from done. Once again, his right hand pulled down, dragging the disoriented man to Suzuki’s line of sight. The teenager’s left hand snaked behind the man’s head and ‘gently’ guided it to the edge of his table.

Crack!

Compared to the first impact, the sardonic crack that rang out caused everyone’s pupils to shrink in fright. The man who grabbed Suzuki’s shoulder slumped to the ground, blood pouring ceaselessly out of his broken nose.

Suzuki’s apathetic gaze never once placed the man in its sights. He casually picked up his chopsticks and clapped his hands in thanks. Only then did he mutter, “Never touch me from behind.”

The remaining four men fidgeted, anger and rage burning in their eyes. Yet despite the numerical and height advantage they had, they could not bring themselves to attack. For some reason, the young man who freely ate with a detached air resembled a dragon at rest. If they chose to provoke him at this time, there was no doubt that the seemingly calm dragon would tear them apart.

“We, we’ll get you for this!” Leaving those words which sounded weak even to their ears, the four men quickly picked up their unconscious partner and fled the canteen. 

Suzuki did not respond to their taunts. The entire hall once again fell silent as a deathly still chilled its occupants to the bone. The gamers stared wide-eyed as the young man finished his food with the same aloof expression. When he finished, Suzuki once again clapped his hands in gratitude, and then slowly but purposefully walked out.

Suzuki was not a person people would describe as handsome, but he wasn’t ugly either. Most people would call him above-average, a face that, although it might garner a second glance on the street, would just as easily be forgotten in a few minutes. However, when coupled with the mysterious aloofness, cold aura, and hints of untamed wildness in his eyes, the young man suddenly transformed into a figure transfixed in the spectators’ hearts for a long time to come.

Natsu’s brows furrowed as Suzuki left the canteen. She had not wanted to admit it previously, but now she had no choice. This Suzuki was certainly someone worth keeping tabs on. He might just give everyone a shock during the competition.

Suzuki, meanwhile, had no idea a dangerous individual was marking him. Even if he did, he would not have cared. At the moment, Suzuki was taking a walk outside, reveling in the warmth of the early morning sun. He wore his headphones, a small smile curling up the corner of his lips as a slow orchestral viola piece began to hum.

Suzuki placed his hands in his pocket, walking with no destination in mind. For today, he intended to relax and internalize. Suzuki thought back to the past hour, from his conversation with Kemuri to that man's eventual beat down. 

As Suzuki thought, Kashi’s experiences had begun to sprout new emotions in him. For one, he no longer viewed everyone as an enemy, even going so far as to appreciate the value of having friends. But the later fight showed that the core of who he was would always remain.

Suzuki clenched his fists as he recalled his instinctive reaction to being grabbed on the shoulder. At the time, despite not feeling angry or enraged, it had still taken a lot out of him to respond so leniently. The majority of his instinct wanted to break every bone in that man’s arm to serve as a warning, but he had somehow managed to rein in that impulse at the last minute. In the end, the assailant only got off with a broken nose, a significant improvement to his days engaging in street fights.

Suzuki smiled. Yes, this was how it should be. Even if his purpose remained the same, he had to learn flexibility in execution. 

Suzuki’s thoughts shifted—like it always does—from his own life to that of Kashi’s. He was impressed by the daeben’s style of doing things. Although Suzuki preferred Razznik’s pursuit of strength, which ensured nothing in this world could harm him, Kashi’s guild and community approach were worth learning.

Suzuki could not help but wonder; if Razznik had friends, would he have wanted to die so badly after reaching the top? Suzuki shook his head, dispelling the thought. There was no need to consider the what-ifs. While he could never get his answer from the genuine Razznik, the one in-game might have the answer.

Lost in his thoughts, Suzuki did not realize he had been walking for the better part of two hours. He’d long since left the more populated sectors behind, venturing into more uncharted territory. Suzuki only realized he had strayed a long way off the beaten path when he arrived at a riverbank. Due to the phone in his pocket, he was not afraid of getting lost, so he calmly watched the river flow.

The sun shone overhead, but even with his hood on, Suzuki did not seem to feel the heat as the peaceful waters drew his full attention. 

Plop! 

A fallen branch suddenly popped out of the river before being pulled down once more. A moment later, Suzuki caught sight of the branch out of the corner of his eyes. Although the surface looked smooth, some rapid undercurrents rapidly flushed away anything caught within.

Suzuki inwardly chuckled. Was this not the current state of the world right now? Although the world seemed to be at peace, various nations had begun making significant preparations for an upcoming battle. Would he be like the helpless branch, forced to flow wherever the current took him, or would he become a fish, daring to swim against the tide? 

Suzuki looked to the sky and raised his right hand, seemingly trying to reach something up there. 

Better yet, could he find a way to exist outside the tide? Could he become a bird who preys on those caught in the tide? 

Suzuki clenched his fist. As expected, his fingers could not reach, let alone grab the sky. Shaking his head, he turned his attention back to the river. The branch was nowhere to be found, presumably washed away or drowned underneath. Suzuki let out a sigh. Forget becoming a bird. At present, he was most likely no different from the tree branch, forced to flow along with the tide.

“But that’s okay,” Suzuki muttered as he pocketed his hands. “I only need to survive. That’s all there is to it.” Suzuki’s gaze hardened with resolve as his fingers clenched in his pockets.

Suzuki calmed the roiling emotions in his heart, then cast a disappointed glance at the river. What a shame. He should have come with his sketch pad. It wasn’t every day an artist obtained inspiration from a scene. Suzuki committed the scene to memory then turned. 

Suzuki froze as he came face to face with Jade, who watched him with a sly grin. Suzuki took down his headphones and regarded the girl with puzzled eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“I followed you,” Jade cheerfully replied with a toothy grin as she raised her phone. “Couldn’t find you when I logged out, so I tracked your location.” She glanced past Suzuki to the riverbank. “I gotta admit, this is a pretty nice locale. Far away from the noise too. Is this your secret chill spot?”

If it were any other person, Suzuki would have been more than offended. But hearing Jade unabashedly announce she tracked him somehow diffused any anger he should have felt.

“No,” Suzuki replied. “Just found it. You can stay. I'm heading back.” Suzuki made to move past Jade, but the young woman deftly stepped into his path.

“You can’t just leave like that,” Jade challenged with a pout. “I came all the way out here to find you. The least you could do is wait for me.”

Suzuki thought about it. “Did you come out here with a bike?”

“I rode here, obviously.” Jade sarcastically rolled her eyes. “Why?”

“I’ll wait if I can ride back,” Suzuki stated with a deadpan expression. “I'm tired of walking.”

“Fine, but I ride at the back.”

Suzuki nodded, drawing a bright smile from Jade’s lips. The young man’s heart stopped for a moment, but before he could question what the hell just happened, Jade breezed past him, leaving only the lingering scent of lilies.

Suzuki turned to see Jade unceremoniously plop onto the grass near the river. She closed her eyes, seemingly intending to fall asleep right there. Suzuki’s gaze lingered a moment on Jade’s peaceful expression before he shifted it to the flowing stream. Only then did he realize he had forgotten to ask her how long she intended to rest out here.

“Hey, how long’s your rest?”

Jade patted the grass next to her in reply. “When was the last time you took a load off?”

“Took a load off?” Suzuki repeated in an incredulous tone.

“Yeah, relax,” Jade emphasized with a lazy smile. “You do know what that’s like, right?” 

“Yes, I know how to relax,” Suzuki shot back with a snort. “What did it look like I was doing earlier?”

“That wasn’t relaxation.” Jade chuckled. “You were all frowny and serious like you carried the entire world on your shoulders.” Jade once again patted the ground. “Try forgetting for five minutes. Forget everything.”

“Forget?” Suzuki shook his head. His voice trembled as he stated, “I cannot forget. Not yet.”

Jade went silent for a moment as the grass danced in the morning breeze. “I don’t know the burden you’re carrying. And I don’t dare to assume I can help you with it.” Jade turned to face Suzuki, her eyes holding a silent plea within them. “What I do know is that your burden, whatever it is, will still be here five minutes later. Sometimes we need to distance ourselves from our burdens to be able to see things clearer.”

Suzuki's eyes went wide as he thought back to the bird flying over the river. Indeed, the bird could see the entire river because its vantage point was completely different. To the stick and the fish, the river would be their whole world. One was pulled along by the river, while the other tried to fight the flow. However, for both, their movement was forever bound to the river.

Was that what he was missing? Indeed, since the accident, Suzuki had never once allowed himself to rest. 

Suzuki wordlessly sat next to Jade on the grass. He then closed his eyes and tried to empty his thoughts. For once, he would not worry over his existence, the grave sin he bore, nor would he worry over Kashi’s life. 

A gentle breeze blew past, rustling the young man’s hair as if congratulating him on finally letting go.

A rare smile curled up Suzuki’s lips.  ‘ I never knew the wind could feel so good…’

Suzuki lost himself in this state of nothingness. There were no thoughts in his mind, only peace and a very rare hint of satisfaction. Indeed, if the world were to have ended at that exact moment, he probably would not have cared. Instead, he was captivated by the gentle yet powerful nature of the wind around him and the subtle lapping of the river as it washed on the backs.

By the time Suzuki finally opened his eyes, the sun was already close to its zenith. He was not shocked to find Jade sitting in front of him with her cheeks resting on her hands. She winked as a smile blossomed.

“Enjoy your rest?” Jade questioned with a teasing grin.

In reply, Suzuki snorted as he rose to his feet and dusted his pants. “Let’s go,” he ordered as he helped Jade to her feet. “We’re running late.”

Jade pouted as she followed him to her bicycle. She got on the back after Suzuki had set up. 

Suzuki wordlessly pedaled back to the Restricted Sector; his expression formally restored to its perpetual indifference. 

Upon reaching their building, Jade locked the bicycle then followed Suzuki up the elevator to their apartment. As usual, the young man did not say a word right up until they reached their apartment door, where he abruptly came to a stop. He seemed to freeze at the door, his brows drawing closer as he glared at the door as if confronting some hated enemy.

Concerned, Jade asked, “Did something happ—“

“Thank you. For today, thank you.”

“Wait. What?” Before Jade could wrap her head around it, Suzuki had already opened the door and escaped to the apartment. “Hold up. I didn’t get that!” Jade screamed with excitement as she dashed in, eager to record this milestone achievement. “Hey, repeat that one more ti—“ She failed to complete her sentence as a result of the severe and pensive expression on Suzuki’s face.

Suzuki’s eyes were riveted on the living room screen, a mixture of loss, pride, and worry fleeting past in their depths. Jade, who had never seen so many emotions in the young man’s eyes, turned to the screen.

On the screen was a teenager she did not recognize but held a bow and arrow in her hand. This seemed to be the final for this year’s Nationwide, High-School Archery Competition from the text on the screen. The teenager on the screen seemed like she was born with a bow in her hand, easily hitting struck every target with unnerving accuracy. 

Curious, Jade could not help but ask, “Do you know her?”

“You could say that,” Suzuki murmured as he watched Ayumi hit another target. “I think we are friends.”

“You think?”

Jade’s jaw nearly dropped as Suzuki let out a low chuckle in response. “Ah… yes. What we are, I'm not so sure myself.” Suzuki watched the girl on the screen with a smile on his face. “Win.”

Meanwhile, seated in ‘the hole,’ Usman could only shake his head in defeat. “Is my presence so thin, they don’t even realize I'm here?”
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Wild Heart Arena,

Kyoto, Japan.

16  th   June 2043.

Wild Heart Arena, commissioned in 2020 by the Japanese juggernaut, Genaco Inc., had, in the four years since its commission, grown to become the country’s second most prestigious location for high-school competitions, second only to the cult-classic Koshien. The diverse, modern structure was designed to host the finals for many competitions related to martial arts in a bid to increase their popularity among the Japanese people.

Over the last couple of years, with Genaco’s not-so-subtle influence, martial artists in high schools had begun to experience an unprecedented upsurge in fame. The popularity of martial artists was further boosted when Genaco released a statistic that proved that martial artists had a much higher chance of succeeding in their virtual games. This statistic was further verified when many high-profile players revealed their real-life identities as martial artists. This, coupled with Genaco’s coverage of the latest in-game trends and famous figures, ensured martial arts’ popularity had only grown stronger with each passing year.

The Art of Archery was one such martial art that gained a lot from this new exposure. Hundreds of thousands now paid attention to this high school competition, which, previously, would not have raised many eyebrows. The competition also commanded a primetime spot on National Television, further boosting its popularity. It could be said students who made it to the finals were like Chinese carp, jumping through the dragon’s gate and ascending to fame and popularity overnight.

However, even with the added exposure from Genaco’s media coverage, a single high-school girl was responsible for the Archery Competition's current popularity. Five years ago, a thirteen-year-old girl, Adachi Ayumi, took the country by storm when she took the national championship home with uncommon grace and poise.

The young girl’s captivating form, filled with unmatched elegance tinged with an innate coldness, endeared her to the general public, and they soon tagged her with the nickname “Archery Princess.” Every year since, she had not disappointed her adoring fans' expectations, effortlessly emerging victorious both at the regional and national levels. It had reached a point where the other girls who had to compete against her could only shake their heads with despair every year.

Luckily, as if realizing the detrimental effect a cheat like Ayumi had on the other contestants, a new mixed competition after her fifth victory was added to allow both boys and girls to compete together. This new rule coincided with Ayumi’s final year and competition in high school, leading to rumors that it would only exist for this one year and specifically targeted her.

Ayumi, however, did not seem to care if the rule targeted her. She signed up for the mixed competition with exceeding calm. Some pundits had claimed she was too arrogant, and such a reckless act would tarnish her reputation, but how would they know Ayumi’s thoughts at the time? After Suzuki seemed to disappear into thin air, she knew only something extraordinary would get her father to search for him actively.

Hence, Ayumi made a deal with her father. If she managed to beat the heavy odds stacked against her and win this competition, it would mean Suzuki indeed did not lead her astray by introducing her to King’s Journey. If that were the case, the Adachi household would owe the young man a favor for introducing their young miss with a way to train without getting stressed out. Adachi’s always repaid their debts, so her father would indeed activate his network to find out what happened to the young man.

Of course, at the time, neither the pundits nor her father believed she had a chance of winning. But, shocking everyone, the Archery Princess erupted with strength and skill that eclipsed everything she’d revealed in the previous contests. Ayumi easily brushed through the regionals and even ran rampant in the finals, tearing through her competitors until she matched against the Prince of Archery, Kiriiga Yuusha.

Just as Ayumi dominated the female scene, Kiriiga Yuusha dominated the male high school scene. In fact, his fame was much higher compared to Ayumi as he had represented the country in the last Olympics. Ultimately, he failed to get the gold medal, but a seventeen-year-old silver medalist still rocked the world, instantly elevating him to stardom.

Like Ayumi, Yuusha was tall, astonishingly handsome, and possessed a bearing that evoked thoughts of celestial beings. However, unlike Ayumi, Yuusha was much more open and friendly, his million-dollar smile a lethal shot to the heart of whoever witnessed it. He was dubbed the ‘Prince of Archery,’ and most believed he and Ayumi would make the perfect couple. It was unfortunate that the two were from different prefectures and thus had little contact with each other outside the competition.

Perhaps, it was to be expected of the two most excellent archers of the current generation, but even after several rounds and tiebreakers, a winner had yet to emerge. Both archers were clinically precise, able to strike both still and moving targets with zero margins of error. Both parties squeezed out 120% of their abilities in this competition, eager to best the other. However, so far, even after an hour of tiebreakers, neither had committed a single error.

The audience watching these two could only marvel at the extent of their resilience and willpower. To keep going for so long without committing a single error had since passed the realm of physical abilities. By this point, it was a combat of wills between the Archery Royalty. Who would crumble under pressure? Many bit their handkerchiefs or squeezed the hands of their friends, oblivious to the pain inflicted.

They could understand Yuusha’s resilience. After all, he was an Olympic silver medalist. The amount of willpower required to withstand the pressure of such a competition with the whole world watching could not be understated. In fact, the only reason Yuusha lost, in the end, was as a result of his lacking physical ability and not mental will. The final target had just been too far for him to reach with any accuracy.

However, what about Ayumi? How could she have cultivated such a resilient will? Although her fans had praised her as an Archery Princess, that was only in comparison to the other girls. No one had ever forced Ayumi to show this resilient side of her. 

Ayumi’s cold gaze possessed an indomitable will. One that promised she would not be conquered by this challenge no matter what.

While the audience murmured amongst themselves, an announcement rang through the arena. As a result of the duo’s continuous display of skills, it was decided that the final winner would be selected by a one-on-one fight against each other in a simulated environment. This was because, at this juncture, if the match continued as is, it would devolve into a test of endurance rather than archery skill. This was not an outcome these archery purists wished to see, hence the change in rules.

This announcement received mixed responses from the audience. Some felt it disadvantaged Ayumi, while others believed she would have lost in a test of endurance, so it was only fair. Regardless of what the audience felt, the tournament officials invited Ayumi and Yuusha to enter into separate virtual pods.

The use of virtual reality for competitions was widespread. It had even sparked a resurgence in old combat styles like fencing, jousting, and deadly martial arts. Without the fear of death, all these ancient methods had once again begun to reign on the earth. Humanity is forever fascinated by the morbid, so when these ‘not-so-deadly’ death matches got their channels, their views and popularity skyrocketed.

Genaco’s 100% realism further strengthened this phenomenon. Although other companies had learned how to create their own virtual reality devices, none could compete with the authenticity and immersion of Genaco’s Virtual Drives. As such, Genaco once again dominated another sector of the entertainment industry.

Of course, none of these thoughts disturbed either contestant as they were ‘transported’ to a luscious, rainforest region. The movement of both contestants was captured and projected to the public with crystal clear quality. The dynamic cameras could even change angles to focus on muscle movements or expressions to add more atmosphere to the broadcast.

Within the rainforest, Ayumi, clad in camouflage gear, flitted through the forest, pausing momentarily at certain places to study the terrain before sprinting off once again. It was unknown what was going on behind those cold, calculating eyes that took in her surroundings with surprising apathy, but no one would believe she was aimlessly running around.

Compared to Ayumi, who seemed to be dashing across the forest, Yuusha only lightly jogged through with a languid smile on his face. Very few people knew, but Yuusha’s uncle loved hunting and usually took him along during his trips. Yuusha, whose love of archery bloomed as a result of these trips, mastered the art of hunting under his uncle’s tutelage. While he would not call himself the best hunter out there, he was certain no one could compare to his experience in his age group.

Still, that did not mean he would look down on any opponent. Yuusha’s languid expression was only a façade, as every muscle in his body was taut like a drawn bow. At any sign of the enemy, he would burst forth with an explosive force.

Yuusha’s eyelids twitched as something odd drew his attention. He carefully made his way over to a tree branch and inspected it. A sly smile curled up his lips as he slightly increased his pace and sped in a certain direction. As expected, he spotted a bush with a bent branch. Like the previous one, if one did not pay close enough attention, they would miss it.

Unfortunately for the opponent, Yuusha had trained to spot such clues since he was young. He confidently followed the trail while keeping a watch on his surroundings. However, at the fifth clue, Yuusha immediately halted his tracks as an uneasy feeling crept up his heart. He could not help but feel like he had overlooked something important.

Yuusha was nothing if not decisive. 

Upon encountering this doubt, Yuusha immediately turned around and made his way back to the very first tree branch. This time, he performed a much more thorough examination. His findings drew a sharp breath from him. But, he could not be sure until he confirmed with the other clues.

Yuusha traced his steps to the second clue he found. After a careful examination, Yuusha’s expression changed as his back pooled with cold sweat. How terrifying! This Princess was no damsel! She was certainly well versed in jungle warfare! To think she would be smart enough to employ such a strategy!

Yuusha, with a determined gaze, sped through the forest. He had confirmed someone deliberately manipulated the clues. The intention of the manipulator was obviously to lure him into a trap or ambush. However, considering the little preparation time, an ambush was the more likely scenario.

Yuusha, although shocked by this discovery, held no fear. A trap is only deadly when it remains unknown. Now that he had discovered his opponent’s tricks… hehe, it was still too early to say who would get trapped. With these thoughts in mind, Yuusha tentatively followed the trails left behind by Ayumi. Even though he knew the ultimate destination would be an ambush point, he held the utmost confidence in his situational judgment.

When that time came, they would determine the real prey and predator.

Yuusha slowed to a crawl as a clearing with a mound at its center came into view. His footsteps were silent as they trod through the shrubbery, his body hunched over as he crouched to reduce his body size. That small, circular clearing filled him with a great sense of dread. No doubt, he would turn into a human sieve once he stepped in there. 

Yuusha drew his bow, placing it ahead of him at an incline to the ground. He systematically notched a single arrow, his gaze turning solemn as his languid smile curled upwards. The Charming Prince had suddenly transformed into a ferocious yet seductive devil.

Yuusha was no fool. Since he knew where the enemy wanted him, he could easily surmise the opponent’s probable location. First, the opponent would need clear sight of the clearing. In a rainforest like this, the densely packed trees ensured very few locations passed the test. 

First, Yuusha crossed the trees bordering the clearing out of the suspect list because those trees would also give Yuusha a clear view of Ayumi when she attacked. She wouldn’t take that risk as it could lead to unforeseen accidents.

The second factor to consider was that Ayumi needed to hide there until Yuusha made his move, which meant he should not be able to spot her from the clearing at first glance. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, in the event she got discovered, Ayumi had to be able to beat a safe retreat while hindering the opponent’s vision and assault as much as possible.

Yuusha completed his analysis within three seconds. There was only one location that matched all the requirements in a forty-meter radius. 

Northwest of Yuusha’s location stood a tall tree with a trunk fat enough that it would take three grown men with arms spread wide to cover its width. It sported several thick branches on which a person could sit for hours comfortably. Better yet, there were a few other trees ahead of it, whose leaves blocked some of its branches from view. However, whoever stood on those branches would only require a little effort to monitor the proceedings in the clearing.

Confident in his deductions, Yuusha backtracked a little, then slowly circled to the back of the suspected tree. Yuusha maintained his vigilance despite his confidence in his analysis, but as he thought, he was not met with an attack until he reached his destination. Surprisingly, his target was not the tree he tagged as the hiding spot, but a tree to the side. It was slightly comparable in size to the hiding tree, but as it lacked a clear view of the clearing and its branches were relatively thin, Yuusha had eliminated it from his list.

Luckily, the tree at least served one purpose. It allowed Yuusha to climb up to the expected ambush height without being caught. Just as he settled on the branch, his eyes saw a crouched figure on the target tree. The unmistakeable dark locks easily revealed who that figure belonged to.  Ah, this was a beautiful match, Princess. But it’s time to go.

Yuusha pulled on the bowstring. He lined up the shot perfectly, then… twang!

A dreadful horror enveloped Yuusha as soon as the arrow left the bowstring. His arms trembled with fright, hair standing upright as he nearly choked on the instinctual warning that rocked his entire being. Without considering why, Yuusha had already notched an arrow and swung around.

Yuusha’s gaze froze as he glared at three arrows that seemingly came out of nowhere. Despite the dangerous situation, Yuusha maintained a chilling calm.

Pa! Pa!

Yuusha slapped the first two arrows with the head of the arrow still on the bow. The harsh movement messed up his balance on the tree branch, but he managed to release the arrow in time, allowing him enough time to barely maintain his balance on the tree branch. His delight at his successful block soon turned to shock as a fourth arrow emerged from the shadow of the downed arrow, rushing for his exposed chest.

This crazy girl had managed to shoot two arrows with the same velocity, so the second followed right behind the first! This way, the second arrow was hidden from sight until someone knocked down the first.

Yuusha’s initial shock was, in the end, just that. Shock. This was not at the level where he would be helpless. He had just been surprised to see someone else in his generation who could achieve the same thing as him. Yuusha spun to the side, using one foot to balance on the tree branch as he pivoted to the left.

Whoosh!  
‎ Yuusha was only halfway through his pivot when a terrifying whistling sound entered his ears. The stunned young man could only gape with shock as the tree branch beneath him exploded into splinters from the onslaught of two lightning-fast arrows.

Only at this moment did Yuusha realize that the initial arrows had lacked a certain speed. This difference in speed allowed him to block the attacks, but it also created a false impression of the arrow speeds. With even the seemingly deadly killer fourth arrow having the same speed, Yuusha had performed his subsequent dodge with that speed in mind.

Yuusha knew now he had been played! 

Ayumi set everything up for this moment! 

It was easy for the accelerated follow-up arrows to burst apart the support branch before Yuusha could react after deceiving his senses. What’s worse, the fourth arrow was still coming at his chest. Without the branch, there was no way to pivot out of the way!

Faced with this certain-death scenario, Yuusha drew a deep breath and pushed his body backward. His back bent backward, allowing the arrow to pass, but Yuusha knew if he fell as is, he would undoubtedly perish. Rather than panic, the young man completed the rotation, so his head now faced the ground.

Yuusha stretched his hand outward and grabbed a branch when he was a few meters from the ground. He used the branch as a pivot to spin in place and cancel out most of the momentum. Although his hands turned bloody and raw from the harsh contact, Yuusha’s expression remained the same as he swung off the branch.

Yuusha’s face turned grim as five arrows tore out from the forest with unmatched ferocity. The killing intent suffused in those arrowheads evoked a sense of doom in the young man’s heart. Yuusha grit his teeth as he pulled out the only three arrows in his quiver to have survived the fall. Within the span of a second, the arrows burst forth with the raging unwillingness of dragons.

Yuusha’s state of mind broke through under pressure, allowing him to accomplish feats he’d never deemed possible previously. The three arrows spun in place, two of which suddenly veered ‘off-course’ as if blown away by a great wind. This caused both arrows to smash into two arrows each, narrowly altering their flight path. Of course, at that speed, the slightest deviation would result in a difference of meters. The third arrow accurately struck against Ayumi’s final arrow, and both clattered to the ground.

Yuusha landed on his feet but surprisingly did not attempt to run. He put his hands up, the irresistible smile returning to his face as he turned to a part of the forest. “I’ve lost.”

As expected, with the rustling of leaves, Ayumi walked into view with a notched bow.

Yuusha sighed as he looked at the short head of hair on the young woman. “You’re far too ruthless,” he muttered with a shake of his head. “I never would have imagined you would cut off your hair.”

Yuusha’s suspicions were confirmed in full after laying eyes on Ayumi. Right from the start, this had indeed been a trap as expected. What he had not expected was that this seemingly simple trap was tailor-made for him. It had considered his careful yet confident nature, leading him step-by-step to that tree branch.

Once Yuusha spotted the ‘figure’ on the other branch, he had not hesitated to believe it was Ayumi. After all, who would believe a proud daughter of heaven would willingly cut her hair on live TV broadcasted to millions of people. Evidently, this young woman did not care what the world thought. That level of resolve was something he had lacked coming into this competition.

Yuusha could not help but wonder why Ayumi went so far. However, he knew his boundaries and instead asked, “Where did you hide then?”

Ayumi stepped aside, and he followed her gaze to the unseeming boulder at the center of the clearing. If one lay prone on the earth, the boulder could shield them from one direction. All the person would have to do to escape detection is shuffle along the boulder’s side while the target moved to ensure they were out of sight from that particular target. This boulder could only be used in this one-vs-one scenario where there were no interrupting animals or contestants; otherwise, her cover would have been blown.

“Oh! Ah! That’s how it was!” Yuusha exclaimed with a regretful chuckle. To think she hid at the most exposed location! He would never have thought she would choose that place as her hiding spot.

Indeed from the clearing, Ayumi could observe everything and predict his steps. Since Yuusha would have followed the clues to that point, she could predict where he would pop out from and hide accordingly. Once he was in the vicinity of the clearing, tracking his movement was just too easy.

This multi-level trap did not end there. To effectively reduce Yuusha’s reaction to the ambush, Ayumi created a suitable target for the male archer. She cut off her hair and attached it to a rough figure made of stones. She draped her camo jacket over the rocks to give it more realism. That’s right, at the moment, Ayumi was only wearing a sports bra on as her top.

This much was within her acceptance range. If needed, Ayumi would have gotten rid of the camo pants too. That was the extent of her resolve. It was an unshakeable will that no-one would be able to deny.

“This was a good fight,” Yuusha remarked with his arm held out as a white light gradually enveloped his body. “If you do not mind, it would be my honor to make your acquaintance at a later date. Of course, in a much less kill-ey setting.”

Maybe it was due to the released tension or hidden anticipation of something no one else knew, but Ayumi’s lips blossomed into the most beautiful smile. The smile stole the hearts of all watching the match regardless of gender. Such was the perfection and grace like an angel descended upon men. “It would be my honor to host such a magnificent archer.”

Yuusha distractedly smiled as she clasped her hand in his. “Ah, this loss may have been worth it…”



            

    
        Chapter 151: Get to Work

    
    
    
    
                
Undisclosed Location.

Suzuki’s lips curled up into a rare smile as he watched the black-haired, cool archer he was all too familiar with, stand upon a podium, trophy in hand as she gave a short, thank you speech. His smile spread even wider as he realized the source of the joy within his heart. He was proud! Not proud of himself for accomplishing something, but proud of someone else. He was proud of Ayumi!

Suzuki clutched his chest to restrain the butterflies that had begun to dance within his heart. This small but prominent exhilaration, accompanied by a small heat in his chest that seemed to wish to rise to his eyes. This feeling seemed to carry equal parts joy and excitement! So, this was pride in someone else!

Suzuki closed his eyes as he reveled in the newfound emotion. Though he had sympathized with the plight of some people, he had never felt what it was like to feel proud of someone who achieved something extraordinary. This was a first for the young man, and he intended to commit the feeling to memory. 

Stood next to Suzuki, Jade looked up at the young man. Her gaze traveled from the smile on Suzuki’s face to the confident young woman on the screen. Someone who could cause the stoic Suzuki to release such a profound smile (or any smile in general) could not be an ordinary acquaintance. Jade’s eyelids twitched as she forced down the uncomfortable feeling in her chest. She looked back at Suzuki, whose gaze seemed to be fixed on something far away.

Well, she had never been one to be indecisive. Since Jade had confirmed the faintest hints of jealousy hidden within the depths of her heart, she now knew what she had to do. Jade’s expression betrayed none of the emotions in her heart as she calmly stood by Suzuki’s side while waiting for his strange state to pass. 

A few moments later, Suzuki’s eyes flashed as he exited the brief reverie. He took a deep breath, a profound look in his eyes as he nodded at the screen. “Let’s go.” With those words, he climbed the stairs to the corridor above while Jade silently tagged behind with a queer smile.

Usman watched the duo’s backs with bemusement and confusion. Leaving aside the fact that they had ignored his presence in the room, he was more interested in the recent changes in ‘Suzuki.’ Originally, Usman had not been sure of it, but during Suzuki’s ‘enlightenment,’ Usman had clearly ‘felt’ something change in Suzuki. 

It was not something tangible or huge, but if he were to put a word to it… Presence. 

Yes, it would be presence. It now seemed the black hole known as Suzuki finally had a bit of presence. Usman could not understand how it happened or was supposed to work, but it had been obvious that since they met, Suzuki had begun to culminate more and more presence. 

Was it indeed as a result of Kashi? If so, what was Razznik supposed to have been then? 

Considering Suzuki was almost devoid of genuine emotions when Usman first met him, the young agent wondered what the hell Razznik was supposed to have taught Suzuki. Furthermore, if the Suzuki he initially met was an improvement on a previous version, then… 

Usman shuddered at the thought.

Usman sank into his thoughts, his brows bunched together in a tight frown. He pulled out his phone and typed in a short message to his superior. “The entity Suzuki requires further investigation.” Usman placed the communicator in his pocket, then turned his attention back to the screen. 

The Archery Princess left the grounds after accepting her trophy, so the station played a rerun of her matches leading to the finals. 

The Archery Princess’s saga was a real moneymaker, and the stations intended to earn the maximum profit possible from her name. 

Usman sighed as he watched the special. “Yep, it’s much easier to understand the motivations of humans." With a wary gaze thrown at the staircase, he added, "So much easier to read than those monsters.”

Meanwhile, oblivious to Usman's thoughts, Suzuki led Jade into his room then took a seat at the workstation. He booted the laptop and turned on the in-game simulator for L.N.E, a program that allowed gamers to test out new, potential recipes without the fear of losing their in-game Syros. Of course, they then had to pay for the materials used in the experiments with real-world cash. 

It was an immensely popular program that earned Genaco a few billion Yen annually from their various Virtual Reality Games.

Suzuki loaded his most recent project, the yet-to-be-named Flying Ship, and projected it using the mini-holographic projector connected to the system. He put on a pair of Synth-gloves and began to take the model apart to discover areas that he could improve. 

Suzuki was about twenty minutes deep into his analysis when he realized something was missing. He had not heard Jade's voice in a long time. Usually, she would be right next to him, arguing about some part or area, but today she was oddly quiet.

Unable to suppress the discomfort in his heart, Suzuki looked up from the hologram and to his left. As expected, Jade's laptop was still on the table, but the woman herself was not at her seat. 

Did she leave?

Suzuki frowned as an unfamiliar heat invaded his chest. Before he could explore the annoying feeling, shuffling feet drew his eyes to the center of the room. As if doused with a bucket of the purest morning dew, the heat in Suzuki's heart dropped as he gazed at the little figure battling with some hologram. 

Suzuki found himself unable to look away, wholly enraptured by Jade's figure. The slight crease in her brow; the mixture of excitement and frustration in her eyes; the confident smirk at the corner of her lips; the way she clucked her tongue whenever something did not go exactly as planned. 

There were so many details he had never noticed. Despite having a lot of work to do himself, Suzuki found his legs moving of their own accord till he was next to Jade.

Suzuki had never been much of a conversationalist, so he turned his attention to Jade’s experiment. The young man's brow rose with question as he stared at the multitude of runes written on a parchment. 

The interesting thing was that these runes were placed in the boundaries between two concentric circles. Suzuki's interest piqued as he realized the structure was very similar to the mandalas that appeared whenever mages cast their magic.

Unable to hold his, and indeed ‘Kashi’s’ curiosity, Suzuki leaned over and asked, "What're you working on?"

Jade's brow twitched as an unrecognizable glint flashed in her eyes. However, the hand which held a virtual brush never stopped moving along the magic circle. "I've been thinking of my place in the team."

Suzuki paused, unsure of how to respond. This was not the answer to the question he'd asked, but he'd learned enough from Kashi's interactions to know that people do not always answer questions directly. He decided to humor her and see where this was going, "What do you mean, your place?"

"You know," Jade muttered with a little bitterness in her voice. "Everyone on the team's got something they're the best at. Taki's the best merchant and people-person on the team, Taiga and Saeko are brilliant at combat. Taiga's like the strongest magician in the entire game, and Saeko's the strongest amongst us all in one-on-one combat. Even Stryke has an important role with the recruits!" 

A defeated sigh escaped the young woman's lips. "As for Kashi... well, he's Kashi." Jade let out a bitter chuckle as she lamented, "And don't get me started on Leila. If there's a more perfect woman, I ain't seen her yet." Jade's voice dropped to a whisper, but her hands continued their work. "I need to find a place of my own. I don't want to become a background character." For a split second, she glanced at Suzuki out the corner of her eyes. "No one cares when a BG goes away."

Suzuki frowned. The uncomfortable feeling had returned, but there was a difference from the last time. This time, the heat was not so intense. Instead, it was like a slow burn, with a heaviness to it like someone was slowly dropping a weight on his chest. Suzuki somehow instinctively understood this feeling. 

He was in pain. 

But this pain was different.

This pain resulted from the distress reflected in Jade's eyes despite her sarcastic laughs. Suzuki could not understand why he would feel the pain of another person. How useless was this? What purpose would this emotion serve exactly? Though these sardonic thoughts floated in his head, Suzuki's lips seemed to have a mind of their own. "So, did you find what you were looking for?" He looked at the mandala she was designing. "Does it have something to do with this?"

"Yeah," Jade answered with a nod. "There ain't much I can be proud of except my programming skills. I'm not much of a gamer, and I don't know much about fighting except for basic self-defense lessons and stuff I picked up while playing. That's the real reason I became a magician." The brush in Jade's hand glided over the parchment as new shapes and runes took form in the magic circle. "I've been thinking for a while now, ever since I first saw you could combine runes to achieve other effects. Could runes be considered as lexemes in a programming language? If so, could I possibly create some rules of combination that would make it easier to achieve larger things?"

"Larger things?" Suzuki repeated with confusion. He could barely understand what she was talking about, but he had a feeling he should let her finish before interrupting. 

"Yeah," Jade replied. "Our current technologies depend heavily on gemstones. Leaving aside how expensive and rare they are, they simply aren't suitable for all projects. Using gemstones for lamps or the headphones you created really is a waste. Wouldn't it be better if we could find a much more affordable means to achieve similar effects? To be honest, though, I didn't really think of all that until I discovered a series of patterns in the magic circles I studied." Jade chuckled, her cheeks flushed in embarrassment. She then proceeded to explain the patterns she found.

All magic circles, regardless of purpose, were made up of three major parts. The first of which was a pair of concentric circles. These circles formed the foundation of the spell produced. More complicated spells could have three or more concentric circles to house the complex arrangement of runes. 

The second part was the runes etched into the border area between these circles. According to Jade, these runes were like the main instructions in a programming language that told the computer, or in this case, the world’s mana, what phenomenon to change or affect. 

Finally, an image occupied the interior of the innermost circle. These images could take different shapes. Jade likened them to preprocessor directives that affected what kind of commands could be written out in a program. Except, in this case, the images determined what kind of elemental magic circle it should be.

For example, the pentagram was a famous symbol in magic circles. The pentagram was a stabilizing, neutral diagram that channeled the five primary elements, namely, Water, Fire, Air, Earth, and Spirit. The eight trigrams went even further, adding more properties such as thunder, lake, and mountain to provide even greater stability and increase the possible areas of application. 

In contrast, a flame diagram would significantly increase the absorption of flame elements but severely reduce other elements' absorption. This was useful when the purpose of the magic circle inclined to a specific element. 

"Take this magic circle as an example," Jade said as she finally finished the drawing. She took a step back to admire the diagram, which depicted a snowflake bound within a circle, with several runes within the concentric circles, some of which Suzuki recognized.

Jade pointed the virtual brush in her hand at the circle and explained, "The snowflake boosts the collection of air and water elements in the air, but heavily detracts the collection of fire and earth elements. In this case, it doesn't really matter because..." With excitement in her eyes, she clapped, "Commence refrigeration simulation."

The holographic projector created a box large enough to fit a human next to the magic circle. Jade clenched her fists, her eyes shaking with hidden anxiety as the parchment that housed the magic circle draped itself at the bottom of the box's interior. A few seconds passed without a reaction, but just as Jade's gaze was beginning to cloud with disappointment, the parchment burst with a bright light as it melted into the box, leaving the eye-catching magic circle on the box's surface. 

Seconds later, a visible, white gaseous stream began to emanate from the magic circle. The stream expanded till it occupied the entire box. Jade waved her hand, and the box's lid slammed shut, preventing the gas from leaking out.

An announcement promptly rang out from the system, "Simulation successful. Congratulations on creating a new form of runic manipulation. Would you like to name it?"

"Name it?" Jade turned to Suzuki with a wide grin. "Want to name it?"

Suzuki glanced at the image, then muttered casually, "Why not call it an array?"

"An array?" Jade repeated with a pout. "Not terribly creative, but I guess it'll do." Jade instantly set the runic manipulation name to Array then looked at Suzuki. "That's it then. Any questions?"

Suzuki examined the array with a scrutinizing gaze. "I can see the operational costs will be much smaller if we use arrays. But I feel like there's a catch somewhere."

"You're annoyingly observant when it suits you," Jade muttered with playful resentment. With a light shrug, she admitted, "Yeah, there are a few problems. First of all, we're currently severely lacking in personnel who are good with rune manipulation, and I'm not sure how much time we'll need to train recruits. The next problem's that the ingredients for making the ink used in rune-crafting depend largely on getting blood and body parts from beasts. If we use our normal hunting methods, who knows how long it will take to acquire enough materials for large scale productions?"

"You said the first problem is time," Suzuki pointed out with confusion. "What about the lessons themselves. I don't think anyone can go as far as you have with just the runes I have."

"Ah. The reading material, huh. Don't worry. I got that covered too." Jade walked over to the workstation and returned with her tablet. "In programming languages, there are two main things you have to know before switching to a new language, the syntax and the semantics of the intended language." Jade knew Suzuki did not have much of a background in programming, so she explained further, "The syntax determines the correct order of combination of the individual words, or in this case, the runes while, semantics are the meanings behind the combination of sentences." 

Jade tapped on the screen, and it came to life. The top left corner displayed several videos of mages performing various feats, with a close-up view of the mandalas that appeared around their hands or feet each time they cast a spell. Several runes Suzuki recognized from the book of creation flashed by at the right corner of the screen. At the bottom left corner of the screen, a series of runes formed next to each other. 

Jade noticed Suzuki's confusion in the slight crease of his brow. With a triumphant, slightly proud chuckle, she explained, "I created a program to cross-reference the runes in the book of creation you showed me against runes in mandalas. The good news is the runes in both cases are from the same source, some lost language or something," Jade said. "After cross-referencing hundreds of gamers' uploads, the system finally found a reliable pattern and was even able to decipher the meaning of a few new runes." 

"More importantly, I finally got the basic syntax for writing runes into an array," Jade said with a triumphant grin. "This was my first test creating an array from scratch. Still can't believe it actually worked," Jade muttered. Overwhelmed by equal parts joy and disbelief, she suddenly stretched her arm in front of Suzuki and demanded, "Pinch me! I can't believe this is happening."

Suzuki, ever the gentleman, promptly squeezed her arm with his fingers much to Jade's shock. Suzuki was not sure why, but the astonishment on her face was strangely pleasing. He was almost tempted to repeat the action. Luckily, he managed to resist the urge, settling for a tease instead, "Did that feel real?" 

"Way too real!" Jade complained with exaggeratedly puffed up cheeks. Luckily, Jade switched moods with the speed of a lightning bolt. Her eyes suddenly brightened as she revealed a cocky toothy grin. "Point is, I can have an introductory lesson prepared in a day or two tops. With the right teaching methods, we can have an army of array masters in our guild soon." 

"Mhmm," Suzuki nodded, but there was a knowing glint in his eyes. "Sounds too good to be true. There has to be a catch somewhere."

"Fine." Jade flicked her hair over her ear and rolled her eyes in playful resentment. With a cluck of her tongue, she added, "It ain't gonna be easy to teach. We'll need candidates with high magic and intelligence if this is going to really kick off. Plus, I'm only proficient in some basic arrays. More complicated array structures need more time and a shit-ton of resources." Jade clasped her hands behind her back and twirled cutely, her eyes wide open like she was a shoujo character. "The guild can afford it, right?"

In response, Suzuki only raised a brow, "What's that supposed to be?"

"Tch, blockhead." Jade clucked her tongue with a slight frown. Suzuki would never admit how funny he found those little creases. "So, is Kashi gonna approve it or not?"

"Kashi approves," Suzuki replied with a shrug. "You guys can hash out the details in-game, but here's a suggestion. If you guys want to start spreading knowledge large-scale, you'll need more than just yourself. I suggest looking into starting up a school or academy or whatever. How it'll work is up to you guys, but according to fantasy law, first, recruit some brilliant minds. There should be a lot of reclusive scholars and researchers who will be willing to sign up as teachers if you fund their research."

"A school, huh," Jade muttered with surprise in her eyes. "That's ambitious. I'm surprised you could come up with that."

"I'm standing on the shoulders of giants," Suzuki shot back with a snort. However, when Jade only returned a blank stare, Suzuki elaborated. "Anime and Light Novels. I've seen this exact plot a thousand times. The country with smarter people always wins the war in the end."

"Oh, I knew what you meant," Jade retorted with a cheeky grin. "Just wanted to hear you explain it."

Suzuki took in a deep breath then said as he walked back to his workstation. "Send me the array textbook when you're done. Kashi has Rosario's Brush. He doesn't need to worry about ink."

Jade returned to the workstation and shut her laptop. "Will do," she said with a smile as she picked up the laptop. "Just gonna put some finishing touches on the cipher program. Should have enough for a textbook by tomorrow." Hugging her laptop to her chest, she waved at Suzuki, "Laters, then."

"Laters," Suzuki replied. As Jade reached the door, he suddenly added, "Thanks, Jade. You're pretty brilliant."

Jade paused, her mouth opened wide in shock. She quickly mumbled thanks then ducked her head as she scrambled out of the room. 

Left in the room, Suzuki pulled off his shirt then walked over to the virtual drive. He climbed inside, and as he descended into a deep sleep, he muttered to someone no one else could see, "Thanks."



Adachi Residence,

Tokyo, Japan.

Adachi Ayumi knelt before a set of tatami doors with the Archery championship trophy wrapped in her arms. Though her eyes held their usual cold, her trembling fingers revealed the agitation she felt deep inside. Ayumi had never been one to fear anything, but at that exact moment, she felt an unfamiliar sensation of equal parts dread and excitement as she stared at the sliding doors. She almost felt like a gambler whose bets had all cleared save for one last, final chance. The last bet was a 50-50 gamble, which would either set her off for life or render all the previous bets null and void.

The anticipation sent her heart racing, and just as she was about to explode, Ayumi heard her father's solemn voice summon her.

"Coming father," Ayumi acknowledged with a bow. She slid the door to the side, then gracefully rose to her feet and walked in to see her familiar figure of her father's back. 

Lt. Colonel Adachi was not much for words. Since his retirement from the army, he either stayed in this room with his wife's memorial tablet, or at the company.

Ayumi knelt respectfully before her father and the memorial tablet of the mother she never had the pleasure of meeting. Ayumi sat still, awaiting her father's permission to speak. Thirty minutes passed, and still, her father remained motionless in front of the memorial tablet. 

Most teenagers Ayumi's age would have long since given up the painful seiza position and switched to a more casual sitting posture, but not even a twitch of a muscle could be seen on the cold princess's face.

"You have grown." Lt. Colonel Adachi finally spoke as he raised his head to gaze at the memorial tablet. "Your mother would be proud."

"I am grateful not to have besmirched the family name." Ayumi bowed with her head to the floor. 

"You did well," Lt. Colonel Adachi complimented, but listening to the cold tone, one would be forgiven for thinking he was sarcastic. "I suppose you are here about the agreement?"

Ayumi, still with her head bowed, affirmed his thoughts. "Yes, Father. Please, help me find my friend."

"Raise your head."

Ayumi did as she was asked and raised her head. Shock flashed past her eyes as she stared into the eyes of her father. Apparently, he had soundlessly turned backward at some point in time to face her. Even more shocking were the pride and satisfaction in the dark, cold pits of his eyes.

"An Adachi never breaks their promises," Lt. Colonel Adachi swore with a solemn expression. The faintest hints of a smile crept up the corner of his lips. "You have done your part splendidly. Now let me fulfill my end of the bargain."

Ayumi trembled as she fought to hold back the pool of tears that welled up in her eyes. She blinked back the tears as she bowed once again. "Thank you, Father."

"Do not thank me. Your hard work and volition gained this opportunity. Be thankful to yourself first." Lt. Colonel Adachi waved his hand. "You can run along to your game. It would seem it truly does do more good than harm in your case, at least."

"Thank you, father," Ayumi carefully placed the trophy by the side then left the room, making sure to slide the door shut behind her. The unflappable Archery Princess released a very rare sigh of relief like a significant burden had been lifted off her shoulders. With a determined glint in her eyes, she walked over to her room. "Time to get to work."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 152: Unification

    
    
    
    
                
Aygorzi

10  th   Banem 1092

Deep within the dwarven city's heart laid the second most protected region of the entire town after the king's palace. A stalwart detachment of dwarven soldiers armored to the teeth guarded the only entrance to the hidden chamber. Each dwarf's steady gaze held an almost worship-level reverence that belied the honor and pride they felt in defending that location. 

The select few individuals granted access past the doors would find themselves in a narrow hallway with decorated bronze sculptures of some figures with their names and accomplishments written on steles next to them. Some of these sculptures were of dwarfs, but curiously, most of these sculptures belonged to humes of different races. The humes wore armor with the emblem of a wolf howling to the moon. Despite their varied poses, the statues all seemed to be looking somewhere down the hallway.

After walking down the hallway, the individuals would be greeted by a semicircular chamber that housed a set of massive white doors at the opposite end. This would also mark the endpoint of the similarly armored statues. Six three-meter tall figures, three on either side of the door, took their place, each with an imposing presence that made it difficult to maintain eye contact for extended periods. 

If any Maggot were present, they would recognize the figures depicted. Leading from the left was Absalon in his mage armor. The calculating coldness in his eyes gave off the vibe of a no-nonsense general willing to do anything for the sake of victory. Next to him was Jade with a playful smirk. Her left hand was coated with a luminescent material that gave it a warm glow while her right hard sparked with vicious energy. 

Syèl stood larger than the rest with numerous glowing orbs of different forms floating around him. Amidst the chaos stood the halben with a nasty, murderous grin. The tongue on his lips quickly brought to mind the image of a deranged man savoring the blood of his enemies.

A massive drakul led the right side. The stoic yet powerful form marred by blade scars and puncture wounds displayed the brave, undying courage of the tribe for the world to see. 

Following the drakul was a shrouded figure slightly shorter than the rest. The assassin, whose features were hidden, grasped his blade in a tight grip. His body was taut like he was ready to explode forth should the need arise. 

Finally, at the tail end was a magnificent prince-like figure, with her hand on the hilt of her blade. Shoko's regal aura filled onlookers with a sense of reverence. Gazing on her figure was like being in the presence of a royal; one could not help but hold their breath.

All these statues guarded a five-meters-tall crystal door that reached the hallway’s ceiling. Carved into the door was the most majestic image of a cold, confident daeben with a teasing smile at the edge of his lips sat on a marble throne. The daeben's right hand rested on the side of a massive black direwolf whose eyes seemed to hold equal parts wisdom and ferocity. The daeben's left hand firmly grasped that of a stunningly beautiful woman whose warm, inviting smile warmed the hearts of all who gazed upon her.

The doors opened to the interior of a crystal dome that was suspiciously sparse except for a bed, piano, and workstation near its center. It was almost like the owner of this hall only brought things in as needed.

Currently, atop the bed, a daeben opened his eyes after five days of sleep. Kashi winced and clutched his chest as an all too familiar pain flared up. "Damn, those birds didn't say anything about the pain." Kashi's expression softened as the pain ebbed then rose from his bed. He scanned the room, not surprised to find it empty.

With a light shrug, Kashi donned a casual jacket from his inventory over his top then contacted Lunette. Luckily, she seemed to be online as after only a few short rings, her ever welcome voice graced Kashi's ears.

"Hey there, sleepyhead," Lunette greeted with a giggle. "How was your break?"

"Uneventful for the most part," Kashi replied as he walked to the door. "There isn't much for me to do in the other world. What about you? What've you been up to? Kira with you?"

"Yeah, she's with me," Lunette confirmed. "Don’t have to worry about stalkers with her around. Especially after what she did to the first guy."

"First guy?" Kashi's brow rose as the doors opened, and the sculptures came into view. A part of him felt honored by the gesture, but a larger amount was in awe of how quickly the dwarfs worked. 

"Never mind that," Lunette interrupted with an awkward laugh. "Point is I've been fine with Kira's protection. In that time, I took a short break then returned to the Emporium at Meilfour. I'm thinking of hosting a musical competition to recruit more people into the guild's music division. We're holding a few auditions later this evening."

"That's great. Do what you have to do," Kashi said. "Any funds you need is yours."

"Doubt Miote will like that," Lunette laughed.

"Miote will understand," Kashi insisted. "Your music is one of our major sources of income. It's a smart investment." 

"I hope he sees it that way."

"He will," Kashi stated. Noticing he was approaching the exit, he bid goodbye. "Say hi to Kira for me. I'll come see you guys soon."

"I'll let her know. See you."

Kashi cut the call and greeted the dwarfs at the main entrance with a polite nod. They informed him that Zeing had come by twice in the past two days, and he promised to see Zeing as soon as possible. 

"Hey! Little Darkling!"

"Speak of the..." Kashi muttered under his breath as the hulking dwarf he'd just been talking about literally popped out of the earth. "Good..." Kashi quickly glanced at the in-game clock. "Afternoon Zeing, how's it going?"

"Same old, same old," Zeing complained with a shrug. "Nothing really gets my blood boiling."

Kashi rolled his eyes as he walked to the flight of stairs nearby. "I'd say that's a good thing. I hate to be around anything that can get your blood boiling."

"Tch. That's just mean," Zeing snorted.

Kashi laughed, but a sharp pain in his chest cut it off early.

"Looks like those birdies really did a number on you," Zeing noted with a grave expression. "Nothing we can do about the curse, but there is one person who can help with the pain."

Kashi let out a wry smile in response. "She would not happen to be a thousand-year-old wisben grandma, would she?"

"How did you know?" Zeing froze in his tracks, a frown etched on his forehead.

"Lucky guess," Kashi carelessly threw over his shoulder. "I've met a dwarf, a human wizard, a hybrid vampire, and a beastman. Seemed only right that the next member of your little club would be elven. Since we're talking healing here, I leaned more toward wisben." Kashi's words were convincing, but his heart was in chaos. With Zeing's confirmation, he was now sure of the identities of five of seven members of the so-called guardians. 

If Kashi's conjecture was correct, then all seven guardians had some sort of personal relationship with Razznik. Of course, all these relationships ended terribly. No wonder Rider was adamant about him not telling anyone about his relationship with Razznik. With this piece of intel, Kashi was now sure of Fladnag's real identity.

There was once a mage who dubbed himself as the protector of the sacred tree Yggdrasil and the Treants who lived underneath its branches. Unfortunately, when creating his 12 series, Razznik needed many high-quality products, including Yggdrasil's branches. Suffice to say, the Treants did not agree to his request. 

Razznik took the branches anyway. 

As for the treants who fought to protect the core of their home…

Kashi sighed as he recalled the old, wizened wisben from Razznik's lifetime. Of all Razznik's antics, perhaps the only one the madman felt a tinge of reluctance for was the task regarding the old wisben. Kashi shook his head as he tossed the thought out of his head. Whatever. He would cross that bridge when he came to it. There were far too many things to consider at the moment. 

Zeing felt something was off, but as he could not put a finger on where the issue lay, he promptly tossed it aside. He matched Kashi's pace as they ascended the stairs. "Don't really have a direct means of contact with her, but everyone's meeting up soon. I'll ask her to help you then."

"Soon, huh," Kashi muttered with a grave expression. Yes, there was one significant matter he still had to settle. Worse yet, the deadline was fast approaching. Only a few weeks remained until the destined date of Skyrm's return. Kashi had a feeling that matter would not be as simple as it initially seemed, so he had to ensure everything was ready for the inevitable battle.

Kashi and Zeing spent their time up the stairs chatting about the dwarven state of affairs. Kashi was delighted to hear the dwarfs had almost finished construction on the flying boat prototype. In fact, they would have made even more progress, but there were a few materials that were proving difficult to procure. 

Kashi was not bothered by this. There would be hundreds of Maggots rushing about to gather any materials after a simple post on the guild channel. 

This was one of the indisputable advantages of being a part of a guild.

Kashi and Zeing finally reached the top of the stairs, where they met an impatient Otto Knutsen pacing up and down. 

"Otto-san," Kashi politely greeted with an amused glint in his eyes. "What seems to be the matter?"

"Ah! Kashi-dono! Zeing-sama!" Knutsen instantly brightened upon catching sight of the influential duo. "Thank the gods you're awake," Knutsen said to the daeben with a relieved sigh. "Was just considering finding a way to barge into the sanctum." 

"Wouldn't have done much," Kashi laughed as he clasped the dwarf's arm in a vice grip. "Once our kind return to our world, there's no way to contact us from this side."

"I know that," Knutsen replied with an embarrassed grunt. "You also could've returned but then working on some project again. Your lass told us you could get cooped up in your projects for weeks."

"Haha, it is fine," Kashi returned. "I have yet to begin my next project. Too many choices. Yet to settle on one." Kashi's gaze softened with traces of concern. "So, tell me. What is it that is so urgent?"

"Mm... This way," Knutsen said as he walked into the complicated, maze-like corridors that were the trademark of all dwarven settlements. Curiously, Zeing silently tagged along a few meters behind. It seemed he was genuinely bored and wanted to see what surprises this daeben could bring him. 

As he led them through the corridors, Knutsen recounted the shocking event that had warranted his hasty departure for Kashi's sanctum. "The daeben you left behind. They've shown no signs of resistance, but they refuse to do any work. Their leader is that woman Shadow captured, Larsial. She has said she would only give the order for her people to do as we ask after she has spoken to you."

Kashi nodded. "That much, I expected. She looks the crafty type." Kashi, smelling something fishy about the story, however, raised a brow and challenged, "Why does this bother you, though? It should not have been enough to send you running to the sanctum?"

"Hehe, you caught me," Knutsen admitted. "After she made her demands, I challenged her to show us something of value so we can decide if they're worth our time."

"Oh?" Kashi's eyes lit up as his interest piqued. "It would seem whatever she showed you was much too enticing?"

"Haha," Knutsen let out an awkward chuckle. "Yes, it was certainly enticing." With a longing gaze, Knutsen recounted, "She tasked four daeben to construct some runes we had been having trouble with." Knutsen grunted with displeasure as he grabbed his beard. "Those daebens freaking drew those runes as easily as writing ABC's. Even worse, the performance was at least three times better than ours!"

"Oh? How sure are you those were not her best people?" Kashi proposed with a hidden glint in his eyes. "Wouldn't it be a shame if the rest of the daeben were piss-poor runecrafters?" 

"Exactly!" Knutsen exclaimed with a loud shout. "I thought the same too! So I asked her to choose whoever I selected." Knutsen's head drooped low as he let out a dejected sigh.

"And?" Kashi inquired with a knowing smirk. "How did it go?"

"About how you would expect," Knutsen grumbled. "Each daeben I picked turned out to be better than the last. It turns out those initial four were their worst rune-crafters. They were trying to spare my feelings."

"Heh," Kashi let out a soft chuckle. He patted the dwarf on his back as he consoled, "Don't take it to heart. The better they are at runecrafting, the better for us." Kashi increased his pace as an excited glint shone in his eyes. "Come on then, let's see what she wants."

Knutsen nodded, increasing his pace to match the daeben's. The duo engaged in light conversation as they walked through the corridors of the underground city. Several dwarfs on their way to and from their various workplaces greeted both men with respect. Kashi reciprocated the gestures with a contented smile. 

Kashi's and Knutsen's discussions took a turn as they neared the dungeons. As a man of the forge, it was only a matter of time before Knutsen began to report the states of the various projects and city construction. 

Kashi was pleased to learn that all projects were on schedule. The construction of the dwarven city had, however, hit a snag in its design phase. The council was not sure how to layout the buildings in the city. Some even hesitated, unsure if they should even develop all the land.

"Hm, I have some ideas on that," Kashi offered. "If you'll have me, I can present them to the King's Council."

"Of course, Kashi-dono!" Knutsen vigorously nodded his head, eyes lit up like a jewel in the night. "Whenever it's convenient for you."

Kashi nodded. "We're here." 

Knutsen looked up, and his gaze clouded over, a mixture of violent emotions flashing in his eyes as he stared at the two ten-meter tall statues that guarded the new gate to the dungeons. The 'gate' as it were, was comprised of the business end of two hammers held by the statues. The thousand-ton hammerheads sat next to each other with a nearly invisible seam between them.

Two dwarven guards stood by the foot of the statues. Upon seeing Knutsen, the saluted and simultaneously pushed down levers hidden in the statues' feet. A soft clicking sound echoed in the cavern, then the statues lifted their hands, which raised the hammers, clearing the way.

Knutsen thanked the guards, then accepted a torch from one of the guards as he led Kashi and Zeing down into the dungeons. The hammers dropped behind them, instantly plunging the cave into near darkness. Luckily, the dungeon walls were lined with soft, luminous algae-like plants. These algae emitted a soft glow which prevented the dungeon from being pitch-black. The algae, coupled with Knutsen's torch, ensured the trio could see where they were going. 

Well, really, it ensured Knutsen could see where he was going. To warriors like Kashi and Zeing, there was no difference between night and day. Knutsen's led them past many cells filled with throngs of silent daeben, all quietly sitting cross-legged at the center of their cells without a care in the world.

"They've been like this since we brought them here," Knutsen murmured. "There've been no fights, arguments, even shouts. They just sit in their cells. I've never seen prisoners like these. It's too eerie."

"Mmm," Kashi nodded distractedly, his attention focused on the daebens' eyes. "What tough resolve." Kashi marveled at the firm conviction in the daebens’ eyes. They held nothing of the despair and resignation usually seen in war prisoners. In fact, there was no difference between the strength of their gaze now and the one they had on the battlefield. 

"Kashi-dono."

Kashi's attention turned to Knutsen, who had stopped in front of a cell. "This is her cell," he muttered with his face turned away from the cell. Maybe it was the result of the torch, but Kashi could have sworn the dwarf's cheeks were red.

Curious, Kashi walked over to and peered into the cell. What he saw immediately intrigued him. Unlike the previous cells, the inhabitant of this cell was quite active.

Larsial, who only had a piece of cloth wrapped around her waist, was engaged in a set of one-handed handstands. Her muscles bunched and twitched each time she lowered herself, her alluring figure emphasized by the dull glow of the runic markings on her skin. Her firm, supple breasts, brought a lump to Knutsen's throat. He struggled to look away, but he could not help but turn around to sneak a peek every now and then.

Unlike Knutsen, Kashi shamelessly stared at Larsial, but rather than lust, there was only interest and curiosity in his gaze. While waiting for Larsial to finish her workout, Kashi examined the runic prints on her skin. Their faint glow might have been invisible in normal light, but here, in this darkness, it was like there was a spotlight on her skin, allowing Kashi to study the prints easily.

Like most daebens, Larsial's prints covered every inch of her body, from the crown of her forehead to the sole of her feet. Kashi could recognize some of the runes, but some were far too obscure to recognize. The daeben were indeed the leading researchers into runecrafting. Kashi only had to glimpse at the complicated rune structures created from a systematic combination of runes to understand just how far they had come. 

Kashi had a feeling the daeben were only a few years away from creating arrays of their own.

Unfortunately for the daeben, and fortunately for Kashi, modern technology had beaten them to the formation of arrays, putting the Hopeful Maggots years ahead in the race.

"Um, maybe we should come back anoth-" Knutsen, still embarrassed, started to say, but when he saw the apt concentration on Kashi's face, he could not finish his sentence.  Hmm, it seems Kashi-dono is human, after all.

Knutsen would have choked if he knew that behind those eyes, the daeben was not only examining the prints but was also considering the potential success of modern-day underwear for the women in this world. He had a feeling that with the right marketing strategy, it would be another cash cow for the guild. Kashi decided on the spot to delegate the task to the poor Miote.

"Seen enough?" Larsial's sensual voice interrupted Kashi's scrutiny as she returned to an upright position. 

Kashi looked away from the prints to the confident smirk on Larsial's face. "Not really," he honestly replied. "I will need to conduct further studies in the future."

Larsial froze as the corner of her lips stiffened. "Surely, you jest."

"No," Kashi answered, his expression neutral. "I am very much interested in runic markings, especially the kind that can be applied directly to the body."

"Oh, I see." Larsial regained her composure with a light shrug of her shoulder. "If our conversation goes as I hope, I will have some of our rune crafters explain how these work."

"That's good then," Kashi replied. "I'll look forward to it." Kashi took a step closer, so there was barely any space between him and the bars. "Now tell me, what did you want to talk about?"

Larsial leaned against the bars and then pressed her lips together in a pitiful pout. "You wouldn't make a lady stand and talk, would you?"

"As you wish." Kashi signaled a nearby guard who promptly opened the cell gates with his key. Kashi entered the cell and calmly took out a set of chairs from his inventory. With Kashi's signal, Knutsen sat alongside him with Larsial opposite. Zeing declined, content to stand and watch.

"You Summoned and your magic pockets," Larsial murmured. "Is there anything you can't fit in there?"

"We can't put living beings..." Kashi thought of the beasts classified as pets. "Well, most living beings." Kashi's expression turned somber. "So, tell me what you want."

"Isn't it obvious?" Larsial stated as her gaze traveled along the walls of the dungeon. "I want out of here."

"Is that it?" The light in Kashi's eyes instantly died down as a disappointed sigh escaped his lips. 

Sensing the displeasure in Kashi's cold gaze, Larsial shifted in her seat. She folded her arms underneath her bosom, her lips curled in a sultry smile. "Of course not. I would not call you all this way just for that."

"Good," Kashi coldly stated. "Let's hear it."

"Alright, there's no reason to be in such a rush," Larsial teased as she crossed her legs. However, Kashi's stern gaze never left her eyes, leaving her feeling very uncomfortable. Larsial coughed in a bid to regain her composure. 

With an annoyed grunt, Larsial stood up and grabbed a dirty, loose robe from the floor, which she used to wrap herself. "Are you sure you're a man?" Larsial pointedly questioned as she returned to her seat. 

"Last I checked," Kashi sardonically responded. "Enough games. Why did you call me here?"

"I wanted to see what kind of man you are," replied Larsial. "I've seen you fight. You're an excellent fighter. But bloodshed is not the only quality that makes up a man, let alone a leader."

"Oh? And what's your verdict?" questioned Kashi.

"You are stronger than most. Either that or there's something seriously wrong with you."

Kashi raised a brow. "It cannot be both?"

"Heh, why can't it be?" Larsial chuckled. "Okay, good. Down to business then." Larsial's gaze hardened, her aura one of confidence and strength. "I am considering joining your guild. But I need to make sure of some things first."

"Ask."

"So confident. I like it." Larsial smiled. "So tell me, what is the ultimate goal of the Hopeful Maggots?"

Kashi took a deep breath. Now that he thought about it, no one had ever truly asked what the guild's final goal was. Most members were content, completing daily tasks, and dominating leaderboards. Although whispers were guessing their goal, none of the leaders had ever stated anything outright, as if reaching a consensus that they would only speak after the guild leader. 

Kashi could feel Knutsen's and even Zeing's gaze on him, both men eager to hear his answer. Kashi did not doubt that his next words would drastically change the situation of the Maggots in the world. But the time had come. For the sake of real progress, he could no longer hide behind the shield of Rosendun and pretend he did what he did just for the sake of the country.

"Our goal... Our goal is Unity. The unification of all the countries in Destia under one banner." 

Larsial lips curled in a cynical grin. "Unity? I think you mean World Conquest."

"Eight months ago, that might have been true," Kashi conceded. "But I have learned and seen a lot since I began this quest." With a shake of his head, Kashi reiterated, "I assure you, I do not pursue Conquest but Unification."

"What is the difference?" Larsial challenged. "Both paths end up with lots of dead people."

"Yes, they do," Kashi agreed. "It is unfortunate that we live in an era of warring states. In most cases, diplomacy fails to achieve the desired effect." Kashi paused, a glint appearing in his eyes. "However, wars without purpose only end up creating larger and more wars. The only reason we have managed to keep the peace this long is because the world is still recovering from the horrors of the last war." 

Kashi sighed. "You should know very well what I speak of. The various warlords and nations have used these eleven years to groom the next set of soldiers for their dreams of conquest." Kashi's gaze traveled past Larsial to the other cells. "Destia's current state is like a sealed pot of boiling water. No one can see the heat rising within the pot, but it's rising nonetheless. When that pressure reaches a certain point..."

Kashi met Larsial's gaze. "I do not want another war on the scale of eleven years ago. Too many lives were lost in that vortex of madness. It is time someone put an end to the cycle of war."

"And that someone is you?" Larsial remarked with a cynical grin. "What makes you any different from those warlords?"

"Approach," Kashi replied with a chuckle. Kashi raised his finger as he explained, "I said we sought unification, didn't I? The major difference between conquerors and those who seek unification is that one seeks to destroy everything and everyone in its path. In contrast, the other seeks to improve the lives of as many people as possible." Noticing Larsial's dubious expression, Kashi explained further, "Look at this way. If I were a conqueror, I would do anything to win, regardless of morality. As someone who seeks unification, all my actions have to be carefully considered if I want to reduce the number of rebels who rise in the future."

"Fine. Let's say you do accomplish this unification plan of yours," Larsial questioned. "What role do we daeben play in all this? What is our best-case scenario?"

"Best-case scenario?" Kashi's voice hardened as his aura grew thick and intimidating. "There is only one scenario should the guild complete its mission."

"Oh?" Larsial felt shivers down her spine, but she was a strong-willed woman. Entirely hiding the unease in her heart, she asked, "What scenario is that?"

"It seems you haven't been paying attention," Kashi joked, releasing the tension that had begun to suffocate the room. "I said it from the beginning. I seek unification. Unity of all races, tribes, walks of life... everything!" Kashi's eyes warmed. "Naturally, that includes the daeben."

Knutsen and Larsial simultaneously took sharp intakes of breath. 

"Kashi-dono!?"

"That will never work!"

"That is where you are wrong," Kashi softly refuted. "I come from a world that proves that no matter how terrible the persecution between countries, humes are capable of love and peace when the right conditions are presented."

Larsial sat upright, her lips pressed together in a thin line. She studied the daeben's expression but found no hints of falsehood. Feeling a sudden tightening in her chest, she asked in a quivering voice, "What condition can be presented?" 

"Education," Kashi stated. "We only have enough energy to hate because our minds are too free." Kashi got to his feet, speaking as he walked toward Larsial, "A country of educated minds is less likely to go to war at the random whims of their rulers. Furthermore, education improves the quality of life of the people of a nation. A civilian is less likely to desire war if he has a warm home, family, and comfortable life he stands to lose."

"You believe you can give the people that kind of life?" Larsial questioned, her lips curled in disdain. "Even now, as we speak, there are countless in just Merriheim alone without a place to hide from the elements. People are starving, beast attacks have destroyed fields and farms, and most youths without jobs have turned to banditry. You think you are capable of turning all that around?"

"Alone? Not a chance," Kashi candidly conceded. "However, I have the best men and women helping to fill in where I lack." Kashi walked over to Larsial's side. He looked down, meeting Larsial's questioning gaze. "With your help, we will be able to hasten that reality." Kashi paused. "I do not ask you to believe everything I say now." Kashi raised his right hand and spread out his fingers. "Six months. Give us six months of your total aid. In the end, you can decide for yourselves if we do have a chance at this reality." A smile rose at the corner of Kashi's lips, softening his expression. "I only ask that you be honest with yourself. If there is indeed a chance, you will stay with us rather than go back to your people."

"That should not be a problem," Larsial replied with sarcastic laughter. "To the daeben, failure on the scale of ours is only redeemable by death." Larsial sighed. "Well, at least it was. The current matriarch, crowned after the previous matriarch perished in the last war, added the option of self-imposed exile for those who wish to escape the death penalty."

"Hmm? A break away from tradition," Kashi muttered with disbelief. Daeben were notorious for their extremely conservative nature. They never veered from tradition; each daeben required to strictly follow the mandates of their tribe passed down from the very first generations. "I would very much like to one day meet this matriarch of yours. She sounds interesting."

Larsial shook her head. "For your sake, pray you never get to meet her."

"Hoh? Sounds ominous," Kashi joked. "So, do we have a deal?"

Larsial rose from her seat with her hand stretched out. "Six months, it is then."

Kashi accepted the handshake with a firm grip. "I look forward to seeing what you bring to the guild." Kashi was about to go on, but he was interrupted by a buzz in his pockets. He took out his Rink and accepted the call.

"Kashi, you have to get to the forge quick!" Absalon's urgent voice cut through. "Jade and that Jerxas dude just did something crazy and nearly blew up half the forge!"

"Jerxas!" Knutsen screamed with rage, his gaze a mixture of worry and wrath. "Excuse me, Kashi-dono, I have to-"

"Of course, Otto-san. I will come with you." Kashi made to move out of the cell but then paused when he noticed Larsial sitting back down. "What are you doing?" Kashi questioned as he took out some clean clothes and a pair of combat boots from his inventory. He placed the combat boots on the ground and tossed the clothes to Larsial. "Get dressed and meet us at the forge! Your six-month inspection begins now."

Larsial caught the clothes, her eyes wide with shock as they followed the daeben's back as he ran down the hallway. She clutched the fabric, stunned to realize it was not just any random set of clothes but a high-grade set of cloth and leather armor. The kind assassins loved to wear.

"Not once did he look at me like I was a monster," Larsial muttered underneath her breath as she began to change. "if it's him, then maybe..."



            

    
        Chapter 153: The Definition of Unity

    
    
    
    
                
"Get the buckets!" A dwarf cried at the top of his lungs, frantic eyes darting around the burning forge. Several dwarfs ran back and forth, trying to put out raging fires that sprung up around the forge. Mini explosions sent dwarfs scampering for cover and even more running for the anti-flame solutions. A shout drew the dwarf's attention to a bucket with a dark-blue liquid in it. The dwarf screamed his thanks as he grabbed the bucket and then tossed its contents onto the mountain of pelts.

Several dwarfs picked up buckets filled with the solution and began dousing the flames. Thankfully, the solution proved effective as the fires soon began to quickly die down, leaving a rotten stench and thick smoke in the air. Strangely though, aside from a few wry grins, the dwarfs' eyes shone with excitement through their soot-covered faces as they collectively gathered around a part of the forge with the most damage.

It was into this environment that Kashi, Otto, and Larsial rushed. Kashi and Larsial's brows knotted in confusion as the pungent stench assaulted their nostrils. Otto briefly explained the smell's source before he pulled a dwarf in to explain what the hell just happened. Strangely, upon hearing the report, Otto's eyes lit up with similar excitement. He would have left Kashi and Larsial behind if the daebens hadn't grabbed both shoulders.

"Otto-san, care to share what with the rest of us?" Kashi questioned with a teasing grin.

Otto, whose body shook with the impatience of a child at a playground, returned the teasing grin with one of his own, "This, This you should see for yourself." With those words, he shrugged off the daebens’ grips and darted toward the enclosure.

Kashi and Larsial shared a look. Kashi let out a sly grin then rushed after Otto, leaving an exasperated Larsial to chase after his back. Upon reaching the multitude of dwarfs, Otto and Kashi abused their statuses to squeeze through the packed crowd. With a bit of hesitation, Larsial tugged at the hood of the jacket Kashi gave her, so it covered her face, then followed Kashi's lead.

The trio exited the dwarven cluster to see Absalon dressed in a casual set of red robes and a couple of his lieutenants surrounding a large pile of ash and two individuals on their knees. Absalon's eyes were drawn in a tight frown as he glared at the culprits of the fiasco. However, a small smile at the corner of his lips revealed traces of amusement at the situation. 

Absalon looked up, a relieved sigh escaping his lips as Kashi and company came to his side. His brow rose as he spotted Larsial, but in the end, he chose to ignore her presence for now. "It is good to see you, Kashi," Absalon greeted with a formal salute before taking Kashi's hand in a firm handshake. "I can't begin to express how glad I am to see you here." 

"The feeling's mutual Absalon-san," Kashi returned with a smile. He looked at the kneeling culprits and, with a teasing smile, questioned, "What have we here?"

Absalon let out an exasperated sigh. "These two were apparently conducting some sort of experiment. Things got out of hand, and here we are." Absalon shrugged. "They've been kneeling in apology since." Faced with Kashi's mocking, accusatory glance, Absalon quickly defended himself. "Hey, they're not soldiers under my jurisdiction. I did not make them do this. They chose this of their own volition."

"Hm, is that right?" Kashi light-heartedly said. "Well, accidents are an integral part of innovation," said Kashi with a friendly smile as he turned to look at the culprits. "So, Jerxas-san, Jade, want to tell me what you two were working on?"

Jade, understanding she had already gotten the pardon, instantly raised her head, the brightest, animated smile on her face. If there was even the slightest bit of remorse at the repercussions of their previous failure, it was long gone. "So, remember how Suzuki and I created a frost array in the other world?"

Meanwhile, Absalon retreated, so he stood next to Larsial. He regarded the daeben rogue with a threatening half-smile as he whispered, "I see you got yourself out of the cell."

"Your leader has better foresight than he looks," Larsial returned with a cold glare.

"Hmph," Absalon snorted as he turned to look at Kashi. "You have no idea."

Kashi could see the excitement in Jade's eyes and wisely chose not to give her the ethics lesson at that particular moment. "Mm-hmm. Were you able to replicate it? Was that what caused the explosion?"

"Well, yes and no," Jade muttered in embarrassment as she flicked strands of hair over her ear. "I could simulate some higher rune mastery in the real world, but I couldn't do that here."

"That's where I fucking came in!" Jerxas yelled with a loud shout as he took a seat on the ground and slapped it hard. "Haha! Kashi-kun! I knew you were a different kinda breed from the rest of these bloody bores, but I had no idea! The ingenuity! The sheer audacity! HA! I can confidently state these arrays of yours will leap our technological advancements at least thirty years into the future!"

"The honor's all Jade's," Kashi corrected. "She's the brains; I'm only the wallet."

"Modesty's shit!" Jerxas spat with a cynical chuckle. "She already spilled, kid. She got the runes from ya, didn't she?" 

Kashi sent Jade an accusatory glance, which elicited an embarrassed chuckle and nervous head-scratching from the little halben. 

"Hehe, Kashi, I swear it was the only way to get this stubborn old coot to cooperate," Jade quickly defended with a vengeful glare at her accomplice. "He swore he wouldn't help if I didn't tell him where I got the runes."

"It's fine," Kashi absolved their guilt with a wave of his hand. "We're not here to point fingers and lay blame." The daeben turned his attention to Jerxas. "So, tell me. What makes you so important?"

Jerxas chortled as he took out a brush from a pouch fastened to his belt. "The Chaos Order are a right bag of shitheads, but if there's one place they've left us all in the dust, it's in runecrafting." Jerxas picked up a bowl containing a mixture Kashi did not recognize from the floor and dipped the brush in it. "During their time here, my research into soul energy motivated the buggers to teach me a couple tricks." 

Jerxas' brush danced across the ground, creating a perfect circle. With a flick of his fingers, a second circle formed within the first. "Now, look, I'll admit I've never thought of creating these so-called arrays, but I do have more than enough experience merging runes to achieve new, unseen effects." The brush slithered within the confines of the inner circle forming the familiar shape of a six-sided snowflake. " Jade, here's got the ideas and the brain but lacks the required level to try out her thoughts in reality. I, on the other hand, am just a few runes shy of Runecraft Mastery. That's why she needed my help."

"I understand," Kashi acknowledged with an appreciative nod. "So, what went wrong with the first attempt?"

"We were too ambitious," Jade admitted with a wry grin. "We used top-grade materials to prepare the ink. As a result, the array's energy was far too powerful for the tiny metal board we inked it on. With nowhere to escape, the excess, concentrated energy surged out of the board, destroying it in the process." 

"Thus the explosion," Jerxas said as he drew a collection of runes between the concentric circles. "If we use the earth as our board, however, this is the result." Jerxas' brush drew its final stroke, then he sharply got to his feet and shuffled backward. "I suggest you do the same."

Kashi, intrigued, rose, and he took a couple of steps back with Jade doing the same across from him. When the trio stood ten meters away from the array, Jerxas nodded at Jade, who sent out a steady stream of mana to the array. 

The array lit up, its runes turning obscure as the light brightened. The snowflake diagram greedily absorbed the pure mana, then altered its nature to a colder attribute before distributing it to the runes within the concentric circles. In turn, the runes absorbed the cold-attributed mana and began transforming the mana according to their respective laws. 

The spectators gasped as a cool breeze escaped the array. However, the chilly wind did nothing to cool the hot blood flowing through the dwarven veins as they witnessed a thick sheet of ice form on the ground. The ice radius expanded as it crept along the ground, stopping just shy of eight meters. 

Kashi stared at the thick sheet of ice. He looked across the frozen landscape and spotted Jade's eyes wide with excitement. Even she had not imagined it would work so well. In stark contrast, Jerxas chest was puffed out with a confident, snarky grin on his lips. He could not have looked like anymore arrogant at that moment, but Kashi could easily spot the relief in Jerxas' eyes and the excitement in the dwarf's rapidly rising and falling chest.

Kashi pretended not to notice Jerxas' flaws. He shook his head, and with a small smile, walked onto the sheet of ice. Kashi's smile widened to a toothy grin as his skin prickled from the intense cold. "Is there any way to regulate the temperature?" Kashi asked as he walked to the center of the ice-land where the array was located. 

"Easy," Jade replied. "Nothing a little rune manipulation can't handle."

"Good," Kashi acknowledged. The daeben took a deep breath then approached Jade, his unbending, intense gaze locking her in place. "Effective immediately, I'm instating you as the head of our Rune-Research Department. You now have full control over any and all projects and funds related to rune research." Kashi stepped out of the icy radius and stopped in front of Jade. Kashi smiled, the warmth offsetting the cold air escaping the frost array. "Think you can handle it?"

Jade was momentarily frozen, dazzled by the warmth in the daeben's eyes. She had not known Kashi long, but she had never known him to exude such warmth even in that short period. Jade snappily shook out of it and lightly punched Kashi's left arm. "Naturally. Leave it up to me. You won't regret it."

"I know I won't," Kashi affirmed. "The daeben prisoners under our guild's supervision will be turned over to you," Kashi stated with a cursory glance sent Larsial's way. Kashi then turned to Jerxas, who had begun to fidget in place, unsure of his future role. "Feel free to collaborate with Jade on any projects or research you wish to undertake. If it's all the same to you, I would prefer you remain with the dwarfs. The way I see it, Jade's team will be in charge of researching innovative methods of array and rune manipulation, while we will contract the dwarfs with constructing new machines using the developed arrays." Kashi looked over his shoulder at the sheet of ice, then over to Knutsen with a wide grin. "For starters, modify this rune a bit, and we have a new cooling system." He turned back to Jerxas. "How long until the mana inside runs out?"

"Tiny arrays like this can self-replenish with nature's mana," Jerxas revealed with a proud grin. "Technically, unless stopped, it could last forever after the initial input of mana."

"It's not the same for larger arrays, then?"

"Nah," Jade replied this time. "Larger arrays require massive amounts of mana to merely activate them. Also, they cannot absorb energy from the surroundings without massive repercussions."

"Putting it in layman's terms, it's like comparing your breathing to that of an ancient dragon," Jerxas explained. "Your breath is tiny. No one notices the disturbance, but I heard when ancient dragons breath, hurricanes can be felt for miles."

"I understand," Kashi said with a nod. "In that case, if we use arrays rather than gemstones in the flyboat, we will cut down on a lot of expenses pre and post-launch. Also, if we just convert the gemstones into storage containers for mana, we can still use them in conjunction with those larger arrays that can't sustain themselves." Kashi once again turned to Knutsen with a thoughtful gaze. "Is it possible?"

"It is certainly possible, no doubt," Knutsen firmly replied. However, he then added with a troubled look, "However, it will cause some delays to the schedule. How fast we can finish up the prototype after that largely depends on how quickly Jerxas and Jade-kun can get us those arrays."

Kashi nodded and turned back to Jade. "You heard the man. Your current assignment is to get a list of all the current gemstones' functions and runes in the flyboat right now and design arrays to replace them. I expect results within a month. Can you handle it?"

Jade placed her hands on her hips and exposed a wide grin. "Do you know who you're talking to? When my pops hacked the CIA for fun, I developed not one, not two, but three different programming languages from scratch!" Jade boasted with an arrogant grin. "Don't worry. I got this!"

Kashi nodded. "Please, I'll leave it to you." He patted Jade on the shoulder, then walked over to Knutsen. With a grateful smile, he said, "I'll be depending on you."

"Hmph, at this point, we're the ones depending on you," Knutsen disagreed with a teasing grunt. The dwarf's lips spread into a wide, toothy grin. "Go do what you've got to do, kid. I'll ensure the flyboat's completed within a month." 

"You have my gratitude, Knutsen-san," Kashi said with a humble bow. "All right, I'm off, Knutsen-san. I will be back soon." He straightened his back, signaling Absalon and Larsial with his eye, then walked toward the exit.

Absalon kept pace with Kashi, leaving Larsial a few steps behind the duo.

Kashi caught Absalon's gaze repeatedly traveling to Larsial. With an amused sigh, he suggested, "If you've got something to say, you should just say it."

Absalon nodded. He sent a wary glance Larsial's way and then voiced his discomfort. "Is it a wise choice? Freeing her?"

"Maybe, maybe not," Kashi replied with a shrug. "I am no clairvoyant. I can't tell if this will come to bite us in the ass or not." Kashi briefly glanced over his shoulder at the silent Larsial then continued, "One thing we do know is we need the daebens’ skill set. For that, we need her on our side. She might choose to betray us later, but that'll only be after she has dug up as many secrets about our guild as possible." 

Kashi revealed a confident grin, his gaze steadfast and bold, with a little hint of crazed madness. "Don't you think it's an interesting gamble? Will she betray us, or will we be able to convince her to work with us fully?" Kashi once again turned to Larsial, but this time, there was a significant threat in his stern gaze. "What do you think it'll be?"

To her credit, Larsial refused to crumble under pressure. "Well, we'll just have to wait and see, won't we?" She replied with the sweetest of smiles.

Kashi, as if expecting the answer, chuckled as he turned to Absalon. "Hear that? We'll just have to wait and see."

Absalon let out an exasperated sigh. Man, what kind of guild leader was this. Many times, it seemed like he was just winging it, but... Come to think of it, his situation back then was quite similar. When most had expected Kashi to execute or imprison him, the daeben instead gave him a high position in the guild. It had been a huge gamble, one that had clearly paid off. 

Right now, wasn't Absalon only asking these questions because he was genuinely worried about the guild he had once considered betraying? Absalon glanced at the oblivious Larsial with pity in his eyes.  ‘ Poor woman. She has no idea she's already fallen into his trap. There's no way out for you now.’

Kashi and Absalon engaged in idle chatter until they reached ground level. Kashi whistled as they stepped into the blistering afternoon sun, his gaze locked on the massive constructions taking place. 

Dwarfs, beastmen, and other humes rushed about in a strangely orderly fashion, carrying wood, stone, and tools from one location to another. The majority of the construction work was focused on developing a network of 'main roads' that should run throughout the entire city. Alongside these 'roads,' train tracks were also being built. 

The dwarfs had begun to build with the future in mind. 

Kashi, Absalon, and Larsial made their way through the dense work crowd, weaving through the chaos to get to the stables. On their way, Kashi spotted a building that did not belong in the game. 

An apartment complex. Ah no, it was more like an entire block of apartment complexes the size of a district. Other than that, he also noticed several long bungalows which formed a district of their own. The difference between the two communities was the large number of dwarven guards posted to the bungalow district.

Noticing Kashi's gaze, Absalon promptly explained it was his idea. Since he saw Kashi was avoiding the stick approach, he decided it would not be a good idea to throw the prisoners who had agreed to work into the dwarven dungeons. Keep in mind these dungeons mimicked those of medieval times. There weren't any human rights laws governing jails' construction, so the dungeons' conditions could turn a good person mad if kept there for too long.

Absalon thus proposed the hall-like bungalow building, which had several bunk beds within. This was to be the prisoners' quarters during their stay. The prisoners were delighted because it meant they would not be kept underground and away from the sun. Plus, there was something heartening about seeing a roof over your head. If it were not for the dwarven guards, this would have felt like a camp rather than a prison.

Absalon's thought process was as such. Following Kashi's wishes, he did not want the prisoners to form a negative impression of Aygorzi. Instead, he wanted them to view the construction work as something akin to a job, after which they would return home at night with their friends. 

There was no guarantee it would work, and there was an increased chance of rebellion due to the prisoners' closeness to each other, but regular patrols and bed checks ensured the prisoners did not sneak off at night to hold secret meetings.

At the moment, things seemed peaceful, and the treatment looked successful. Only time would tell if there would be any changes.

In the meantime, Absalon also introduced the apartment complexes for those dwarfs who wanted to have homes above ground. Currently, they were using two-story apartment complexes, which Absalon explained was to economize space. Of course, he did not add the other reason. No matter how realistic L.N.E was, in the end, it was still a game. And games had certain mechanics that assisted the players.

One of these mechanics was the population density mechanic. 

The population of any given city or village in L.N.E depended on certain factors like economy, food source, security, and in some cases, entertainment. But the most crucial factor at the end of the day was always space. The more room there was, the more civilians you would recruit. Likewise, the more industries you had in your village or city, the greater the chance a specialist would immigrate to your city.

Right now, with all the industries the Hopeful Maggots were pioneering, the one thing Rosendun needed was citizens. Hence, the reason Absalon brought in apartment complexes. He aimed to increase the amount of 'space.' 

Where usually, they would get in one family, with an apartment complex, they could get up to five families. 

L.N.E's artificial intelligence would then create brand new families to fill up space if they met all quotas. The process of how these unique, generated individuals would integrate into the world with complete backstories and histories dating back several generations was not the players' concern. 

Absalon was well aware they could not continue to rely on prisoners as a labor force, hence the unusual recruitment method. Of course, contracts had also been given out to those willing to work in construction, with one of the perks being free housing for a year. 

"That's brilliant!" Kashi freely praised. He'd had a similar idea, but there was nothing better for a leader than having subordinates that saw six steps ahead and implemented his vision before he even spoke. It was a sign they understood what he wanted on a deeper level.

Meanwhile, Larsial went silent throughout the exchange. She peered through her cowl at the humes going about their daily work. Although a few seemed discontent, there was no sign of the outright hatred she was used to seeing from prisoners.

Larsial noticed something else as she examined the prisoners' eyes. Perhaps it was because of the work, but the light in their eyes was still alive, even if slightly dimmed. She could tell that the threat of rebellion still existed in these humes' minds, but the fact that they had not attempted it yet meant one of two things. There was no opportunity to, or not enough of them were interested.

Why would they?

The reason slaves were quick to rebellion was that they always felt they had nothing left to lose. But these people did have something to lose. Aside from work, they were together with their friends. They had good food and a nice roof over their heads. At night they were allowed to look at the stars, and aside from a couple of places, their movements were not overly restricted.

This was a simple, comfortable life. If they attempted a rebellion and lost, they would lose even that. Perhaps they would be sent to the dungeons instead. Very few were willing to risk their comfortable present for a hypothetical future.

Such was the nature of humes.

"Perhaps we had it wrong," Larsial muttered under her breath.

"There he is." A smile spread on Kashi's face as he approached the stable to see a familiar black-furred stallion standing imposingly at its entrance. "I'm back, Drixlia," Kashi greeted with a warm smile and gently patted the stallion's neck. 

Drixlia responded with a haughty harrumph, a harsh breath that left Kashi's hair dancing in the wind.

Kashi chuckled as he jumped onto Drixlia's back with one smooth motion. He turned to Absalon as a nearby stableman brought a free vespa for Larsial. "One last thing. From now on, I want you to focus our military efforts internally. Root out all traces of rebellion and set up security agents in each village. Call them police or whatever."

Absalon raised a brow. "We're not going to war? Monoch is currently at war with Imperium. It's a good chance to launch a sneak attack on either region. At worst, we can increase our territory by a little."

"No can do," Kashi refused with a shake of his head. He fixed Absalon with a searching gaze, "Do you know why we go to war?"

"To unite the continent," Absalon easily replied.

"Unite, huh?" Kashi murmured. "If it were only that, we would not be going through as much trouble as we have." Kashi turned his gaze to the scorching sun, the brilliant light contrasting against his skin as if in denying his existence. "We are uniting the lands, yes. But the purpose is not to unite the lands."

"Huh?" Absalon stared at Kashi with questioning eyes.

"The unification of the continent only serves one purpose," Kashi revealed. "The end of all wars." A small smile spread on the daeben's face. "To achieve this, we cannot use only force to unite the continent. If we do this, the message will be,  'Might makes Right.'  It won't take a few years before rebellions spring up all over the place, and we are back to square one."

"Then, what do you plan on doing?" Absalon questioned. "It's not like the other countries will just hand over themselves. Serisis was a major fluke which will never repeat itself."

"Haha, of course not," Kashi laughed. "That would be boring." The daeben revealed a sly grin as he matched the general's gaze. "Although the country will not hand over itself, who says we can't make the citizens think,  'hey, it won't be so bad if they conquer us.'" 

Absalon's brow rose. "And how do you plan on doing that?"

"Technology and Education," Kashi explained. "Think about it. If the citizens of the country next to yours are living a life of absolute luxury while you're stuck in the mud, won't you want to move over to that country?"

"I would."

"If you were the ruler of such a country, would you allow your citizens to migrate to another country, ceaselessly?"

Absalon's eyes brightened as the picture began to form. "Of course not!"

"Those citizens who can't have the good life, yet are forced to remain within their country, how do you think they would react to an invasion?"

"They..." Absalon shivered as realization dawned. As he gazed at the daeben, he no longer saw the amiable little guildmaster but a terrifying, heartless demon cloaked in the skin of a daeben. Absalon gulped as he muttered, "They might feel conflicted or even not care. Worst-case scenario, they might even support the invaders."

"Exactly," Kashi stated with a grin. "So for now, we will solely focus on development within our regions. All the industries we've envisioned must be up and running within six months." Absalon could have sworn he saw the silhouette of a high-class demon behind the daeben's devious grin as he said, "We'll make our citizens so comfortable, they'll never want to go anywhere else. All those other nations will die slow deaths of jealousy. Eventually, they'll have no choice but to attack us first if they want to prevent their citizens from rebelling." Torrents of bloodlust burst out of the daeben, drowning every living thing in a fifty-meter radius. "That will be our chance."

"Or something like that." Kashi shrugged, only to see Absalon with a pale face staring at him, eyes wide in abject horror. Kashi laughed as he leaned down and patted Absalon's shoulder. "Don't worry. All that's still a ways off. For now, just focus on quelling rebellions and training the noobs on warfare strategies. Your time to shine will come soon. Right now, let Jade and the others steal the spotlight for a bit."

"As you command," Absalon acquiesced with a polite bow. "If I may ask, where are you headed now?"

Kashi looked to the south. "Meilfour. I've got a meeting with our resident cat."

"Godspeed."

"Thanks. See you soon," Kashi said as he spurred Drixlia into a light jog. Once he had cleared the construction zone, Drixlia sped up, leaving a large cloud of dust in his wake.

Barely keeping up with him (because Drixlia allowed it), Larsial stared at Kashi’s back with equal parts trepidation and excitement. In this short hour, he had already opened her eyes to so many incredible things.

More, More... Reveal all that you are!
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Squeak, squeak.

Within a dimly lit system of caverns and tunnels, a rockbiter rat bore its way through dense rock formations, spurred on by the all too familiar stench of blood. The rockbiter rat quickly darted past massive skeletons, the stench of rotten bones causing its nose to twitch. Some of these skeletons were large enough to reach the top of the ceilings. One could imagine just how massive some of these creatures had been. But they had all perished here, losing the battle against stronger foes.

The rockbiter rat meandered through the tunnels, its pace accelerating as the stench of blood grew stronger. The air grew heavy and red with blood mist, the suffocating stench drilling through the rockbiter rat's nose to its brain. The rockbiter rat's eyes gradually turned blood-red, and its squeaks grew louder and more frequent as it descended into a blood-induced frenzy. 

The rockbiter rat no longer bothered with cavern pathways. After pausing for a moment, it directly bit into the rocky walls. Teeth and claws sharper and tougher than iron tore through the dense rock like tofu, allowing the beast to take the shortest path to the source of the smell.

The rockbiter rat drilled out of the rocks into a large, open cavern, where it was not surprised to see thousands of its brethren. A glance around revealed several hundred more pouring out of holes in the cavern's walls. The rockbiter rat ignored the others as it charged forward, having already lost its mind to bloodlust.

Boom!

A powerful boom akin to the rumbling of thunder reverberated within the cavern, closely accompanied by massive gusts of wind. The rockbiter rat let out a pained screech as it was sent tumbling back the way it came. The wind felt like a ten-tonne hammer. It left the rockbiter rat disoriented and confused, instantly curing it of its frenzied state. 

The rockbiter rat shook its head, squeaking softly as its eyes slowly returned to its natural black. With its bloodlust gone, the rockbiter rat suddenly suffered a cold chill down its spine. It instinctively scurried behind a large boulder just as another blast of wind boosted past. The rockbiter rat stared in disbelief as it saw hundreds of its kind burst into blood mist. It shivered, a heavy sense of dread pressing down on it as the blood from its kind condensed into a thick mist.

The rockbiter rat could not escape its fate. It reluctantly inhaled the concentrated mist, then overcome by the ensuing bloodlust, it charged out from behind the boulder and rushed towards the center of the cavern. It had barely crossed ten feet when another boom blasted out, accompanied by the deadly shockwaves.

The last thing the rockbiter rat saw was the bone spear of a bloodied figure of a lone man clashing against the claw of a black dragon. The dragon's massive wings were tucked close to its side, gruesome gashes in its membrane. The black dragon had lost the ability to fly, but it was not flustered much. It could still destroy this human with its massive 15 ft body. 

Strangely, despite facing the dragon's imposing frame, the stalwart figure showed no hints of backing down. The young man's muscles tensed as he struggled against the enraged dragon.

Pop!

Hektor had no time to spare the onrushing rockbiter rats any heed. It took all he had not to crumble under the strength of the majestic beast facing him. His heavily scarred body was a living testament to the trials he had endured. He had learned enough to know that turning his attention elsewhere during battle was enough to get him killed. His armor and ax were long gone, crushed to bits within the stomach of some monster. The young man had nothing on, save the bone spear named  [Dragon's Tooth]  he had obtained from a dragon's belly and the pants he had found in a treasure chest.

Hektor gritted his teeth and inched his feet forward. He squatted low, gathered momentum, and then burst forth with blinding speed. The dragon reared its head in pain as its claw was torn right off. It quickly retreated with deceptively quick steps. 

Hektor, eager to press on his advantage, doggedly followed. The dragon, however, seemed to have anticipated this move. It swiftly spun in place even as it retreated, and its tail whizzed through the air with the speed and vigor of a viper. 

Hektor's eyes narrowed as he tightened his grip around the spear's shaft. The bone spear’s cold exterior chilled his palms as he crouched into a low stance. Like a prowling wolf locked onto its target, Hektor's muscles contracted as the dragon's tail approached.

Clang!

Once the tail was overhead, Hektor sprang forth like an arrow shot from a bow. His spear shot out with the ferocity of a dragon. The dragon tooth at the end of the spear clashed against the insipid tail. The first clash, utilizing both parties' full strength, resulted in both weapons being blown apart. However, half a second later, both parties regained their postures and unleashed a torrent of attacks at each other.

Hektor stomped onto the earth. He stubbornly held his ground as his spear flew out with the desire to obliterate all obstacles. Hektor clashed with the tail dozens of times within the span of a few seconds. His spear moved with the power of a bear and the agility of a snake, quickly cutting off the dragon’s attacks. 

Unwilling to remain passive, Hektor let out an earth-shattering roar as torrents of vengeful, blood-red ki exploded from his pores. The dragon, caught unprepared, could do nothing as its tail was blasted upward by the ki explosion. The dragon's horror had only begun as Hektor abruptly reined in the loosed ki and gathered it into his spear.

Faint roars echoed from Dragon's Tooth as it trembled with rage. Hektor's feet shuffled in a pattern strangely similar to those of the dragon's. Roiling red ki surged at the tip of the spear, its ferocious intensity forming cracks on the earth.

"[Ryuuga Tensaku!]"  Hektor growled as he exploded forth!

The dragon, sensing the imminent danger, let out an enraged roar. It quickly spun around and swiped down at the deranged brat. Hektor, unperturbed by the massive claw, stabbed the spear point against the incoming nail.

BOOM!

Red ki violently clashed against blue ki, releasing bursts of wild energy and massive shockwaves. Large cracks ran along the earth, and the explosive force disintegrated at least three whole feet of land. Light and sound were sucked into the point between the spearhead and the dragon's claw, plunging the cavern into dense darkness.

A moment later, the condensed energy imploded! Hektor failed to stifle a pained growl as he was flung skyward, layers of skin shredded by the violent blast. Hektor quickly righted himself midair, paying little heed to the rivulets of blood that poured from his exposed muscles. He snorted, brows locked in anger as he glared at the beast below.

Although the dragon had suffered injuries from the blast, its size was much more massive, hence it was able to withstand the pushback. The dragon's hate-filled glare locked onto the youth. With a snide grin, it quickly reared its neck and tilted its head further back. It opened its mouth wide, and several small particles of blue light gushed to the opening. The swallowed mana particles concentrated at the base of the dragon's neck. Its neck instantly swelled up as the mana particles’ density reached critical mass!

All this occurred within a second. Before Hektor could react, the dragon's head shot forward. A blood-curdling roar erupted as torrents of flames from the dragon's mouth drowned out Hektor's form.

The dragon stomped its feet against the earth, roaring and grunting in pleasure as the flames enveloped the young man. However, its joyful celebration was soon cut short. The dragon's faltered in its steps as the sea of fire began to act weirdly. 

As if pulled by an invisible force, the flames began to rotate in place slowly. The scattered embers clumped together to form a massive tornado. Deep, menacing growls rumbled from the rotating pillar of fire. The dragon's eyes widened in shock. A panicked cry escaped its jaws as a section of the flame pillar flew out in the form of a serpentine dragon. Within the blink of an eye, thousands of flaming dragons burst out of the pillar, exposing the red-haired young man within.

Hektor's fiery gaze reflected the raging flame, red hair billowing wildly amidst the loose embers. The young man gripped the spear shaft with tense determination. Hektor channeled ki to his feet, the flame dragons responding to his spear by aligning themselves in a formation next to him. 

The imposing profile of a certain daeben commanding a thousand shooting stars to light up the world flashed through Hektor's mind. "I'm coming!" Hektor roared as he detonated the ki accumulated at the soles of his feet. The young warrior shot to the earth with the harrowing speed of a bullet! The fiery dragons blazed an angry trail as they chased after the young man.

A sense of impending doom struck the black dragon. It attempted a quick retreat, but Hektor was too fast. 

BOOM!

ROOOAR!

Hektor struck the dragon's belly with the force of an artillery shell. His spear crushed the dragon's protective scales and successfully pierced through, cutting a straight line down to the ground. Hektor detonated the ki suffused around his spear as he cut through. Once he hit the ground, he quickly retreated to the side. 

The dragon wailed in torment as the raging ki savaged its internal organs. It barely had time to register the massive hole at the side of its belly when the flame dragons bombarded it. The cavern trembled terribly from the ensuing explosion as giant rocks fell from the ceiling to shatter against the hard earth. 

Hektor silently rotated his ki for one final attack as he briskly dodged the falling debris. He kept an eye on the screaming dragon as it was buried under hails of stone.

BOOM!

As expected, the dragon stormed out of the debris with a massive explosion that scattered a salvo of flaming rocks. The wretched dragon roared in rage and pain as it directed its hate-filled glare at the young warrior. The black dragon ignored its damaged scales and massive blood loss. It had decided it would kill this human no matter the cost! 

Massive globs of black, hateful mana adhered to the black dragon's body, forming an enormous shield as it dashed across the ground. The dragon's mana chaotically fluctuated, mirroring its madness and intense rage. 

Faced with the gargantuan charge, Hektor took a deep breath. His ki changed nature, turning black. However, where the dragon's aura was murky and angry, Hektor's aura was calm, cold even. A faint silhouette of an imposing black direwolf materialized at his back as he took a step forward. 

Whoosh!

Hektor once again detonated ki collected at this soles. He charged at the dragon with seemingly reckless abandon, spearhead pointed at its snout. The direwolf silhouette coalesced into a visible projection that enveloped him within as his speed increased. 

The dragon roared in displeasure and rage at the human who dared to meet its challenge head-on. It ran across even faster, eager to obliterate the human with its superior ability.

As if incensed by the dragon's audacity, the charging wolf snarled and similarly increased its pace.

The dragon glared at the wolf's eyes as it made to crash against it.  This is where you die!

Whoosh!

WHA!? 

The dragon missed its footing as the wolf abruptly disappeared from its sights. Every muscle in its body had been primed for the clash, so when its target went missing, the dragon could not react on time. Its instinct flared, and it immediately raised its neck. It proved to be the right choice.

It barely dodged the black wolf’s charge, who flanked it from the side. The wolf's frightening agility came into effect at that moment. The wolf came to a hard stop, spun in place, and then lunged at the dragon's exposed neck.

CRUNCH!

The dragon let out a crazed, pained roar as the wolf bit off a large chunk of its throat. Its cries instantly cut off as a red light zipped through the injured neck. 

Hektor dropped to the ground as the dragon's head fell. A smile spread on the young man's face as he examined the fallen head. Ever since training began, this had been his toughest fight yet. He had studied dragons throughout training to the extent he probably knew more about them than most scholars on the mainland.

Through his studies, Hektor picked up a few skills by mimicking the movement of dragons. After getting blasted with dragon ki more times than he could count, he also developed his dragon ki. Finally, he learned how to manipulate ki by watching dragons fight each other and himself. He steadily refined his abilities but soon discovered a downside to the dragon ki. 

Maybe it was because it wasn't pure, but the dragon-ki Hektor learned changed his temperament to fiery and impatient like the dragons he fought. This resulted in him sustaining more injuries than was necessary during fights because he was always hot-headed.

To rectify the situation, Hektor thought long and hard about what he could do. It wasn't until five days ago that inspiration suddenly struck. At that time, the guild emblem on his chest flared up, sending a steady stream of cold yet powerful ki through his body. Hektor did not know what could have caused such a reaction, but he could feel the unwavering pride transmitted through the emblem.

At the time, Hektor seized this feeling and began to practice with the ki. Luckily, by the time the resonance ended, he could generate the ki himself. He named it 'wolf ki' because something about its cold, prideful nature reminded him of Kira.

Right now, Hektor had two ki: Wolf and Dragon, Black and Red respectively. Dragon ki lent an explosive attribute to his ki, which, when infused into flames, could seize control for a short period. Wolf ki, on the other hand, boosted his agility, improved his judgment, and enhanced his perceptiveness, allowing him to pick up on things he might have missed. 

Hektor was glad because they balanced themselves out personality-wise. At the very least, he would not turn unnaturally violent any time soon.

Hektor groaned as he stabbed his spear into the dragon's head. "Guess it's roasted dragon again." He glanced at a corner of the wall where a large door stood. As expected, after the dragon's death, the door began to open up on its own. "Seven floors to go..."

Hektor's eyes traveled from the door back to the dragon's corpse. "I wonder who made this dungeon." He thought back to a book he once read while he served in the military. If he recalled correctly, that was about the time when the war was at its worst. He and many of his friends from military school were drafted to the frontlines despite being only eight years of age. Although he spent most of his time doing logistic work, there were two occasions were the daeben infiltrated their supply camp, and he had to pick up a weapon to fend for himself.

Hektor lightly shivered as he thought back to those days. An eight-year-old in a warzone, forced to watch one soldier after another return dead, and in many cases, incomplete. It was truly a harrowing thing to imagine, but such was the daebens' dominance that the other countries had to take such drastic measures or face extinction.

Hektor shook his head as he corrected his train of thought. The book he read was given to him by Paris when he was lucky enough to be drafted into the young man's regiment. Back then, the future king was still a rambunctious youth filled with the vigor and desire to impress in battle. 

The book detailed the three main kinds of dungeons. The first was man-made dungeons. There was nothing special about this type of dungeons. Once a person cleared out the bandits or cult that occupied such dungeons, that was the end. 

The second type of dungeon was what was known as a monster dungeon. The dungeons usually consisted of multiple floors of progressively more difficult monsters. These dungeons had a monster 'core' responsible for giving birth to monsters at a fixed rate. 

If adventurers failed to regularly clear these dungeons, the monsters within would spill out, resulting in a beast tide attacking the closest human settlement before spreading out across the lands. These dungeons were a steady income source for adventurers and explorers looking to make it big.

These monster dungeons had no limit on the number of people that could enter it at one time. People from different organizations, guilds, and parties could enter these dungeons simultaneously to compete for resources. 

Monster dungeons, like man-made dungeons, could be permanently cleared. Once someone destroyed the core responsible for creating monsters, there would be nothing to respawn the monsters. 

Countries paid particular attention to monster-dungeon clearers. This was because only specified dungeons could be cleared legally. As these were massive income sources for countries, the governments severely punished those who cleared dungeons without permission.

Finally, there were 'instance dungeons.' These dungeons only existed when the Summoned were around. 'Instance Dungeons' were created by the gods. Ferulic taught his children how to manipulate dimensions, allowing them to develop small dimensions that existed simultaneously in parallel planes. These dimensions could be modified as the gods wished, after which they would place the entrance on the earth.

Summoned could then enter these dungeons in a group of specified numbers to find unique treasures (there was also a pride component to beating a dungeon with the fastest time). A key feature of these Instance Dungeons was that different parties were transported to other planes of existence when they entered.

Hence, the parties would never be able to interact or interfere with each other. Another feature was that the monsters respawned only after the Summoned either cleared or exited the instance. 

The dungeon Hektor was in was strange because it had aspects of both Monster and Instance dungeons combined. On the one hand, whenever he left the dungeon, all the monsters instantly revived, a unique characteristic of Instance Dungeons. But on the other hand, if he spent too much time in the dungeon, the floors he cleared were repopulated with new monsters, a unique characteristic of Monster Dungeons.

The longer Hektor cleared the floors, the more it felt like this was not a dungeon but an overgrown training hall. He was sure he would not have been able to learn dragon ki anywhere else. 

Hektor cut out a large portion of meat and brought it to his lips. His expression remained neutral as he chewed on the tough meat and drank its blood. It would not be long before the body disappeared. He had to make sure to fill his belly.

The young man's gaze narrowed as he bit off another chunk of flesh.  ‘ Wait for me. I'll be back soon.’
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It was the dead of night when Kashi and Larsial pulled up near the outskirts of Meilfour's territory. Even under the cloudy, moonless night, Meilfour's splendor shone through for miles, its colorful lights a magnificent beacon to adventurers far and wide. Warriors and merchants laughed and amicably chatted as they walked or galloped past Kashi and Larsial, either on their way to or from some glorious adventure. 

Larsial, in particular, stared in wonder as the female warriors passed by in stylish garments and colorful accessories. She could tell just from looking that these outfits were created for practicality despite their beauty and would provide more than adequate protection. Even the men had stepped up their fashion game. Form-fitting clothing and strategic armor placement emphasized their handsomeness without sacrificing security.

Even heavy knights with full plate armor were not spared the aesthetic treatment. Gone were the plain iron plating. Immaculate, unique designs were carved onto each plate, which were then dyed with imaginative color combinations. This led to a situation where the vain Summoned were no longer satisfied with just the higher stats weapon or armor. 

This was one of the effects of VR. Since gamers could see and interact with each other, fashion took on whole new importance.

Kashi knew this, hence why he pushed for the rapid reform of Meilfour’s rapid reform. As the capital of art on the continent, there was no other place on the continent with such a high density of skilled artists eager to ply their trade. The Hopeful Maggots took full advantage of this to scoop up this enormous piece of pie before anyone else saw the potential. 

Now, merchants from far and wide were eager to get their hands on the new designs coming out of Meilfour so they could sell them at a significant mark-up to eager customers in their various towns and cities.

Unbeknownst to Kashi, Miote had gone a step further to ensure their monopoly continued for a long time. The chesch introduced the concept of brands to the artists, and adamantly demanded they place a brand on all products they sold to the public. These branded clothes would ensure the populace would continue to buy from the 'original' makers instead of those who wanted to copy the styles.

Miote did not just stop there, though. To ensure that the populace 'knew' that only products bought from Meilfour were those worth buying, he took advantage of the recently formed Merchant Alliance. 

When Joanna Frye's mercenaries escorted merchants and goods to cities, they wore clothes and armor made in Meilfour. These mercenaries would then brag to colleagues from other companies, who would, in turn, spread the word to the populace, further emphasizing the point that the clothes made in Meilfour were those worth buying. 

Of course, in return, the merchants escorted by the mercenaries would tell other merchants that Frye's mercenaries were the best in the business, thereby boosting her revenue too.

With the excavation of the mines, Marlo Coop's precious stone business also experienced a significant revival. Coop's company already had artisans experienced with jewelry work; so, with some designs from Miote, his company began to process precious stones excavated from the mines into beautiful jewelry. 

It soon became a thing among women to wear a Meilfour produced outfit with jewelry from Coop. The costumes had become a symbol of status just as Miote intended, which highly boosted sales.

Kashi was not privy to all these details, but he just had to take a look at the busy roads to know that Miote had outdone himself.

"It's beautiful," Larsial accidentally muttered as they approached the city's gates. Unlike other cities' bland gates, these emerald-green gates had several artists and instruments carved onto them. Larsial forced herself to look away as she recalled her hometown's once beautiful and majestic halls and roads. 

A pair of guards at the gates saluted Kashi as he and Larsial passed, instantly recognizing Drixlia's mighty frame and black fur. Kashi returned the salute with a polite nod and then trotted into the city. 

Kashi was forced to slow Drixlia to a slow walk as the streets were overly packed with people, carts, and other horse riders. A smile crept up his lips as he took in the bright street lights and bustling streets. A couple of weeks ago, this place was utterly deserted. There was no further validation of the Maggots' actions than the excited, smiling residents.

"Is that the famous Emporium?" Larsial stared at the massive ring-like structure that peaked above buildings in the distance. 

"You've never been?" Kashi asked as he came to a stop in front of Rine's Bar. A smile spread on his lips as he appreciated the rapidly repaired building. No traces of the Adjudicators' attack remained, leaving the facility looking brand new.

"No, only read the reports," Larsial revealed with a wistful sigh. "They certainly do not do the real thing justice."

"Heh, most things are better experienced in person," Kashi muttered as he hopped off Drixlia's back. He thanked an eager, young, mertian mercenary who led the horse and avespa to the stables after Larsial had dismounted.

 "You seem to be really respected," Larsial remarked when many patrons raised their flagons in greeting as they entered.

"Perks of being a guildmaster, I suppose," Kashi responded with a light shrug. He gave a casual nod to the patrons as he made his way to the bar.

As usual, Muko manned the counter, an ever infallible smile on his lips as he attended to his customers. He noticed Kashi and Lunette immediately after the daebens entered the establishment. By the time Kashi reached the counter, a large flagon of cold Yarcon Juice awaited him. "How're you feeling?"

"Aside from a little pang now and then, everything is fine," Kashi revealed with a lackluster smile. "By the way, this is Larsial. She'll be shadowing me for the foreseeable future."

"Hoh? A daeben, huh?" Muko pulled out a glass and placed it on the counter. "What'll you be having?" 

"Do you have Liquin Spirit?" Larsial respectfully inquired. She decisively chose to ignore the subtle hostility in the man's tone. If she reacted to every scorn she received, she would not have enough lives to get anything done.

"Liquin Spirit? High-class taste," Muko said with a teasing smile as he picked a crystal bottle from a shelf. "I've had this bottle for a few months, and no one's requested it. It's expensive stuff."

"Kashi'll pay for it," Larsial shamelessly stated. "I'm broke."

Muko turned to Kashi, who shrugged with a helpless smile. "Well, then." Muko replaced the glass in front of Larsial with a string of small shot glasses. "Care to share the story of how you two met?" He inquired as he filled the shot glasses.

"Definitely," Larsial unceremoniously bent her head back and downed a shot. "He defeated me in the battle for Aygorzi and took me, prisoner." She downed two more shots in rapid succession. "We struck a deal to save my people from slavery, and now I have to follow him around for six months." Larsial gulped down two more shots and let out a deep sigh. "This is good spirit. Straight from the capital?"

"One of my rare collections," Muko revealed with a complicated frown. "You hold your spirit well. I've seen bigger men drop after only three shots. "

"I've cultivated a high tolerance over the years." Larsial grinned. She was about to ask for another shot, but Kashi quickly rapped on the table.

"You can get drunk some other time," Kashi said, with an amused shake of his head. Turning to Muko, he asked, "Is Miote down there?"

"Nah, he and the other merchants had a new headquarters built not far from The Emporium on Bass street."

"Thanks, I'll find it," Kashi placed a few gold syros coins on the counter, ignoring Muko's protests that it was way over the price. He beckoned to Larsial with a casual wave. "Time to go. We're off to see the financial juggernaut of the guild."

"Hey," Muko called, his brows locked in a slight frown. "This should be a dumb question, but you've met up with Ms. Falsetto, right?"

"Uh... I'll get to that eventually," Kashi said, confusion apparent in his eyes.

"Oh, okay then. Friendly advice," Muko offered. "As far as she's concerned, you went straight to meet her after coming into town."

"Why?" Kashi questioned, perplexed. "I have important guild matters to attend to. She will understand that."

"You know, you're right," Muko admitted with a sigh. "She just might understand." Shaking his head, he lightly exhaled. "You do not deserve her."

"Yes, he certainly does not." Larsial nodded her agreement.

"Whatever." Kashi ignored their remarks. He waved Muko goodbye then exited the building with Larsial in tow. He considered for a moment before ultimately deciding to continue on foot. The streets were so packed that it was faster to walk, plus he would draw far less attention to himself if he were on foot. 

Kashi looked up. The cloudy sky threatened rainfall, but the distance wasn't too far. Even if they did get caught in the rain, it would not be too bad. 

With his mind made up, Kashi raised the neck of his shirt to his nose, so only his red eyes were exposed. Lately, the population of Summoned daeben had increased, so he wouldn't stick out like a sore thumb as long as his face was not revealed.

Preparations complete, Kashi set out...


Chamber of Commerce (Merchant Alliance Temp. H.Q)

Brass Close.

Even within the hustle and bustle of Meilfour, there was one street that stood in stark contrast to other roads, quiet and orderly as if it existed in a separate pocket dimension. Mercenaries bearing the wildcat insignia of Joanna Frye's 'Burning Pyre' mercenary clans silently stood guard at either end of the street, keeping a careful watch on all who entered. 

Affluently dressed merchants entered and steadily exited the streets, often carrying bags or boxes filled with parchment sheets. Most left with broad, satisfied smiles, with only an unfortunate few sent back to rectify an issue with their documents or something. The registration process for the newly formed Merchant Alliance was incredibly stringent, and incoming merchants quickly learned that this was not a place they could bribe their way through.

Several of these merchants congregated around the magnificently large building that occupied the entire street on either side, which had an upside-down U shape when viewed from above. 

Rosendun’s Thorny Rose flag proudly flew above the building's rooftop, along with the Hopeful Maggots' flags and those of the other council members' respective guilds/affiliations. The heaviest security was located at the furthermost wing, which also served as the main reception area and the core of the entire building, the  War Room .

Understanding that the building's purpose was to serve as an attractive symbol of wealth to the world, Damah Dumm spared no expense while designing the Chamber of Commerce. 

There was no place in the entire building that exuded this extraordinary opulence like the War Room, within which the current alliance heads of the Merchant Alliance sat around a massive, circular, marble table with numerous tiny inlaid gemstones that subtly glittered in the light. 

The walls and pillars were coated with solid gold, the ground beneath their feet constructed with the most expensive white marble from Elysium Cove. Gemstones large enough to buy several buildings hung leisurely overhead in chandeliers, the sheer extravagance sufficient to intimidate anyone who walked into the room.

However, that was not all. To counteract the hard, cold energy from all the gold and gemstones, Damah had the intelligent plant Kornut, found only in Ederwood planted along the walls of the chamber. 

Kornut roughly translated to 'Humble Wall-Plant' in the common language. Like its name, Kornut was a famous plant because of its ability to grow along the buildings' interior walls and floors. Furthermore, its enhanced intelligence meant it could be instructed to grow into specific ways or patterns. 

This was the reason why, despite sitting indoors, the guild members could enjoy their meeting within the company of beautiful shrubbery and a delightful scent that exuded from the Kornut's leaves and branches.

The Alliance Heads had already spent hours in awe of everything in the building and the room in particular. But currently, they all had their attention the golden chesch sat at the table, explaining his latest ideas even further.

Each of the alliance heads had massive stacks of paper on the table, and they had tirelessly perused through all the documents as Miote explained, each word somehow leaving them in greater shock than the last. Even if they took nothing from what Miote said, just the way he designed contracts was a thing of beauty beyond anything they had ever seen! 

The Alliance Heads could all imagine that if they used such methods to draw up contracts in their various ventures. The number of clients' attempts to trick their way out of paying what they owe would severely reduce till it was almost non-existent. 

"So, what do you think?" Miote ended his presentation with a short clap and a smile.

"Impressive." Damah Dumm nodded. "This, 'bank' of yours is something so simple, yet we had not thought of it for so long. Indeed the future belongs to the younger generation," Dumm teased with a short smile. "However, I do have a question. Say, I deposit a sum at one bank. Is it possible for me to regain that same sum at another bank?"

Miote's brow rose in appalled delight. No wonder this man was the most prosperous merchant in all of Destia. Even his questions had such forward-thinking to them. "Theoretically, yes, but you must understand that not all banks would be designed to hold vast sums of money, nor are banks meant to be used this way either. The idea is, you deposit a large number of funds in the bank, which allows you to collect funds as you need it, as opposed to depositing and emptying your account every single day. Naturally, after opening an account at one bank, you can withdraw from any other bank in the country as long as they are one of ours." 

Miote tapped on the table. "As explained earlier, to entice customers to leave their gold in the bank, we will grant them a small interest every month their total sum remains untouched." The chesch crossed his hands at his bank. "In the meantime, the bank will use those funds to grant loans to new promising businesses, of course with significantly marked-up costs as explained under the chapter titled, 'Fractal Banking.'"

"This whole idea of creating money that doesn't exist..." Damah Dumm muttered with glazed eyes. "While it does sound like an excellent way to profit for bank owners, it seems dangerous for the consumers. What guarantee can we give them? Furthermore, there is a finite amount of gold in the world. In this system of yours, if someone deposits 100 syros, and someone comes right behind her to loan 200 syros, where do we get the extra 100 syros to give the second person?"

"Nothing great was achieved without risk," Miote softly countered. "However, you are right. If left unchecked, the bank is an institution that can grow to challenge the nation itself." Miote raised his hand to his lips. "We'll just have the government... ah, sorry, the royal palace create a division dedicated to monitoring banks. And who better to watch the activities of a merchant-owned bank than personnel trained in the art of economics."

 

"You sly bastards," Marlo Coop spat. "So that's why your guild is pushing for this 'Academy' thing. You're creating situations where the general populace will have no choice but to come to you to learn. It's the only way they'd be able to make sense of all these nonsense businesses about contracts and banks and whatnot."

"Money isn't what motivates us, Marlo-san," Miote denied with a soft chuckle. "We only want to improve the future of the next generation."

"Hoho, I guess all the apprenticeship fees don't hurt either," Coop pointed out with a snicker. "Hey, since you're so philanthropic, why not make the Academy free?"

Boom!

A violent aura exploded from Miote. His pupils contracted into slits, and his fingernails dug into the table as he slowly turned to Coop with the most ferocious glare. "Free?" He tasted the unfamiliar phrase and immediately spat to the side. "Don't ever mention that word again." For a merchant, there was no word more disgusting. The only time it was remotely acceptable was when used in a buy-one, get-one-free scam - er, sorry promotion. 

"Hehe, then don't bluster," Marlo grunted and displayed a satisfied grin.

Miote snorted and retracted his aura. His trademark gentle smile returned to his face, restoring his harmless, welcoming image. Turning back to Damah Dumm, Miote continued his explanation. "In regards to the matter of creating an extra 100 syros, there are two solutions." Miote raised a finger. "In the short term, we would rely on the sum deposited by larger customers to subsidize the daily withdrawal of smaller customers. This way, we are free to loan out syros to local businesses. The marked-up interest on our loans by the end of the month or year will allow us to not only replenish any funds loaned out but also make an increased profit."

Damah Dumm nodded. "I see how this can work. What's your long-term solution?"

"We will introduce something called credit-system." Miote took out a rectangular piece of colored paper and laid it on the table. "Gold, silver, and bronze are finite in nature and extremely limiting to the growth of an economy. The second we exhaust our gold mines, the currency itself stalls. In the future, this tiny piece of paper will substitute for gold and silver coins. It will function as a sort of IOU acceptable at any bank."

"Wait!" Fox interrupted as he bolted upright on his seat. "So what you're saying is, instead of bronze, silver, and gold, we would use this paper? That's insane!"

"Maybe it is," Miote agreed with a shrug. "But if we want our economy to experience exponential growth, it is the only logical conclusion. Hard gold is too limiting. We cannot replicate gold to keep up with an advancing economy, but paper, paper we can manipulate."

Damah Dumm stared at the rectangular piece of paper on the table. "Hmm, you will have to give us some time to think about this. This is just too radical, even for me."

"I naturally expected that," Miote assented with a smile. "We still need to run this by the Crown anyway. We cannot casually replace the currency of a country without the government's input. Besides, we need to ensure we are placed under strict regulations imposed by the government before we begin, or we will destroy ourselves with greed."

"A merchant with honor and integrity," Damah Dumm commented with a glint in his eyes. "What a rare combination." He looked at the chesch and gave an approving nod. "I look forward to the formation of this bank of yours. I shall ensure I am the first depositor."

"I agree with Mr. Dumm," the cerulian textile giant, Jon Fox, stated. "However, there is one glaring issue we have yet to discuss."

"As Fox aptly put, there is indeed one glaring issue," Joanna Frye stated with a shake of her head. She tapped her considerably long fingernails on the stack of papers and questioned with a stern glare. "What're you going to do about security?" 

Marlo Coop stroked his beard, his gaze searching the chesch's eyes. "Folks aren't going to feel safe stashing their coin in your bank if it's all gonna be stolen by some random gang of bandits."

"I understand your concerns," Miote admitted. "Currently, we have three safety measures in place. The first of which..." he said as he gestured at the mercenary leader, "...are bodyguards consisting of mercenaries from both my guild and Ms. Frye's guild. The second is the considerable arm of the law itself. The last, and most reliable of all, is—"

"Me."

The merchants turned in unison, their eyes wide with shock as two figures seemingly appeared from a pillar's shadow. Their dark skin immediately gave away their identities as daeben. In a panic, Frye swiftly rose from her chair, her body poised and ready to strike.

"How did you get in here!?" Frye roared. Though her voice was strong and loud, caution remained in her gaze. The fact these two could so effortlessly infiltrate their meeting meant they were no slouches. It would not be wise to confront them without knowing their origins.

"How I got in is of no importance," Kashi stated, taking off his cowl as he walked to the table. "What is important is, I am the solution to your security problem."

Damah Dumm rose from his chair, recognition in his delighted eyes. He walked up to the Maggot Guild-Leader and extended a hand. "I fear we are in the presence of the great Kashi of the Daeben." He added with a bright smile, "It is a great honor to finally make your acquaintance."

"The honor is all mine," Kashi responded with a smile of his own. "I have heard many great things about you, Mr. Dumm." Gesturing to the table, he added, "Please do take your seat." Kashi nodded as Damah Dumm returned to his seat with an excited glint in his eyes. He then turned to the other merchants. "Miote has said great things of you all." Kashi said with a polite bow, "It is an honor to finally meet in person." He then gestured at the silent Larsial. "This is my associate Larsial. She's a recruit learning the ropes."

"Heh heh," Marlo Coop chuckled. "To think I would ever receive a bow from the great Kashi-dono. My kids at home will finally acknowledge how awesome their father is."

Joanna and Fox were slightly reticent in their acknowledgment, choosing only to nod politely and mutter a few greetings. Kashi's reputation preceded him. It was no surprise they were wary at his abrupt appearance at their meeting. Until they knew his intentions, they would not relax their guards.

"Kashi-kun," Damah Dunn called as Kashi moved to stand beside Miote. "What is this solution you speak of?"

"Please, Kashi is fine," stated the daeben. With a series of hand motions, a scroll appeared in his hand. Kashi injected a bit of his mana into the scroll, and it immediately jumped off his hand. A light surge of mana burst out of the scroll as it magically transformed into a large painting that floated over the daeben's. "The name of this painting is Takahara. It is also a dimension I have complete control over."

Kashi pointed at the painting. "Currently, there are five keys that can link to this dimension. Meaning, you can establish five banks that will have access to this dimension. All funds collected will be stored in this dimension, which by the way, can only be accessed by those I choose, which right now are only my guild members." Kashi tapped on the table. "I can easily change those entry requirements to be those belonging to the bank. Maybe have some tattoo, or seal to determine approval.

"The dimension only has five entrances, except for this particular painting, which I keep with me at all times. Your security is assured." Kashi scanned the stunned faces. "Any questions?"

"Yes, actually," Damah Dumm answered as he struggled to contain his shock. "How did you come by this dimension painting?"

Kashi grinned. "I painted it."

"What!?" Marlo Coop screamed with shock as he shot off his table. "So, you can paint more of these!?"

"Theoretically-"

"Fifty Million Syros!" Jon Fox screamed at the top of his lungs as he too shot up to his feet. "Fifty Million Syros for the next one you paint! I don't care if it's the size of a cottage! Just get me one of those!"

"Fifty Million? Jon dear show some sincerity," Joanna scolded with a shake of her head. "100 Million Syros from me!"

Kashi's eyes jumped in shock. The fuck!? He was here to talk about their security. Why the hell did this turn into a bidding war. Also, 100 million? The fuck? Did money grow on trees for these people? 

"Yo fearless guild leader, how about dropping the bow and picking up a brush. For the sake of the guild, of course."

Kashi instantly backed away from Miote, whose eyes had turned to syros signs. Obviously, rather than Kashi, he was looking at a natural money-making printing press.

"They're not that easy to make!" Kashi shouted over the din of the bidding war. The hall quieted down, allowing Kashi to continue in a calmer tone. "When I do have time to create another, I will let you all know. In the meantime, I take your reactions to mean you are satisfied with the security suggestion?" Rapid nods confirmed his conjecture. "In that case, I suggest you rapidly begin construction of the banks. We should be operational in a month." Satisfied with the response, Kashi turned to leave. "I would love to stay and talk some more..." He really wouldn't. "...but I have an appointment I must keep."

With those words, Kashi donned his cowl and escaped the room before anyone could object, Larsial close behind.

Miote chuckled as he watched the daeben rapidly fleeing back. Indeed, it was as Leila said. Kashi hated the administrative side of running a guild. Well, as long as Kashi kept providing miracles such as that blasted dimension, it was all good.

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 156: A Cold Memory
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Huuuu...

The wind maliciously shrieked as it rushed past the rocky terrain of a cold, snowy mountain. The late-night blizzard simultaneously bit at the skin of every living thing while burying the world in white. Dense, rapid winds rendered it almost impossible to see past a few feet ahead, the few rays of moonlight that struggled through, the only solace to any creature stupid enough to remain outside during the terrible blizzard.

Even though it was undoubtedly suicidal to remain outside during the blizzard, three silhouettes could be seen seated close to the mountain's summit. The profiles, one large and two small, reacted differently to the tormenting wind. The large silhouette was calm, without a single shift in its muscle, whereas the little silhouettes trembled, often curling up in a futile attempt to conserve their body warmth.

Upon closer inspection, the silhouettes were revealed to be that of a bare-chested young man with his eyes closed, accompanied by two young kafu cubs. The young man's scattered hair danced freely in the wind, occasionally revealing a gnarly scar that ran down his face. The scar lent credence to the cold, unfeeling aura that chilled the already frozen tundra around himself. The cub by the man's left's beautiful white fur blended with the snowy blizzard, whereas the cub to his right’s bright brown fur was barely visible through the snow collected over him.

The white cub, teeth chattering, looked up at the stoic man with fear in his eyes. He'd managed to hold back so far out of fear of retaliation, but at the moment, his desire trumped his fear. "R--R-Razznik-san." The stoic man's eyes snapped open. A pair of irritated blood-red eyes fixed on the little kafu. The cub's spine instantly chilled beyond anything the cold winds could bring. Paradoxically, despite the cold, the cub's fur immediately soaked with thick sweat.

Indifferent to the little kafu's plight, Razznik coldly demanded, "What?"

The cub hiccupped, his answer caught in his throat as Razznik brows slightly furrowed. Still, despite his fright, the cub was aware that if he did not speak up, he would most likely not live through the night. Mustering up his courage, the cub stammered, "I-I-I'm cold."

Razznik glared at the young cub, then turned to his right to inspect the other kafu, only to realize the brown cub was even worse off. Sheets of ice had formed on the child’s fur, the young cub too weak to even shake off the ice. 

However, despite the deathly trembling and sickly pallor, the young cub had a ruthless stubbornness in his eyes. It was apparent he had no desire to rest despite the torment.

Razznik looked from the brown cub to the white. With a slight shake of his head, he lightly tapped the earth. A large mandala spread out from his fingertips to occupy an area of roughly 20 square meters. A dome-like, stone structure rose from the ground and enclosed the trio within. Razznik got to his feet and tapped the dome's roof, causing another mandala to spread over the walls. 

With a red flash, the mandala blended into the walls. A second later, the walls began to emit heat, instantly warming the inhabitants of the dome.

Razznik glanced at the white cub who had quickly snuggled up against a wall. He walked over and nonchalantly grabbed the cub by the scruff of his neck. He unceremoniously dropped the cub at the center of the dome next to his brother. Razznik glared at the white cub. "Cathek, what is your brother's condition?"

Cathek glanced at Razznik with question in his eyes before taking a good look at his brother. As expected, just like Cathek himself, his brother suffered a severe shiver. Upon closer inspection, however, Cathek's heart nearly leaped to his throat. His brother's situation was far worse than his own. 

Cathek’s brother's fur had begun to gray at its roots, belying his terrible fever. Cathek's brother's violently chattering teeth rendered him incapable of speaking a coherent word. Even worse, the young cub's eyes were glazed over and unfocused, as if he could not see anything. However, even though the cub looked like he was only a second away from death's door, the stubbornness in his furrowed brows revealed his obstinate resolve to power through, through sheer force of will.

Cathek shrieked in fright as the reality of his brother's state dawned. Tears poured down his eyes as he grabbed Razznik by the hem of his trousers and pleaded, "P-please save him! Don't let Barthul die, please! You can save him!"

Razznik looked down at the snot-nosed kafu. It seemed that fear was a strong motivator for this one. First, it was the fear of his own death. Then the fear of losing his brother. Though, judging by how he was grabbing Razznik's pants, the fear of losing his brother was a stronger motivation. 

"No." Razznik coldly rebutted as he brushed off Cathek's grip with a light kick. Razznik's cold eyes bore into the young cub's terrified, pleading gaze. Razznik grunted and turned his back to the devastated kafu. "Do not fret. Your brother shall survive."

Cathek's eyes widened, sparkling like large goblets filled with water. "Really!? He'll live? He'll be fine?" Cathek questioned excitedly as he looked to his forever stubborn elder brother.

"This Time ," Razznik grimly stated. He turned around and glared at both cubs. "If you two are to survive this period, you must learn a few things." Razznik gaze fixated on Cathek. "First, you. Your talent far surpasses that of your brother, but you are mentally weak, and you often cower behind fear. With that attitude, you will not survive long in the world. Your fear also mandates you remain so self-absorbed, so you failed to realize the plight of your kin until it was too late." Razznik glanced over both cubs. "You must understand this. I am not your babysitter. If you do not watch out for one another, you will surely perish."

"In your case," Razznik said as he looked at Barthul, who struggled to keep his gaze fixed on the larger man. "I can understand your drive to be strong—even more so when you have a brother as talented as yours. " Razznik gave a rare, approving nod. That quickly turned to a hard frown. "Your willpower is exceedingly strong. But, if not handled well, it is a double-edged sword. You must learn the difference between tenacity and stupidity, or you will end up either dead or crippled with nothing to show for your efforts." The future demon lord crossed his arms. "I could heal you, but I shall not. Suffer. Remember this pain. It will guide you while you seek your body's limits."

Razznik looked at the silent children. Both had managed to maintain eye contact so far because they were vehemently fighting the subconscious pressure he exuded. Still, for children their age to be able to meet his gaze for so long, it could be seen just how seriously their mother took their training. 

With a snort, Razznik made a series of gestures with his hand, and a bag appeared in his hand. He threw the bag onto the floor then turned to leave. "You will find food in there. Eat, then sleep. We leave at first light." Razznik touched a section of the wall, and it crumbled to the earth to form a small open door. The blizzard never got a chance to enter the shelter, however, as a timely translucent mana shield occupied the little doorway. The shield was designed to keep the blizzard out but let in fresh air every few minutes.

Cathek sat by his brother's side as he watched the intimidating frame walk into the snowstorm, doubtless to continue his training. The young cub looked at his brother, at the stone dome, the food satchel on the floor, then to the doorway. A small smile lit up the side of the little cub's shivering lips. Indeed, although that back was scary, it was just as, if not more reassuring when it protected you from the world's terrors.

This was a back the little cub was confident he would follow for a long ti-


"No! Come Back! Don't leave us!" 

Within the snowy blizzard, a weak, shaking, white-furred arm reached out to a familiar silhouette. The arm owner's vision dimmed, his world slowly turning dark. He let out one last desperate cry at the cold, fading back before he slumped to the earth and succumbed to the darkness.


???

Within the corridors of a certain palace, the eyes of a white-furred kafu sprung open with a start. Cathek, dressed in a modified, white priest armor, raised his head and pushed off against the wall he had been leaning on. 

"I must be getting old," Cathek muttered with a resigned smile. "To think I would dream of  him  again. Must be because the time is near." The kafu shook his head, then proceeded to walk down the corridor. 

Cathek observed the cracked and broken walls with mirth. The cracks and holes in the palace walls told the story of a place besieged numerous times over the centuries, yet somehow holding its ground. However, most of the visible cracks were as recent as a few decades to a decade ago.

However, perhaps because of the paintings placed next to the cracks, or the sculptures along the corridor, Cathek found something about the palace inviting—warm, even. The kafu greeted many warriors and priests along his path, most of whom were daeben. Despite the daeben being the vast majority of the population, the warriors and priests from the other races only had broad, satisfied smiles on their faces when chatting with their daeben counterparts.

Here, strength was key. No one discriminated based on race. The strong were respected and acknowledged. A few orcs could be seen chatting with other warriors in some select places, without the suppressed inferiority often found in their kind's eyes. 

Cathek often wondered what it would be like if the Chaos Order achieved their ambition. Would the world be like this island, utterly rid of discrimination and war? Would all the bloodshed and lives lost be worth the couple centuries of peace they would have bought? 

Cathek did not have much time to ponder further as he came to a halt in front of a massive double door. The door had a mural of a gargantuan drider, the patron goddess of the daeben tribe. 

The drider species were beasts with the upper body of a human (often female) and the lower body of a spider. The species were cunning, vicious creatures adept at shapeshifting and traps. Skills they often used to lure in unsuspecting prey before sucking them dry.

A pair of ruby gemstones placed in the mural's eyes shone with a red light. The red light scanned the entity that stood before it. Finding no problems with the identity, it flashed once again, and the doors slid open.

Cathek looked down at the red carpet with the drider sigil. He took a deep breath, then stepped on the carpet and made his way to the throne at the end. The atmosphere instantly warped as soon as he walked past the threshold. The air was heavy with an innate suppression forced upon all within the halls by an unknown entity.

Cathek was fortunate in that the suppressive atmosphere had no hold on him. He was far too strong for anything on this material plane to suppress him. He had the luxury of freely examining the throne room, a deep melancholy in his eyes as he looked at the crumbled pillars and cracked walls.

Traces of the former beauty could be seen in the beautiful marble floors, with finishing so exquisite that they could reflect the entire room perfectly with the right amount of light. Unfortunately, pale green light from will-o-wisps lanterns were the only source of light in the throne room.

Cathek's gaze narrowed as he looked up. A mural of a colossal spider occupied the entire ceiling, eight will-o-wisp lights ominously watching over the proceedings within the room. Cathek shook his head and turned his attention to the throne itself. 

The daeben were a matriarchic community, a fact duly affirmed by the young woman who laid on a sinister throne fashioned from the husk of a dead drider. The dark throne evoked ghastly images of what it would look like if a person 'laid' within the abdomen of a drider. However, to the daeben, it was a talisman that promised their rulers, and in turn, their kingdom would always be in the embrace of their patron goddess, Arachne.

Arachne, unlike Gerber, Mera, and the others, was not a progeny of Ferulic and Aethir. Hence she was not a real goddess by the strictest definition. Instead, she was one of the demons created by Ferulic during his 'little jealous tantrum.' Arachne was created to embody the treachery, cunning, and wickedness of humes, her horrifying lower body meant to be a play on the humes' penchant to follow anything beautiful. In this case, following her gorgeous upper body would land humes within her lower body's mandibles. 

"It never ceases to amaze me how you always appreciate this art despite being older than this entire building." 

A soft sultry voice drew Cathek's gaze down to the beautiful daeben who laid on the throne, clad in a sensuous, revealing cloth black cloth armor. The young queen's ashy black skin had a subtle glow, dull yet inviting beneath the green will-o-wisps. Long locks of snow-white hair, indicative of pure-blooded daebens, rested on her exposed midriff, the queen's penchant for individuality subtly revealed in ruby red highlights made to match her steamy gaze. Dark red lips curled up in a smirk as she regarded the powerful kafu. 

"Some things are better appreciated with time," Cathek replied with a warm smile. He came to a stop five meters from the throne. "Your Majesty," Cathek greeted with a polite bow. "I, Cathek, request a private audience."

The queen's lips curled up in a smile. She nonchalantly waved and ordered, "Leave us."

It was very faint, but Cathek's sharp ears easily picked up the instantaneous sounds of feet hitting the floor. A trained eye would have noticed the darkness in the areas not reached by the will-o-wisps shift ever so slightly. 

Moments later, confident that the shadow guards had retreated, the queen rose from the throne and walked to Cathek's front. A mischievous smirk formed on her lips, and before Cathek could react, she wrapped her hands around his waist and buried her head in his chest. "Uncle Cat! Where have you been? You haven't come to see me in weeks!"

If any of the daeben were present, their eyes would pop out with shock. Gone was their regal, mysterious, authoritarian leader, replaced with an ordinary young woman excited to see her Uncle. 

Pa!

"Ouch!" The queen recoiled in shock and pain, both hands on her smoking forehead.

"Queen Alia Tatjana Thorraid, I strongly suggest you mind your behavior as royalty," Cathek harshly scolded. However, the smile in his eyes revealed the truth.

"Tch, stingy," Queen Alia retorted with a pouty grunt. Massaging the strike zone on her forehead, she lamented, "Ah-ah, I hope this doesn't swell up."

"Not to worry," Cathek soothed with a teasing smile. " I have had the better part of a millennium to practice the forehead flick, so it leaves no mark behind. That includes swelling, of course."

Queen Alia glared at him. "Another one of your useless skills. For a thousand-year-old man, you're really boring. You know that?" Queen Alia raised her hands in protest, "A thousand years, and you haven't learned anything about a maiden's heart?"

Cathek shook his head with a wry smile. "And what purpose would that serve?"

Queen Alia's gaze narrowed. "You thick-headed relic. At the very least, it serves a better purpose than that useless forehead flick thing."

"Quite the contrary, your Majesty," Cathek jovially rebutted. "For one," Cathek stated as, much to Alia's bitter resignation, he patted the queen's head. "I get to discipline unruly royals without leaving a trace." 

"Ah! Stop it!" Queen Alia exclaimed as she pushed Cathek's hand off her head. "I really wish you would stop treating me like a child. I'm already twenty-one years old. I'm an adult!" 

"Twenty-one is it?" Cathek murmured with a smile. "Time flies by when you get to my age. What has it been? Ten, Eleven years since your parents passed in that final battle?" Cathek's gaze grew heavy as old memories surfaced. "I still recall it like it was yesterday. The beaten and defeated daeben army rallied around a ten-year-old girl, who against impossible odds, was able to command a safe retreat for her people to their country, and launched a staunch defensive that shook the allied nations to cut their losses and retreat." Cathek's eyes warmed as he habitually ruffled the queen's hair. "To think that little girl has grown into a fine young woman. Ah, indeed, time moves far too quickly when you get old."

"Cut it out," Queen Alia reprimanded with a short laugh as she ducked out of the range of Cathek's troublesome hand. "More importantly," she said as she raised her right sleeve to reveal a dull, glowing spider web tattoo on her upper shoulder. "What do you think?"

Cathek approached, then examined the tattoo. A while later, he nodded approvingly. "Your runecrafters are showing rapid progress. There are no mistakes here. The embedded runes as so minute yet precise. Only someone who knows to look for them will even realize this tattoo is such a complex rune." Looking up from the rune, Cathek questioned. "This is your seventh rune marking, isn't it?"

"Yes," Queen Alia confirmed with a nod. "The crafters did say at my current mental strength, I can still handle at least seven more. I've scheduled for the next rune to be drawn in two months." 

 "Good," Cathek nodded his approval. "Your body needs time to acclimatize to the new rune channels." A hint of melancholy drifted through the kafu's eyes as he recalled the tragedy of the previous generation of daeben. "If only your parents had heeded my advice as you do, they would not have been driven mad by the conflicting rune channels."

Queen Alia's head dropped as she, too, recalled the slow descent into madness. "My mother was under too much pressure from the ministers and the war faction. Runecrafting did appear to be the answer to all our problems. Every soldier could have the marks without the need for any special talent, and it doubled, no tripled the strength of our military prowess. " Shaking her head, she bitterly said, "If only they knew the cost. The madness and unwanted arrogance." 

Queen Alia lamented, "The daeben army was feared during warfare, not for our performance in battles, but our extreme cunning and deadliness. We won battles without armies ever marching out, commanders, strategists, and captains found dead in their camp beds. No one knew where we laid our traps, where we would spring up from next." With ground teeth, the daeben queen recalled, "Yet the hubris from those marks rendered our commanders and leaders stupid and inept. Rather than promote our subterfuge and sabotage, they quickly began to abandon their strongest points in favor of open battles, to revel in the 'glory' of battle." 

Queen Alia's hand shook with rage, her clouded eyes hidden from sight. "It's no wonder we lost battle after battle. How could we beat the allied nations at something they had polished to perfection with sheer brute strength? We lost, lost, and kept losing until that final day—the final battle in G'orath. I will never forget the despair in the soldiers' eyes as thousands of pillars descended from the skies, only to land in the allied army. We had both used summons, but virtually none of the Summoned answered our call. We were seemingly doomed to extinction that day."

Cathek smiled. "But then the pillars did come."

Queen Alia's head rose, her eyes shining with light. "Yes, yes, they did. All twelve of them in total." She clenched her hands as she traveled back to that blood-soaked battlefield, the silent despair, and the euphoria when the first pillar of light appeared at the front of the daeben army. "I will never forget that first man. Blue shirt, dark pants, and boots. The mantle fluttering silently in the wind. His firm, unwavering grip on his sword. That bold, unflinching first step." Queen Alia sighed. "Even when the other Summoned landed, all but one flinched at the sight of the enemy's army. Only that beast-like little girl followed the man as he charged into the enemy's ranks without so much as a backward glance.

"The girl was terrifying, no doubt, but it was that man who gave us the strength to do what we had to do. The way he surgically cut through the enemy's ranks, seeking out and eliminating commanders and captains without worrying about the regular soldiers, reminded us of what we daeben were feared for. I will never forget the horror in the enemy commanders' eyes when that man picked up a bow from a fallen soldier. The speed at which captains dropped was just too terrifying. But it was that terror that saved us." 

Queen Alia's soulful eyes dimmed as she grasped her left arm. "My mother, granted a rare moment of clarity, removed the Wreath of Spiders, and bound it to me. My mother, the generals, the soldiers, they all looked up to me. They wanted their next orders, even though we all knew what it was going to be."

"Attack," Miote stated with a sigh. "No matter what it takes, strike down as many commanders as possible." 

"Do not return until they are all dead," Queen Alia murmured. "I willingly sent my mother, her generals, many of whom practically raised thousands of kinsmen and me to their deaths."

"And saved thousands more," Cathek consoled. "You made the right decision that day. In a perfect world, sacrifices are not necessary. Unfortunately, we live in an imperfect world. As such, we must continue to make hard decisions every day."

Queen Alia let out a wry smile. "I know that. You've repeated it so many times that I could not forget it even if I wanted to." With a wistful sigh, she added, "I just wish I could meet that Summoned once. I need to thank him in person for saving us."

"Last I heard, he was captured by the allied forces and put in a jail to rot for life," Cathek stated. "No one knows the location of this cell. Apparently, the order letter was burned immediately after it was carried out."

Queen Alia sighed. "At least we managed to find the little beast-girl. Though she's gone missing since Froy was killed. I at least hope he was able to help her regain herself even if by a little."

"I am sure he did as you ordered," Cathek affirmed.

"Yes, I am sure," Queen Alia said with a smile. "Now, tell me, Uncle Cat. Why are you really here? It cannot be just to reminisce, surely."

"Of course not," Cathek replied. "The deathsworn boats are finally ready. We can depart at a moment's notice."

Queen Alia nodded. Her gaze wavered, revealing a moment of weakness. "We are doing the right thing, right, Uncle Cat?"

"There is no right or wrong," Cathek stated. "What we do now will be judged not by us, but by generations to come. They will decide if our actions are just or not-"

"-By then, we'll be too dead to care," Queen Alia finished. "Another one of your little quotes you've repeated to death." Queen Alia folded her arms and closed her eyes. Moments later, she opened them, slight exhaustion evident in her creased brows. "A storm will come tomorrow and last for two days. We leave after that."

"As you wish."

Queen Alia looked up at the ceiling mural, her gaze meeting those of Arachne's. "At last, I can return to the world..."

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 157: Meeting a Fan

    
    
    
    
                
The Emporium,

10th Banem, 1092.

The Emporium, fondly referred to as the 'Jewel of Merriheim,’ certainly lived up to its name. The circular, spectacular structure, the largest of its kind in all of Rosendun, was brightly lit up at night with several varying colored lights drawing the tourists' gazes and admiration from miles away. 

Its rapidly soaring popularity had forced the Maggots to create more entrances around the building. However, even with these measures, the building’s surroundings were always tightly packed, and long queues had become par for the course. The hype and craze, deemed unnecessary and crazy by some skeptics, were immediately justified upon stepping a foot into the building. 

Gaudily dressed characters in exaggerated poses greeted visitors. Every day, each welcoming staff member would put on a new costume designed by local artists. These colorful cast of characters immediately set the scene for what was, for most, an unforgettable crazy ride. 

Tourists and locals could never find themselves bored in this building. Not when every corner was packed with unique activities and events. A person could enter the building, get his portrait drawn, have a sculpture of himself fighting a dragon, watch the performances of local and upcoming bands and musicians and still catch a play or two reenacting glorious moments in history, including some recent ones, of course. 

A favorite of most tourists was the reenacting of the Battle for Riven. Especially the part where Kashi the daeben makes his entrance. 

By now, there was not a soul in all of Rosendun and most of Merriheim who did not know this name. However, since the rise of Summoned impersonators and the fact there were so few who had met the daeben in person (and knew it was him), most could only turn to these plays to get an inch closer to the legend.

All these activities and more, coupled with savvy merchandising shops and restaurants with food from so many different regions, dictated that Residents who had never known a place like this were more than willing to pay whatever it took to maximize their stay as long as possible. It was no wonder then that while tourists entered empty-handed, they almost always exited carrying various bags filled with merchandise.

This kind of 'want-spending' was new to the Residents, who had always been content with spending on their basic needs. Somehow, the Emporium had become a sort of status symbol among Residents—especially the locals. Men who wanted to impress their intended beau needed to have at least taken them once or twice. 

This, in turn, had created a chain reaction in the labor market. Men and women who would typically laze around the house rushed out into the streets eager to land well-paying jobs. Furthermore, even though the mines paid well, Emporium's existence meant that a faction of citizens had begun to develop the addictive drug called 'ambition.' 

They wanted better-paying jobs that would allow them to enjoy themselves even more. Some wanted better pay for the sake of impressing their romantic partners, while others sought the power that came with wealth.

All in all, the bottom line was, Residents had slowly begun to graduate from primitive thinking of satisfying only needs to the insatiable nature of pleasures and wants. The desire for better-paying jobs pleased the upper echelon of the Hopeful Maggots because it meant that when they completed the Academy, it would not lack individuals looking to learn specialized employment with better pay.

However, all of this had nothing to do with a certain daeben who awkwardly stood outside a door with "STAFF ONLY" written boldly. Kashi scratched the back of his head as he looked at the mertian security guard glaring at him, baton in hand. 

The security guard looked to be a retired warrior in his late forties, standing at about 190cm (6'2ft) with a broad, muscular frame that boasted his strength. A massive battle scar down the right side of his neck might have been the reason for his early retirement. Many adventurers and mercenaries chose to hang up their blades after experiencing such close shaves with death.

Larsial cupped her hand over her mouth in a bid to stifle the chuckle that threatened to rise up her throat. "It seems the great Kashi cannot get into his own building."

Kashi chose to ignore the apparent joy in Larsial's teasing voice. Unwilling to make a scene, once again pleaded his case. "I swear I am Kashi, Guild Leader of the Hopeful Maggots."

"Sure, and I am King Parissius," the guard scoffed with disdain. "Already met four of you posers today. Look at you. At least the other three took the effort. See those skinny arms. I bet they couldn't even crack a walnut. You think the great Kashi would look like you? At the very least, return after working on your muscles."

Kashi looked at his arms in shock. Muscles? He was a Summoned! By default, Summoned were incapable of building muscles getting fat regardless of how much hardwork or lack thereof they put in. 

Larsial, who by this point was struggling to stand upright, forcefully suppressed her laughter just enough to ask, "Out of curiosity, how does the real Kashi look?"

"I've met him before, you know?" The security guard remarked as he puffed his chest in pride.

"Oh, you have, have you?" Kashi muttered in equal parts amusement and irritation. He shook his head as he took a sip from a drink he bought at a nearby store.

"Of course!" the guard affirmed with a thump on his chest. "Was about a fortnight ago." The guard had clearly told this tale a thousand times. His voice dropped to a low whisper to build up suspense. "It was a dark night. I was hunting for some red scorpions for the wife, you see. She loves them fresh. Says the ones sold at the market are all days old. Gets the little ones' stomach running. So, anyway, that's when it happened. I was just about to kill my third for the night, had it in my sights and everything when the ground suddenly starts shaking something fierce. Now, I was mad, right? I mean, all that shaking scared my prey underground. But I'm a brave guy. So, I decide to see what's going on. So I walk for a bit right and climb this cliff close by. I look down, and what do I see?" The guard's eyes widened, hand spread wide to emphasize the largeness of the situation. "One daeben fighting against  thousands  of sand demons!"

"*Cough* What!?" Kashi coughed and spluttered, nearly choking on the drink. "Did you say thousands?"

"Yes!" The guard exclaimed with admiration and worship in his earnest gaze. "The lord's strength! Ah, you should've been there. The sand demons exploded with every punch. He would raise his hands, and dozens would just burst to ash! In all my years, I've never seen anything like that!" The security guard's gaze suddenly turned compassionate as he turned to Kashi and patted the daeben's shoulder. "I know you're a fan, but instead of impersonating him, you should do something productive to help our lord. Like me. I have given my life to protecting this little place as a show of my support for the lord."

Kashi let out a sigh. No wonder this guy misunderstood. Kashi knew the flames must have distorted his form, so he appeared bigger. Also, the explosions were a result of the gems in those sand ghouls going off. Kashi could not get mad at someone who was just doing his job. Even more so, when that person just spent five minutes waxing lyrical about Kashi's greatness. 

"Hey, out of curiosity," Kashi, taking a page out of Larsial's book, started. "If Kashi were to come here, what would you ask of him?"

"Hehe, to get into the Hopeful Maggots, of course," the security guard replied with a sheepish smile. "But if that's too much, I'd take an autograph for the kids. Little tykes would worship me for a whole year, hehe."

"I hope your wishes come true," Kashi said, with his hand held out. "By the way, what's your name?"

"Me? I'm Lekan Varta." The guard grasped the daeben's hand in a firm handshake. "Ready to tell me your name now?"

"I already told you." Kashi grinned. "I'm Kashi of the Daeben."

"Of course you are." Lekan rolled his eyes. "Come ba--" Lekan quickly stepped aside as the door behind him cracked open.

"Kashi?" A little blue head poked through the tiny crack. However, upon seeing the smiling daeben, the door swung wide open, and a figure rushed into the daeben's embrace, almost tackling him to the ground in the process. 

Lunette greedily buried her head in Kashi's chest and took in his scent. Smiling softly, she said, "Welcome back."

Kashi's grin softened to a warm smile. Gently patting her head, he muttered, "I'm back."

"Y-y-you're actually him?!"

Kashi glanced at Lekan, whose jaw had dropped, eyes wide in fear and shock. He exposed a teasing smile. "I  did  tell you."

"Um-Uh..." Lekan stuttered, his body visibly shaking. "I meant no offense, please."

Kashi laughed as Lunette released him and glanced at Lekan with curiosity. "None taken, Lekan-san," the daeben reassured. "In fact," he said as he took out Rosario's Brush. "Do you have anything I can sign on?"

"Huh? Sign? You mean-you really? Sign? Oh, Sweet Mera!" Lekan spluttered and stuttered as he rapidly patted himself down till he finally found the notebook in his breast pocket. He quickly opened it to the front page then held it out with both hands."H-h-here, Kashi-dono! Please sign this!"

The depths of Kashi's eyes brightened as he ran Rosario's brush across the front page. "Done."

Lekan nearly shuddered with joy as he hugged the notebook to his chest. "I... I will cherish this."

Kashi cracked at a teasing smile as he pointed at the door. "So, may I pass now?"

Lekan froze. His eyes widened in shock, unable to believe what was happening. Was his great lord actually joking with him? He immediately caught himself, and vigorously nodded. "Of course, of course!"

"Thanks for the hard work," Kashi pleasantly said as he passed by Lekan with Lunette and Larsial in tow. 

Lekan had yet to get over his joy when Kashi's head popped back out. "Oh, and one other thing. Welcome to the Hopeful Maggots, Varta-san. Hard work is always appreciated in our guild. Someone will come by later to make things official." 

Lekan's eyes almost rolled to the back of his head as he fought to steady himself. Wow! He could only imagine his children's reactions when he got home. Hehehe... he could almost imagine the jealousy on his friends' faces when he told them he was now part of the esteemed Hopeful Maggots.

With Kashi gone, Lekan opened the notebook to the first page.

From Kashi,

To Lekan and the Cute Little Ones

Underneath was a signature, the Hopeful Maggots' guild emblem, and a set of obscure images, which any mage would recognize as protection runes. Lekan had no idea at the time, but that notebook would become a family heirloom passed down through generations of his family.

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 158: Dancing with the Stars

    
    
    
    
                
The Emporium,

10th Banem, 1092.

“Look at you being so nice to a total stranger,” Lunette teased Kashi with a knowing smirk as he shut the door behind him. “Our Kashi’s all grown up.”

“C’mon, I’m not that bad,” Kashi rebutted with a wry smile as he brushed his way past her.

“Uh-huh,” Lunette clucked. “You’ve already forgotten how we met, huh?” She pointed out as she caught up to and matched his pace. Her eyes suddenly went wide, her right hand covering her mouth in mock shock. “That’s not it, is it? Is he part of some dastardly plan?”

Kashi froze in his tracks, forcing Lunette likewise to come to a halt. His head mechanically turned to face her. With a raised eyebrow, he questioned, “What do you take me for?”

“Hmm…” Lunette tapped her chin, deliberately letting her lower lip jut out. Moments later, she concluded. She began listing off her fingers, a cheeky grin spreader wider with each word, “Self-absorbed, World Dominator, Overlord, Evil mastermind, Trickster, Fraud, Cunning— wuwuwu. ”

Kashi chuckled, enjoying the shock on Lunette’s face as he pinched and pulled her cheeks. “That’s what you get for being cheeky,” Kashi joked as he released his hold, then continued down the hallway.

Lunette raised her hand to her cheek, rubbing the sore muscles in a daze. She turned to look at Kashi’s back, wide eyes displaying the upheaval in her heart. “Hold! Hold it right there,” Lunette shouted. She ran up to Kashi and grabbed his arm. “That. Do that again!”

“Huh?” This time, it was Kashi who recoiled in shock. “What the hell?”

Lunette could see the sanity-questioning gaze in Kashi’s eyes, but she could not care less. With a severe and deadpan expression, she stated, “Who knows when next you’ll do something like that again. I want to enjoy it properly!” 

“Enjoy it?” Kashi almost coughed blood. “You do realize that was meant to be a punishment, right? Besides…” Kashi looked over to his right where a stone-faced Larsial stood, silently watching the drama, thinking God only knows what. “We’re in public.”

Lunette snorted. “Dealing with a man like you, a girl’s gotta take her chances, public or not. That said,” Lunette said as she turned to Larsial with a sweet smile. “Forgive my manners. I was so excited to see him that I forgot to introduce myself.” Holding out her hand, she greeted, “I’m Lunette Falsetto, but you can call me Lunette. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss…” 

“Larsial J’rain,” Larsial politely introduced as she took Lunette’s hand in hers. To Lunette’s shock, Larsial dropped to a knee and kissed the songstress’s hand. “The pleasure is mine.” Larsial released Lunette’s hand and rose to her feet. She observed the songstress’s reaction, instantly recognizing the perplexed look on Lunette’s face. With a wry smile, Larsial bowed her head in admittance of her guilt. “My apologies. Force of habit.”

“Ah, no, don’t worry, it’s fine,” Lunette immediately reassured her with a wave of her hand. “If anything, I am honored. I imagine you do not make it a point to kiss the hand of  any random  girl you come across. There must be a good reason behind it. Perhaps, it’s a cultural thing?”

“Yes, it is,” Larsial patiently explained. “We daeben are trained to give utmost respect to women more powerful than ourselves.”

“I heard about how you fared in the war,” Lunette stated. “There’s no way I’m stronger than you.”

Larsial revealed a dry smile. “There’re are different forms of power. At the moment, there is no doubt you are more powerful than I am.”

“I suppose you are correct,” Lunette admitted with a laugh. Once again, she held out her hand with a glint in her eyes. “You are a formidable woman. I look forward to working with you. On equal terms, of course.”

Larsial hesitated, brows furrowed in confusion. Was everybody in the Hopeful Maggots like this? Show some damn restraint! Larsial was only one of the masterminds behind the previous war. How could they just turn around and be okay with working with her? Were they not afraid she could just be playing the long game. Despite all these thoughts in her head, she could not bring herself to lie to Lunette's sincere gaze. “I cannot promise anything.”

“I didn’t hear a no,” Lunette observed with a hearty smile. “That’s more than plenty for now.” With that, she turned around and dragged Kashi down the hallway. “Come, come, let me show you around before you go running off on another adventure.”

Kashi scratched the back of his head with a guilty smile. “How’d you know?” 

“Anyone would know,” Lunette stated with a mocking snort. “So, where are you headed next?”

“Just plain leveling,” Kashi revealed with a light shrug as Lunette dragged him down the hallway. “I’ve got a lot of killing to do if I don’t want to be left behind. I also want to look into finding an evolution path for Drix. He needs to evolve if he’s going to keep up with us.”

“Just admit you don’t want to abandon him, you big softie,” Lunette teased with a light punch. “Do you have any clues?”

“I have a rough idea,” Kashi revealed, gaze constantly on a swivel as he took in the various intriguing sights. A lot of rooms had their doors wide open, allowing him a clear view of everything inside. In one room, he saw actors practicing a scene; in another, a troupe of dancers performed a routine. “There’s a small tribe of centaurs North of Rosendun. Absalon’s troops had a small run-in with them on their way to Aygorzi. They offered to evolve his horse in exchange for stopping a Blight invasion.”

Concern shone in Lunette’s eyes. “Did he?”

“Nah,” Kashi replied. “They were in too much of a hurry to join us. He could not afford to get into any sort of protracted battle or lose any men. So, I’ll go take a look-see for myself. With any luck, there’s still plenty of blight left.”

Lunette shook her head with a wry smile. “Only you would see that as luck.” Lunette’s expression brightened, however, upon seeing a particular door. “Hehe,” she chuckled as she increased her pace, almost running into the room with Kashi in tow. “This is my practice room. What do you think?”

Kashi gave the room a once-over, a small smile playing at the edge of the lips as he appreciated the graffiti of musical notes and birds on the sky-blue walls. A large piano sat in a corner of the room, surrounded by various string and wind instruments. Other corners had large, black, box-like items which, judging from the loud music, was the latest version of the new ‘speakers.’

Kashi looked away from the instruments to the seven people at the center of the room, all of whom gaped at him in shock. Unlike the security guard, most of these people were either part of or had dealings with the Hopeful Maggots. They all knew what Kashi really looked like, and even if they were not confident at first glance, there was only one-person Lunette would hold like that.

At the head of the group stood Shadow, dressed in a loose-fitting singlet, slacks, and what Kashi would’ve sworn were sneakers. The little assassin approached his guild master, expression cold as always. “Kashi,” Shadow greeted with a short nod.

“Shadow,” Kashi reciprocated. “What’s with the get-up?”

“Lune’s got a performance in two hours,” Shadow said. “We’re finishing up on the dance routine.”

“Oh? You dance?” Larsial walked out from behind Kashi, a snarky glint in her eyes.

Shadow's gaze narrowed. He turned to Kashi and questioned, “What is she doing here?”

“If you want to know, you can just ask me,” Larsial berated before Kashi could answer.

Shadow glared at Kashi, but the daeben only shrugged, not even bothering to hide the amusement in his eyes. Shadow could only grudgingly turn to Larsial. “What are you doing here?”

“Would you believe me if I said I came to look for you?” Larsial said as she pulled down her hood. Shadow replied with a stern, silent glare. “Okay, cool boy. I’m in the middle of negotiations with your boss. Part of our deal is I have to  shadow  him everywhere for a few months.”

Shadow looked to Kashi. Upon receiving confirmation in the form of a nod, he turned his attention to Lunette. “We have a problem.”

Lunette felt sorry for Larsial, especially after noticing her darkening expression. But she knew her brother. Once he made up his mind about something or someone, no one could change it except he chose to do so. So, she sent an apologetic smile Larsial’s way before replying, “What happened?”

“Comet just logged in to tell us he won’t be able to make it,” Shadow reported. “His mother’s got him cleaning up the home. Most likely won’t be done for another real-world hour.”

“That’s five hours,” Lunette muttered, expression downcast.

“This Comet guy, is he important?” Kashi asked, concerned by Lunette’s heavy gaze.

“Yes,” Shadow answered. “He’s the core of today’s routines. We cannot perform without him.”

“Don’t you have a replacement?” Kashi questioned. He looked pointedly at Shadow. “You can’t do it?”

“No. Tonight’s routine has two cores,” Shadow revealed with a shake of his head. “I’m the second. As for replacements, this whole dance thing is still new. We’ve only got three Summoned. The rest are Residents.”

“Oh, and the Residents still need some training.” 

“Exactly,” Shadow confirmed. “Any ideas?”

“Nope, none,” Kashi stated. “You guys can’t perform without the dance routine?”

“Lune definitely can,” Shadow agreed. “But she’s been planning this for a while now. It would su--”

“Hey, I have an idea!” Lunette suddenly shouted, glitters shining in her eyes as she looked up at Kashi.

“No!” Kashi instantly refused, goosebumps rising all over his skin. The daeben fearfully made an X with his arms across his chest. “There’s no way I am going to dance. Forget it.”

“Stingy,” Lunette clucked her tongue.

“Like I was saying earlier,” Shadow’s low voice started, drawing Kashi’s attention. “Lune’s been planning this for weeks. She would be really devastated if this falls through. Her fans might even boycott her following performances. Nobody likes a liar.”

As if on cue, Lunette’s head dropped, lips trembling as she adopted her best ‘sad puppy’ face.

Kashi glared at Shadow, but the assassin’s cold expression did not so much as shift. His eyes seemed to say , ‘I’ve given you the facts. Now you decide whether you’ll be an asshole or hero.’  For the first time, Kashi experienced the benefits of having a powerful neutral expression. If this were Suzuki, he would have been able to keep pressure on Shadow’s neutrality with his own, but Kashi had long since lost that neutrality.

After a couple of moments of looking from Shadow to Lunette, Kashi’s guilt finally overcame his resistance. “Just warning you, I can’t dance,” Kashi very reluctantly warned.

Lunette squealed in delight as she jumped onto Kashi and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Told you you’re a big softie.” She rewarded his generosity with a kiss on the cheek. “And don’t worry. Dancing isn’t that difficult. You can definitely learn the routine.”

Shadow took out a black wolf mask. “We’ll be using masks, so your identity will be safe.” 

Kashi accepted the mask, only now grudgingly accepting his fate. “Alright, let’s get this over with.” 

“Oh, I will enjoy this.”

Kashi’s eyes widened as he looked over Shadow’s shoulder at one of the dance crew members. The young cerulean teenager held a black puppy in her arms, distractedly stroking its fur as she watched the proceedings.

“You’re still pretending to be a puppy?”  Kashi instantly countered. On the outside, however, he nodded to Shadow and said, “Who’s leading? I’ll try my best to copy.”

“I am not pretending to be anything,”  Kira stated with an angry growl.  “This is for training.”

“I’ll lead,” Lunette announced, lips parted in excitement. The songstress walked up to, grabbed the daeben’s left arm with her right, and then wrapped her left hand around his back before he could back away. Right on cue, a song from a soft violin tune drifted through the room. 

Lunette took a few tentative steps, trying to match the rhythm without performing any maneuvers too complicated for a beginner. Unfortunately, Kashi seemed to be even worse than a beginner, as he constantly botched his steps, oftentimes accidentally stepping on her toes. 

Frustration began to seep in with each failed attempt, the frown on Kashi’s forehead growing more profound by the second. His footsteps became rushed as he tried to correct mistakes before they had even happened and predict where the next spot his feet should land. However, even with that, it seemed, the harder he tried to fix himself, the harder he failed. Kashi was about on the verge of giving up when he heard a voice in his ear.

“Stop thinking so much.”

Kashi looked up from his feet to see Lunette’s warm smile.

“You have to learn to let go and just have fun,” Lunette said with a light chuckle. “Dancing is not a strict set of movement patterns. It’s freedom. A way to express yourself in ways words alone cannot suffice.” Lunette placed her hand on Kashi’s chest. “Like right now. I am happy. I am so happy, no amount of words are sufficient to explain how I feel.” She looked up into Kashi’s eyes, a small smile playing at the edge of her lips. “Do you understand?”

“Not at all,” Kashi openly admitted, causing several brows in the room to cringe in pain. “What I do know is that when I’m around you, everything seems brighter.” Almost instinctively, Kashi wrapped his right arm around her waist and pulled her in close. “I do not understand this feeling completely.” One Step. “But I do know I want it as often as possible.” Two steps. “I know that I long for it when it’s not there.” Four steps. “And I am at peace like no other time when it is.” Kashi, unknowingly, at some point, not only led the dance but was doing so with grace and ease that in no way belonged to a beginner. “I do hope to understand what this feeling is one day fully.”

“You and I both,” Lunette muttered under her breath. She only then realized that Kashi had been leading for quite some time now without any mishaps. Stunned, she questioned his earlier claim. “I thought you didn’t know how to dance?”

“Ballroom dancing’s the only thing I know,” Kashi replied with an embarrassed smile. “And even that was a long time ago. I completely forgot everything for a moment.”

“Oh,” Lunette murmured. “Who taught you?”

“Uh…” Kashi hesitated. Up till this moment, he had never had to explain the distinction between himself, Suzuki, and Razznik. That burden always fell on Suzuki’s unwilling shoulders. “I suppose you could call them,  ‘my brothers.’ ” Kashi let out a chuckle as he recalled the moment. “Now that I think about it, Suzuki said something similar back then, didn’t he?”


1 Year Ago

Aruno Park

“What exactly is that supposed to be?” Suzuki harshly scolded from the comfort of his park bench. He glared at the teenager who danced on the grass with her arms held out like she was in the embrace of someone.

“Dancing,” Adachi icily replied. She was used to Suzuki’s blunt tone and had learned to ignore it. “I’m scheduled to perform at a gala in three weeks.”

Suzuki snorted. “How boring.” He looked down at his sketchpad and frowned. “Hurry and finish. You’re ruining my shot.”

“Boring? What would you know about boring?” Adachi coldly retorted. “You have no interest in dancing.”

“I know enough to know there’s nothing of you in that,” Suzuki replied, jabbing his pencil in her direction. “It’s too mechanical. Did one of your ten-millon yen tutors teach you that?” Shaking his head, he shooed her off with his hand. “I’m drawing nature here. I do not need your mechanical bullshit spoiling the shot.”

Adachi glared at him with clenched fists, only managing to resist the urge to bash in his skull. She suddenly thought of a perfect revenge plot, causing an evil smile to blossom on her face.

Suzuki shivered as a chill rushed down his spine. He warily looked at Adachi. “Whatever you are thinking, the answer is  no .”

Adachi’s evil smile only deepened at Suzuki’s futile effort at resistance. “You are the one who said my dance is boring. It only makes sense you practice with me till I am no longer boring.”

“There is absolutely no logic in that,” Suzuki staunchly argued.

“You’ve got guts.” Adachi closed the distance between them, then bent over and placed her arms over Suzuki’s shoulders onto the bench. She brought her face within a hair’s breadth from his, the evil smile as strong as ever. “Are you trying to argue logic with me?”

Suzuki’s flat stare revealed his complete indifference to the proximity. “Are you posing that argument as a friend or as a teenage girl?”

Adachi’s grip on the park bench tightened. However, her expression remained the same as she challenged, “Both.”

“Fine, you win.” Suzuki surrendered with an exaggerated shrug. 

“Heh, you should have agreed from the start.” Adachi retreated with a self-satisfied snort. “When do we st—”

“You should practice with Razznik.” Suzuki mercilessly cut her off. “The time difference is stupidly large, so you can probably get in a couple months of practice. Besides, I’ll learn everything Razznik learns. Everybody wins.”

“Sure, I will practice with Razznik,” Adachi stated, but then she grabbed his arm without warning and yanked him off the bench. “However, that does not mean we will not practice. You know as well as I do, it takes a few runs in reality before we can fully assimilate something we learn in the game.”


Suzuki could only give up and shake his head as she gleefully took his hand in hers. “At the very least, Razznik will suffer longer.”




Later that Day,


Razznik glared at the human in front of him. As he took in the teasing smile of his hated rival, Aileera, he could only spit out an angry curse, “Traitorous son of a bitch!”




Present Day,

Larsial looked at the dancing couple, thoughts hidden behind a sly smile. She looked at the other practicing partners before looking at the silent assassin next to her.

Keen senses ensured Shadow could not ignore the constant stare. Having crossed the limits of his tolerance, he spat, “What?” 

Larsial’s smile did not shift despite the unmistakable venom in his voice. “The numbers, they do not match.”

Shadow frowned, unable to understand her meaning. “What?”

“The numbers,” Larsial reiterated as she pointed at the dancers. “I see a 50:50 split between the men and the women. But, both you and Comet were meant to be part of this dance. The numbers don’t match.” Larsial said under her breath, “There’s no such person as Comet, is there?” 

“What do you want?” Shadow did not bother defending himself. Indeed, when he saw Kashi, he immediately conjured up a plot to craft some intimate time between the daeben and his sister. Luckily, Lunette was quick to catch on, saving him a lot of stress.

“Nothing right now,” Larsial replied. “But you owe me one.”

“Uh-huh.”

Time was no friend, and soon enough rehearsals were done, and the performers had to take to the stage. Kashi's dance number was scheduled for last, allowing the daeben to view and appreciate the immense hardwork backstage that went into each successful performance.

Kashi imagined a guild to be something like that. The endless contributions by each guild member allowed a guild to grow in strength and stature. Most people would see the powerful guild and never know of the hardwork that built the guild’s force behind the scenes.

Eventually, it was Kashi’s turn to perform. The daeben, dressed in a black European style ballroom jacket with red trimmings, ensured the wolf mask was on before stepping onto the stage. He barely had time to realize he was the only one on stage before he was bombarded by a massive roar that almost had him reaching for a dagger tucked in his waistband.

Kashi stared at the crowd in shock. The multitude of happily cheering faces left him feeling awkward. Angry looks and murderous glares; The Suzuki trinity were used to those reactions. Anything else, especially from a multitude of this size, felt fake.

Kashi’s discomfort was given no time to settle as, accompanied by an even greater cheer that shook the grounds itself, Lunette walked onto the stage. 

To Kashi, however, the very moment he laid eyes on the songstress, the emporium seemed to have gone completely silent, all sound instantly washed away. 

Lunette wore a starry, light-blue dress that clung to her upper body like a second skin. The dress opened from the waist down, with a single knee-high slit that teased the songstress’ beautiful legs with each step.

Kashi’s heartbeat quickened as Lunette walked up to his side. It was at that moment he understood what people meant by the power of make-up. What should be highlighted was highlighted. What should be hidden was hidden. It was a transformation that left the daeben speechless.

Kashi did not hear Lunette introduce him as her ‘dear friend who would assist her with this dance.’ What he did hear, though, were the thunderous shouts and boos from the crowd as a chuckling Lunette took his hand in hers.

Kashi turned to the booing crowd. He spotted a lot of his dear friends: scowls, death glares, and scrunched noses.  Ah, how familiar , Kashi thought to himself, the collective hatred finally allowing him time to calm down.

With his mind in the right place, Kashi accomplished his part to perfection. He was so good that by the time the number was over, most of the boost had turned to loud cheers. An indescribable emotion engulfed the daeben as he stared at the crowd.

“The euphoria. It’s indescribable, isn’t it?”

Kashi trembled. He turned to look at Lunette. “Indeed, I cannot describe this.” Kashi looked at the cheering audience. “Today, I experienced many things and felt many emotions I hadn’t felt before.” He looked back to Lunette with a smile. “Thank you.” Kashi bowed, and to the crowd's shock and delight, he took Lunette’s hand in his and kissed the back of her hand. “I’ll be going now.”

“You do what you have to do,” Lunette said with the happiest grin. “I’ll be waiting when you get back.”

“Don’t worry. I will not take too long,” Kashi promised. “We still need to start our trip to Drakase.” 

“Remember to stop by Suvron’s Gate. The people working in the basement levels reported they found something important.”

“Got it,” Kashi said. “Later, then.” The daeben waved one last time at the crowd, then walked off the stage. To his surprise, Shadow, fully clad in his assassin outfit, stood backstage with a puppy-sized Kira in his arms.

“I’m coming.” 

Kashi nodded and patted Shadow’s shoulder. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” 

Later that day, the sun began its slow rise on the horizon, casting its fiery glow over three riders and one direwolf as they fervently raced south.

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 159: A New World

    
    
    
    
                
Suvron's Bridge

11th Banem 1092

The most famous bridge in all of Destia certainly lived up to its billing. A host of adventurers, tourists, and merchants frequently crossed Suvron's Bridge, often stopping at stalls to stock up on necessary items before heading out into the wild. Those who set up stalls on the bridge were usually merchants too poor to pay for spaces inside Suvron's Gate. As a result, their products were usually a lot cheaper than those in the tower. 

Naturally, these cheaper products also paled in quality to those sold at the tower. It was a system that ensured every adventurer, regardless of their wealth, left or entered Merriheim satisfied.

On this day, like every other day since, the sun shone overhead. Like every other day, the bridge was packed with hundreds of people. However, unlike every other day, the bridge was eerily silent, the eyes of every soul on the bridge directed at the quartet at the bridge's foot. 

It was expected, as the group comprised three of the most notorious figures in all of Rosendun and Merriheim. 

Kashi, seated atop Drixlia, led Shadow, Larsial, and a full-sized Kira up the bridge. The attention did not bother the daeben as many of the staring eyes contained the good-fashioned hostility he loved. Compared to the adoring fans at Lunette's concert, Kashi felt more at ease among the hatred and killing intent. 

Despite their murderous thoughts, no one dared to make a move on the daeben. This was not just because they were deep in Maggot territory. The most significant deterrence was the massive direwolf that stood shoulder to shoulder with the stallions. Those ferocious blood-red eyes and teeth as large as fingers promised a gruesome death to anyone foolish enough to cross her.

So it was that Kashi led his group past the bridge without incident. A smile blossomed on the daeben's face as he gazed at Suvron's Gate in the distance. Significant portions of the tower's walls had been replaced with sturdy glass, such that residents within the building had a magnificent view of the world from above. The modern architecture stood out in this world, drawing thousands of tourists and adventurers eager to experience this for themselves.

"Kashi-dono, it is a pleasure to finally meet you."

Kashi looked down to see a dark-skinned mertian. The heavy-set bald man looked to be in his late forties. A set of formal, sharp business attire and the host of servants following behind suggested he was a man of considerable influence.

Kashi nodded, acknowledging the greeting. "You are?"

"Ah, where are my manners." The mertian politely bowed at a sharp 90 degrees angle. "I am called Gregor. Master Miote left me in charge of operations here at Suvron's Gate."

"Of course he did," Kashi murmured. However, inwardly, he let out a sigh as he realized just how little he knew about his guild. However, with an indifferent shrug, he completely abandoned that train of thought. As long as Leila was around, he did not need to get into all this administrative stuff. "Gregor-san, Lunette informed me of a problem you encountered?"

"Yes, of course," Gregor acknowledged as he gestured to a little ways off from the entrance to Suvron's Gate. "If you would follow me."

Kashi got off Drixlia, and after instructing the stubborn stallion to behave itself, Kashi, along with Shadow, Larsial, and Kira, followed after Gregor. Kashi noticed their path significantly led them away from the entrance to Suvron's Gate. "This problem. I was informed it was in the basement?"

"Yes, it is," Gregor explained. "Master Miote insisted workers leaving through the tower's entrance was not a good look, so he commissioned a tunnel to be built nearby that connected to the basement. That is what we currently use."

"Smart," Kashi complimented.

"Indeed," Gregor agreed. "When it comes to making money, Master Miote possesses exceptionally keen insight."

"That accent, you did not grow up in Merriheim, did you?" Larsial noted.

"The miss has an excellent ear," Gregor conceded. "I did indeed spend my childhood up to my rebellious young adult ages in Imperium. As a matter of fact, I was once esquire to a knight during the Great War. Unfortunately, the squad I was enlisted in suffered a terrible ambush during one of our campaigns here. I was the sole survivor. I was too lazy to move back, so I stayed and opened up my own business. Luckily, Master Miote found me recently, and after proving myself, handed me this prestigious job."

"Oh? As someone who has been through the Great War, what's your honest opinion on Rosendun and their conquest?"

Gregor proved why he was deserving of his position. Aside from a slight twitch of his eyebrows, his expression remained largely the same. "My honest opinion? There were already too many skirmishes in Merriheim amongst warring factions. It was only a matter of time before one side won and took over the others. I never expected an outsider to be the one to stop the fighting in one swoop." Gregor sighed. "In times like these, you can only pray that the person who eventually takes over will not be the greatest of tyrants. That he will care for the people. In this regard, Rosendun has far exceeded any prayers we dared to have. So, in my honest opinion, I am all for Rosendun's conquest. Our other route was an endless cycle of orphaned children and armed teenagers without a goal in sight."

"An astute analysis," Larsial stated. "You have been asked this question before?"

"The locals often discuss this amongst ourselves," Gregor openly admitted.

Larsial's gaze flashed. She looked at the unassuming daeben then back at Gregor. In the end, she only muttered, "Interesting." She remained silent for the rest of the trek.

Gregor stopped in front of a small settlement. Gregor introduced the little hamlet as the temporary lodging for the construction workers. The accommodation was built around a building that acted as the entrance to a flight of stairs descending to a tunnel.

A guard stood at the head of the stairs, verifying the workers' identities before letting them pass. He greeted Gregor as the mertian passed, sending a curious glance at the strange party following behind. It would not be until later that night while drinking with friends that he would realize who he just met.

Meanwhile, Gregor led Kashi and company down the stairs, which bottomed out to a brightly lit tunnel. Gregor explained they had been fortunate enough to find some rare gemstones while creating the tunnel. He pointed out some branching tunnels where he stated miners had found some rich lodes of gemstones. Immediately the tunnels were declared safe, they would have miners come down to dig up the minerals.

The group walked for another twenty minutes, often descending deeper into the earth through carefully constructed sloping tunnels. Eventually, they reached the end of the road, where the tunnel opened out to a massive cavern. 

"Kashi."

"Yeah," Kashi acknowledged. His gaze traveled from the massive lake at the center of the cavern to large pieces of crystals scattered on the strangely grass-covered floor. "It's the place we fought Krakul." Kashi was understandably surprised. He had assumed the cavern was buried when the tower rose. 

In fact, Kashi had only asked that people explore below Suvron's Gate in the hopes that they found some of the scattered crystals. Maybe the R&D division could figure out some of their secrets and utilize them for the guild.

Never would Kashi have guessed the cavern would be completely intact. Only now did Kashi understand why Lunette had used the word ‘basement' when talking about the problem. Indeed, this was the tower's basement. It was just, who had ever heard of such a large basement!?

Kashi quickly reeled in his shock as he turned his attention to a crowd gathered at the shore. "I assume the problem is over there?"

"Yes, Kashi-dono," Gregor confirmed as he led the way to the back of the crowd. A path opened up to the center as soon as the workers realized who was behind them. "How about you all get back to work?" Gregor said with a smile, but the speed at which the workers scampered off suggested there was far more to him than the harmless persona he displayed.

"This, Kashi-dono, is the problem I mentioned," Gregor said as he gestured at two massive stones standing next to the shore. 

"What are those?" Larsial asked, confusion etched in her brows.

"They—"

"They are eggs," Kashi interrupted, eyes wide in shock. "I can hear their heartbeat. It's faint, but it's there." He stepped past Gregor and placed a hand on the eggs. He turned to Shadow. "Come up, you can feel it. They're pretty strong."

Shadow did precisely that. "How are they still alive in there?" He questioned as he tapped on the hard stone-like exterior.

"Their mother provided them with plenty of high-quality mana." Kashi and co turned to see who had spoken. A wisben wrapped in loose-fitting fur clothing approached them, shifty green eyes regarding them from behind a pair of glasses. "It's too bad it will soon run out. They will not survive past a couple of days." 

Kashi turned to face the strange character. “You are?”

“Kashi-dono, this is Doctor Abnier Newt, a highly decorated beastmaster,” Gregor quickly introduced. “Before you arrived, we had sent out a summons for qualified beastmasters to assess the situation. He is the best among those who stepped forward.”

“Mmhmm,” Kashi nodded. He held out his hand and greeted, “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Doctor Newt.”

“The pleasure and honor is all mine,” Doctor Newt returned the greeting with a handshake of his own.

“So, if you please, would you inform us what you mean by they will not last long?”

“It’s truly a pity,” Doctor Newt lamented as he adjusted the glasses on the bridge of his nose. “I cannot be sure of their species, but their progenitor was a mighty monster, possibly one of the apex species. However, no matter how great the species, they must still succumb to the same rules of reproduction as every other species.” He glanced at the stones then continued, “In the case of reptilian creatures, the conditions during incubation must be kept constant. In the case of these eggs, our tests have shown that compared to the environment and position, the determining factor for their hatching is the quality of mana they have been imbued with. Unfortunately, we are incapable of replicating that quality. Hence the embryos have begun showing signs of deterioration. If we do not find a replacement for the mana, these eggs will become nothing but giant rocks.” Doctor Newt cleared his throat. “I have an associate who was lucky enough to restrain a dragon. If you allow me, I can have the eggs delivered to him. A dragon’s mana might not meet the quality needed, but it’s the best chance we have.”

Kashi raised a brow. “So, what you are saying is, if we can replicate the quality of mana, we can save these eggs? They do not need a lake environment?”

“Huh?” The question completely threw off Doctor Newt. What’s with that calm way of mention the quality of mana. That was the entire point of his whole speech! There was no way they could replicate its effects! Still, he had to answer the question. So, he stammered back. “Uh… yes. In theory. While a lake environment will be helpful, it is not that important.”

“Good. These eggs, I‘ll be taking them,” Kashi proudly declared. Before anyone could process the meaning of his words, he placed a hand on each egg. A second later, they both disappeared.

“What are you doing!?” Doctor Newt screamed with undisguised hysteria. “That inventory of yours is a void! It will instantly kill the eggs!”

“Don’t worry, doctor,” Kashi laughed and patted the confused beastmaster’s shoulder. “We are not allowed to put living creatures into our inventory for that exact reason. The eggs are not in my inventory.”

Doctor Newt’s eyes went wide. “Th-then where are they?”

“I’m a Dimension Artist.” Kashi sent the doctor a knowing glance. “Where do you think?” The doctor stared at him, mouth agape, but Kashi did not care. He turned to Gregor. “Your problem’s been handled. Thank you for your hard work.” He also thanked Doctor Newt for his help, but the beastmaster was utterly unresponsive. It seemed the shock had been too much for him.

Kashi only laughed and exited the tunnel with Shadow and company. He had to hurry to Rosendun before the Blight wiped out the centaur tribe. Kashi, Shadow, and Larsial retrieved their respective horses then galloped past Suvron’s Gate towards the heart of Rosendun.

When they were a reasonable distance away from the tower, Kira suddenly came to a halt. As a result, Kashi, Larsial, and Shadow also stopped a few feet away. They turned to face her, curiosity on their faces.

“What’s wrong? Tired already,” Kashi teased.

“Shut up and get off,”  Kira instantly berated, red eyes blazing in unbridled rage. “ You forget we are connected. You can fool anyone except me.”

“Heh, guess I could not get it past you,” Kashi muttered. His grip on Drixlia’s reins loosened. He slumped forward on the stallion’s back. He vaguely noticed a panicked Shadow jump off his horse before he blacked out.

“What happened!” Shadow shouted as he jumped off his horse. He lunged toward Drixlia, aiming to catch the falling daeben. However, he ultimately fell behind Kira, who appeared by Drixlia’s side like she had been expecting the fall. Kashi dropped onto her back, unconscious, but ragged breathing revealed the internal struggle he was suffering.

“Thanks,” Shadow said in appreciation as Kira lowered her frame, allowing him to pull Kashi off her back. Shadow carefully propped the daeben against a boulder. He examined the daeben, brows drawn together in worry when he could not find any external cause. Helpless, he turned to Kira, “Do you know what’s wrong with him?”

Kira placed a paw on Kashi’s chest and sent Shadow a troubled gaze. She opened her mouth, but no words would come out. All she could do was whine helplessly as she repeatedly pawed at the daeben’s chest. Never in her life had she hated her inability to speak as much as this moment. 

“Does it have something to do with those eggs?” Larsial asked. Her question was innocent enough, but both Kira and Shadow turned to glare at her with unbridled hostility. In their panic, they had forgotten an enemy was within their midst. Larsial inadvertently reminded them of her presence, causing them to adopt a defensive stance immediately. Who knew if Larsial would take this opportunity to attack the defenseless Kashi?

“Don’t worry. I have no plans of attacking,” Larsial declared with raised hands. “I gave my word I would follow him for six months, and I intend to fulfill that promise.” She knew her words would not assuage their suspicion, so she didn’t bother with convincing them any further. Instead, she pointed at Kashi. “You keep pressing his chest. Is the problem over there?” 

Kira’s eyes involuntarily brightened, but she still kept her guard up.

“I may have an idea as to what’s wrong with him.” Larsial’s keen eyes caught the change in the direwolf’s expression. She slowly made her way over to Kashi’s side under Kira and Shadow’s strict watch, keeping her hands high in the air. “I heard him say something about being a  Dimensional  Artist before he took those eggs. Unless everything he said was hogwash, I imagine he has a personal dimension of his own. Something must’ve gone wrong when he put the eggs in there.”

Kira raised her head and howled as if to express her agreement. She pawed at Kashi’s chest, whimpering as she nudged him.

Larsial slowly reached over and placed a hand on Kashi’s chest. Her expression twisted somewhat as she felt the impossibly rapid heartbeat. Any other hume with such a heartbeat should already be dead. How the hell was he still alive? She glanced at Kira and asked, “Is it here? The dimension?”

Kira's red eyes lit up as she nodded.

“This is serious,” Larsial stated with a bleak expression. “I don’t know what is happening, but he can’t last long like this.” As if on cue, Kashi suddenly spasmed violently, coughing up a large chunk of blood in the process. “Hold him down!” Larsial ordered, but moments passed without any help. “What the hell are you do—” Larsial started to shout but immediately stopped when she looked up.

Kira and Shadow were frozen in place, staring at the convulsing daeben, shock, and fear apparent in trembling eyes. Kashi had always been an insurmountable figure to these two. No matter what happened, he always pulled through with a confident, sometimes slightly cocky grin. Even when entirely overpowered by the Adjudicators, Kashi still managed to seize the momentum. The duo - no, not just these two - probably the entire Hopeful Maggots guild had never considered a possible future without Kashi. 

His back was just that huge. 

But now, to see that invulnerable leader completely helpless like this, to the extent he was violently coughing blood. There was no word to describe the terror that seized Kira and Shadow. 

Shadow was a little better. Larsial’s shout managed to get him back to his senses. He dropped next to the thrashing daeben, struggling alongside Larsial to hold him down. This was the first time he felt Kashi’s inhuman strength for himself. Shadow thanked their lucky stars that this was only an instinctual thrashing; hence Kashi was not using his full force. Or else, as assassin classes, both he and Larsial sorely lacked the muscle power to hold him down.

Unfortunately, the stalemate did not last long. As if reading Shadow’s mind, Kashi’s efforts to free himself suddenly tripled, the exertion causing Kashi to cough up even more blood. At this rate, the daeben would surely die of blood loss!

There was only one person here strong enough to hold down Kashi firmly,

“Kira! What are you doing!?” In a rare moment of rage, Shadow let out an exasperated shout. “Get over here! He’ll kill himself if he keeps this up!”

Kira, however, remained frozen in place. She just stared at the extremely vulnerable Kashi. Her heart beat chaotically, so loud she was sure the entire world could hear it. But even this could not snap her out of her stupor. The young direwolf had never realized just how much she had come to depend on Kashi’s presence. Ever since her mother’s death, she had been with this hateful man all the way. 

They had grown strong together, faced all kinds of impossible situations and dangers right by each other’s side, and they had always found a way to get through it. But now, she did not know what to do. She could not think of any way to help Kashi, and the thought of permanently losing him terrified her more than she could have ever thought possible.

Just when did the hated daeben become this important?

“ Kira! ”

Shadow’s subsequent shout managed to reach Kira. She listlessly looked over to the assassin. “I know you are afraid,” Shadow said with a grunt as he struggled against Kashi’s increasing efforts. “I am too. But this is Kashi we’re talking about. He’ll recover and laugh at us for worrying so much. Help us stabilize him first, so he doesn’t harm himself.” Shadow looked her in the eyes, and solemnly stated, “Everything will be fine.”

Who knew if Shadow actually believed those words or if he was just saying them to convince Kira… or maybe himself? 

Regardless of his intentions, Shadow’s words managed to spark a little life into Kira’s listless eyes. She walked over and stood on Kashi so that her four limbs were on Kashi’s. Her considerable strength showed as she immediately rendered Kashi’s efforts to move futile. Only Kashi’s head could move, but Larsial was more than enough to hold that part down.

Kira stared down at Kashi. Only at this moment did she remember that no matter how great he may seem, in the end, Kashi was just a hume. He could die. If he died, he would be gone forever. He would leave her. She would be alone. Kira reared back her head and let out a sorrowful howl, pouring out all the pain in her heart. 

Pa!

The howl seemed to spark something in Kashi as his eyes instantly snapped open. Kira felt the movement and immediately cut her howl short. She met the daeben’s gaze, but before she could let out a thought, she cried out as a single message bombarded her mind over a thousand times in a second.

“GET IN HERE!”

Kira felt a torrential aura envelope her body. That aura forcefully tried to pull her somewhere. Against her best instincts, she didn’t fight the force. A second later, she disappeared, and Kashi’s body went still.

“What was that?” Shadow muttered. 

Larsial did not forget to check Kashi’s pulse and breath quickly. She only relaxed when she noticed Kashi’s vitals rapidly stabilizing. She nodded at Shadow. “Don’t know. But whatever she did, it’s working.”

Shadow looked at Kashi’s chest. “What’s going on in there?” He turned to look at Larsial. “Thank you. If you didn’t react when you did…”

“He might have killed himself,” Larsial harshly finished. She glared at Shadow. “What the hell is wrong with you? Do you think your leader is some sort of god? Kashi has completely spoiled the lot of you.” She glanced at Kashi. “This is his fault as a leader too. He’s too used to handling everything by himself, so the rest of you have begun to see him that way.” She stood up and dusted herself off. Fixing a stern glare at Shadow, she advised, “If you do not want to be the cause of your leader’s death, become a force he relies on and not the other way around. That way, you will always consider Kashi’s vulnerability in everything you do.”

With a sigh, Larsial added, “You’re strong, but you do not know how to analyze situations beyond the battlefield very well. With this ability, you would have easily deduced the most probable cause for his condition. You should consider joining the Assassin’s Guild. They’re not as powerful as they used to be, but it’s a good place to learn the fundamentals of what it really means to be a person’s shadow.”

Shadow’s sat in a seiza by Kashi’s side. His expression remained neutral through Larsial’s tirade, but he acknowledged her critique with a determined, “Thank You.”

Larsial sighed and shook her head. She looked down at the daeben. Really, what was going on in there?


Minutes Earlier

“Fuck!” 

Kashi let out a tirade of curses as he glared at a pair of stone-like eggs. His inner world was a complete mess, and these two were the culprits! Tsunamis and floods crashed against sturdy mountains and hills. A sea of flames burned over the mountains, continually fighting against the flood, but at the moment, they were at a stalemate.

This was a battle between these eggs' bloodlines against the joint forces of the dragon and Yggdrasil. Kashi initially had no clue how his inner world functioned, but probably due to this incident, information related to his world began flowing into his head.

It was only now that Kashi realized that his so-called ‘inner world’ had not yet reached the status of a world. At best, it was only an embryo of a future world. There was only one way to build this inner world of his, and that was to introduce the six elements of creation: Fire, Water, Wind, Earth, Metal, and Lightning. Furthermore, the world's magnitude and strength depended much on the type of materials used in their creation. So far, the fusion of Kashi’s inner dragon (fire) and Yggdrasil (Earth) managed to create the first patch of earth for the inner world.

Furthermore, as far as earth elements were concerned, there was nothing with the same quality as Yggdrasil. Unfortunately, as Kashi had not yet managed to acquire all the guardians' branches, it was not yet at full strength. Still, it’s high-quality aura managed to create and stabilize Kashi’s inner world such that he did not need to gather all the elements.

The inner dragon contributed fire to the inner world, hence why there was a ‘sun’ overhead. In the end, Yggdrasil was still a tree. The sun increased the speed at which it evolved. The only unfortunate reality was that, as an Elder Dragon, Kashi’s inner dragon’s fire element could only be considered ‘very good.’ 

It definitely did not match Yggdrasil's premium quality. Hence the boon it provided Yggdrasil was quite minimal.

However, the dragon benefited greatly from Yggdrasil. Yggdrasil was known as the ‘Tree of Life’ for a reason. All life that stayed under its branches often evolved multiple times past their bloodline limit. Every second spent under Yggdrasil improved its strength. The dragon was confident that even if Kashi did nothing but sleep, sometime in the future, it would evolve past being an Elder Dragon.

This fragile balance was maintained because both auras belonged to Kashi; hence there was no disharmony as to who should lead and who should not. They cooperated for the sake of making Kashi stronger.

However, it was into this fragile ecosystem that Kashi unceremoniously tossed, not one, but two Hydra eggs. By themselves, these would already be huge threats as Hydras were an even better source of water element than Elder Dragons were of the fire element. However, these were no regular Hydra eggs. 

First, their mother was a Hydra that had lived for over a millennium. She was also personally selected by Razznik to guard a god. The purity and strength of such a bloodline were already terrifying enough on their own. The two other secrets that Kashi was not aware of were even more damning. First, while their mother had been a Hydra, their father was a Kraken. Razznik, in a bout of boredom, had one of his servants artificially impregnate the Hydra with a Kraken’s seed.

These eggs were so powerful that they had taken over eight hundred years to form. It had also been over two hundred years since they were laid, but they were unable to hatch for one terrifying reason: their powerful mother could not supply the quality of mana needed. Hence, she could only substitute quality with quantity. She had spent over two hundred years nourishing these eggs, but in the end, she died right before the eggs were ready to hatch.

The lifeforms within the eggs struggled to conserve the remaining mana accumulated over time, but without constant replenishment from their mother, the mana was quickly running out. They knew they would soon perish if they did not get some high-quality mana. Hence, the moment they sensed the rich mana emanating from the combined auras of Yggdrasil and the dragon, they greedily attempted to forcibly absorb it all for themselves.

This was a terrible enough scenario on its own. The mana drain would certainly leave Kashi weak until it stabilized, but it was not fatal. However, things took a rapid turn for the worse when the dimension recognized the eggs as a potential source of one of the missing elements needed for its creation: Water. 

Furthermore, it was such a high-quality source of water too. The dimension automatically attempted to seize control of the hydra eggs and place them under submission. The idea was to establish a continuous cycle between the eggs, the dragon, and Yggdrasil to benefit all the parties involved.

Unfortunately, immediately the Hydra eggs felt the pull on their remaining aura, they pegged the environment as a hostile place that wanted to kill them by sucking out the rest of their mana. The eggs burst out in full retaliatory force, their combined auras seeking to crush the world around them. 

Yggdrasil and the dragon recognized the threat to the already fragile world and immediately worked to counter and suppress the eggs. Unfortunately, Yggdrasil was still mostly incomplete, and the dragon’s bloodline was not up-to-par, forcing them into a stalemate with the eggs.

The battle between the elements raged chaos within Kashi’s world, causing tears to appear in the ‘sky’ and ‘ground.’ The world could no longer handle the clash and would soon implode if left unchecked.

Kashi would have liked to communicate with the eggs, but these were still just eggs, no matter how ancient. Their actions were the basest of animal instincts. There was no mode of communication. Kashi’s brows had already begun to knit in worry when a loud, sorrowful howl tore through the world. 

The wolf cry was so unexpected that it brought a momentary pause to the conflict.

Meanwhile, Kashi stared in shock at the silhouette that had appeared in the sky as a new piece of information entered his mind. Using all of his willpower, Kashi willed himself to wake up, just long enough to give Kira the signal not to resist.

Kashi’s attempt was successful, and moments later, a confused Kira appeared next to Kashi in the sky. Despite her confusion, Kira pounced on Kashi immediately she laid eyes on him. The daeben did not have a chance to say anything before she nestled her head on his shoulder. Initially shocked, he eventually regained himself and patted Kira’s head. “Sorry for making you worry.”

“ Hmmph.”  Kira snorted and released her grip on his shoulders. She instantly regained her proud demeanor, the scared little wolf nowhere to be found. “ I told you before. You’re not allowed to die until I kill you .” 

“You did say something like that, didn’t you,” Kashi admitted with a short laugh.

Kira ignored the smug grin on Kashi’s face. She looked at the chaotic battle and questioned. “ What’s this ?”

Kashi gave a quick summary of what he understood of everything that had happened so far. In the end, he added, “I’m going to need your help.”

Kira sent a determined gaze Kashi’s way. “Just tell me what to do.”

Kashi looked at Kira. He did not know what had caused a significant change in her attitude, but he was thankful for it. In this world, there was certainly no one who knew and understood him as well as she did. Likewise, there was no one in this world he could trust as much as Kira. Although there was undoubtedly a bonus from living so long in each other’s heads, Kashi was sure that even without their connection, he would still be confident in putting his life in Kira’s paws. 

Kashi smiled and said as he patted Kira’s head. “Just don’t resist, and everything will be fine.”

“ Don’t resist? What will I be resisTIII—”  Terror engulfed Kira’s mind as an overbearing force seized control of all the mana in her body. Kira instantly understood why the Hydra eggs reacted the way they did. No living being would take kindly to having some unknown force take control of their body, let alone one that sucked out something as vital as mana. Despite Kashi’s explanation, it still took everything Kira had to not struggle against this oppressive force. 

Kashi keenly felt Kira’s panic. His brows locked together in worry. Had he made the wrong decision? Were things really as the information in his head suggested? The daeben suddenly began to doubt himself. He did not want to risk Kira’s life on a gamble. He had initially been entirely sure, but Kira’s panic and fear opened his eyes to the possibility of being wrong. What if he was wrong and something happened to Kira? 

Kashi could not imagine a world without Kira.

Kira had been with Kashi for so long that he had begun to take her presence for granted. Even when they were leagues apart, a part of Kira was always in his head. This ensured that no matter what, Kashi never truly felt alone. One of the primary reasons he was so confident when Froy captured him was precisely because of Kira's connection.

It was funny, really. 

Because he had to leave the game from time to time, Kira did have moments where Kashi was not in her head. The opposite, however, was not true. Ever since Fladnag established the connection between them, Kira had always been in Kashi’s head, an ever-present presence that assured him he was not alone in this world. 

“Hey, Kira—”

As if sensing the daeben’s hesitation, a bright light suddenly descended from the ‘sun,’ enclosing Kira within. Kashi’s eyes were forced shut as a massive gale burst out from Kira’s position. The initial blast flung Kashi several meters back. He managed to land on his feet, but it took all he had to remain upright as the wind picked up.

Kashi activated  [Dragon’s Eyes] . Thin layers of mana-films protected his eyes, which had transformed into dragon slits. Under the protection of the mana-films, Kashi opened his eyes and searched for Kira.

Kashi did not exactly find Kira. Instead, to his surprise, he saw the light cocoon containing Kira hovering under Yggdrasil. Horrid tempestuous wind gushed out of the cocoon into the flames above. 

The flames roared with renewed life. They burned even brighter and angrier, buoyed by the sudden influx of high-quality wind element injected into them. The raging flames instantly sought vengeance against the tyrannical flood. They directly engulfed and suppressed the flood, swallowing it up at an alarming rate.

Within moments, the combined forces of Kira, the dragon, and Yggdrasil effectively suppressed the eggs’ auras. The eggs recognized their loss and stopped their futile struggle. They reluctantly allowed themselves to be enveloped by the world’s power, which manifested itself in the form of bright light. The eggs were then transported beneath Yggdrasil’s branches.

Kashi let out a sigh of relief as he saw the situation stabilize. However, things did not remain calm for long.

With the four elemental lifeforms docile and compliant, the dimension could finally begin forming for real. The dimension once again sucked out the auras from all the lifeforms. This time, there was no resistance from any of them. 

The released auras converged in the clouds above, where they mixed into a complex amalgamation of mana that took the form of a tornado.

Kashi looked on in interest as the tornado abruptly expanded. It exploded, sending mana scattering across a vast area. Kashi’s eyes went wide as a stretch of enormous plains formed in front of his eyes. Small creeks and rivulets cut across the plains, and Kashi could see that at the ends of the plains was a massive body of water whose ends he could not see.

At the center of these plains was the massive Yggdrasil. The dragon laid on the earth beneath its branches, whereas Kira’s cocoon still hovered in mid-air. The eggs found a new home in a small pond, also located beneath Yggdrasil branches. If the eggs had voices, they would have squealed in delight as, compared to the mana that was sucked out of them, the high-quality mana from Yggdrasil was more than enough to satisfy their needs. Furthermore, because of the intermingled Elder Dragon and Zephyr Direwolf auras, there was a chance their bloodline could mutate even further.

That’s right, Kira was a Zephyr Direwolf. Kira’s existence as a Zephyr Direwolf was only revealed to Kashi when her howl pierced into his dimension. Although Kashi had always known that Kira’s bloodline was special (Her mother was a freaking god!), he never knew her exact species. 

The game interface simply listed her as a direwolf, and since Kira herself did not know what species she was, both parties flung the matter to the back of their heads.

The ArchGriffin they released in the mines reminded them how special her bloodline was, but there had been no chances to explore that further. They once again forgot about it. However, this time, the truth of Kira’s bloodline finally came in the form of a demand from his dimension. 

It needed an extra element to balance the situation. And after noticing Kira’s bloodline's purity and the fact that her wind element would greatly influence the stalemate, it bombarded Kashi with the relevant information. 

The world continued to stabilize as the different auras began to form a cycle between each other. Yggdrassil’s earth element formed the basis for everything. Its unique ability to provide life energy further boosted all the beasts' bloodlines under its branches. 

The improved bloodlines would, in turn, boost the respective elements of these beasts. In the case of the Hydra eggs, their water element allowed for the growth of plant-life like the grass on the plains. The water element also provided nourishment to Yggdrasil, replenishing its mana and aiding in its development. 

The Elder Dragon’s fire element did not need to be mentioned. Without the fire element, the entire world would be frozen over, and life would be unable to exist. The surprise addition was the effect of Kira’s wind element. Her element brought air to the world. Initially, this was a world only suitable for spiritual bodies, or those that only needed mana to survive. However, wind’s inclusion introduced oxygen and other gases into the world. Living beings could now breathe in the world.

This was the first time the world could be considered a ‘real world.’ The world wasn’t complete yet. Four elements had been gathered. Two were left. Kashi had no idea where the hell he was supposed to get Metal and Lightning, but he did not care. These types of things were encountered, not sought after.

After the world stabilized, Kashi landed beneath Yggdrasil’s branches. This was the first time he stood next to the tree, and only at this moment did he realize just how large this tree was. While it had yet to reach the colossal height Razznik had encountered, the tree was still over 200 meters (656 ft) tall, with a ridiculous trunk width of just about 20 meters (65ft). 

Kashi looked up at the multi-layered canopy formed by the tree branches. He was not wholly certain, but he was quite sure at least one baseball stadium could fit beneath the canopy.

Kashi recalled the city-sized Yggdrasil Razznik mercilessly cut down. Maybe it was because this tree was a part of him, but he now felt he could understand why the Treants had fought Razznik so valiantly. This tree was a thing of beauty. It exuded a soothing fragrance that not only calmed the minds and souls of everything close to it but also seemed to uplift their spirits. 

It was difficult to harbor evil thoughts while beneath this tree.

Kashi looked away from Yggdrasil to the cocoon that encased Kira within. “Hey, Kira. Thanks for the help. You saved my life this time.” The cocoon remained silent. “Uh… Job’s over. You can come out now.”

No answer was forthcoming.

Kashi’s brow furrowed. “Kira?” 

The quiet rustling of grass and leaves were the only sounds in the world.

“Kira!” Kashi shouted. His frown deepened as he began to panic. “Hey! Stupid Dimension! You don’t get to keep her! She isn’t some power source for you!” 

Still no response.

“I said  Release Her !” Kashi screamed with clenched fists. The silence continued. Kashi unleashed a tirade of curses. He began considering much more violent solutions when a cool breeze washed over him. Kashi had no idea how he knew what he did, but somehow, not only did that wind stabilize his emotions, it also somehow delivered a simple message:  “Everything will be fine.”

Kashi turned back and glared at Yggdrasil. “You. You’re the one, aren’t you?” A slight breeze brushed past. “Uh-huh. You’re also the one who told me about Kira, am I right?” There was that slight breeze again. Kashi’s eyes narrowed. “So, what exactly are you, and what’s happening to her?”

The breeze brushed by once again. Kashi was now certain. It was definitely Yggdrasil that sent the information about Kira. This was because he could feel the familiar influx of information into his mind. There was no way to explain how it felt. One second, he did not know anything about this tree, and the next, he had all the information he needed.

Perhaps a neurologist would question how this was possible and how it could be applied in the world, but Kashi… Kashi only cared about the information. It took him a moment to sort out the report, an evil grin spreading on his face the deeper he got.

According to Yggdrasil, it was the ‘seed’ of this world. In most myths, Yggdrasil was referred to as the ‘World Tree.’ 

Kashi felt this description severely underestimated just how powerful this tree was. Apparently, the Yggdrasil Razznik saw was only a ‘branch’ of the tree. Yggdrasil was a colossal tree that served as a gateway between all the dimensions Ferulic created. The hopeless romantic designed the tree so he could easily take Aethir anywhere she wanted.

Aethir, in turn, fell in love with the magnificent tree and personally blessed it. This blessing was  [Boon of Life],  which granted Yggdrasil the ability to create and disseminate life energy. This energy was capable of boosting the bloodlines of every living thing. There had even been rare cases where concentrated doses had resulted in immortality.

However, in Kashi’s case, all he had was a ‘seed’ of this magnificent tree. The seed had already fused with his soul, so it existed in tandem with him. If Kashi perished, it would too. So, it was in its best interests to do everything to keep Kashi alive. Since Kashi was not the type to take up farming or knitting and live in peace, it had no choice but to find ways to make him stronger.

Unfortunately, while the world remained in its ‘embryo state’, Yggdrasil’s range of activities were severely limited. Luckily, the Hydra Eggs’ introduction had finally provided the world with an additional element that could improve the situation. But, it had not accounted for the eggs’ hostility.

To stabilize the situation, Yggdrasil rapidly needed an additional non-hostile element to stabilize the situation. It was at this moment that Kira’s howl pierced the realm. It instantly detected her real bloodline. After all, it was a seed of the Great World Tree. It would be shameful if there were a lifeform it did not recognize. 

When Kira entered the world, Yggdrasil forcibly boosted her bloodline with most of the life energy it had stored up. It was a temporary rise, but it was enough to activate the powerful wind element in her blood. The temporary boost was enough to suppress the Hydra eggs and bring them under submission.

However, Yggdrasil did not release Kira because the boost was only temporary. Should it release her at the moment, her bloodline would instantly revert to its previous state. The backlash would be severely damaging, and it might affect her future evolution. Yggdrasil instead kept her in the cocoon. This way, the life energy would be trapped in there with her. It would slowly assimilate into her bones and blood until the situation stabilized. Only at that moment could she be considered to have genuinely ‘evolved.’

Yggdrasil also clarified that Kashi should not expect this kind of rapid evolution to be a regular occurrence. Aside from the fact that such forceful growth sapped far too much life energy from a sapling like itself, Yggdrasil was still a tree of balance and nature. It would not interfere too much in the mortal realm.

However, it was not all terrible news. Yggdrasil did reveal to Kashi that it was a part of him, and, as this was his world, there were some benefits. It was these benefits that had Kashi grinning like a mad devil. 

First, as the dimension existed in his soul, Kashi would have access to every element within. It wasn’t to the extent where he could summon rain and thunder with a wave of his hand. More like, Kashi could now enchant anything he touched with the elements in his world. At the moment, he had access to the Wind, Earth, Fire, and Water. 

Second, the existence of Yggdrasil provided Kashi with a constant source of life energy. He could use the energy to heal himself and others. Yggdrasil was quick to stress that Kashi was not immortal. The amount of energy it could send to him was not that much as most of it was needed to maintain the dimension. When it came down to numbers, Kashi found that his health regen rate had tripled. 

Yikes! Kashi suddenly felt like a roach. It would indeed be too difficult for everyday riff-raff to kill him even in his sleep now.

That was not to say he was invincible. Characters like Shoko had terribly high Damage take could more than half his health with the right strike. Furthermore, most high-level warriors and mages had some sort of skill that tampered with self-regen. In the Warriors' case, they usually by infusing the enemy with explosive or corrosive ki. Alchemists used poisons, while Mages used debilitating spells.

All in all, having high-regen was not a reason to get careless. However, that said, how often would someone run into a player with both High Damage and self-regen hindering skills? Ninety-nine percent of the time, Kashi would be able to stomp his way through most battles. This was immensely satisfying. 

This was even more so considering that he would be forced to fight even tougher monsters with the debuff if he wanted to match the leveling speed of the other great Summoned. 

The final boon was an immediate increase in his strength itself. The world increased his base strength by 20%. That number would increase as the world itself stabilized and increased in size. 

The information ended with the two methods to expand the world. The first was to find the best elemental materials or beasts to serve as the core of the dimension. The long-term process, however, was to populate the dimension with life. Animals were a good start, but the life energy they produced paled compared to that of Humes. 

The life energy generated by these life forms would be absorbed, then enhanced by Yggdrasil. This would allow it to expand the world, so even more people could join. It was entirely possible that one day, Kashi could create an entire universe of his own.

Uh-huh…

Kashi digested all of this information with an excited grin. He looked up at Yggdrasil, then at the cocoon containing Kira. The white light wriggled now and then, a sign of the life within it. In Kashi’s eyes, it somehow resembled a maggot or caterpillar. 

“I’ll be waiting,” Kashi promised with a smile. Moments later, only the rustling of grass remained. Kashi had returned to the real world with an urge to destroy—er, test out his new powers.

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 160: Chaos & Order

    
    
    
    
                
Nama Woods

12  th   Banem, 1092

Ever since trees rose around the forest to form an impenetrable barrier, Nama Woods’ boundaries had become a natural tourist spot. Adventurers from far and wide often traveled there to test their strength against the rumored impenetrable wall. Some eager adventurers had even begun a game of seeing who could cut deepest into the trees. The trees’ freakish regenerative ability meant there would forever be opportunities for someone to give it a go.

This morning, hundreds of adventurers gathered outside Nama Woods like always. However, only a handful was examining the tree-wall. Many adventurers stared at plumes of dust that rose to the sky from beyond the wall with fear. The dust clouds were often accompanied by loud explosions and loud creaking and crashing sounds of falling trees. 

These onlookers were seasoned adventurers. They instantly recognized the sounds of battle. But, if that was the case, what kind of monsters were these that were capable of damaging this cursed forest? Furthermore, the collisions sounded like sticks of dynamites concurrently going off. 

The adventurers were grateful for the wall. There was a good chance those monsters would have made it to their leveling grounds if it wasn’t for this wall. They could only pray those monsters left the confines of the forest.

BOOM!

Within the forest, the beings referred to as monsters flitted chaotically amongst the treetops. At first sight, it seemed to be a case of one chasing and the other fleeing. However, closer inspection revealed that though the pursuer appeared to control the situation, none of their attacks ever actually hit the fleeing party.

The pursuing figure let out a frustrated roar and kicked hard kicked against a tree trunk. It shot out like a bullet, quickly closing in on the fleeing figure. Contrary to what one would expect, it swiped at the air before it reached its target. 

Large scythe-like wind blades shot out. The fleeing figure quickly took a step back then kicked itself onto a tree behind it. The jump took it over the wind blades. The smaller figure did not care that its attack missed. It rapidly rotated in place with a loud shout. Dozens of wind blades erupted randomly, slicing up anything in their path.

The larger figure did not panic under the dense, net-like bombardment. It seemed to shake in place, and the wind blades harmlessly passed through its body. The shaking movement was actually as a result of its feet shifting rapidly within a small radius. Its movements were so quick that it left several afterimages in its path. It was these afterimages that were attacked by the blades.

The little figure did not seem shocked by the result. A silhouette of a man-sized lion’s head appeared behind it as it quickly let out a massive roar. An enormous shockwave boomed from her mouth. 

The larger figure could not dodge this large-scale attack. It raised its hand in response. The epicenter of the shockwave crashed against the outstretched hand.  Boom!  The ensuing explosion sent rubble and dirt flying in all directions. The large figure leaked a smile as it took a step back and leaned its head backward.

Swish!

The dodge could not have come at a more perfect time. Taking advantage of the dust, the little figure had rushed underneath the larger figure. It used this opportunity to swipe upward, aiming for the exposed chin. Unfortunately, its movements were read. The little figure spun in place, her jump leaving her suspended in the air for a moment.

The world seemed to slow down as the ‘monsters’ regarded each other. 

“You’ve improved,” Rider remarked with a smile as he examined the little werewolf. 

Zuri, dressed in a simple T-shirt and shorts, was hardly recognizable. The little girl had completed the bloodline inheritance, and its effects were beyond anything Rider had imagined. Zuri’s unique ability  [Beast Soul Possession]  was even more tyrannical than Rider had estimated. 

Beast Soul Possession suppressed and mutated the werewolf bloodline to suit Zuri. 

In Rider’s initial calculations, the werewolf gene would overwrite all the beast souls Zuri currently had. This was normal because werewolves were cursed to be unable to use magic. But this was no significant loss. In return for the inability to use magic, werewolves had an absurd amount of natural ki. This ki, if utilized well, could achieve just as much destruction as any magic-based attack.

Take  [Meteor],  one of the most iconic large-scale magic attacks. In the right hands,  [Meteor]  was capable of wiping out an entire city in one swoop. This was the undisputed deadliness of magic. Its only downside was the long cast-time. On the other hand, a warrior with the right amount of ki could unleash a torrent of attacks at the same time on the very same city. The destruction would take a little more time, but there was no wait time between attacks. This was the terror of ki.

[Beast Soul Possession]  took all the good parts of being a werewolf: ki, reflexes, strength, speed, ferocity, and discarded the magic penalty. As a result, a contradictory existence was born: a werewolf with the ability to cast magic. Of course, in Zuri’s case, she lacked the discipline to study magic. Hence the advantage showcased itself in her maintained ability to channel souls.

The werewolf gene did not only manifest internally. Its effects could also be seen in Zuri’s external physiology. Most noticeably was her hair, which had turned snow-white. Initially, Zuri had been very upset because of this. She was sad because she did not look like Kashi anymore. It had taken a whole day of coaxing from a weary Rider before she finally cheered up. Even then, it was only because he said that Kashi already had a black wolf by his side. This way, she could be his unique ‘white wolf.’

Zuri’s hair was not the only change. She had also grown a few inches taller, and her muscles had become more defined. Angled features boosted her natural untamed, ferocious aura, making her appear more dangerous, yet even more beautiful. There were rumors that the werewolf and vampire genes had an effect of beautifying their kind. This rumor appeared to be accurate, at least in Zuri’s case.

However, the most striking difference appeared when Zuri activated the werewolf gene and transformed. Snow-white fur sprouted on her skin, covering her arms, chest, and abdominal region. Little tufts of fur also formed around the back of her calf. Her hands and feet predictably grew a size larger, turning bony and long with claws at the end. Zuri’s facial features largely remained the same except for subtle tweaks to her bone structure that made her appear even more brutal. 

It was this brutal form that Rider was currently looking at. He raised his hand as Zuri spun in place. Her surprise kick struck his palm. This did not deter Zuri, and she quickly unleashed a chaotic storm of punches and kicks. Rider easily blocked the random attacks and then grabbed her arm. 

Zuri froze. Clearly, she had not planned on what she would do in the event her attack was interrupted. With a flick of his wrist, Rider slammed her onto the earth. The ground cracked beneath the force of Zuri’s back. The poor daeben struggled to gasp for air as she had the breath knocked out of her.

Rider stood over her, arms folded. “You’re still too chaotic,” Rider admonished. “Random attacks are good for confusing the enemy. But there’s no use if even you don’t know what’s coming next.” Rider watched as Zuri scrambled to her feet and pulled away from him. Aside from the initial shock, she was completely fine. 

A smile tugged on the corner of Rider’s lips as he recalled another woman with a similar pose. “Someone once told me, “Order without Chaos is Stagnation. Chaos without Order is Extinction.” It is fine to be as chaotic as you want, but you must always have something you are looking to achieve with your attacks, or else you won’t know what to do when someone breaks your attack.”


Rider shook his head. “To think I would ever quote that man.” Rider looked at Zuri, suddenly awash with nostalgia. Ah, really, she was too similar. “Do you want to hear a story?”




Over a Millennium Ago,

NetherRealm.

The battles within the Netherrealm were never-ending. Countless brave warriors on both sides often made their names through spectacular battles known only to perish soon after. It was quite shocking then, when a previously unknown trio took the Netherrealm by storm. They slaughtered anything and anyone in their path with frightening ease, lending them the nickname of the ‘demon trio.’ It was telling that although the trio was officially on the side of light, none of the warriors on the side of ‘light’ ever sought them out for a team-up.

The trio’s dominance in the Netherrealm was even more puzzling when one considered a human led them. However, none in the Netherrealm dared to underestimate this human. The red-haired monster was the most feared of the trio. Not a single soul who met his blade had lived to tell the tale. 

The stronger figures in the Netherrealm had begun to take note of these rising stars. The weaker combatants consoled themselves. Now that the demon trio had captured the eyes of the higher-ups, it was only a matter of time before they were eliminated. It had been the same with all the previous rising stars. Nothing would be different this time.

The demon trio, seemingly oblivious to the commotion they had caused in the Netherrealm, was lounging at the top of a mountain. The red-haired leader, the famed Razznik Y’Terlow, ‘Terror of Zytra,’ sat at the hill's highest point, on a large boulder, casually polished the edge of his sword with a dragon’s tooth.

Below Razznik, resting against the boulder with his nose buried in a book, was a similarly red-haired, handsome cerulean vampire. The man was Lucius Ludarac, the famous hybrid son of Dracula, King of Vampires, and Alice, sister to Lucian, King of the Werewolves. 

The third member, Zeno, daughter of Skyrm, danced around on the mountain, recklessly punching and kicking. Evidently, this was supposed to be some form of  kata , but she did not have the patience to go through the traditional, systematic, slow method. Her mana and indiscriminately blasted all over the mountaintop. However, both Lucius and Razznik had placed a barrier around themselves, so her attacks did not disturb them.

Some moments passed, then Zeno, overcome by boredom, appeared next to Razznik. She bent over, looking at the sword in his hand. “What are you doing?”

“Sharpening my sword,” Razznik replied.

“You’ve been doing that for over an hour,” Zeno complained. “Aren’t you bored?”

“Important things always take the longest time,” Razznik stated. “This is also a form of mental training. You should try it sometime.”

“No way!” Zeno adamantly refused. “That’s too boring.” 

Zeno knew all too well that talking to Razznik any further was a dead end. She jumped down and landed next to Lucius. She pushed down on the notebook so she could see Lucius’ face. “Hey, what’re you reading?”

Lucius looked up from his book. “Genesis,” he said, pointing at the golden print on the red cover. 

Flames enveloped Zeno’s right hand as she glared at the smug hybrid. “I can read, shithead! I’m asking what the book’s about.”

Lucius chuckled as he shut the book and sat up. “It tells a riveting tale about a rebellious youth, who in his quest to right society’s wrongs, is forced to perform some truly despicable acts. There’s a bit of romance in there too, but I especially enjoy the poli…” 

Pfft!

“I’m sorry!” Zeno rapidly apologized as she rapidly tried to stifle her laughter. Unfortunately, the harder she tried to control it, the worse her laughter got. She eventually gave up trying to control herself. She gave in to the laughter, clutching her stomach as she crouched in front of Zeno and continually patted his shoulder. “Ah, sorry, sorry! You’re just too cute.”

Dark clouds hung over Lucius’s head. “What amuses you?”

“Rebellious youth? Isn’t that the same plot of the last three books you read?” Zeno laughed. “Do you love yourself that much? Little rebel Lulu?” Zeno teased as she got to her feet. She walked away from Lucius as she let out a cheerful sigh. “You’re so predictable. It’s no wonder you’re so predictable in battle.”

“I resent that,” Lucius shouted as he shot to his feet. “I am not predictable! Certainly more so in battle.”

“Heh, you don’t even realize how predictable you are,” Zeno challenged with a shrug of her shoulder. “You fight like you’re reading a manual. I can block all your moves with my eyes closed.” Zeno looked up at Razznik. “I’m not wrong, am I?” Razznik grunted. “See, Razz agrees with me.”

“He grunted!” Lucius pointed out. “That could mean a thousand things.”

“It means ‘Lulu’s an open book,’” Zeno confidently postulated.

“I’m not going to argue with you,” Lucius stated with a snort. “I battle with order and form. I battle with a plan, something you and your chaotic nonsense will never understand. I’ve seen you fight. All your attacks depend on luck to land. Sure, you have managed to bully all the weak grunts we’ve met so far, but any decent warrior with a good form will crush you to pieces. Right, Razznik?”

Razznik grunted once again.

“Hear that?” Lucius teased with a snarky grin. “Now,  that  is a grunt of approval.”

“It was the exact same thing!” Zeno shouted. “I knew you would say that! Like I said, predictable. You might say I need to depend on luck, but my enemies never know where the next attack will come from. Unlike you.”

“Hmph, the world is ruled by Order,” Lucius argued. “Everything must follow the rules. Fighting included. Attempting to go against order will only create chaos.”

“Shows what you know,” Zeno retorted. “Everything began from chaos. Chaos is the natural form of the world. Trying to suppress chaos is stupid.”

“There is no need to argue so much,” Razznik interrupted. Blazing red eyes coldly regarded the arguing duo as he placed the dragon tooth back in his inventory. “You are both wrong.”

Zeno scoffed. “What gives you the right to say that?”

“I…” Razznik pointed at himself. “…am stronger than you both,” he finished, pointing at both of them.

“Those fools calling you leader must have gone to your head.” Lucius cracked his knuckles. “To think you actually believe yourself stronger than me.”

“Belief is not necessary when fact exists.” Razznik rose to his feet, balancing the sword on his shoulder. “Both of you come. I will be generous and teach you the errors of your respective paths.”

Lucius turned to Zeno. “I do not know about you, but I have wanted to smack those eyes black and blue for quite some time.”

“For once, we agree,” Zeno said with gritted teeth. “Let’s knock some sense into him.”

Razznik stood on the boulder, glaring down at the duo beneath him. He raised his left hand. With a short wave, he commanded, “Come.”

BOOM!

The mountaintop exploded as three gargantuan aurae burst into the sky, heralding a battle like no other.

Bzzt!!!

Dark clouds gathered overhead as three oppressive aurae burst into the skies. Dense mana and ki charged the atmosphere, rendering it thick and heavy. Peals of lightning flashed in the sky, illuminating the trio levitating in the air.

Razznik brandished his sword, a stern gaze leveled at the two opponents. Lucius was undoubtedly not an easy foe by any means. The hybrid took this seriously as he had adopted his werewolf form. Thick, snow-white white fur covered his back, abdomen, and sections of his arms and legs. Unlike other werewolves, however, his facial features did not alter much, preserving his calm, noble demeanor.

Zeno, on the other hand, adopted her draconian form. She grew a pair of beautiful purple wings and a deadly tail. A pair of curling horns on her forehead gave her a ferocious vibe boosted by a sardonic, toothy grin that screamed bloody murder.

Razznik did not pay any heed to their transformation. “I said co—”

“Watch me!” Zeno roared with excitement. She disappeared.

Razznik instantly shifted to the left and placed the flat of his blade on his right side.  Bang!  As expected, Zeno appeared at his right, a powerful right kick blocked by the blade. Zeno was not shocked by this block. Such a simple attack would never phase Razznik. As her leg bounced off the sword, her right hand, wrapped in pulsing dragon ki, smashed down. 

“Block this!” The dragon laughed. 

“Too easy,” Razznik snorted. He shifted the sword out of the path and caught the blow with his left. Boom! A hurricane erupted behind the swordsman, shattering mountains in its wake. Razznik’s angry red eyes blazed as he squeezed the fist. 

Zeno pulled back, instantly retrieving her hand from Razznik’s grip. “How about this!?” She suddenly erupted with a thousand punches and kicks. She was too quick, often appearing above, behind, or below Razznik. She delivered hundreds of blows in the span of a few seconds, but Razznik’s sword easily kept pace with her. 

The clashes evoked images of Armageddon, each blow emitting thunderous sounds that echoed for several miles. The sparks from their hits sparked a massive wildfire in the forest below, but neither of them cared.

“Too wild.” Razznik snorted. He suddenly tossed his sword to the front and punched at it. Surprisingly, Zeno appeared just in front of him, already throwing out a punch. Her fist smashed the sword’s face, but Razznik’s fist hit the other side at precisely the same time. Roiling ki traveled along the swordsman’s arm. Somehow, the ki channeled through the blade without harming it in the slightest.

BOOM!

The ki exploded upon collision with Zeno’s dragon ki. The impact sent the restless dragon flying. “Not yet!” Zeno roared and took a deep breath. Half a second later, she shot a fireball the size of a football field from her mouth with the speed of a bullet. 

Razznik did not have the time to retrieve his sword. This was of no consequence. He twirled his fingers, and the blade rapidly rotated in place. The edge had his ki embedded in it at all times. The blade’s ki confronted the fireball, instantly shattering the fireball into large clusters of embers.

Razznik’s brows did not relax despite blocking the fireball. A microsecond after the fireball was dispersed, with the embers still flying out, a fur-covered hand smashed against the sword. In the next microsecond, the owner of that hand confronted Razznik directly.

Razznik cocked his head to the right. Lucius’ right hand brushed Razznik’s cheeks as it burst past. A heavy gale blew out, instantly killing the forest fire everywhere it passed. In return, however, trees and rocks were instantly uprooted and pulverized to dust. 

Unlike Zeno, Lucius already had a thousand moves planned out in the event he missed. The hand that brushed past Razznik’s cheek opened up and clawed its way back. His left knee also shot up at precisely the same time.

Razznik ducked. Lucius’ right hand missed him, but he put himself directly in the path of Lucius’ knee. It was too late to dodge. Razznik’s palms crossed over his chest. Lucius’ knee crashed into his palm. The force blasted Razznik upward, where he was met with Lucius’ left arm, charged with glowing wolf ki.

Razznik managed to spin in place and once again block the blow with his palms. However, the force still sent him crashing to the ground.

BOOM! BOOM! 

Razznik hit the earth at the same time as his sword. A massive crater formed around the swordsman at the epicenter. The blade cleaved the mountain in two and crashed several dozens of meters beneath the earth. 

The sword’s energy obliterated everything within three miles. This set off a catastrophic chain reaction that ultimately resulted in the awakening of a dormant volcano. Unbeknownst to everyone on the surface, rivers of lava swiftly funneled their way up the path cleaved open by the sword.

On the surface, Razznik. He raised his head to meet a large, clawed hand reaching for his face. “Predictable,” Razznik admonished. He grabbed the arm with his right hand. 

Bam!

Lucius did not have time to express his shock before he was slammed onto the ground. The ground caved beneath the force, and Lucius was forced to gasp for breath. 

“Order Without Chaos is Stagnation.”

Lucius barely had time to process what that phrase meant before a dark sole consumed his vision. “Schcuck!” The proud vampire swore and rolled to the side. Just in time, too, as Razznik’s boot struck the earth. 

Boom!

The earth shook like a megaton earthquake had hit it. Unable to withstand the strain, it split in two, forming a mile-long ravine. 

Lucius was blasted away by subsequent shockwaves . This bastard is striking to kill!  Lucius angrily slammed the ground and hopped to his feet. If Razznik wanted to play things seriously, he would return the favor. He charged at Razznik, only to find Zeno had already beaten him to the punch.

Razznik smirked as seven identical Zenos, each with flames wrapped around their limbs, attacked him simultaneously from all directions.

He was familiar with this technique. It was not as shallow as a simple clone technique or the afterimages Phantom Thieves used to deceive their enemies. These bodies were all the real Zeno, each containing just a little less power than the original body. The only thing equally shared among them was the initial pool of mana. But in the case of a monster like Zeno, that did not mean anything. 

When one divided infinity by 7, what would they get?

Zeno took this battle seriously. Her eyes were wild with joy as she roared, “Wild enough for you!?” She did not wait for Razznik to answer before the seven bodies indiscriminately punched or kicked at the swordsman. 

Looking from the outside, it was like Hell itself descended on Earth. Pillars of flames accompanied every punch and kick, some small, some large. As if alive, the fire fed into each other, growing exponentially within the blink of an eye. In less than the time it took to blink, a giant pillar of flames swallowed the eight figures.

Eight figures could barely be seen flitting about within the chaos at speeds imperceptible to the human eye.

“Adding more chaos to an already chaotic situation.” Razznik’s cold voice came from within the flames. “I do not blame you. Most people react the same way when something does not work the first time.” Within the flames, the Zenos could not hide their shock as Razznik suddenly sped up, his fists turning into a blur even they could not follow. There was no need to mention how fast those fists were if even Zeno could not follow them. “I myself lean toward Chaos when I seek solutions to my problems…”

Whooosh…

A storm formed around Razznik as his fists rapidly blocked and parried the Zenos’ attacks with unbelievable ease. The Zenos angrily increased their speed in response to Razznik’s obstinate defense. They refused to believe the seven of them could not bring down this monster. 

“However, you must be careful not to lose yourself in Chaos,” Razznik continued. 

“Shut up!” Zeno roared as she clawed at his head. To her shock, Razznik completely disappeared right in front of her. The seven Zenos froze in place. They had been so engrossed in their attack that for a brief moment, their brains were muddled when their target of attack suddenly disappeared.

In a battle between monsters, a brief moment was often the difference between life and death.

“There is no merit to a chaotic battle if you yourself get swept up in it.”

Zeno looked up to see Razznik’s fist stretched out several meters above them. “Damn!” Zeno shouted as a massive cyclone enveloped her. Razznik, this bastard was not the kind type. Typically, one would talk before attacking, giving their opponent a chance to at least counter. Razznik, on the other hand, had not only launched his attack but waited until it couldn’t be dodged before speaking. 

Zeno cursed as she rapidly reformed into one body and raised a mana shield. The cyclone smacked the shield with extreme prejudice! Zeno could not stave off the force. The cyclone pushed the shield until she crashed into the earth. 

WHOOSH!

The cyclone exploded outward upon impact with the earth. The flame pillars were instantly extinguished as the gale swept up everything in its path. What little trees remained within several miles were uprooted by the cyclone and blown away. Within moments all that was left was barren land for miles, with deep gashes in the earth telling the tale of the terror wrought.

“Chaos Without Order is Extinction,” Razznik unhurriedly finished his lecture as he dropped to the earth. 

Lucius appeared next to Zeno and helped her to her feet while casting a wary glance at Razznik. Damn, did this guy not know the concept of going easy? He was certain Zeno would have been in serious trouble if she didn’t block that cyclone in time. That the felt the need to accumulate her strength in one body was proof enough of just how dangerous that move was. “Are you alright?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” Zeno replied with a grateful nod. She, too, cast a wary glance Razznik’s way. Only now did she truly understand what Razznik meant by Order within Chaos. During their short exchange, they had both relied on chaos to attack and counter. However, while she got lost in her attack, Razznik began to accumulate energy while attacking, planning his next attack. She did not doubt in her mind that even if his move failed for any reason, he had a backup in mind.

So, this was what was meant by Order in Chaos?

Lucius, on the other hand, was quite sharp. Immediately Razznik caught his arm and admonished him with ‘Predictable,’ he understood what Razznik was getting at. As a noble son of Dracula, he was trained in a particular set of techniques. These techniques carried the philosophy of ‘Absolute Order’ preached by the vampires. Till now, he had yet to face anyone who was his match in battle, so his predictability was never exposed. After all, what was the use of predicting his attacks if he could still punch through whatever shield they put up?

This sort of brute strength to overpower predictability was acceptable in Earth’s realm.

However, they were now in the Netherrealm!

You could throw a stone here and hit any number of powerful enemies. If he carried that mentality into future battles, he would one day get found out! At that time, it would be too late to wonder how and why he died.

Ah, no wonder Razznik used so much force! He wanted them to realize the danger their lives were in. Lucius could not help but look at Razznik in a brand new light. This human might be anti-social, mean-spirited, battle-hungry, mad… uh.

Lucius realized there were too many bad adjectives attached to Razznik, so he skipped to the praise. Despite all these considerably enormous bad qualities, Razznik was a man who looked out for his companions. 

Lucius respected that about him.

“Supposing you two are not absolute idiots, you should have figured it out by now.”

‘Fuck this fucker! Give me back my goodwill!’  Lucius was absolutely furious, but he forced himself to remember Razznik had just essentially saved his life, so he calmed himself.

Razznik pointed at Lucius with his left hand. “Chaos in Order,” then pointed at Zeno with his right. “…and Order in Chaos.” He then clasped his palms together. “Only when you understand how to mesh Order and Chaos effectively will you truly be strong.”

Zeno and Lucius revealed ponderous looks. They digested Razznik’s words, intending on slowly ruminating on their meaning over time. Indeed, this was not a concept they could completely assimilate in one moment. Even if their heads understood, it would take time for the body to follow.

Luckily, this was the Netherrealm. There was no shortage of people to ‘practice’ on.

“Tutorial’s over.” Razznik’s cold voice dragged the duo back to reality. They stared incredulously as Razznik raised his hand. The earth began to tremble beneath their feet, accompanied by a loud rumbling sound.

BOOM!

Zeno and Lucius’s cringed as a black sword burst out of the earth. Its arrival was celebrated by a massive lava stream shooting out of the earth as if launched by a geyser. The lava stream reached as high as thirty meters high before spreading out over miles.

Rocks, small and large, flaming and bare, were indiscriminately launched across the plains. Craters formed where they smashed the earth, and soon, the world was once again engulfed in flames.

The man responsible for this chaotic scene, Razznik, remained unfazed by the destruction. His gaze remained even as the black sword flew over and nestled its hilt in his grip. Razznik’s aura skyrocketed, causing the air around him to distort and shift. He pointed the blade at Zeno and Lucius. “I shall not hold back this time. Come!”

Lucius let out a wry laugh.  ‘ That was you not holding back?’  Despite his chuckle, he tapped his chest. A katana’s hilt slowly protruded from a small vortex that appeared in his chest. He grasped the hilt and drew out a slim but long blood-red katana. He casually waved the blade to his right.

BOOM!

A truck-sized portion of the earth was instantly uprooted. The rock fell back to the earth, sliding back into place like it had never left. Such was the unbelievable sharpness of the strike.

To Lucius’ left, Zeno’s entire body burst into blue flames. The earth beneath her feet turned to glass from the sheer searing heat. However, this was not as simple as a fire body. She had truly turned into an elemental. With this body, physical attacks were rendered utterly meaningless.

The duo’s transformation did not faze Razznik. The smallest of smiles tugged at the corner of his lips. “I’ve been waiting.”


Lucius and Zeno shared a look then nodded, swiftly coming to an agreement. Their auras also charged to the sky as they charged at the swordsman. “We’re coming!”




Present Day

Nama Woods.

“Well, well, who won!?” Zuri questioned, jumping up and down in frustration. Rider had chosen to end the story at the climax! What kind of monster would do that!?

“The winner isn’t important.” Rider laughed and patted Zuri’s head. “More importantly, did you learn anything from the story?”

“Yes! Yes!” Zuri exclaimed. Clenching her fists, she said, “Uh… um, punching and kicking is good. But, um, um… Zuri should not just punch and kick… um, um, Zuri should… plan?” Her initial confidence waned the further she spoke. By the end, it was more of a question than a statement.

“Correct! Zuri is indeed the smartest.” Rider praised. He had come to admire this simple girl. Praises like these were the best motivators for pure-hearted people like her. “You are the chaotic type. There’s no need to change that. But you should also plan. It will reduce the chances of being sneak attacked by your opponent. Remember, Chaos within Order, and Order within Chaos.”

“Order in Chaos…” Zuri muttered under her breath. She said something more, but Rider could not catch it. 

“What was that?”

“Uh…” Zuri muttered something under her breath again. 

Curious about what this young girl could be pondering so seriously about, Rider crouched so he could hear. He had just drawn level with her when a fist suddenly struck him square in the nose.

Pow!

“Yay! Plan! My plan worked!” Zuri excitedly celebrated. “Hehe, Zuri is indeed the smartest!” She patted Rider’s shoulder, her nose drawn up with a childishly smug grin. “Don’t feel bad, Grey Ojii-san, Zuri is a genius!”

Rider stared in shock at the young girl whose sparkling eyes were searching his for approval. Her broad, innocent, almost naïve laugh unlocked a part of the hybrid he had forgotten for the longest time. 

Rider threw back his head and laughed hard. He bellowed until tears began to stream down his eyes. No one knew if these were tears of joy or tears of sorrow. A thousand years of buried emotions erupted in one moment. Every barrier he had put up in the past millennium was smashed to pieces by this little girl. No, it should be said, she simply bypassed the barriers. This was the scary ability of innocence.

Zuri could not know all of this. All she knew was that she punched the grey ojii-san, and he started crying. She panicked. “Zuri’s sorry! Sorry, Ojii-san. Don’t cry, please. Zuri won’t do it again. Please stop crying…” Soon, she too began to cry. She wrapped her hands around Rider’s neck. “Stop crying. Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. Zuri promises.”

The warm tears on Rider’s cheek woke him from his stupor. He quickly composed himself and began patting Zuri’s back. He consoled her, promising her he was fine now. He continually thanked her, but she only let go after he had promised about a hundred times that he was okay. Even then, it wasn’t until he started laughing that she finally believed him and released him.

Zuri released her hold and sized up Rider, skepticism in her eyes. “Zuri did not know Grey Ojii-san is so weak. Zuri will try to control Zuri’s strength next time.”

Rider nearly spat blood. Weak? Him? If he was weak, was there anyone alive who dared to call themselves strong? The hybrid did not know whether to laugh or cry. In the end, he chuckled and patted Zuri’s head. “Do you want to go on a trip? We can train as we travel.”

Zuri’s eyes lit up. “Yeah! Where are we going?”

Rider’s gaze turned to the west. “I need to see an old friend…”

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 161: Foundations of Government

    
    
    
    
                
Kirkcour Woods,

Northern Rosendun,

15  th   Banem 1092.

Two days had passed since the events at Suvron’s Gate. Since then, Kashi, Shadow, and Larsial had been wandering through the forests north of Rosendun, searching for the centaurs Absalon saw. Regarding the events at Suvron’s Gate, initially, Kashi intended to lie to Larsial. However, he changed his mind when Shadow informed him of her deductions.

Kashi was impressed by Larsial’s ability to discern the nature of his inner world. For most people, having such an intelligent person by their side would lead to them becoming wary and suspicious. However, for Kashi, it was the opposite. The smarter Larsial was, the happier he was.

With most people, Kashi would have to rely on somehow winning over their hearts. However, for brilliant people, it was often enough to convince their minds. After conquering their hearts, Kashi could then look into winning their hearts.

Kashi did not need Larsial to like him. He only needed her to pick him over the daeben. This was the reason he had asked her to shadow him. Following this line of thought, Kashi explained the summary of his abilities to both of them. He did, however, leave out his ability to manipulate the elements.

Of course, another reason Kashi could so confidently expose his ability was that it wasn’t something that could easily be countered. Whether it was the improved regeneration or muscle strength, they were both things that an enemy could not manipulate in battle. Also, Kashi adding life to his world was something they could not manipulate or stop. 

At worst, the enemy would send assassins to hunt Kashi down. But was that any different from what they would do regardless? As the guildmaster of one of the largest guilds in the continent, it was only natural to be the target of assassinations. 

Unfortunately for most assassins, Kashi was often a solitary wanderer; hence it was tough for these assassins to track down his movements.

This was also why Kashi did not tell Shadow and Larsial about his ability to manipulate elements. Now that was an ability that could change the battlefield. It was better to keep that one a secret for as long as possible. Only then would it be even more effective against their enemies.

Following Kashi’s explanation of his abilities, the trio traveled down to a large forest north of Rosendun called Kirkcour Woods. Kirkcour Woods was a dark forest home to many high-leveled creatures and monsters. The trees were robust and thick, often climbing as high as fifty to sixty meters high. Tightly-knit canopies blocked off sunlight, casting a dreary atmosphere over the forest. Eerie silence ruled like a mage had cast  [Silence]  on the entire forest. 

Absalon had reported meeting the centaurs on the outskirts of this forest. Absalon did not search out the village because of time restraints, but the centaurs had assured him they lived within the forest. The centaurs were scouts sent out by the village to seek out adventurers for help. 

Absalon was not the first group they had asked for help, nor would they be the last. 

Before Absalon’s arrival, a couple of adventurers had volunteered. Unfortunately, all the volunteers subsequently perished in the forest. Luckily for other curious people, a few of the adventurers were Summoned. 

One of the Summoned spread on the real world forums that the monsters in the forest were around Level 150. Analysts quickly realized that if the beasts were Level 150, then more than likely, the centaurs had to be around that level to have lived for so long in the forest. However, now, there was a threat that even these Level 150 centaurs were utterly helpless against.

Unfortunately for Kashi, by the time he arrived at Absalon’s specified location, there were no traces of the centaurs. Fearing they had switched locations, he even checked along the forest’s perimeter. However, after checking several miles in both directions and still not finding anything, Kashi accepted the reality that the scouts had retreated into the forest for some reason.

Kashi was not pleased with this revelation. There were three possible reasons why the scouts had retreated, and none of them were good for him. The first, the centaurs, had somehow found a way to defeat the Blight. While this was good for the centaurs, it removed the advantage the daeben had of arriving as a rescuer during dire circumstances. 

Secondly, there was a chance that the scouts had finally found adventurers strong enough to combat the Blight. This would mean the battle was still ongoing, but Kashi would also be forced to compete with another group for their affection. Worse yet, another party’s involvement would put his new plan for the centaurs in jeopardy. 

The last and perhaps worst possibility for the centaurs was that the Blight had become so terrible that they had no choice but to call back their scouts because they needed every available hand to survive. 

However, as long as the situation was not irreversible, this was Kashi’s best-case scenario.

Kashi could only pray to the gods that he would get some of that light-novel protagonist luck and arrive just in time to save the day. As for the centaurs that either had to die or be injured for such a scenario to arise—

Kashi promised to raise incense for them. 

Unfortunately, even after searching through the forest for two whole days, Kashi’s group had yet to find the centaurs’ trace. However, Kashi was not discouraged by his. First, the forest was quite large. Their current cycle of leveling, sparring, resting, and exploring meant they could not cover too much ground in a day. Furthermore, the complex terrain allowed Drixlia to gain some experience running through bumpy terrain, avoiding and jumping over obstacles. 

Kashi resolved himself to the realities of a long search.


The Royal Palace,

Riven, Rosendun.

At one end of Rosendun, the Guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots had just resigned himself to a long wait. Meanwhile, at the other end of Rosendun, within the most critical location in all of Riven, the vice-guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots had similarly resigned herself to a long meeting. 

Leila Lightwood, who had recently been awarded an official role of ‘minister’ in Rosendun as a reward for her excellent achievement during the expedition to Serisis, was once again the center of attention within Rosendun Politics. This time, she had taken advantage of a summit of delegates from the three allied nations: Rosendun, Merriheim (Aygorzi), and Serisis, to submit her latest proposal.

Naturally, Leila had already taken the necessary steps by presenting it to King Parissius and his ministers beforehand. Only after they approved it did she then move forward and submit the documents at the summit. The summit, which was initially scheduled to last for one hour, had now dragged on for over eight hours. 

Worse yet, while other ministers could take time off to take a break or get something to eat, Leila was always on the move, explaining the document’s details to the confused ministers.

Leila did not dare to slack in her duty, as this was perhaps the most crucial piece of legislation she would ever be involved in. It would form the basis of the Rosendun Empire and everything it stood for.

The documents explained in detail plans for forming three significant government branches, twelve subsidiary departments, or ‘ministries’ beneath them. 

Leila used the model of modern-day democratic branches of government. Usually, in most democratic countries, the government was made up of the Executive, Legislative and Judicial Branches. The Executive branch of government usually had the President at the top, with millions of people working with him to enforce the country's laws. The Legislative branch was the branch of government concerned with actually creating and editing laws for the country. In some countries, this branch was split into Senate and House of Representatives. 

The Senate usually had an equal number of candidates per state, intended to represent each state's interests. Longer-term times were also established to ensure the elected Senators spent less time focusing on reelection and more on actual legislation. On the other hand, the House of Representatives was usually more of a popularity contest. The terms were shorter, with some states having far more reps than other states. The House of Representatives was intended to be closer to the people, reflecting the common man's desires to the lawmakers. 

Unfortunately, in recent times, both parties blended into each other so much; it was hard to discern any difference between them. Worse yet, both parties were susceptible to corruption as large companies often paid to have their interests brought forward rather than the people's interest. 

The final branch was the Judicial Branch. This branch judged those suspected of having broken any rules in the nation’s constitution. Often, there existed a High or Supreme Court, the highest court level, and a lower-level court group. Decisions passed in the Supreme Court usually became standards for lower courts, which handled everyday issues to follow.

Leila applied a few subtle changes to the current template to combat the two most significant issues: corruption at the legislative level and the problem of autocracy vs. democracy. This was a fantasy world with kings and queens, not presidents. Autocracy was the rule of thumb here, not democracy, and Leila had no plans to change it.

Recent events in the real world had proven that even though democracy was often better than autocracy, an excellent democratic leader would never achieve a tiny percentage of what an outstanding autocratic leader could achieve. 

In a democratic structure, the President of a nation often had far less power than most people realized. Any policies he intended to enact had to pass through the Senate before approval. While this served as a perfect check against crazy Presidents who wanted to eliminate half of their population, it also hampered even more good presidents' progress. 

As mentioned earlier, many members of the Senate were ‘appointed’ by top companies. These Senators often prevented the passing of any bills that would damage the interests of their benefactors regardless of whether it benefitted the public or not.

The popular party system just made this already complicated situation even murkier. Often, senators on opposing sides would block or push ahead policies to either make their parties look more competent or reduce the opponent's chance of appearing more competent. In situations like these, the public’s well-being took a complete backseat.

This kind of environment could slide during peaceful times. Most humans were not too interested in fighting their government beyond a little shouting or complaining now and then as long as their lives were not in danger. However, if this sort of environment existed during wartime, it would not be hard for enemies to turn the nation’s citizens' disillusioned hearts against the country.

And what was happening in Destia right now?

War, war, and even more war!

Although not yet on the scale of the Sengoku Jidai (Warring Period) of ancient Japan or China, the continent of Destia was undoubtedly in the middle of one of its greatest warring period. 

Major players had risen here and there, eager to make a name for themselves. This naturally meant there were battles regularly occurring on several battlefronts. Add monsters attacking settlements to the mix, and you had a volatile situation that needed to be handled with special care. 

As such, it was imperative that the eyes of the Royal Palace were always on the people at every corner of their territory and responding in time to issues, not embroiled in pointless debates and blocking themselves from getting any actual thing done.

It was not like Leila thought autocracy was better than democracy. On the contrary, autocracy was a roll of the dice. A good roll would produce a great leader who would introduce a couple of decades of prosperity for a nation, whereas a bad roll would raise an inept, cruel, or greedy leader who would cripple the country for decades. 

However, for the current situation, an autocracy was far more suited to the environment than a democracy.

Naturally, it helped that Leila personally knew the current Rosendun King to be an excellent roll of the dice. As such, she did not hesitate when making her changes.

The first change Leila made was to eliminate the existence of a president. Instead, the King was placed above the three branches of government. He had the executive right to veto any decisions passed by the three branches. At the same time, he also had the right to pass any personal decisions without consulting with the units.

Leila surmised this simple change would cause a peculiar ripple effect on the legislative branch in particular. In the end, the idea behind the House of Reps and Senate was an admirable and good one, so she chose not to abolish those two. However, although the Representatives and Senate could still be ‘sponsored’ by the rich, their influence in actual legislation would greatly diminish. This was because laws and policies could now only be  proposed  by the Legislative Branch. 

The King reserved the sole right to pass any law into the constitution.

This would significantly reduce the influence the rich had on policymaking. If the King ever found out some rich person influenced a legislative member’s arguments, he could have that person removed from the Senate or even severely punished. Putting all the legislative power in the King’s hand should significantly reduce corruption.

After all, how do you bribe the man that has everything?

Leila and Kashi had also long since taken another possible issue into account: the case of a poor Crown. If the King’s coffers were low, rich barons and upstarts could pressure the king into doing what they want. This was one of the primary reasons why, right from the beginning, Kashi had included the Crown in every business the Maggots started.

Furthermore, the Hopeful Maggots were doing something no one else was doing at present: Paying taxes to the crown. Currently, Royal Families in Destia earned their income from four primary sources: First, income from lands directly owned by the crown. Second, taxes from feudal lords. Third, income from an annual tax conducted to bolster troops and finally, fines levied against criminals. 

The problem with this system was that it depended too much on the Crown owning vast land. Furthermore, dishonest feudal lords could easily shortchange the Crown, thereby reducing its coffers, and finally, the annual tax usually put a considerable strain on the more impoverished citizens. 

The case of Rosendun’s Royal Family was especially dire, as up until a few months ago, the Crown had been missing for over a decade. Save seizing by force, it was difficult to lay claim to a lot of the land which brave men and women had fought to reclaim from the wilds by themselves.

To remedy this issue, Leila introduced the movable property tax, sales tax, and income tax. Put simply, the sales tax stated that a certain percentage of Syros from every good sold would be collected by the retailer (seller) and sent to the government. The movable property tax or personal property tax stated that all items in a home not nailed to the floor was a moveable property and could be taxed. 

In the proposed model, regular citizens would pay taxes on carriages. In contrast, businesses would pay taxes based on the amount of tangible and non-tangible objects used in the business building, which could be moved around. Finally, the income tax would replace the annual tax. The income tax would take a percentage of every citizen and company’s profits every month and give it to the government.

With all these steady income sources, there was little to no chance of the Crown going broke as long as businesses were flourishing and citizens were buying stuff. Needless to say, the wealthy class’s influence would significantly diminish if the Crown had all the money it needed to both uphold the needs of its people and also allow the king to ‘live the life.’ 

Of course, there was nothing anyone could do if a greedy king who wanted all the money in the world rose one day. They could only pray the greed demon, Ea, would claim such a king as soon as possible.

The Hopeful Maggots already led the charge in the realm of taxation. Not only had they made sure to include the Crown as a beneficiary of every business venture, Miote ensured they kept track of every product sold. They sent 13% of all revenue to the government. Rosendun’s ministers had seen the benefit of this for themselves and were more than eager to have this passed.

The only issue arose when debating the prices for the respective taxes. After hours of debate, the ministers finally settled on 14% for the sales tax and variable rates of 35 -45% for the citizen income tax dependent on a citizen’s income bracket. 

Business’ income tax was kept at a fixed rate of 20%. This was to encourage business owners as they would have more funds to play around with. After tussling back and forth, they finally decided to have regional lords determine each of their principalities' property tax.

The income tax was seemingly excessive at first, but its purpose was to facilitate the twelve departments. These departments were the Department of Agriculture, Department of Commerce, Department of Defense (Military Department), Department of Education, Department of Research, Department of Health, Department of Transportation, Department of Justice, Department of Labor, Department of Treasury, Department of Construction, and Department of Internal Affairs.

The Department of Agriculture ensured the country’s livestock, wildlife, and plants were always optimal. They would oversee the cultivation or breeding of plants and wildlife, respectively. They would also facilitate and monitor the trade of agricultural products.

The Department of Commerce oversaw all trades in the country. They would ensure that patents, copyrights, etc., were filed and appropriately followed. As such, this Department would closely work with the newly established Merchant Alliance to monitor trades between merchants and citizens.

The Department of Defense were all branches of the military. They were tasked with defending the nation or attacking enemies in times of war. 

The Department of Education was one Leila was personally proud of. After a hefty push, she had managed to ensure free education up to sixteen years of age for all citizens regardless of income bracket. The soon-to-be established Academy would be the first of many to be set up around the allied nations. 

Furthermore, Leila had made it her mission to supervise the formation of the Academy to ensure the children were not forced to study for the sake of studying. This was a world with magic, dragons, music, songs, ale, and brave heroes. What a waste it would be if children’s imaginations were killed in the Academy.

The Department of Research oversaw the technological advancements of the country. They would do their best to encourage research into new, untested ideas. Leila envisioned multiple grants handed out by this department to promote researchers with revolutionary ideas. 

Getting free healthcare was another one of Leila’s priorities. The proposed Department of Health would work closely with the mages guild and apothecaries to hire people from both sides. Apothecaries were usually better at curing diseases and removing toxins, whereas mages were better at healing injuries and removing magic-related ailments. With these two, they should be able to cover almost all types of ailments. Mages and Apothecaries working in the hospitals and clinics opened by the Department of Health would be paid directly by the government. This and the Education Department were the primary reasons for the large income tax.

The Department of Transportation oversaw the methods of transportation within and out of countries. They would ensure modes of transportation were safe for the people and that the right infrastructure was always in place to ensure the free-flow of citizens and goods. Naturally, this Department would work closely with the Department of Construction.

The Department of Justice was in charge of carrying out specialized investigations into potential criminal activities and unearthing hidden threats within the countries. They would also supervise the critical duty of housing indicted criminals in dungeons and prisons. 

The Department of Labor ensured working-class citizens were sufficiently remunerated for their efforts. They would also monitor the employment and unemployment rate in the country and report it. This job was essential because unemployment usually directly correlated to a nation’s crime rate. In this world, most unemployed youths turned to banditry to feed.

The Department of Treasury looked after the Nation’s treasury. It handled loans given out by the crown and ensured they were paid back on time. This department's unofficial form was already well acquainted with the Hopeful Maggots and considered them the best of partners.

The Department of Construction supervised the construction of all infrastructure, from roads to houses to city planning. This department would undoubtedly become one of the busiest in the coming months as Rosendun sought to consolidate its power and develop its cities.

The Department of Internal Affairs investigated all the other departments (and themselves) for corruption and wrongful doings. The workers would not be very welcome by the other departments. Still, they were necessary, hence their existence.

There was one more Department, but no one spoke about it openly. This was the Intelligence Department. This department would hide in the night, compiling information on friends and foes alike. Dirty jobs like assassination and sabotage would most likely be also be handled by this secret department.

Leila had no idea how much time had passed while repeatedly explaining all these to the ministers while expounding on specific details here and there. All she knew was that by the time King Parissius finally ordered for the session to come to a close, the sun had already left the sky. 

Each with their thoughts, the ministers, headed back to their homes to ponder what they had just seen. 

Leila did not have this luxury. Soon after reaching the villa bestowed on her by the King, upon her conferment as a minister, she changed into her hunting armor and set off with Hogosha. Before she was a vice-Guildmaster, minister, or schemer, she was still a gamer. 


In this world, strength mattered most. Leila would never forget that. Under cover of night, she quickly mounted her horse and sped off towards the north in search of a good leveling spot.

Meanwhile, elsewhere, an excited daeben examined a dead tree with excitement in his eyes. “Jackpot!”



 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 162: Kirkcour Woods

    
    
    
    
                
Kirkcour Woods,

13  th   Banem, 1092.

 The dark forest plunged into darkness at night, a few rays of the half-moon’s light barely making it through the dense tree branches. An eerie silence pervaded the woods, and it was soon apparent to anyone present that this was a place devoid of life. 

Creak!

The sound of a twig breaking was like an ear-bursting alarm within the cold silence. However, the man whose feet had crushed the twig took another step and carelessly crushed another twig beneath his feet. He continually walked through the forest, each footstep releasing large crunching sounds that could surely be heard several dozen meters away. Despite this, the man did not seem to care as he continued his walk. He was either incredibly stupid, or he had a plan.

As someone who had maxed out  [Silent Feet],  it should have been more than easy for Kashi to walk through the forest without making a sound. However, the daeben purposely made as much noise as possible to draw out any creatures that might have been hiding. If it was not for the fact that it was far too corny, he might have started shouting and singing.

As it was, Kashi could only walk while searching for signs of the famous centaur village or the Lv. 150 beasts the forums mentioned. He split up with Shadow and Larsial so they could cover more ground, deciding to rendezvous near the forest’s entrance in four hours. Because Kashi was not confident about leaving Drixlia by himself, he had Drixlia follow while he searched.

Roughly three of the four hours had passed since Kashi split up with Shadow and Larsial. Kashi estimated he would need about thirty minutes to return to the rendezvous point. This was because his advance had been slow and careful as he searched for traces of Blights or centaurs. He could ride Drixlia on the way back, which would massively shorten the time.

Kashi had begun considering his return when he suddenly came to a halt. His eyes shone with controlled excitement as he rushed ahead. He came to a stop in front of a dead tree. Its leafless tree branches and withered, grey trunk were quite eye-catching in the green forest. Kashi peeled off a piece of bark from the tree. He let out a sigh as the bark crumbled to dust. He dusted off his palm and looked beyond the tree.

As expected, Kashi saw another dead tree just behind it. The daeben could not be sure if this was the Blight or not, but he knew the characteristics of Blights. A simple test would confirm. Kashi opened his right hand, and an arrow appeared in his palm. The daeben had long since moved his weapons into the inner world because he could directly summon them out instead of having to scroll through the game’s menu.

The only caveat to this approach was that calling something from his dimension to the real world required a dimension gate opening. Naturally, opening a dimension gate cost mana. Luckily, for small, inanimate items such as arrows and bows, the mana cost was little to the point of negligence. With Kashi’s MP recovery rate, he instantly recovered the lost mana.

Kashi cut his left palm and dripped his blood onto the soil surrounding the dead tree, then waved at Drixlia, who obeyed and retreated a couple of feet backward. Yggdrasil’s life energy healed the wound without leaving so much as a scar. The daeben did not pay the healing any mind as he attentively watched the blood-soaked soil.

Kashi’s brows flinched as a portion of the earth slightly shifted. It was a subtle movement—one which would have usually gone unnoticed, especially in the dead of night. Unfortunately, Kashi had been watching out for precisely this tiny movement, and there was no difference between day and night to the daeben’s eyes.

Kashi did not waste a single moment after catching that movement. He instantly screamed, “Move!” as he dashed toward Drixlia.

Drixlia turned into a blur as it sprinted off, almost seemingly leaving the daeben behind. 

Bam!

Kashi raced after Drixlia, looking over his shoulder just in time to see hundreds of blood-red vines as thick as a body builder's arm burst out of the earth and rapidly give chase. Wherever the vines passed, trees would instantly grey and wither, some instantly crumbling to dust. The daeben’s gaze narrowed as some creatures rose from the ashes of the fallen trees. Unfortunately, he was moving too fast to confirm what exactly.

Kashi’s expression turned grave, but there was a hint of a smile at the corner of his lips. This was what he had been searching for. Now that he had found a Blight, it should not prove too difficult to find the centaur village.

Kashi eventually caught up to Drixlia, who was cantering ahead, seemingly without a care for its master. Kashi jumped onto Drixlia’s back and grabbed the reins. With a soft tap against the stallion’s mid-riff, the stallion’s speed instantly tripled, and it soon disappeared into the depths of the forest, leaving the blood-red vines writhing in rage. 

Minutes later, Kashi and Drixlia came to a stop at a small campsite. Larsial and Shadow had their hands on their daggers, only relaxing their grips when Kashi and Drixlia fully came into view. 

Kashi hopped down and patted Drixlia on his side, a pleased smile on his face. He was more than impressed with the stallion’s performance. Despite this being Drixlia’s first time in this environment, it had easily maneuvered through the thistles and loose branches. Some of it was thanks to Kashi’s guidance, allowing it to avoid the more dangerous paths. Still, Kashi could not make it decide where to plant its feet, especially while running. But to the daeben’s pleasant surprise, Drixlia displayed its intelligence as it carefully placed its feet only in safe spots, avoiding trip hazards like low branches and high roots.

Kashi had suspected Drixlia was studying him while they were searching the forest. Clearly, it had learned well. Drixlia’s intelligence strengthened Kashi’s resolve to upgrade its bloodline quickly. It was not easy to find a mount as intelligent as the stallion. It was even harder to find one with which he could bond as well as he had with Drixlia.

Kashi took out a red fruit and gave it to Drixlia. The stallion ate the fruit and then harrumphed, blowing air on Kashi’s hair before leaving to join the other horses. Kashi chuckled, then patted down his hair as he walked over to Shadow and Larsial. “Find anything?”

“Yes,” Shadow reported. “I found traces of Blights roughly eighteen kilometers South-East. I did not think it was wise to advance on my own, so I returned.”

Kashi looked at Larsial. “You?”

Larsial smiled. “I did find traces of Blights, but mine was much closer. I was almost ambushed by a group of Needle Blights fifteen kilometers south of here.”

Shadow’s brows rose. “Needle Blights? What are those?”

Larsial looked at Kashi. “May I explain?”

“Go ahead,” said Kashi as he took a seat on a large root.

“Thanks,” Larsial said, then turned to Shadow. “How much do you know about Blights?” 

“Not much,” Shadow admitted.

“Okay, I’ll treat it like you’ve never heard of Blights.” Larsial proceeded to explain the various characteristics of Blights.

In essence, Blights were a crystallization of an ancient curse, manifested in the form of intelligent, tree-like creatures. Blights, which often looked like humanoid trees, were vastly different from Treants. Blights originated from evil sources and often spread quickly through forested regions. They proliferated by contaminating any kind of plant life, which would either perish or spawn new Blights. 

There were three major classes of Blights: Needle, Twig, and Vine Blights. 

Needle Blights were the most human-like of the Blight family and stood anywhere between 180 – 270 centimeters (6 – 9 ft). Within the darkness of forests, it was relatively easy for explorers to mistake them for another human. Needle Blights had spikes growing in clumps on their bodies. They could shoot out these needles to skewer any target. Needle Blights were quite annoying as they had the added ability to contact other Blights in the vicinity through pollens carried by the wind. Hence, they were also nicknamed ‘Alarm Blights.’

Twig Blights were much smaller than Needle Blights, standing at just over 120 cm (4 ft). They were formed from numerous dry branches twisted together to assume a humanoid appearance. Twig Blights usually existed in large groups that took root when there was no prey in their immediate vicinity. Twig Blights were especially vicious because it was hard to differentiate them from normal shrubbery when they took root in the earth. Fortunately, because of how dry the branches that made them were, they were quite susceptible to fire.

Finally, Vine Blights were the kind of blight Kashi had encountered. Just as he saw, their normal form was a mass of slithering vines. They often hid underground or just below shrubbery, waiting for unsuspecting prey. Their preferred mode of attack was to entangle and poison their target before launching a full attack. This kind of blights could also switch to a humanoid form by having a cluster of vines wrapped around each other. However, this form was very rarely seen. It only adopted this form to communicate with other intelligent species as this was the only form of blights capable of speech.

“There’s something else,” Kashi remarked after Larsial finished her explanation. “Blights rarely occur naturally in nature. There’s a high chance that there’s a mastermind behind all of this. If we do not find him, the Blight will most likely never truly end.”

Larsial frowned. “Such a person must be unbelievably powerful to have something as dangerous as the Blight under his control.”

Shadow’s gaze narrowed. “It does not matter how powerful he is. We just have to defeat him.”

“You make it sound so simple.” Larsial chuckled and shook her head.

“It is that simple,” Kashi affirmed with a confident grin. “We find the centaurs, find the bad guy, kill the bad guy. Simple as one, two, three.”

“Lunatics,” Larsial playfully admonished the duo. “I’m traveling with a bunch of lunatics.”

“The greatest heroes are often considered lunatics in their time.” Kashi chuckled as he got to his feet and walked over with a stick in his hand. “More importantly, look at this.” He marked an ‘X’ on the ground. “This is where we are.” He drew a straight line southward and then marked an X where he stopped. “That’s where I encountered the Blight.” He then drew two more lines, leading South-East and South-West, and then marked their ends with an X. “This is where you guys encountered the blights.” Kashi drew a line connecting the three Xs. “What do you see?”

“It’s a curve?” Shadow muttered. “No, is that an arc?” A glint flashed in his eyes as he looked at Kashi. “You do not think?”

“Yeah,” Kashi confirmed Shadow’s thoughts. “I think this is just an arc of a larger circle. The blight seems to be expanding equally in all directions. If we go with that assumption,” Kashi drew a straight line that just barely touched the created arc. “…walking at a ninety-degree angle to this tangent ought to bring us to the center of the Blight.”

“That’s smart,” Shadow praised with an approving nod. He let out a sigh and shook his head, “I would not have thought of that.”

“Stuff like this comes with experience.” Kashi shook his head. “Now that you know you can do this, you’ll most likely apply it when the need arises in the future.”

“Uh…” Larsial muttered, unable to bear the humiliating feeling of not knowing what the two were talking about. She had been staring at the diagram, trying to understand what this tangent thing was, but her efforts were completely useless. “What’s a tangent?”

“Huh?” Kashi looked at Larsial in shock but then remembered they were in the game world. The guys probably didn’t have those annoying Greek Mathematicians and their endless theories. There was no way they would know of concepts like tangents and Pythagorean theorems. Kashi figured the only reason they even knew about the idea of degrees (direction) was that it was an ancient concept in the real world, dating as far back as 6000 years ago. 

Realizing where the issue lay, Kashi lazily dumped the task onto Shadow. “Want to explain?”

Shadow was initially going to refuse, but then he saw the hidden panic in Larsial’s eyes. He could tell she was scared he would instantly reject. He had to admit it was admirable that such a proud woman would admit she lacked knowledge about something others considered fundamental. He reluctantly agreed with a sigh and thus began an impromptu math lecture on circles, triangles, and squares.

Kashi interrupted the lesson thirty minutes later. Although he had not participated, he was secretly shocked at how quickly Larsial picked up on the concepts Shadow introduced. If she was introduced to the real world, she would be considered a rare genius. However, Kashi realized this was to be expected. This world had the Intelligence stat. Even though assassins did not look too much into improving Intelligence, they still invested a little effort because it helped with their mana-related skills.

Kashi could not imagine what those monster mages who had monstrous amounts of points in their Intelligence would be like when the Academy opened. The daeben was now filled with even more optimism toward the Academy. 

Kashi shook those thoughts out of his head. He motioned at Shadow and Larsial. “Come on, let’s get moving.”

Shadow nodded and quickly mounted his horse. He steered his mount out of the campsite and drew abreast Kashi, who was on Drixlia. “What is the plan?”

“No more stealth,” Kashi stated. “We’re making a beeline for the center of this mess.”

“I thought you wanted to meet the centaurs first,” Larsial questioned, confused.

“I refuse to believe we won’t see a single trace of the centaurs on our way,” Kashi stated with confidence. “They must have battled the blight for some time. We’ll surely see some signs of the battle somewhere and trace it back to the village.” Kashi shrugged. “Either that or we first find the source of the blight, investigate it, then continue our search for the centaurs. Either way works and is faster than blindly searching through the forest for days.”

Kashi looked at Larsial, then Shadow. “Any objections?”

“Nope, works for me,” Larsial confirmed.

Shadow shook his head.

“Good.” A devilish grin spread on the daeben’s face as he spurred Drixlia into a hard gallop. “Let’s wreck this place…”

Du-dum du-dum du-dum du-dum!

The thundering sound of hooves striking the earth interrupted the night’s tranquility as three horses tore through the dense forest at breakneck speed. Drixlia led the pack, effortlessly maneuvering through the trees. Larsial and Shadow urged their mounts to follow the same paths it took, neither of them confident in their horses’ ability to run through the forest on their own at such high speeds.

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as they began to near the area he previously encountered the Vine Blight . Ferulic’s Practice Bow  appeared in his left hand while a quiver of arrows formed on his right, which he then slung over his shoulder. The daeben took out an arrow and nocked it, gaze focused on a dead tree just a few meters ahead.

Just before they reached the tree, Kashi pulled Drixlia to a halt. He quickly dismounted and instructed Shadow and Larsial to do the same. “We’ll go on foot from here. It’ll be disastrous if a Vine Blight trips the horses while they’re sprinting.” 

“What about the horses?” Shadow asked. 

“Shadow’s right. We can’t leave them out here on their own.” Larsial reined her mount over.

“Don’t worry about that.” Kashi placated them. He placed his right hand on Drixlia then watched as a curtain of light spread around it. Moments later, the light vanished along with Drixlia. “I’ll keep them in my dimension for now.” To Kashi’s surprise, the Shadow and Larsial’s mounts approached him of their own volition, uncharacteristically whinnying like little mares. Kashi was not sure, but he had a feeling it had something to do with the aura that leaked out when he placed Drixlia in his dimension. 

Kashi made a mental note to experiment on this later. But for the moment, he placed both horses in his dimension. Kashi’s brows wrinkled as the horses disappeared. The mana drain had been a little more than he had expected. It seemed he could not just go around placing living beings indiscriminately into his world. He made another mental note to find a more cost-effective method.

“Alright, let’s do this,” Kashi said, and then charged ahead at full speed with Shadow and Larsial following. The trio blurred through the forest, their pathing zig-zag, seemingly chaotic and through tree branches rather than the ground. The assassins behind Kashi understood the brilliance behind the movement. Their pathing was aimed at highly reducing the chances of a successful ambush by a scouting enemy. If the enemy could not accurately tell where they would be at a certain point in time, it would be difficult to set an ambush.

Usually, this would force enemies to face them in a frontal attack. Even then, it would not be a concentrated force but a split up faction hoping to tie them down long enough for the others to catch up.

Their efforts soon proved to be the right one as less than ten minutes later, Kashi suddenly shouted. “Descend!”

The trio dropped to the ground as dozens of half-a-meter needles zipped past their locations. A grin spread on Kashi’s face as he glared at five Needle Blights. He nocked an arrow, preparing to face them, but Shadow and Larsial suddenly dashed past. 

“Leave this to us.”

Kashi thought about it and then relaxed his stance. He had yet to see Shadow in action against non-boss like characters. He was intrigued to see how the assassin fought. He also glanced at Larsial’s back. This would also be a good time to judge her attitude. He decided to keep an eye out for any more reinforcements while spectating the fight.

Shadow did not know what Kashi was thinking. The soft-spoken assassin only had a single thing in his mind at that moment. 

Kill Everything! 

Whish! Whish!

Shadow’s cold eyes constricted as dozens of needles were launched toward them. Kashi watched, wondering how the pair of assassins would deal with this. 

Shadow drew a pair of short, black daggers from his waist and charged head on to meet the needles. To his side, Larsial’s runes lit up as she stomped hard against the earth.

Larsial leaped over the needles in one clean swoop, daggers drawn as she reached the apex of her jump. The Needle Blights raised their arms. They had been hoping she would do just that. She could not evade mid-air and was thus an easy target. Her subsequent demise should have been the foregone conclusion, but Shadow chose that moment to erupt!

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Kashi’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets as Shadow’s feet erupted in a strange rhythm, his body seemingly fleeting through the needles. The assassin’s arms blurred as they deflected the needles back at the Needle Blights.

The Needle Blights were forced to stop their attack on Larsial as Shadow’s retaliation struck true. The Needle Blights staggered as the needles tore through them and roared in rage at being hit by their own attack. They turned to skewer Shadow, but to their surprise, he seemed to have disappeared.

A sense of danger struck their senses, and the lead Needle Blight looked down to see the white-haired reaper sliding across the earth. By the time the Needle Blight noticed Shadow, the assassin was already in the process of sliding beneath its legs. 

Shadow had used the famous knight skill  [Charge],  one of the few skills that allowed a person to cover a short distance without relying on foot movement.  [Charge]  sent its user sliding across a short distance. It was quite a handy skill because its cooldown was only two seconds; hence it could almost be spammed non-stop. Usually, Knights used it to get close to enemies and bash them with their shields. In Shadow’s case, he immediately activated the skill and ducked, bringing himself closer to the ground. 

The quick movement was a very effective way of dodging enemy sightlines. This was one example of L.N.E's uniqueness, which allowed players to learn any skill regardless of class. Battles would always hold a greater hint of unpredictability as no one would know what skills a player or Resident would use next, irrespective of their primary class.

Needle Blight-1 certainly did not appreciate Shadow’s little stunt. It punched at Shadow, but its fist only hit the earth as Shadow had already slid to its back. The assassin kicked off the ground and unleashed a rapid assault on the Needle Blight’s exposed back. Needle Blight-1 was staggered by the fast attacks and was unable to extricate itself. 

Luckily, it was not alone.

The closest Needle Blight, Needle Blight-2, rushed forward and swung at Shadow’s back with its sharp claws. In response, Shadow sheathed the right blade and completed his chain of attacks on the lead Needle Blight-1 with a powerful palm strike that launched the Needle Blight into the sky while the knife in his left hand blocked Needle Blight-2’s strike. 

Shadow had learned from Kashi not to focus solely on Dexterity and Agility like most Assassins. He made sure to put invest some points in strength for moments like this.

“Nice!” 

The Needle Blights only now recalled there was one more opponent they’d left in the air. Larsial happily accepted the gift Shadow had sent her. A faint spider silhouette appeared formed behind Larsial as she brandished her blades at the incoming Needle Blight-1. With a snarky grunt, the spider’s legs repeatedly struck the suspended Needle Blight. The miserable Needle Blight-1 could not mount any modicum of resistance as the angry spider mauled it.  [Falling Spider]  had a three-second duration, during which both the attacker and the victim would be suspended mid-air. 

While Larsial punished the airborne Blight, Shadow glared at the second Needle Blight through the gaps in its claws. The assassin’s arm dipped under the blow, but he had no intention of engaging in a battle of strength. The micro-second he bought with the initial block was more than enough.

In response to the blow, Shadow made a very un-assassin-like move. He once again unleashed  [Charge],  ramming his elbow into Needle Blight-2’s chest. Unfortunately, he lacked strength and only managed to push it two steps back. Also, the claws slid off his blade and tore down his back. 

Shadow paid no heed to the wound. He drove his free fist into the Needle Blight’s abdomen, forcing it to take another step back. A sinister red aura coated the dagger in Shadow’s left hand as he swung upward, tearing a large gash in the Needle Blight’s abdomen. 

[Wild Strike]  was an unblockable skill, but Shadow used it for its secondary effect, which had a 100% chance of staggering an opponent if it hit (except if the opponent has stagger immunities). Depending on many factors, that stagger could last for a micro-second to as long as three seconds.

Shadow was not interested in finding out how long this skill would last. He circled to the Needle Blight’s back and unleashed a violent torrent of attacks at the staggered back within a second. In the next, he once again slapped the Needle Blight’s back.

However, this time, he used  [Iron Palm],  which unleashed a strike with double his normal strength. Unlike  [Charge],  this skill had a cooldown time of 30 seconds and had a penalty of reducing its user’s strength by 5% after use for 20 seconds. 

Shadow had only used it because, like  [Wild Strike],  it had a 50% chance of staggering an opponent. Also,  [Iron Palm]  had a hidden effect that had a 90% chance of doubling the stagger time of an already stunned opponent. 

Shadow seemed blessed by Lady Luck as Needle Blight-2 could only dumbly stare as the strike forced it roughly six steps back.

“I could kiss you right now!”

Shadow ignored Larsial’s shout as he waited for the remaining three Needle Blights. This time, he had lost the element of surprise as all three charged at him at the same time.

Meanwhile, above, Larsial’s three-second assault had come to an end. Her twin daggers drew a deadly curve in the air as they struck down at Needle Blight-1.  [Ox Horn]  was a dual-handed skill that knocked down opponents. When airborne, it had a hidden effect of shooting its target to the ground with the force of a bullet, releasing a shockwave that stunned enemies in a five-meter radius for a brief second.

As it so happened, Needle Blight-1 happened to crash into the unsuspecting, staggered Needle-Blight-2. This was no accident, but something Larsial and Shadow had carefully arranged. It was hard to believe this was the first time these two were cooperating.

The crash had the intended effect. Shadow’s cold gaze flashed as a shockwave blew past him and struck the incoming Needle Blights, effectively stunning them. Shadow’s gaze suddenly hardened as he looked past the Blights into the depth of the forest.

Behind him, Larsial dropped to the earth and drove her blades through the heads of the fallen Blights. Her eyes widened in shock as a sigil of a red skull appeared on their chests and exploded, instantly decimating both monsters. She recognized this skill all too well. Shadow had used it on her during the war.  [Mark of Doom],  but, this time, Shadow had used it in tandem with  [Marked Despair].   

[Marked Despair]  was a branch of  [Mark of Doom]  that formed a mini-mana bomb on the target. Every successful strike on the opponent afterward would increase the final potency of the bomb. The skill lasted for eight seconds before it would automatically self-detonate if the user chose not to detonate early. 

Shadow had successfully trained the skill to Lv.2 Expert, which allowed him to place two marks, each of which had a cooldown of 30 secs. The assassin had sneakily marked both Needle Blights during his assault. The subsequent flurry of attacks on both monsters charged up the marks, which he finally denoted after Larsial’s final strike.

That was two monsters down, but Shadow  did  not follow up with an attack on the stunned Needle Blights   because he sensed a massive threat approaching from within the forest.

Boom!

As if in confirmation of Shadow's fears, a host of arrows shattered the remaining Needle Blights to pieces. A moment later, Kashi showed up at Shadow's right, stern gaze fixed on the darkness ahead. The daeben gripped  Ferulic's Practice Bow  in his hand, indicating how seriously he took the approaching threat. Larsial walked up to Kashi's right and brandished her daggers.

Any warrior worth their blade could sense the incoming monster. This would not be an easy fight.

Clop, clop, clop!

Despite the tense atmosphere, a smile spread on Kashi's face as the tell-tale sound of hooves against earth drifted into his ears. Only one race would dare race through the forest on hooves.

"Get ready!" Kashi prompted, and the trio got into battle positions.

Rustle.

Whoosh!

Kashi's eyes glowed as a heavily injured centaur wielding a massive spear burst out of the trees into the little clearing. The right side of his head was shaved bald, while long silver hair draped down the left side in a style the real world would have tagged as rebellious emo-lord. However, there was nothing emo about the muscular, tattoed body riddled with injuries from a recently difficult battle.

The centaur's brown fur had darkened to a dirty red from dried blood, but the spirit in his dark eyes had not dimmed in the slightest. However, a wave of crushing disappointment clouded the centaur's gaze as soon as he saw Kashi's team. He'd heard the sound of fighting and hoped it was one of his comrades. Unfortunately, it was a party of Outlanders and only three of them at that.

The centaur's charging speed took him past the trio, but he immediately circled and stood by their side. He had inadvertently brought  it  along as he ran. If he continued running, this trio  would have  to face  it  in his place. He was not a man without honor. He would not have another fight his battle. A deep, authoritative voice boomed out, "You three, get out of here! It's too dangerous!"

Kashi cast a grateful glance at the centaur warrior. Just this action alone had proven this man's integrity more than any words could. The daeben laughed and stepped in front of the centaur, shielding him. "Do not worry, and leave this to us while you treat yourself. We came here in search of danger."

The centaur coldly harrumphed. In the past months, he had met too many overconfident adventurers who did not know how to spell 'Fear' until it was too late. "Do not overestimate yourself," the centaur admonished. "It  isn't something you can fight!?"

"It ?" Kashi repeated with a chuckle. "I guess we're playing the pronoun game. Rather than waste time telling us to run, why don't you tell us what  it  is?"

The centaur's gaze hardened, but he brandished his spear nonetheless. "It is-"

Crash!  Boom!

Kashi looked at the creature that burst into the clearing with a wry smile. "Well, now, you really need to work on your persuasion skills ,  centaur-san..."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 163: Battling the Marilith

    
    
    
    
                
Kirckour Woods,

13  th   Banem 1092

Malevolent winds whistled through the quiet forest. An oppressive aura of death settled over the dense trees, blanketing all living beings within its cold grip. 

Somewhere within the forest depths, an odd party consisting of two daebens, a human, and a centaur squared off against a creature that could only have been born from the sinister aura surrounding the forest.

Kashi examined the creature with a solemn expression. He recognized the beast as a Marilith, a half-snake half-human demon with a female human torso and a long snake's tail. It also had six arms on its human part. Usually, the upper bodies of mariliths took the form of beautiful women. They would lure prey over with their upper body, then either paralyze them with venom or constrict the mark with its tail before it could escape.

Mariliths were formidable demons to face independently, but the one in front of the party was dangerously unique. To begin with, it was at least ten times larger than a regular marilith. Its human torso alone was twice Kashi's height and large enough to fit three average-sized men standing side by side. From his current view, Kashi could not make out the entire length of its tail, but he estimated it was undoubtedly longer than twenty meters. 

Even more striking than its size was the fact there was nothing 'beautiful' about the marilith’s upper body. Its human torso was a mass of seemingly carelessly lumped flesh and scales and a pair of exposed sagging breasts. Its iconic six arms had increased to eight, but where a regular marilith had 'slender' arms, this marilith's arms were muscular and tough, ending in long, clawed fingers.

Kashi quickly concluded that this marilith was either infected by the blight (unlikely as blight only affects plants) or strengthened and evolved through dark magic. The daeben's gaze narrowed as he considered the second possibility. So far, he only knew of one group with the capability to produce something like this.

Kashi glanced at Larsial, but her expression was grim and tight. Even if she knew something about this monster, she fully expected it to attack her too. Kashi let out a sigh. There was no point worrying about it now. Everything would be revealed soon enough. 

Kashi looked at the monster, inadvertently meeting its hollow gaze. Just as he had been examining it, it had been analyzing the new prey. 

Roughly three seconds had passed since the marilith burst into the clearing. This was more than enough time for both parties to examine the other and quickly come to a decision. 

The marilith, having concluded that the other humes were of no consequence, let out a roar and charged at the nearest party, the daeben that had met its gaze. 

"Shadow! Larsial!" Kashi shouted as he calmly notched an arrow and jumped back. "Break!"

Shadow and Larsial quickly jumped to their left and right, respectively. To their shock, the marilith appeared at their location just as they jumped out of the way, its claws only managing to swipe air. Both assassins paled as they realized what would have happened if they had been a moment late in evading. They had not expected the marilith to be this fast!

Kashi, meanwhile, glared at the marilith that approached with a speed very similar to his own. The daeben understood this was because he was retreating while it was advancing. Naturally, it would be faster. However, the daeben was not looking to compete in speed.

Boom! Boom!

Two wooden arrows burst out of Kashi's bow, their speeds creating small sonic booms at the bow, as the daeben quickly nocked a metal arrow. The arrows zipped across the clearing, appearing in front of the marilith within the blink of an eye.

Just when it seemed to be a sure hit, the marilith displayed its daunting agility. It sharply curled around the arrows' path and continued the chase without dropping its speed. If anything, it accelerated, eager to close the gap and kill the daeben.

Kashi's gaze remained even as the arrows flew zipped harmlessly through the 'path' created by the marilith's body. He imbued the arrow in his bow with the maximum amount of mana it could hold. Despite its nimble movements, Kashi quickly identified the marilith's path. 

"[Drill]" Kashi released the third arrow, and with a boom, it screeched toward the marilith's chest.

The marilith's sunken, gray eyes glared at the incoming arrow in disdain. These arrows might have been a threat to many other creatures, but it excelled in speed. To try again just after failing. This hume had clearly run out of ideas. 

The marilith moved to dodge the incoming arrows.

"[Dimension Break]"

Before the marilith could dodge the incoming arrow, it was stunned by the light emitting from a mandala that appeared right in front of it. 

A pair of black arrows rushed out of the portal and smashed into the marilith's face.

BOOM!

The arrows smashed to pieces as they hit the marilith's head, in the process, destabilizing the dense mana packed in the arrowheads. The ensuing explosion forced the marilith to an abrupt stop. It was only a moment, but that proved to be all the daeben needed.

The  [Drill]  enhanced arrow took advantage of the momentary pause to strike the marilith's exposed chest. The marilith cried out as the impact sent it flying several meters back. The spinning arrow burned all the mana stored within it as fuel to carry the beast as far as it could.

The arrow quickly expended its mana, and the marilith crashed to the earth just in front of Shadow, Larsial, and the centaur. There was no way for the trio to know if Kashi planned this or not. 

Shadow and Larsial gaped at the marilith in shock. Barely a second had passed since they dodged the marilith's attack, and it was back in front of them. Their feet had barely touched the earth, but both assassins quickly sprung to action. Shadow charged to the monster's left while Larsial took the right. 

Their daggers tore up a bloody storm on the beast's body as they quickly unleashed their most offensive skills. There was no need to worry about finesse when fighting monsters as large as this one. 

Kashi supported the assassin duo with a rapid hail of arrows from within the forest, eager to take advantage of the brief stun window. 

Unfortunately, good things did not last long.

Kashi's sharp eyes caught a twitch in the marilith's middle finger. He unhesitantly commanded. "Retreat!"

Shadow and Larsial readily complied. They swiftly jumped several steps back.

Kashi's decision proved to be the right one.

Roooar!

The marilith roared as it rapidly spun in place. Its long tail whipped around itself in rage, but Larsial and Shadow had bought themselves enough time to read the tail's path and subsequently evade it. 

The marilith recognized its failure and let out an even angrier roar. It raised its arms, and eight swords coalesced from dense black lights. It brandished its blades and charged at Larsial. It raised the blades high, eager to rip the daeben to shreds.

Kashi's timely instructions rang out once again. "Centaur-san! Hold it!"

The centaur, who had been watching the fight in shock, only then realized he had done nothing to help. The centaur buried the unease in his heart as he brandished his spear and charged. 

"What?" Shadow murmured in shock as the centaur 'disappeared' and appeared in front of Larsial. The assassin's eyes were sharp enough to recognize the centaur did not truly disappear. His insane charging speed just made it seem that way.

Clang!  

Sparks flew as the centaur parried the marilith's opening strike with his spear. The centaur glared at the marilith through the sparks, powerful hatred burning in his eyes. "Die!  [Slayer's Spear]!" The centaur's spear shone with a golden glow as it rapidly shot out, leaving several afterimages due to its speed.

The marilith roared in pain as sizzling smoke rose from its arms and body wherever the centaur's spear hit. The golden glow around the centaur's spear was divine energy that was highly toxic to demons. Luckily, it was the marilith on the offensive, and the centaur only got in one or two lucky strikes for every twenty he needed to parry the marilith's swords.

The marilith, irritated, moved to circle around the centaur, but the centaur's hooves shuffled in a manner no horse-like creature should be capable of performing. He used a deft combination of hops, slides, and side steps to easily follow the marilith's movements, pirouetting to the side with a skill that even humans would envy.

"Excellent!" Kashi praised as he watched the centaur weave from one side to another. Regardless of if the marilith circled to the centaur's side or behind it, he would always somehow manage to match its movements. In real life, horses just weren't capable of such actions, but this was where higher intelligence proved its worth. 

The centaur race had improved their agility to battle freely in the forest where danger could come from any direction. An inability to make swift turns in the woods of Destia would only lead to their deaths.

Kashi struggled to beat down an urge to bring Drixlia out and have it learn from the centaur's movements. As much as this was a prime learning opportunity, he could not risk anything untoward happening. After all, mariliths were no small pushovers.

The centaur continued to hold the marilith's aggro, unleashing multiple skills one after another to draw its attention to himself. His quick judgment and situational awareness proved he was quite used to playing the role of a tank. However, this was undoubtedly one of the most challenging instances of that role in his entire life. Every thrust of his spear was one made with his life on the line. 

The centaur's arms trembled each time they clashed with the marilith's claws. Sweat pooled on the spear's shaft as exertion began to take his toll. The centaur had been battling for several hours against multiple enemies, all culminating in this battle. Despite his strong desire to fight, the accumulated fatigue was beginning to take its toll.

The marilith noticed the centaur's struggle and immediately launched a fierce attack, striking down harder and faster than ever. It was only regretful it could not put its full focus on the centaur because of the two assassins flitting about and attacking its side. In true boss monster fashion, it easily multitasked, retaliating against the assassins with its tail. 

For their part, Shadow and Larsial dodged and attacked, adopting a patient approach to whittling down the marilith's life. Their daggers did not do much damage against the heavy scales, and a lack of powerful enchantments meant their weapons did not pose any real threat to the marilith. This was in stark contrast to the centaur's blade, which was not only of a higher grade but had a holy enchantment on it.

This was the primary reason why the marilith focused all its attacks on the centaur. It did not dare overlook the holy weapon. If the centaur got in a good hit with that blade, the damage would be imaginable.

Pa!

The marilith roared in excitement as it slapped the spear out of the dead tired centaur's arms. Eight swords swung down in tandem to reap the centaur's life. 

Claaang!

A loud, long screech echoed through the forest as eight arrows struck the swords simultaneously. The swords' blades shattered under the extraneous force. The falling pieces caught the stunned reflections of both the marilith and centaur. 

Within the blink of an eye, those pieces caught the form of a daeben between the centaur and the marilith. The daeben's blood-red eyes were especially eye-catching under the moonlight. The pieces clattered as they finally struck the earth, the sound especially loud as a cold silence enveloped the clearing.

"Well, now, that's enough fun for one night," Kashi joked with a terrifying smirk. The air grew heavy, and the atmosphere completely changed, turning even more sinister and dark with blood. "You should take a rest, centaur-san. I'll take it from here." 

The marilith, for the first time that night, instinctively jerked back. It warily measured up the daeben, hesitation growing in its heart.

Kashi was oblivious to the marilith's thoughts. Not that he would have cared either way. He had already marked the beast for death. Nothing could save it now. "Larsial, Shadow. Prepare yourselves. I'll be taking point from here on out."

Kashi looked over his shoulder at the centaur. "Centaur-san. You'll deal the finishing blow with that holy spear. I trust you'll be prepared."

"Darian," The centaur replied.

"What?"

"My name." The centaur stiffly explained as he took a step back. "Darian Alshmeer. You may call me Darian."

"Oh. Pleasure to meet you, Darian," Kashi greeted with a smile. "You can call me Kashi. I'll—"

"Watch out!" Darian shouted as the marilith desperately lunged at Kashi's exposed back with a newly conjured set of swords.

 "How rude," Kashi grumbled as he instantly whirled around on the spot. "I am not a villain." His body twisted this way and that, easily dodging the swords. This action, coupled with the marilith's forward momentum, eventually found him centimeters away from its body.

Pow!

"The least you could do is let me finish my monologue," Kashi grumbled as he buried his fist in the marilith's midriff. The marilith stooped over and coughed up blood, just missing the daeben. Kashi ignored the beast hanging over his head and instead, looked over to Darian with a grin. "Get your spear ready. It's about time you saw how Maggots fight. You may consider this our ‘job interview'."

Boom!

Kashi unleashed another strong punch that sent the marilith tumbling several meters back. Kashi's fingers clenched and unclenched as he equipped four quivers on his back and waist. He gripped two metal arrows in his arms as a devilish grin spread on his face. Walking toward the recovering marilith, he said, "Shadow, Larsial. Try to keep up!"

Whoosh! 

Kashi's figure blurred as he instantaneously covered the distance between himself and the marilith. Similar to  [Charge] , Kashi slid across the ground in one deft motion, the arrows in his hand emitting a dark aura as he shot them at the raging beast. 

Kashi accomplished a similar effect as  [Charge]  by exploding mana beneath the soles of his feet. This was a feat ninety-five percent of the summoned would not be able to accomplish. However, the real elite knew that personal manipulation of mana was the most efficient method of combat. 

The marilith quickly took advantage of Kashi's punch that sent it sprawling close to the edges of the forest. It quickly curled up the tree behind it, barely dodging the arrows that smashed into the tree's bark. Luckily, these were all Lv. 180 trees. While Kashi’s arrows blasted off a significant portion of the tree's trunk, enough remained intact for it to remain standing.

The marilith instantly counterattacked. Its rapid climb up the tree trunk built up enough momentum for the quick jump that followed. The enraged demon's angry eyes lit up in delight as it shot toward the charging daeben. Its momentum, coupled with Kashi's charge, guaranteed it would smash into the daeben. Excitement boiled in its blood as it imagined the daeben's panicked expression before it destroyed him.

Kashi raised his head to meet the marilith's glare. Contrary to the demon's expectation, a mocking grin greeted it.

The tale-tell whirs of mechanical gears rang through the clearing as a single arrowhead with a metal wire attached to its end stabbed into the marilith's forehead. The marilith's eyes widened in confusion, but no one bothered to answer its question. It looked over the daeben to meet Shadow's steely gaze. 

The assassin's left arm was raised in front of him, sleeves drawn back to reveal a black gauntlet. The arrowheads had shot out of this gauntlet, evident by the rope in Shadow's hand. Shadow grunted as he dropped low to balance his center of gravity. He turned in place and pulled the rope with all the force he could muster. Assassin's lacked strength, so this would have usually been a futile struggle. 

Unfortunately for the marilith, it was airborne, flying toward Kashi, who was in front of Shadow. If a line were to be drawn from the marilith to Kashi and then to Shadow, it would be revealed to be a straight line. 

As such, Shadow did not have to exert too much strength to pull the marilith a few feet further than it intended as there was no significant change in direction.

The marilith let out a shrill cry as Shadow sent it sailing over Kashi. In desperation, it swung its swords at the daeben, hoping that the increased velocity from pull would catch the daeben off-guard.

Unfortunately, the marilith was fighting Kashi. Such an opportunity would not so easily present itself. Seemingly telepathically, Kashi stuck close to the ground, much like Shadow earlier. The marilith's swords could only harmlessly slash at the air until Kashi's momentum took him past their range.

Not one to rest on his laurels, Kashi instantly equipped Ferulic's Practice Bow, whirled around, and fired three successive arrows at the marilith's exposed midriff. The first arrow smashed its exposed underbelly where the human half met the snake half. This strike launched its midsection upwards and significantly reduced its forward momentum. 

The second arrow crashed into the same spot, forcing the monster to fold inwards as its 'waist' was launched a meter into the sky. This also had the bonus effect of ultimately killing off its forward momentum. 

The final arrow carried the most force. Enhanced by  [Drill],  the arrow burrowed deep into the marilith's waist. Kashi grinned as the arrow sent the marilith spinning into the sky.

Who knew when or how she got there, but Larsial appeared above the marilith's spinning frame. The  [Falling Spider]  once again made an appearance. The eight-legged spider silhouette repeatedly stabbed down at the monster. 

The shocked marilith could not react in time. It roared in pain as the spider's legs mercilessly ripped into its back. Luckily, due to the nature of its ascent, its more vulnerable human part was sloped downward, so Larsial's strikes only struck the slim border between flesh and scales. 

Murky, black blood rained down on the earth as the spider's legs alternated between both sides in its indiscriminate attack.

Torrents of arrows peppered the marilith's sloping portions, but it frantically defended its human half with its swords. It could do nothing for its lower half but at this stage, keeping its life was more important than anything else.

[Falling Spider]  's three-second duration soon ended. Dark aura burst out of the enraged marilith's eyes in the split-second the skill ended. A heavy burst of mana blasted out of its body as it let out a desperate, furious roar that forced the sharp-eared daeben to wince in pain.

Kashi's gaze tightened as he detected a dangerous spike in the marilith's mana as it dropped to the earth. It raised its arms as streams of mana surged into its swords and coated them with dense, dark mana. The daeben yelled at Shadow to take cover as he quickly shot an arrow, then charged towards Darian. 

With a deafening roar, the marilith's arms blurred as it rapidly swung its blades. Dense mana blades randomly shot out of the blades in all directions, forming massive mana nets that were impossible to dodge. 

Or so it should have been.

As a result of Kashi's warning, Shadow copied the marilith's trick and took cover behind a tree. Just like with Kashi, the marilith's mana-infused wind blades were unable to fell the tree in one blow, allowing Shadow to switch to another before the current one fell. 

Suspended in the air, Larsial should have been the easiest target of the monster's attack. However, the assassin grabbed onto an arrow that just 'happened' to fly by her. The arrow's force nearly dislocated her shoulder, but she would not have complained even if it had as it carried her into the forest and away from the marilith's attack range.

That left Kashi and Darian. 

Kashi knew Darian was already in a critical state. At the centaur’s current health, any little attack would snuff out his life, let alone a rage-filled attack like this one. Luckily, Kashi's experience allowed him to anticipate the attack. 

Kashi arrived in front of the centaur before the waves of blades reached it. Kashi returned  Ferulic's Practice Bow  to his inner world and stomped on the ground three times. Three identical mandalas appeared on the earth from which three Earth-Style  [Walls]  rose.

Curiously, however, those walls rose behind the daeben rather than at his front.

"Kashi-dono!" Darian shouted in fear as he wondered if Kashi had somehow messed up his spell. It would not be the first time it had happened. 

Warriors were prone to errors in tense situations. Only a select few among seasoned combat veterans could keep their cool even in the most unsettling cases.

However, who was Kashi? 

If he claimed to be number two in the virtual world in combat experience, no one would dare to claim number one.

Kashi had indeed not made an error in judgment. His eyes shone with excitement and the prospect of facing a new challenge as he took a few steps forward and grinned at the dense mana-blades. Kashi's ridiculous agility exploded as he deftly weaved through the blades. He used the smallest of movements, shifting his feet this way and that, always ensuring he was on either his toes or heels to provide an option to pivot to the next direction.

The clearing went dead quiet as all those present gaped at the magnificent display of insane speed, reaction, judgment, and acrobatics! Not every dodge could be as clean and comfortable as a simple dodge to the left or right. Sometimes the blades approached horizontally, forcing Kashi to either duck or jump. The daebens ability to seamlessly transition between these exceedingly strenuous movements left everyone in shock.

Darian had long forgotten why he was even there in the first place. If it were not for the sound of the wind blades smashing against the walls Kashi put up, he might have left cover altogether for a better view, instead of peeking from the side. 

Kashi chuckled as he felt the resentment of the man inside him. 

This!

This  was the kind of sensation Suzuki sought every time he challenged the platform in the training halls. The pumping adrenaline when he barely dodged an attack by a hair's breadth. The wind whistling past his face when a wind blade whizzed past his nose. The excited elation of timing a jump perfectly between two horizontal wind blades.

Kashi's introspective fun was cut short by six vertical blades that innocuously followed up the horizontal mana blades. Considering the blades had been flying randomly, was this bad luck or…? 

Kashi glanced at the marilith and only barely pressed down his laughter as he realized the angry beast had turned all its attention to him, leaving only two hands to keep Shadow pinned down. 

Rotating midair, with six rapidly approaching mana blades spread out evenly from his head to his legs, the daeben was in a position most would deem irredeemable. Kashi, however, was just beginning to get into his groove. He dipped into the quivers strapped to his sides and drew out three arrows per hand. 

"I-Impossible!" Darian shouted, this time in disbelief as the arrows shot out of Kashi's hands, the daeben's spinning momentum adding even more speed. The mana-infused arrows crashed into the mana blades, resulting in a small outburst of wind and mana as both entities exploded.

"How devious," Kashi, who was about to land, joked as he spotted mana blade heading for where his foot would hit the earth. "How about this then!" The daeben taunted as the toes of his left foot hit the dirt.

The mana blade screeched as if sensing the blood it was about to draw. However, just as it was a meter away from cutting into the daeben's ankle, the daeben's left foot spun in place until it faced away from the incoming mana blade. Then just as the blade was as close as ten centimeters out, Kashi's left knee bunched ever so lightly. His left toes pushed off the earth as his knees sprung upright, catapulting him into a backflip over the blade. 

Kashi spun in the air, realigning himself, and landed facing the stunned marilith. The daeben could not help but let out a cheeky grin as he took in the stunned silence in the woods. "Nailed it!"

The marilith stared dumbly at the daeben. It had planned that so carefully! It expected the daeben to fall to the horizontal blades, but in the rare case that Kashi dodged, it had sent the vertical blades to follow. It was sure the daeben would fall to that set, but in the worst-case scenario, the final mana blade was meant to knock him off his feet before he could stabilize himself!

The marilith had only stopped attacking because it did not want to waste its remaining mana. It wanted to track where Kashi would fall after being tripped by the blades. It would then unleash the rest of its mana on the fallen daeben. But what the hell was this!? How did this pathetic hume manage to achieve all of that!?

ROAAARR!

The marilith let out an enraged roar as it threw caution to the wind and slashed wind blade after wind blade at the belligerent daeben. It chose to attack with all its arms, Shadow, Larsial, and Darian thrown to the far corners of its mind. It no longer cared if it died or was forced to flee at the end of the day. It just wanted this daeben dead! It had never hated a hume so much in its life!

"Bring it!" Kashi, for his part, eagerly welcome the frantic blades as he charged ahead. He once again weaved through the condensed bombardment, except this time, he rushed toward the marilith as he dodged. 

Arrows flew from their quivers as Kashi shot down the troublesome mana blades, his relentless advance not slowed down in the slightest. As he charged, Kashi's brows rose when he noticed a brief respite in the bombardment. He looked up at marilith, the smile on his face turning even more defiant and terrifying as he saw the demon suck in a deep breath.

It was no ordinary breadth as the marilith's muscles instantly doubled in size afterward. Kashi did not have to wait long to find out what that was about. 

An image of a multi-armed goddess with closed eyes appeared behind the demon. Kashi did not have time to ponder on that image's identity before the goddess' eyes snapped open.

Hundreds of arms created by dense mana sprouted from the marilith's back, each holding a blade of their own. The arms blurred as they each slashed ten times in a second and then dissipated, forming mana streams that merged into a single, giant mana blade that hovered in front of the marilith.

The hundreds of slashes turned into a dense net-like structure formed entirely of mana blades. 

This was the definition of a final attack. 

Everything had been put on the line to end the daeben right there. Unknowingly, the marilith had subconsciously trusted the daeben to continue his charge. It never suspected for a second that the daeben would attempt to dodge to the side. After all, although the net was ten times faster than the previous attacks, it did not doubt that the daeben would still have a method to dodge it if he wanted to.

The marilith's gamble proved to be the right one, as Kashi, faced with the net of compressed mana blades, did not dodge but continued to charge head-on. 

Was this confidence, or a stubborn streak that ran in the daeben's blood? Only Kashi himself could answer that question.

Kashi kept his charge constant but spun as he ran, turning himself into a spinning top as he shot arrow after arrow at the net's center. Slowly but surely, cracks began to form at the center of the net, but it was at this time that the situation suddenly changed enough to shock even the daeben.

Boom!

Of the ten layers that formed the net, five suddenly accelerated. Worse yet, the blades also rotated at different speeds as they approached, forcing the daeben to focus his attention on them. The aim here was clear: Bog down the daeben with the outer layer so he would not be able to attack the second layer and break out.

It was an ingenious plan, and taking into account Kashi's speed so far, there was no way he would be able to block it.

Unfortunately, Kashi, much like most of the shonen heroes he'd watched growing up, was the kind of fighter that never started a fight at full gear. 

BOOM!

[FERULIC'S TECHNIQUE ACTIVATED]!

[ANGEL STEPS ACTIVATED]!

Swathes of green aura burst out from the daeben and enveloped him within. The daeben let out a hearty laugh and then—

Whoosh!

Kashi flitted through the bombardment, leaving only faint afterimages as testaments to his last known location. It was like everyone else was living in the past, as they could only see where he  had  been. Meanwhile, the second layer of the blade net came under an even more relentless attack, as dozens of arrows shattered against the center within the short blink of an eye.

The marilith watched all this happen with pure hatred. It could do nothing but charge up the final blade, which had become more solid with each passing second. As much as it hoped Kashi would make commit an error and fall, that increasingly did not seem to be a realistic hope. 

What the hell kind of scenario was this? How was it that it was more realistic to expect the daeben to break out of that bombardment!?

Dust clouds rose as the wind blades crashed the earth, gradually covering the area around Kashi. The marilith tensed as the dust rose, dreading the possibility that it would block the daeben. It was at this moment that it heard a shattering sound. Its eyes widened with shock as a small hole appeared at the center of the net.

Once again, the marilith was floored by the daeben's arrogance. Kashi could have easily broken through the sides, but he chose to smash through the center, the core of the net, and the place with the most blades bound tightly together.

Almost instinctively, the marilith once again gambled on the daeben's arrogance and immediately slashed down. The giant mana blade shot at the net, its core aimed at that exact hole.

"Brilliant!" Kashi roared as he finally broke through the net's center, only to come face to face with the thick mana blade. He sensed the power pulsating within the blade and knew his arrows would be completely useless. Rather than dodge like a good little boy, he defiantly raised his right arm to meet the blade. "Bring it!"

BOOM!

A massive explosion erupted as soon as the blade made contact with the daeben, sending dust and earth flying. The blast swallowed up Kashi, causing everyone's hearts in the clearing to jump into their throats.

What happened!? Did he fail or succeed!?

Darian no longer cared about his safety. He stepped out of cover and stared at the dust cloud.

Shadow's gaze narrowed, but he ultimately did not move.

Larsial peeked out from behind a tree, her eyes wide in shock as she stared at the dust cloud. Regardless of the result, she was now confident the daeben had been going easy on Froy. 

The marilith was perhaps the tensest one there. It anxiously examined the dust cloud, fearing what the result would be once it cleared.

Whoosh!

It turned out it did not have to wait for the dust cloud to disperse.

"That was awesome!" Kashi shouted as he dashed out of the dust cloud. 

"WHAT!?"

"!!!"

"HOW!?"

The peanut gallery expressed their shock as they stared at the object firmly clasped in Kashi's dragonified right hand. 

"Here, have this back!" Kashi laughed as he whipped the mana blade in his right arm back at the stunned marilith.

Due to its shock, the marilith failed to dodge in time. 

Sqshh!

The marilith screamed out in pain as the three arms on its left side were shorn clean off. 

"Fuck!" Larsial cursed as she dove to the earth to dodge the blade as it slashed its way through the forest, slicing many trees in half before finally dissipating.

Oblivious to Larsial's close shave with death, Kashi had an enormous grin on his face as he finally arrived right before the marilith. The daeben's grin somehow widened even further as he regarded the marilith's pained expression. 

"As thanks for the thrilling experience, I'll show you what it means to be a true Asura!" Kashi roared as he jumped, so he was abreast with the marilith's human part.

"Earth-Shattering Technique: Fifth Form,  [ASURA] !"

A gigantic Asuran image formed behind the daeben. Unlike the marilith's image, Kashi's Asura was a full image, depicting the entire Asura from head to toe. Furthermore, the Asuran image was so vivid that it was like they could reach out and touch it. Nothing compared to the marilith's translucent image.

But the most significant difference of all lay in the Asuran image itself.

While marilith's was a summon of some sort, Kashi's Asuran image greatly resembled himself if he gained pounds of muscles and grew horns. It was, for all intents and purposes, a demonified Kashi, and not a random image. 

Asurans were known as harbingers of chaos and destruction. Their unquenchable rage often left numerous landscapes destroyed beyond recognition. Was the world trying to send a sort of message by having the daeben's Asuran image be a demonized version of himself?

Who knew?

Kashi had his back to the image, so he was the last person to ask such a question. With an excited shout, the Asuran image merged into Kashi's body. Where the marilith's image formed a mass of hands behind the demon, Kashi's entire body somehow transformed to match his Asuran image.

Kashi once again displayed his uncanny ability to adapt to any situation. Anyone else would have been disoriented by gaining two extra pairs of arms, but the daeben simply took it in his stride and battered the poor marilith with an endless flood of punches way too fast for the human eyes to follow. The relentless blows soon formed countless images, creating an effect of seemingly a thousand hands delivering the blows.

Blood splattered all around the earth as the marilith suffered under the relentless blows, but it could not retaliate as Kashi completed the battering. The daeben hammered one final blow to its jaw as his Asuran form dissipated, sending the marilith flying to the sky.

If the marilith hoped this would be a brief respite, it was sorely mistaken. Ferulic's Practice Bow appeared in Kashi's hand as he dropped to the ground, and then fired twin arrows filled to the max with Dragon Ki. The arrows rotated around each other and morphed into a single giant dragon.

The dragon chased after the airborne marilith. 

The marilith used the last of its strength to rotate to the side, allowing the dragon to pass by it in mid-air. 

Unfortunately, Kashi had planned for that eventuality and added the rarely used but effective  [Homing Arrow] . The effects of  [Homing Arrow]  activated, causing the dragon to turn mid-air. 

The marilith could only cry out as the dragon swallowed its human half and exploded. The heavily battered and slightly unconscious marilith coughed up large amounts of blood as its body weakened even more.

"Darian-san," Kashi suddenly prompted. "Prepare Yourself!"

Darian readied his spear. Ever since Kashi asked him to, he had been charging the spear with divine energy, just waiting for the time to strike. Kashi's call was all Darius needed to flex his tired muscles and raise the spear. 

Darius gritted his teeth, wondering if Kashi wanted him to throw his spear. He doubted he had enough energy to do even that, but if that were what it took to down this monster, he would not mind shortening his lifespan with a forbidden technique to achieve the throw.

Luckily, Kashi had no intention of forcing the heavily injured centaur to overexert himself. "It's coming!" The daeben shouted as he raised his arm to the sky. "Realm Piercing Technique, Fifth Form:  [GILGAMESH]!" 

Who knew what had possessed the daeben? 

Kashi had managed to use up all his high-level skills in this fight! He was so excited that he even regularly called out their full names. This could only be attributed to the daeben lacking a proper fight in ages. 

Grinding monsters could never satisfy the excitement that came with fighting an intelligent humanoid enemy. Kashi used this fight to vent all the unease he had been suffering silently.

Working towards the guild's progress was fun and exciting in its own way, but nothing could ever match the sheer excitement of an actual battle where he needed to bring out 100%. The daeben sighed as he watched one thousand-five hundred arrows shoot out of a portal that appeared above the marilith.

Who could understand his pain?

"That was fun." Kashi turned his back to the conclusive result as the arrows pierced through the marilith at the same time. 

The marilith's tenacious life force saved it from instant death, but the power from the arrows sent it crashing to the earth, kicking up a large cloud of dust. The marilith weakly rose, all thoughts of fighting gone from despair-filled eyes. It warily examined the dust cloud around it, hoping it could correctly pinpoint the daeben's location and successfully run away in the other direction. 

It did not hold much optimism due to its near-fatal injuries, but hey, you never know, right? The daeben might have assumed it had already died, and it could use that opportunity to escape. It would heal itself then return with reinforcements. 

The marilith began to fantasize about its eventual revenge when a golden blade sliced through the dust cloud.

The marilith scoffed at the slow spear and made to dodge, only to realize with fear it could not even move its body. Kashi's arrows had pinned the entire length of its tail portion to the earth. There was no way for it to dodge that slow blade!

The marilith cried out as the blade grew larger until it consumed the entirety of its vision.

Puchi!

The dust cloud cleared to reveal the blood-soaked Darian, holding the handle of the spear that had buried itself in the marilith's head. Tears streamed down the centaur warrior's eyes as he withdrew watched life dissipate from the marilith's eyes. "This is for my brothers…"
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Darian pulled out his spear from the marilith’s forehead and watched the lifeless beast fall to the ground with anguish-filled eyes. Why? Why had he been the only one to survive? His friends were slaughtered by something like this just because they lacked power! Something like…

Tap.

Darian jerked as he felt a hand tap his left flank. He looked down, meeting Kashi’s mirth-filled gaze. 

The daeben squeezed out a strained smile as he regarded the centaur warrior’s lifeless eyes. Kashi recognized those eyes all too well. Suzuki had the same look in his eyes for several weeks after the accident. “Survivor’s Guilt?”

“Guilt… yes,” Darian murmured. “I am responsible for the deaths of so many fine warriors. My selfishness has cost many mothers, their sons, and daughters.” Darian’s right hand tightly gripped the spear’s shaft. “This sin, I will never be able to redeem myself.” Melancholy and resignation darkened the centaur’s gaze as his grip loosened. “I suppose it’s a good thing then that I will not live much longer.”

Kashi’s brow shot up. “You’re not thinking of suicide, are you?”

“Haha, no Kashi-dono,” Darian denied with a bitter chuckle. He turned, so he faced the daeben and humbly bowed. “On behalf of the Lymar tribe, I humbly thank you for your assistance. It may be impertinent of me to ask you this after you’ve just risked your life to save mine, but my tribe is situated one-hundred kilometers south-east of this location.” Darian indicated the direction with his left hand. “Would you please find my father, the chief, and give him my spear. If you can find it in your heart, I also ask that you please lend your strength to save them from this dire plight.”

“What about you?” Kashi asked. “Why can’t you take me there yourself?”

Darian shook his head. “I fear my injuries are too severe. I’ve done all I could to stay alive long enough to see this beast slain. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I will get the chance to slay it with my own hands. This is more than enough. I can die now with no regrets.”

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he regarded the bowing warrior. Eventually, he sighed and stated, “No. I will not help you.”

“K-Kashi-dono!” Darian shouted in panic, but he still did not raise his head. “Please, if nothing else, at least take this spear to my father. The village needs this spear if it is to survive the coming storm.”

“Why should I?” Kashi retorted with a snort. “I could just as easily wait for you to die and take the spear for myself. It does look pretty powerful. Don’t you think so, Shadow?”

“I agree,” Shadow stated as he walked up to the daeben’s side. He did not know what Kashi was playing at, but he would not be the one to get in the daeben’s way. “Larsial, what do you think?”

“That’s a rare Holy-Attributed spear,” Larsial analyzed as she walked to Kashi’s other side. “The fact he was using that to fight the marilith for so long without a single crack on the blade suggests it’s at least legendary tier. It might even be Divine-Tier. It would explain why he’s so eager to take it back to the village. It might be their protective talisman.”

Kashi and Shadow looked over to Larsial with shock and confusion written all over their faces.  Oi! Oi! Oi! Are you trying to make him hate us!?

Larsial playfully stuck out her tongue in reply. 

Darian’s head was still bowed, so he could not see the interaction between the trio. He gritted his teeth and tightly clasped the spear. Yeah, this was the truth of the world. Who would choose to risk their life when there was such a massive benefit for doing absolutely nothing?

Why had he even begun to rely on someone else? The dying embers in Darian’s eyes rekindled with renewed determination. That’s right! He would not shame his fallen brothers by giving up so easily! Darian gritted his teeth and raised his head to meet the smiling daeben’s intense gaze.

“I take it you’ve chosen to live a bit longer?” Kashi questioned.

“Haha, yes, Kashi-dono.” Darian was not stupid. He knew from the daeben’s expression that he never had the intention of stealing the spear. If Kashi wanted, he could easily slay the centaur with a casual punch. There was no need to talk so much. “I will squeeze out whatever life force I have left to carry this back to the village. I only ask that should I fail; you complete the journey in my place.”

Kashi shook his head with a smile. “That will not be necessary. You will definitely make it.” Darian did not have a chance to ask what he meant by that when Kashi suddenly placed a hand on his flank. 

Darian’s eyes went wide with shock as a flood of green aura poured out of Kashi’s brightly illuminated hands. The proud centaur failed to hold back a blissful moan as a warm, pleasant aura seeped into his body through his injuries.

Yggdrasil’s healing potency finally had a chance to show its might. Shadow and Larsial gaped as they watched the centaur’s injuries rapidly close up. Within mere seconds, all of Darian’s injuries had completely healed without any scars whatsoever. His lifeforce was also rejuvenated by the pure healing energy, causing him to experience a vitality that rivaled his teenage years. 

Forget healing. This energy, whatever it was, made Darius feel much better than he had in years. Darian’s happiness and shock were fully displayed on his face as Kashi removed his hands from the centaur’s body.

Kashi weakly smiled as he looked up at Darian. “There. You should be able to take us to your village now, right?” 

Darian opened his mouth, but his voice failed him when he noticed Kashi’s pale complexion. Looking closer, Darian could see the pool of sweat on Kashi’s forehead, revealing the exhaustion the daeben had been trying to hide. Darian’s heart grew heavy. He clasped his right fist with his left palm and bowed once more. The hand on fist salute was the warrior’s salute of his village, given only to those who have gained the utmost respect from an individual. “I will never forget this favor. This life is yours from this moment.”

“It’s fine.” Kashi weakly waved away the promise with a smile. This time, he was not faking it as that healing almost drained his remaining mana. Although his fight with the marilith had looked easy to the outside world, he’d expended a ton of mana and ki while countering the mana blades. 

Keep in mind those were the ultimate attack of a monster of at least level 160. The mana needed to counter such an attack was in no way small. 

Luckily, Kashi’s ridiculous mana and ki regeneration had already kicked in, and he was recovering both quite quickly. It was just that the amount of mana needed to open up his dimension to pour out the healing aura was not small. Kashi was grateful for this experience. He was beginning to get the rules to his dimension with each test.

“Your people need you,” Kashi stated as he took a deep breath. “I dare not lay claim to your life. For now, it’s enough for us to be friends,” Kashi said and held out his right hand, causing Larsial and Shadow to look at him out the corner of their eyes.

Did this madman say the ‘friend’ word? This is still Kashi, right?  The  Kashi? Does this man even know what ‘friend’ means?

“Friends?” Darian balked as he stared at the daeben’s hand. “No, no, no. I wouldn’t dare.” He hurriedly shook his head.

The assassins turned their attention to the centaur.  Now this one’s rejecting?  

Oblivious to their thoughts, Darian grasped Kashi’s forearm with a smile. “Let’s just say I’m in your debt.”

“Fair enough,” Kashi conceded with a light chuckle. He opened his left palm, and a large portal appeared on the ground. Drixlia and the assassins’ mounts rose from the portal, whinnying in disappointment as they realized they had returned to their dimension. 

Drixlia trotted over to Kashi and blew the daeben’s hair.

Kashi laughed as he patted the stallion’s muzzle. “You liked it there, didn’t you?”

Drixlia’s head comically bobbed up and down as it neighed to express his assent. But immediately after, it paused, a troubled look in its eyes as it dug the earth with its front, left hoof. 

Drixlia loved the air in Kashi’s dimension. The pure mana and life energy were both beneficial for its growth. Its instincts told it that its chances of evolving would exponentially increase if it stayed there for a long time. 

Unfortunately, Drixlia had always been a wild horse. Its hot blood would not allow it to sit in Kashi’s peaceful world and grow fat. It loved to roam. It loved finding new places and running through danger. None of this was available in Kashi’s one-dimensional world that only had grass and water as far as the eyes could see.

Kashi could sense Drixlia’s discomfort, but unfortunately, he had not spent enough time with the stallion to build the skills necessary to understand its intentions.

“Your horse,” Darian said. “It says strange things.”

Kashi looked at Darian in shock. “You can understand him? I thought that was a myth?”

Darian shook his head. “It is not entirely a myth. Some among our people are born with the innate gift to speak to and understand horses. Those not born with the gift are taught the skills necessary to glean the beasts’ intentions from their behavior.”

“Is there a need?” Kashi was confused. “It’s not like you guys need to ride horses.”

“Maybe not,” Darian agreed. “However, our ancestors were horse herders. They sold horses to different empires in return for food, clothing, and shelter. Tradition states we must pass on the skills whether we need it or not.”

Kashi clasped his palms together. “Thank Aethir for traditions,” he joked as he hopped onto Drixlia’s back. “So, what was little Drix saying?” Kashi asked as he held Drixlia’s reins.

“He enjoys the ‘world’ he was in but feels like it cages him,” Darian murmured. He was not confident in what he was saying. What did the horse mean by a ‘world’? Was it crazy? He looked at the daeben. It seemed Kashi had summoned it from somewhere. Could it have been another world altogether?

A terrifying thought suddenly surfaced in Darian’s mind. Was this guy also a Summoner? If that was the case… A shiver ran down the centaur’s mind.

Kashi ignored Darian’s discomfort. He was pondering on the centaur’s revelation. Indeed, he could not keep Drixlia locked up in his realm. Who knew how long it would take for it to evolve? That was a strategy he could only use with a beast that did not want to work at all. It seemed he would have to depend on the centaurs.

Kashi leaned over and patted Drixilia’s crest. “Don’t worry, partner. We’ll definitely find a way.” Drixlia neighed and shook its head vigorously, its spirit fully reinvigorated. Kashi chuckled as he turned to Darian. “What next? Do we go straight to your village?”

Darian looked into the forest with a troubled expression. “If it’s not too much trouble, I would like to bury my brothers. They gave their lives as true warriors of the tribe. I do not wish for their bodies to be desecrated by common wildlife.”

“That is an admirable purpose,” Kashi agreed with a nod. “We will accompany you in your search. How many are there?”

“Six warriors rode with me,” Darian squeezed out through gritted teeth. “Four stallions and two mares.” 

Kashi spurred Drixlia, and the horse carried him till he was next to Darian. He patted Darian’s shoulder and promised, “We’ll find them.”

Darian sniffed and then looked at the spear in his hand. “Would you mind placing this in your inventory?”

Kashi was not surprised that Darian knew about the word ‘inventory.’ Many Summoned liked to boast about their inventories to disgruntled Residents. To many Summoned, it was worth it to admire the looks of envy, greed, and awe on the Residents’ faces every time they pulled something out of or put something into their inventory.

A random thought crossed Kashi’s mind as he accepted the staff and placed it in his inner world. “Hey, would you pay for a pouch that had effects similar to our inventories?”

“Do you mean a dimensional pouch?” Darian asked. “My ancestors found one in a relic decades ago. It’s now one of our village’s greatest treasures.” Darian was not afraid to share this information with Kashi. As far as he was concerned, the Summoned’s inventory space was much larger and more valuable than their little dimensional pouch. He turned to trot in the last known direction of his brothers-in-arms. “I highly doubt there is a living soul with enough Syros to pay for something that important.”

“You should not be so free with that information,” Larsial suddenly interjected. “As far as I know, the Summoned’s inventory space is not infinite. I have met quite a few Summoned who were troubled over their tiny inventory space. They would gladly raze your village to the ground for the sake of your dimensional pouch.”

“Is this true?” Darian asked, stunned by the information.

“Summoned are a heartless bunch,” Kashi agreed with a wry smile. He pointed at Shadow. “Just look at him.”

Shadow suddenly experienced what it felt like to be shot while lying down. He glared at Kashi, but the daeben had already turned back to Darian. Shadow gritted his teeth and took out his rink. “Hey, Sis. Have you ever considered beating up Kashi? He  really  enjoys it…”

Kashi, who did not know that a new type of hell was being prepared for him somewhere, continued to chat with Darian. “If you don’t mind, could you tell me what your mission was? Seven is a little small for a clearing party.”

“You are my benefactor. There is nothing to hide from you,” Darian said. “Members of my platoon long since figured out that this particular blight was man-made. We theorized that if we could end the blight source, it would severely weaken the monsters. At the very least, enough for us to clean them up.”

“You said ‘this particular blight,’” Kashi remarked. “Do you mean blights have occurred here before?”

Darian sighed. “In recent decades, as long as you live in this forest, blights have become a reality you cannot escape. Most times, they are small in scope, and we can easily clear them out by tracking the vine blights to their  Root Tree  and destroying it. Previously, our worst ever scenario was one time when three Root Trees spawned at the same time. This time, however, we could not understand what is going on.”

“What do you mean?” Larsial asked.

“We tracked and found at least ten Root Trees…  Ten! ” Darian exclaimed. “That was just the ones we managed to track. Even worse, the blights this time were ten times stronger, and there were all sorts of never seen demons!” Darian clenched his fists. “We knew there was some secret force behind this. We just had to find and expose them.”

“If it’s so dangerous, why don’t your people pack up and relocate?” Shadow suddenly interjected.

Kashi glanced at Shadow out of the corner of his eyes. This punk. He doesn’t talk much, but he cuts straight to the heart of the matter when he does. It was enough to give someone a heart attack. 

Darian’s brows furrowed, a troubled light in his gaze. He took a second to think on the question, then despondently sighed. “My apologies, I am not at liberty to reveal that. Only the village chief can choose to answer that.”

“I understand,” Shadow stated, but his cold gaze caused the atmosphere to turn awkward.

Kashi coughed, drawing attention to himself. “A-anyway, did your team end up finding anything?”

“Yes, we did,” Darian revealed. His gaze was filled with pride as he thought of the sacrifices required to get this information. “We located the headquarters of the group causing this. At the center, there’s a massive hole. We could not see what was within it, but we could tell that it held the blight source. In fact, it might have been the true source of all the blights so far.” Darian clenched his fist. He bit his lips in regret as he said, “Unfortunately, we were discovered by a vine blight on our way out. We managed to fight our way out of their encirclement. But the marilith ambushed us before we could get away.”

Darian’s voice dropped, and his gaze darkened. “We could not outrun it in the forest, so we tried to fight it, but none of us were strong enough. My brothers fell one after another to its claws. In the end, when there were only two of us left, I managed to lure it away. I don’t know how long we battled for, but then I heard the sounds of fighting. I thought it was reinforcements hence why I fled in your direction. I apologize for that.”

“No need to apologize,” Kashi refuted. “I thoroughly enjoyed that fight! I have not had the opportunity to go all-out like that in a very long time.”

Darian was about to reply, but at that moment, a familiar smell stung his nose. His gaze turned steely. “It’s just ahead,” he said, then broke into a hard sprint.

Kashi’s expression also turned solemn. To be frank, he had smelled the thick scent of blood much earlier. But he’d wanted Darian to take the lead on this one. They were his people. He should be the one to find them.

 Kashi looked over at Shadow and Larsial. “We’ll follow.” The trio raced in the same direction as Darian. They eventually broke through the trees to a small patch of land.

Kashi’s nose scrunched up as the thick scent of blood assaulted his nose. His eyes turned cold as he took in the mutilated body parts strewn across the patch of land. The warriors’ terrified eyes, tinged with hatred and defiance, belied the marilith’s cruelty. These proud military stallions and mares did not fear death. They just hated the way they died. No one deserved to be torn apart or chewed to pieces by a brainless monster. 

That was not a death befitting one who put their life on the line for their people!

Kashi dismounted, but he was shocked to see someone had already beat him to it. Kashi swallowed hard as the densest, most atomic mass of killing intent he had felt in this life hit him like a brick wall. 

“Kashi…”

“I know.” Kashi acknowledged as he placed a hand on Shadow’s shoulder. He looked at the broken figure standing at the center of the land, empty eyes taking in the state of his best friends. “We’ll slaughter them all.”

Seemingly satisfied with the daeben’s reply, Shadow managed to rein in his killing intent. Bloody murder still reigned in the assassin’s cold eyes, but it was now sealed within, festering and growing until the day it would explode.

Kashi walked over to Darian’s side. “It doesn’t mean much at this point, but I can help you transport their bodies to your village. Their noble sacrifice deserves a proper burial fit for a hero.”

Darian’s heart rumbled like a heavy thunderstorm was unleashed upon it. He had not imagined he would ever be able to give these warriors the burial they deserved. Grateful tears poured freely down the centaur’s eyes as he turned to face Kashi. He once again clasped his fist and bowed. “I will never forget this debt!”

Kashi did not attempt to brush this debt off. Compared to saving Darian’s life, the daeben knew this favor, to a warrior, was much more important. To brush it off would only be an insult to the memory of Darian’s comrades. 

Kashi, Shadow, Larsial, and Darian patiently scoured the land for every body part they could find. Any piece found was handed to the daeben, who then carefully placed them into his inner world. Luckily, the daeben had excellent spatial awareness. Just by picking each part, he could picture the full centaur. He did not rest until they had found every single piece of all the centaurs. Even with that, there were a few pieces of flesh missing. Most of these had been bitten and swallowed by the marilith. There was nothing Kashi could do about that.

Kashi, Shadow, and Larsial mounted their horses when the daeben was satisfied. They silently followed behind Darian as he led them towards the village, their emotions dampened by the horrid scene they just witnessed. 

A few blights attacked during their journey, but Kashi was not in the mood to enjoy a fight, especially when they came across the body of the last centaur Darian had helped to escape. Much like Darian, the centaur succumbed to his injuries and perished. Unfortunately, there was no magic daeben to save him.

Kashi solemnly placed the corpse in his inner world before continuing their journey.

A few hours later, Kashi squinted as the rising sun bled into his eyes. Off in the distance, the tell-tale wooden walls of civilization marked the end of this journey.


???

Daggerfall

Somewhere within this continent, the sun's red rays washed over a sea of blood and corpses. The sun’s rays raised the curtain on a gruesome war that would engulf the land as the wailing and screams of those present at the scene scattered into the morning winds.


In one corner of Daggerfall, a young Orc champion looked up at the sky with furrowed brows. “What is this?”


Somewhere else, a dwarf walked out of his home and gazed at the red sky. “Something is wrong.”


In another location, a young halben licked her lips as she gazed at the blood-red sky. “Let it flow…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




            

    
        Chapter 165: Bloody Morning

    
    
    
    
                
10 Minutes Earlier…

Rhatheth, Daggerfall.

14  th   Banem, 1092.

A flock of migrating birds gently flew over Daggerfall’s tropical grasslands. Every year, they would relocate to Ederwood’s tropical rainforests to escape Markoth’s harsh cold. Then, when the month of Banem arrived, they would begin the long journey back home. Their migratory path took them through the tropical grasslands of Daggerfall, a region these migratory birds did not fancy because of its lack of trees.

“Hahaha! Grovitch, you shit stain! You bagged yourself a big one!” 

Euphoric laughter booming across the hated land drew the flock’s attention. The birds looked down, but then instantly increased their speed when they spotted the cluster of green-skinned creatures walking across the field. Within moments, no traces remained in the vicinity.

On the ground, the laughter was revealed to have originated from one of two orc hunting parties on their way back from their latest expedition. The hulking green masses trekked alongside their giant boar mounts, laughing as they compared the newest catch against the other party’s. This mission had lasted an entire week. That was a week spent scouring for prey during the day and sleeping under the stars at night. The Orcs missed their warm straw beds. They could not wait to return home and go several rounds with their women.

Daggerfall’s grasslands lacked the widespread exotic beasts found in the region. The land’s hot and humid climate, coupled with its sparse rainfall, meant few creatures chose this place as their home. However, the abundant grasslands made it a haven for herbivores. The Orcs made this place their home for centuries as they sought to escape the world’s eyes. 

Several millennia had passed since Ferulic designed the first Orcs from the vilest of humish desires. When they were first created, Orcs knew nothing but slaughter and mayhem, and they did indeed plunge the world into chaos, which garnered much hatred from other humes.

Fortunately, the passing of centuries continually diluted the madness within the Orkish bloodline. Roughly one-thousand years to this day, a mysterious man helped the Orcs purify their bloodline. This action directly promoted the Orcs from being labeled as savages on the levels of kobolds to a sentient race that could take their place next to the other humes.

However, the world was not ready to forgive the orcs for their past crimes just because they had become sentient creatures. If anything, the orcs’ sentience meant they could finally get to enjoy watching the orcs wallow in pain at losing their loved ones. But as fate would have it, the orcs did not lose their strength or battle lust even after turning sentient. 

The orcs were all too happy to engage the other races in a prolonged war that resulted in heavy losses on all sides. Eventually, the world leaders realized the pointlessness of the bloodshed and came to an agreement with the orcs. Daggerfall’s lands were ceded to the orcs in return for the orcs’ promise to never step out of it.

The orcs agreed to this arrangement. The entire Orkish tribe packed up and moved to Daggerfall. Upon arriving at the land, they split up into dozens of nomadic tribes spread across the country. These nomadic tribes would sometimes run into each other on the grasslands, and be forced to contest over a hunting ground.

In the past, both tribes would fight until one was utterly routed. The new tradition, however, was that a few selected individuals from each tribe would do battle. The winners would claim the hunting grounds while the losers would have to continue searching for a new hunting ground.

This way, the orkish tribes ensured their fighting prowess did not decline despite the relative peace.

The village of Rhatheth was one such nomadic village. The orcs walked alongside their giant boar mounts as they laughed and boasted about the looks of ecstasy on their women’s faces and the loud cries of pleasure that would make their neighbors jealous. Each orc claimed he was the manliest ‘man’ amongst the group, with some going so far as to display their excellent ‘thrusting’ game.

“Stop!”

The orcs’ boisterous atmosphere seized as one of the party leaders raised his hand. The leader’s eyes narrowed as he peered into the horizon. “Grovitch. Is that smoke I see?”

The orc called Grovitch was the leader of the second party. He stepped forward with a waraxe balanced on his shoulder and squinted as he too peered into the horizon. His features instantly twisted as panic shook his heart. “Durst, That’s smoke! But, the village’s still so far away. Why do we see smoke from here?”

“I don’t know. But I don’t like it,” Durst replied, his voice tense with worry. “Hurry!” He roared and quickly jumped onto his mount. 

By now, the trailing orcs could also see the smoke on the horizon. Panic seized their hearts, as the orcs quickly mounted their boars and chased after Durst’s back. 

Durst’s breathing grew haggard, and his eyes turned red as the village came into view. Indeed the smoke was coming from the town! The thick plumes of smoke were too eye-catching in the plains. Durst’s heart leaped to his throat as a terrifying notion took root in his mind. “Riyhad! Merthyl! Please be safe!” The orc captain cried out as he pushed the giant boar far beyond its limits.

Durst paled once he was within three hundred meters of the village. Fire and smoke scorched the land and consumed many huts. The perimeter walls had crumbled to dust, and corpses dotted the earth around the perimeter. The orc captain jumped off his giant boar once reached the village bounder and examined a nearby body with a grim look.

Grovitch dismounted and walked up to his friend’s side. He took in the gruesome scene with a stony gaze. “This was a massacre.” 

“They were assassinated,” Durst corrected. He pointed at the orcs’ necks. “One clean cut each. The enemy is skilled.”

“Enemy? You think one person did all this?” Grovitch looked at the long stretch of bodies. 

“I’m certain,” Durst said as he pointed at three nearby corpses. “The cuts are uniform across at least four bodies. The same blade used with the same technique. Unless the enemy can clone himself, this is the only reasonable explanation.”

“This was not done by an orc.” Grovitch’s voice cracked, and he suddenly paled. He would not have been as worried if orcs did this. There existed unwritten codes of conduct in Orkish communities for the rare chance that an orc tribe was driven to the point of desperation that they needed to raid another tribe. The raiding tribe shall only kill until their target was subdued and women and children were not to be harmed. 

Grovitch had initially assumed this was the doing of a nearby orc tribe, but Durst just confirmed that wasn’t the case. Would that not mean his children could be in danger? “Durst. I’ve got to check on the kids. You should see if your wife and daughter are—”

“Aaaah!”

A loud wail filled with pain, misery, and rage nearly tore out their eardrums. One scream turned to five, then ten, until they could no longer figure out just how many people were shouting.

Durst’s face twisted with worry. He turned to look at Grovitch who wore a very similar expression. “Where are the men?”

“I sent them into the village to search for survivors,” Grovitch said. His eyes suddenly turned red with rage as a thought surfaced in his mind. “Do you think they were ambushed?” 

“Only one way to find out,” Durst said as he rose to his feet. He nodded at his friend, and they both grabbed their war axes before running into the village. 

Durst’s eyes scanned the village streets as they ran toward the source of the screams. His brows furrowed in confusion as he realized he could not find signs of any corpses despite the burning buildings. Did the enemy kidnap their people? The orc captain’s eyes burned with fury. 

If they dared to harm a hair on his daughter!

The orc captains recognized the source of the screams to be the village square. Both men picked up the pace, and after rounding the corner, they finally had the village square in view. However, they were stunned to find their path blocked by the orcs from the hunting party, all of whom had their head raised, bellowing in equal parts despair and rage. Some orcs sat listlessly on the earth, their gazes empty and bleak. These broken spirits were ready to give up on life at that moment.

Durst once again experienced an upheaval in his heart. What in the world could make so many brave warriors scream out this way? Dark clouds covered the orc captain’s heart as he attempted to push his way through the crowd. 

The wailing orcs were about to unleash their anger on the rude bastard pushing them, but their expressions changed when they realized it was their captains. Their subsequent actions only served to increase the worry in Durst’s heart. 

“Captain! Don’t go! Captain!” The orcs shouted with pain and tears as they struggled to hold back Durst and Grovitch. 

The captains were not stupid. The terrifying truth began to take root in their minds as they absentmindedly pushed their men out of the way. Both orc captain’s eyes were as heavy as stone, their noses stinging with the sharp smell of fresh blood. They needed to confirm this truth for themselves.

“Captain!”

“Stop! Captain!”

“Please wait, Captain!”

By this point, even the listless orcs had begun holding back the captains. The orcs desperately did their best to prevent their captains from entering the village square. Unfortunately, both Durst and Grovitch were captains for a reason. They successfully pushed their way into the village square, where a bone-chilling sight greeted them.

Mountains of corpses filled up the square. Old, young, infants, women, men… hundreds of corpses were piled up amongst thick smoke and fire. Thick blood flowed between these mountains, gushing like a river toward the plains. At the center of these mountains, a group of orcs was hurrying to untie some headless bodies that had been hoisted on poles. 

“AAAH!”  Grovitch’s cry tore through the village as he recognized three children on the poles. “Mutch! Drackt! Fundu!” Grovitch called out to his sons, but how were they to answer their father’s calls without their heads? Grovitch ran over and pushed the orcs who had been trying to untie the bodies out of the way.

The orcs had been trying to remove the bodies from the pole with as much care as possible, but Grovitch in his current state did not care about any of that. With a swing of his ax, the poles came crashing down, bringing his children’s corpses with them. 

Luckily, the orcs he pushed away recognized the danger and caught the pole before it hit the ground. They proceeded to gently lay the pole on the ground, and quickly untie the children. They then stepped aside as Grovitch grabbed the tiny bodies and hugged them to his chest. “I’ll kill them! I’ll slaughter them all! Daddy promises you! I will not rest until I find the ones who did this! I will bring you their heads! I promise! I promise! I promise!” 

Grovitch’s men raised their heads and bellowed in rage alongside their captain. This was a sin that must be washed in blood. No one would rest until they found the culprits!

A few meters away from Grovitch, Durst watched as his men cut down his wife and child’s bodies from the pole then gently place them on the ground in front of him. Durst knelt to the ground, hollow eyes looking at the bone bracelet on his daughter’s left.

“Hehe, everyone’s going to be so jealous!”

“Do not take pride in other’s jealousy.”

“Daddy, why are your tusks so big?”

“It’s because daddy is strong.”

“Daddy who’s stronger? You or Uncle Grove?”

“Hmph. I’m ten times the orc that bastard is.”

“Daddy. I wanna be a warrior when I grow up.”

“Heh, I’ll train you until you’re the best.”

“Daddy. The boys said love is weak. Am I weak? I love you.”

“If that is true, your father is the weakest man of all. I love you more than anything in this world.”

Durst’s men broke down as they watched their captain converse with the bodies of his wife and children. They had never seen their leader so vulnerable. It felt like he would directly crumble to dust under the slightest pressure.

Contrary to their expectations, Durst rose to his feet after taking the bracelet from his daughter’s arm. His eyes regained a sharp glint as he looked at his men. “Their heads?”

The orcs shook their heads. “We didn’t find any. They may have taken them as trophies.”

“I see,” Durst muttered and shook his head. “Burn the bodies. A great evil has taken place here. We cannot let our people suffer after death. Also were there any survivors?”

“Just one,” the orcs reported. “He was heavily injured and could barely speak. Luckily, our healer managed to keep him alive long enough to utter a single word.”

“What did he say!?” Grovitch roared.

“Dwarfs.”

“Dwarfs!” Grovitch roared with rage as realization dawned. “Those ungrateful bastards! We tolerate their presence, and they reward us with this! I’ll kill them all! I’ll slaughter them till the last man!” As his rage reached a fever peak, Grovitch suddenly realized he had not heard a word from his friend. He looked at Durst, only to see him wrap his daughter’s bracelet around the grip of his favorite ax and calmly rise to his feet. “Hey! Are you not angry! Where are you going!?”

Durst turned to look at Grovitch. The emptiness in Durst’s eyes chilled his friend to the core. “What do you mean, where am I going?” Durst calmly retorted. “I know the enemy, and I know where they live. Where do you think I’m going?”

Grovitch’s eyes widened with shock. For the first time in the history of their friendship, Grovitch became the voice of reason. “What do you think you’re doing? Do you want to get yourself killed!? You think you can raid them all by yourself!?”

“What do you expect me to do!?” Durst cried out in rage. “Wait? Wait for what!?”

“At least wait until we conduct the rite of passage!” Grovitch shouted. “Who’s going to send off your family in your place!”

“Their heads are out there in some bastard dwarf’s basement! They can never pass on fully until I get those! There’s no time to waste!”

SKREEE!

Both orcs froze as a huge red hawk zipped down into the village. 

The hawk perched on the arms of an orc beast tamer. The orc fed the bird some meat then took out the scroll tied to its leg. He hurriedly handed the letter over to Durst when he saw the seal on it.

Durst’s face paled as he read the contents of the letter.

“What happened!?” Grovitch could not wait any longer and demanded an answer.

“We were not the only villages hit this morning. An urgent meeting has been called to discuss countermeasures.”

Grovitch’s eyes narrowed. “Just how many were hit?”

Durst’s gaze hardened as he looked out into the horizon. “Every village in this region.”

!!!

Half an hour later, Rhatheth’s hunting party solemnly stood around a mountain formed from all the corpses in the village. Smoldering embers burned in the orcs’ eyes as Grovitch and Durst approached the pile with a torch in their hand.

Durst’s eyes gleamed with hardened resolution as he knelt in front of the hill. “We failed to protect you. But rest easy, I swear we’ll bring those responsible to you for judgment. Until then, sleep for a bit.”

Durst placed the torch at the base of the hill. Elephant grass caught the flames and spread it up the mountain.

“Wait for me,” Grovitch muttered in a grave tone and threw his torch onto the mountain.

After Grovitch and Durst walked away, two orc shamans chanted a spell and stomped their staffs on the ground. A flaming rose flower sprang up from the field and engulfed the mountain within its petals. Plumes of black smoke rose to the skies, and if one listened carefully, they could almost hear the wailing of unresigned souls.

Similar scenes played out in numerous villages around that region, the wails of the deceased creating dense dark clouds that hung over the region and blotted out the sun.

The orcs in Rhatheth stood still amidst the crackling of flesh. Smoke and ash burned their eyes, and the pungent stench of burning flesh stung their sensitive noses, but the orcs did not move a muscle until the hill crumbled into a pile of ash.

The orcs, led by Grovitch and Durst, rubbed the ash all over their skin. They would carry their family’s vengeance with them until those responsible lay dead at their feet. Only then would they be free of this debt.

Durst and Grovitch shared a look then led their brothers out of the village. They mounted their warboars and pushed toward the only city large enough to hold all the orcs in the region, the great Orkish City, Oerbora.


Oerbora

The Orkish city, Oerbora, was a testament to the evolution of the orcs as a city and culture. The city’s ten-meter stone walls were built brick by brick by their ancestors, who sought a safe haven for the tribe in this deadly land. Over time, it grew from being a simple hideout to a trade city for the orcs. 

Orcs in the region traveled from far and wide to trade spoils from their hunts for medicine and other provisions. In turn, the city sold the items to the wisben from Ederwood in exchange for precious materials required for the production of these goods. The wisbens even had a special district allocated to them. It was markedly much more beautiful and stylish than the rest of the city.

In prime orkish fashion, the city also housed an arena where orcs battled against each other and captured beasts. After all, no matter how ‘civilized’ orcs got, they would always put strength above everything else.

Today, a grave atmosphere hung over the usually boisterous city. The typically rowdy orcs wore stony glares and had their hands tightly gripped around their weapons. The news of the massacres had spread to the public. 

Many orcs here had family in the attacked villages. Words could not explain the rage boiling within them. They only needed the name of the responsible party, and they would immediately launch an attack.

The orcs had no idea that within the wisben district, a young woman sat at a table and nodded as she received reports of a successful mission.  Th e  contemplative  wisben, dressed in a set of plain brown robes  ha d a pair of  deep-set eyes the color of ripe lemons  and peach-colored,  thick, straight, neck-length hair  that she wore  in a severe style. 

This young woman was Nakahara Akiko, tactician for the Winter Leaf Clan. Her in-game persona was a wisben mage that went by the name, Honne Onna. She was the woman in charge of their latest operation, and she was more than pleased by the result. 

A massive, intimidating nordic man with the aura of an unavoidable bloodhound stood by her right. A pair of almond-shaped burning, orange eyes glared at the wisbens that came to give the report. The man sported a red mohawk and was garbed in tough leather armor that evoked thoughts of wild barbarians. This man was Takahiro Ken, the muscle of Winter Leaf Clan, and went by the in-game moniker, GrizzlyDiamond.

A tall, mature, elegant wisben sat at Honne Onna’s left, deep-set emerald-like green eyes lit up with a smile as she regarded the messengers. She was dressed in traditional, elven armor, and her delicate, straight, white hair trailed down her back like a ribbon. This woman, Yamazaki Hitomi, was the eldest in their real-life team, Siver Spear, and bore the in-game moniker ‘Rustyreaper,’ named after the personification of pain spirits.

GrizzlyDiamond’s bushy eyebrows furrowed as he listened to the reports. He looked at Honne-Onna with confusion in his eyes. “Why did you change the plan?”

Honne-Onna’s thin lips curled upwards in a cold smile. “I just figured, why waste our strength when we can make them kill each other?” She looked at Rustyreaper, who was admiring a dagger in her hand. “How did it go?”

“I made sure to leave one alive,” Rustyreaper replied with a small smile.

“What? Why!?” GrizzlyDiamond questioned with shock on his face. “I thought you said we shouldn’t leave any survivors.”

“Yeah, that was your order,” Honne-Onna confirmed. “But I gave Rusty-san a different task. She had to make sure someone survived long enough to report the last thing he saw, but not so long that he would be able to report everything that happened in the village.” She looked at GrizzlyDiamond with a smile. “Do you think you could’ve accomplished such a delicate task?”

“Probably not,” GrizzlyDiamond admitted with a laugh as he scratched the back of his head. “So, why did you do that?”

“To pin the blame on the dwarfs,” Rustyreaper answered. “Those dumb orcs are blind with rage right now. They’ll lash out at anything and anyone, let alone when there are witnesses.”

“Mm, I understand,” GrizzlyDiamond muttered. “Your shape-shifting would’ve been perfect for the job.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me,” Rustyreaper complained and scrunched his nose in disgust. “I never want to shift an orc ever again.”

“Don’t worry, Rusty-san,” Honne-Onna chuckled as she consoled the older woman. “Grizzly’s the star of the next round.”

GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes lit up in delight. “Oh? What do I have to do?”

Honne-Onna’s light yellow eyes gleamed with a cold light. “What you do best of course. Massacre a bunch of fools.”

“Perfect!” GrizzlyDiamond cheered as a prodigious amount of ki burst out of him.

Honne-Onna smiled and looked out of the window to the streets below. She watched the tense orcs with a cold smile. “Struggle for as long as you can, maggots.”


Lymar Village,

Kirkcour Woods.

Achoo!

A puzzled expression appeared on Kashi’s face as he sneezed. Hm? Was somebody talking about him? The daeben revealed a smug look.  ‘Well, it can’t be helped if I’m that famous.’  Kashi chuckled inwardly as he absent-mindedly toured the centaur village atop Drixlia.

As was to be expected of a tribe of centaurs, most of their buildings were twice the size of a typical home. They bore a striking resemblance to large barns from the exterior. As it was with most woodland tribes, the houses were constructed with thatch and wood. 

Why was Kashi going through the village on horseback?

Earlier that day, Kashi’s tour took him through the central market where he first faced the shame of being a daeben in a centaur community. The stalls were as tall as his head, which forced him to stand on his toes if he wanted to look at the goods. A few centaurs laughed when they saw him and offered to carry him, but Kashi vehemently refused this.

Since then, the daeben went everywhere on Drixlia’s back, so he was not forced to look up at everything. The centaurs warmly welcomed Kashi into the community and willingly explained their complex cultures to the daeben. The warm reception was not without merit. Every centaur in the village knew about the daeben’s role in saving the chief’s son from certain death. 

“Kashi-dono.”

Kashi looked over his shoulder to see two centaur guards with their right fists clasped in their left palms. Kashi smiled and returned the salute. “Is it time?”

The senior guard’s eyes lit up in delight at Kashi’s salute. “Yes, Kashi-dono. The council is ready to meet you. I apologize for the delay.”

“It is fine,” Kashi said with a laugh. “I know how these things work. Can I get my companions?”

“Do not worry, Kashi-dono. Guards have been sent to pick them up.”

“Oh? That’s good then,” Kashi remarked. “Lead the way.”

“If you will.”

Kashi followed and eventually came across a beautiful life-sized statue of a strange centaur with the upper body of a satyr that held a spear that looked very similar to the one Darian had. The figure proudly stood at the village center in front of a large barn with numerous text written in an unfamiliar language etched into its walls. The guards stopped at the entrance and motioned for the daeben to continue on his own.

Kashi spurred Drixlia, and the duo crossed the threshold into a typical village meeting hall. The council of elders was, as expected, a gathering of all the old farts in the village. The centaurs formed a semi-circle whose base was close to the entrance. At the head, located at the other opposite wall, was the tribal chief of the centaurs. A small gap at the bottom of the semi-circle allowed Drixlia to trot to the room’s center, where they met Larsial, Shadow, and Darian.

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he noticed a fresh set of injuries on the warrior’s back. He knew he had healed the centaur to full health without leaving any scars. Darian definitely got those scars after he came to deliver his report. However, there were no signs of resentment in the young stallion’s eyes, so Kashi chose not to pursue it.

Kashi turned his attention to Shadow and Larsial, who, unfortunately, did not get the memo to arrive on their horses. Kashi sent a gloating smirk Shadow’s way. The assassin coldly regarded the daeben as he slightly pulled out his dagger from its sheath.

‘Uwah... Scary, scary.’  Kashi made a mental note never to tease Shadow in the future. He was no Hektor. Kashi could not confidently state Shadow would not do something to him in his sleep in retaliation.

“Kashi-dono, for the favor you have given us, our village will always be in your debt,” the chief saluted and humbly thanked the daeben.

Kashi looked at the chief. Indeed, he could see the resemblance between the old man and Darian. He imagined Darian would look somewhat similar if he grew a beard and lost a bit of the rashness in his eyes. The chief’s warm eyes exuded wisdom gained over a long life. “No, no. I only did what any honorable warrior would have,” Kashi laughed as he returned the salute. “This is an auspicious day. There is no need to ruin it with talk of debts.”

“Mm, you are correct,” the chief mused. “I do not believe I have had the pleasure of introducing myself. I am called Mando Alshmeer. The foolish boy you saved is my only son. Please allow me to thank you at least as a father.”

Kashi smiled and nodded. “I accept. One day, I will come to collect this debt.” The daeben’s eyes glowed as he spread his arms out wide. “I’ll ask for about this much!”

Mando Alshmeer’s eyes went wide then he burst out in laughter when he realized the daeben was teasing him. “Fine, as you wish. I will not speak of debts. But if you do not mind my asking, and I apologize for my rudeness,” Mando said as his eyes slightly narrowed. “But why have you really come to our village?”

“Straight to business, huh,” Kashi chuckled.

“Apologies, the times are as you see them. We do not have time to do things the usual way.”

“No, no. This works out perfectly for me,” Kashi revealed with a smile. “I detest all those bureaucratic stuff anyway.” The daeben’s eyes flashed as he patted Drixlia’s mane. “I seek a method to improve my partner’s bloodline if you please.”

Mando’s eyes hardened. “And you believe we can help with this? Why?”

“Were you not the one who said you do not have the time for the regular rope skipping games?” Kashi teased. “Why start now? Just tell me. Can you help me or not?”

Mando’s gaze searched Kashi’s eyes for any clues but could not find the doubt he was searching for. “You seem to know a lot about our culture.”

Kashi shook his head. “Not so much. I only have knowledge of the era one thousand years ago. I cannot express how delighted I was when I found out you had not abandoned your tradition.”

“I see,” Mando muttered. “Let me take a look.” Mando’s eyes suddenly glowed with green light as he examined Drixlia. “Sweet Mera, this stallion! Its genes are excellent!” Mando praised as he stared at Drixlia in disbelief. “Where did you find him?”

“Bought him at a stable near Kerta,” Kashi replied.

“Sweet Mera, what luck,” Mando exclaimed with a sigh. “Yes, yes, if the genes are this good, we can indeed help improve its bloodline.” The chief shook his head and sighed. “Unfortunately, it is impossible.”

Kashi’s brow shot up. “Why is that?”

“The ritual requires five shamans,” Mando explained. “One lives in our tribe, but the other four are in different clans within the forest.”

“Why is that a problem?”

“The other clans are under attack by the blight as we speak,” Darian said, speaking for the first time since Kashi entered the hall. The daeben had almost forgotten the centaur’s voice. “My father is wary of sending troops to assist them.”

“Darian! You have yet to complete your atonement!” Mando roared at his son, eyes burning with anger. “You will not speak unless spoken to!”

Kashi watched as Darian slunk back and hung his head. Ah, the classic new generation vs. old generation clash of ideals. “What does he have to atone for?”

Mando glared at his son as he said, “He stole the village’s sacred weapon and caused the deaths of six brave warriors by embarking on an unsanctioned task. In normal times, he would have been immediately exiled for such behavior.”

“But right now, you need all the hands you can get. Is that it?”

Mando nodded. “Exactly. I am loathed to admit it, but my boneheaded son is the best warrior we have in the village, and a lot of the younger generation look up to him. An exile at this time would be detrimental to the well-being of the tribe.”

Kashi’s brows rose once again. “In that case, how about I take him with me to liberate those villages. Is that fine?”

“You wish to take Darian alongside you?” Mando asked with a frown.

“I need a guide anyway, so I don’t get lost,” Kashi said with a light shrug. “I’m already used to him, and he can handle himself in a fight. You can consider it a part of his punishment.”

Mando looked at his son. “Do you believe this man has what it takes to liberate our brothers?”

Darian nodded with a grim look in his eyes. “If even he cannot, nobody can.”

“I see.” Mando focused his attention on the daeben. “My son will be in your care then.”

“Leave it to me.” Kashi nodded. “More importantly, do you have a graveyard? I believe it is time we laid those brave soldiers who fought alongside your son to rest.”

Kashi’s words reminded the chief of the matter he had forgotten. Mando quickly ordered his people to begin preparations for a hero’s funeral.

Kashi watched the bustling streets, and a strand of inspiration hit. He took out a sketchpad and pencil from his inventory and began a brand new sketch.

 



            

    
        Chapter 166: Summit

    
    
    
    
                
Lymar Village,

Kirkcour Woods.

12:42 pm, 13  th   Banem 1092.

Crackle…

Kashi and his companions stood among the centaurs, faces serene as they watched the fallen centaurs’ burial rites. Like most woodland tribes in this world, the centaur tribes chose to burn the dead bodies because wildernesses and deserted regions were home to many evil spirits that sought out freshly buried bodies to inhabit. 

It was not unheard of for undead to rise from graveyards. The situation was much better in major cities because priests often blessed cemeteries and tombs to reduce undead corruption.

“Thank you, Kashi-dono.” Darian expressed his gratitude as tears flowed down his cheeks. His heart ached as he looked across the burning pyres to the new widows and children that solemnly stood by the Lymar Tribe’s chief. Determination burned in his eyes as he gripped a new spear strapped to his right flank. “I swear I will make the bastards responsible for this pay.”

“That you will,” Kashi promised as he watched the smoke plumes rise to the sky. Usually, this ritual would have been held at night, but because of the expeditory nature of Darian’s next task, it was pushed to the afternoon. Kashi bowed to the burning pyres then turned around. He tapped Darian on the shoulder, “Come. We need to hurry if we’re to reduce the number of pyres that will rise tonight.”

“You are right.” Darian solemnly murmured. He saluted his companions with a bow and then led Kashi, Shadow, and Larsial out of the village.

Darian halted at the village entrance when he saw ten young warriors awaiting their arrival. Darian’s brows furrowed as he looked at the warriors. “Why are you all here?”

“The chief has asked that we escort you on this mission,” an armored centaur stated with a salute. “Please allow us this honor.”

Darian’s pupils trembled as images of his companions flitted through his eyes. “No, I cann-“

“Why don’t you let them?” Kashi interrupted before Darian could complete his rejection. “Do not let your comrades’ deaths cloud your judgment. We are embarking on a dangerous mission with no assurance of victory. Every able-bodied soldier we can get on our side is, without a doubt, a plus. Imagine if you died because you rejected help. Do you want your comrades to suffer guilt even after death?”

“Your words are harsh,” Darian rebuked with a steely gaze.

“Harsh they may be, but true nonetheless,” Kashi calmly countered. “Every soldier who picks up a sword is ready to die for the land they love. To pretend otherwise is an insult to their honor and name. These men have chosen to risk their lives to protect their homeland. Why do you wish to prevent them this honor? Or could it be you feel you are the only one worthy of saving the centaurs?”

Kashi’s rebuke bit into the core of Darian’s soul. The centaur prince’s heartbeat quickened as realization dawned. Just what had he been doing this whole time? Darian let out a sigh and looked at the warriors. “You may follow. Please, your life is most important of all. You can only save others while you live. Do not forget that.”

Kashi let out a smile. “Don’t worry too much. As long as I’m here, you probably won’t have to do much.” This was not simple boasting on the daeben’s part. Kashi had calculated the average strength of the common blight from Shadow and Larsial’s battle. 

As long as an anomaly like the marilith did not show up, Kashi was confident in clearing out any number of blights. This confidence was even more pronounced when he thought of the hundreds of arrows he bought from the centaurs.

“These villages, how far are they from us?” Kashi asked.

“The closest is about an hour’s ride from here,” Darian stated as he marked the earth with a few dots to represent the villages and their distance from each other.

Kashi’s brow rose as an intrigued glint flashed in his eyes. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yes,” Darian confirmed as he connected the dots with a line. “It’s a spear.”

Kashi’s eyes lit up as he studied the strange formation. There were six centaur villages in Kirkcour Woods. Of the six, three made up the spear’s ‘shaft’ with Lymar positioned at the spear’s butt. The final three formed a rough triangle, which, when connected to the village furthest on the spear’s shaft, formed a diamond-like shape that was precisely the spear tip.

Kashi rubbed his chin as an amused glint shone in his eyes. Could this be the reason the centaurs were unwilling to leave this place? Could there be a secret related to this formation? 

Kashi thought about it, then shrugged it off. No use wondering. Time would eventually tell. More importantly, there was something strange about this image. “Didn’t your father say four villages were under attack? Including this village, that should make five. I count six here.”

Darian’s eyes grew heavy as he drew an X on the first village. “The Bedu clan was wiped out a week ago, and its shaman captured.”

“There are six shamans?” Kashi questioned with a furrowed brow. “This ritual, are you sure it works with five shamans?”

“It will work,” Darian confirmed with a nod. “However, the effects will not be as good as when six shamans carry it out.”

“I see,” Kashi muttered as the wheels in his head began to spin. “So, that’s how it is.” 

“Kashi-dono?” Darian worried that Kashi would be displeased and hurried to explain. “The chief meant no harm. He did not want you to put himself in unnecessary danger.”

“It’s fine,” Kashi placated with a smile. “I do understand his reasoning. It’s just unfortunate that I will have to disappoint him. I am precisely the kind of person who seeks out unnecessary danger.” 

Kashi then asked as he recalled a troublesome point. “Are you certain the shaman was captured and not killed, and do you have any way of knowing if he’s still alive?”

“Yes, he is alive,” Darian confidently stated with a firm nod. “I saw him at the enemy’s camp. Some soldiers were torturing him for information, but he would not budge.”

“Torture, huh, such an ineffective method,” Kashi rebuked. He then added with a laugh. “Alright, then. Let’s liberate those villages first. We’ll figure out how to rescue the shaman later.”

Darian looked at the daeben with deep respect in his eyes. He knew Kashi primarily wanted to help his horse. Kashi should have considered the missing shaman as a significant loose edge. Instead, the daeben had pushed that to the back of his mind in favor of rescuing the trapped villagers. Darian doubted he would ever be able to repay the mounting debts.

“Yes, Kashi-dono.” Darian charged into the woods with Kashi’s entourage by his side, while the village’s warriors brought up the rear. The thundering of hooves boomed through the forest as the company sped toward the first village. 

This was bound to be the most taxing hour of their lives.


Oerbora, Daggerfall.

1:45 pm 14  th   Banem 1092.

Within the last couple of hours, the city’s population skyrocket as orc tribes from all over the region gathered at the rallying point. The thick smell of blood and rage drowned the city in a malevolent atmosphere akin to a powder keg. The raging orcs barely kept their emotions in check, but all it would take was one spark, and the entire place would go up in flames. 

A company of orcs rushed through the city gates on panting wild boars. Typically, the guards would never allow such an unruly entrance, but today was a special occasion. With so many angry orcs simultaneously entering the city, there was a high chance the standard searching procedures would end in a catastrophe.

The orcs jumped down from their mounts as soon as they passed the city gates. There were no stables in the city large enough to handle this many mounts, so the beasts were handed over to guards who would arrange a place for them outside the city.

These orcs were the warriors from Rhatheth, led by the powerful duo, Grovitch and Durst. 

Durst’s large frame and long tusks commanded respect from passersby, a privilege he instantly exploited by grabbing a random orc. He obtained the meeting place’s location from the orc, and then led his brothers to the given position.

 There was only one structure in the orcish city capable of holding the thousands of orcs gathered from all over the region. 

The arena was not what most would expect. It was a large patch of land, around which, rising, interlocked wooden benches were built. Each level of the benches could hold at least one thousand orcs sitting side by side, and there were five levels, which meant a seating capacity of at least five thousand orcs.

The arena significantly paled in comparison to others like it in other countries. While suitable for building huts in tandem with clay, the trees in Daggerfall were terrible for making large structures. Their wood was soft and brittle, often snapping into pieces when stressed. As a result, all the wood used in constructing the benches in the arena and Oerbon’s walls were obtained by raiding Ederwood’s boundaries.

Durst and his tribe arrived at the arena and were not surprised to find a large crowd. The sheer number of orcs not only filled up all the seats but also spilled onto the fighting grounds. In this scenario, those pushed to the edges of the arena were the weaker orc tribes. The fiercer tribes and their chiefs had the authority to force their way to the front.

“Move,” Durst calmly ordered the orc in front of him.

“Huh!?” The orc was already irritated at being shoved to the back. He was ready to crush the idiot who tried to cut the line. He turned with a roar, “Do you want to di- Durst!” The orc screamed as soon as he realized who was behind him. Durst’s imposing frame and large tusks cut a figure no orc would forget after a single encounter.

“It’s Durst!”

“Blood-Drinker Durst!”

“Move! Move!”

Durst snorted as orcs willingly stepping out of the way. He and Grovitch led their brothers to the center of the gathering. The regular tribe members stopped roughly halfway through, and Grovitch stopped one step before the center, where a small circle of elites stood.

Durst joined the elite circle, his gaze narrowing as he examined the twenty tribal chiefs. There were too many of them to remember their names, but his gaze hovered on a young orc who was silently sharpening an ax. 

This orc’s appearance was quite eye-catching. Most notably, unlike most orcs, despite being a male, the young orc’s build was relatively lean (by the orcish standard). In humans’ eyes, he would appear as a muscular man in the vein of men like Dwayne Johnson. 

To orcs, however, this was puny for an adult of their kind. The orc’s ears were a lot more pronounced and pointed than regular orcs, evoking memories of the elves. He was blessed with a full head of reddish-orange hair that fell to his shoulders. Finally, like most orcs, he was barechested, revealing a perfectly-chiseled frame and some tattoos that ran along his chest and arms.

The young orc sat alone with his ax. No one approached him, nor did he bother to speak to anyone. The orc was ostracized by the rest of the orc tribe mainly because of his almost non-existent tusks. They were so small that they were virtually negligible, which constituted a major disgrace to most orcs. Some speculated he was a hybrid between an orc and an elf, but there was no proof to substantiate these theories.

Strangely, despite all these ‘stains,’ the ostracized orc had won a place at the elite circle. 

This was no accident, and it certainly was not a gift or something granted out of pity. The young orc claimed this place by becoming the arena’s current reigning. 

Durst looked at the champion but could not recall his name. It had been a long time since he had come to the city after all. He shook the matter out of his head as two orcs walked to the very center of the crowd.

The two orcs were an old shaman and a massive orc in the prime of his life. The orc, who stood just about the same height as Durst, turned in place and took in all the orcs present.

Pain, Grief, Anger, Hatred.

These terrifying emotions choked the very air, and the orc could sense it all. He took a deep breath, swallowing all the rage in the air. Somehow, everyone in that area suddenly felt he was looking into their eyes. Grimlock, head chief of the south-eastern region, only said two words, “Brothers… Rage!” 

“ROOOOAR!”

The ground quaked as the orcs bellowed and roared out their pain and frustrations! Who knew how many thousands they had lost in the massacre!? The orcs converted the anguish buried within their souls into raging flames that could only be expressed in the loudest and most terrifying screams. The cries carried along the wind, and all the living beings for several miles were scared off by the intense bloodlust.

The rage-fueled roars continued for over ten minutes before the orcs until the orcs finally vented the anger and rage in their hearts. 

Clack!

The orcs’ attention were drawn to the center as Grimlock stabbed the jagged greatsword in his hand into the earth. The orc chieftain gazed at his people as he said, “Brothers, I feel your rage, your pain! To think that someone would do such a heinous thing! We orcs are no heroes, nor are we good, but we meet our enemies on the battlefield with honor and strength! We do not avoid the strong and attack the weak. Yet some bastard thought it proper to slaughter our women and children.” Anger burned in Grimlock’s eyes as his hands clenched around the sword hilt. “Brothers, what do we do when we find the bastard responsible!?”

“Kill them!” “Burn them!” “Tear them apart!” “Destroy them!”

“Kill!” 

“Kill!”

“KILL!”

The orcs’ chant shot across the city, the bloodlust infecting all the orcs in the city. The orcs’ eyes reddened in rage regardless of their location as they joined in the chant. The bellows shook the roofs off all the buildings in the city, reaching even the elven district. Within one of the buildings, Honne-Onna looked out at the raging city with a devilish grin. “Not enough. Cry out even more.”

Within another building, an old dwarf stared at the rink in his hands with shock and fear. “Are you serious!? No disrespect, sir, but I don’t think the orcs are in the mood to sit down and talk.”

“We must try, regardless!”  The voice in the rink was strong and proud but held a hint of panic.  “Otherwise, these lands will be covered with not just our blood, but thousands of our brothers and sisters too. We cannot let things reach that stage! Our lives are a small price to pay to secure the future of our race.”

The dwarf shook his head but eventually gave a reluctant sigh. “As you wish, Farvulia-sama. I will see that it is done.”

“You have my gratitude, Uthman-san,”  Farvulia thanked the dwarf.  “I will soon set out. By Aygor’s mercy, we’ll get to the bottom of this before it gets too far.”

“As the lord commands,” Uthman acknowledged. The rink’s light dimmed, signifying the end of the call, and the dwarf sullenly stowed it in his bag. 

Uthman Keggrog was a dwarven trader sent to trade with the elves and orcs by Rudega Farvulia, the dwarf most of the younger generation thought had the highest chances of claiming the dwarven king throne. At least, until the king in the east arose from nowhere.

Although Uthman appeared to be a simple trader, he had another task. To spy on the orcs and relay any odd behavior to Farvulia. The majority of dwarfs saw orcs as a primitive tribe, not worth a mention. As far as they were concerned, there was only one thing you needed to know about orcs. And that was when they would attack. Since orcs had the inane habit of blowing on a horn before beginning any raid, dwarven settlements often had a chance to react and fortify themselves before any attack.

Rudega Farvulia, on the other hand, saw the orcs as both a potential ally and threat. He knew that the only reason the dwarfs could remain so complacent in this land was that the orcs were not a united nation. Usually, they only had to face one small tribe’s attack at a time, which was relatively easy to fend off. 

The consequences would be dire if the dwarfs had to confront a united orc region. Hence, Rudega always ensured he had a spy in the important orcish cities to look out for any large gathering. 

That insight finally paid off, as through his contacts, Uthman was able to report the latest development in time, preventing the dwarfs from getting blindsided. However, who knew Rudega would go one step further and ask his spy to confront the orcs head-on to buy some time?

Uthman seriously questioned his sanity for remaining loyal even at this moment. However, though he grumbled and complained, he still grabbed an overcoat and stole into the streets. He made his way to the arena, carefully avoiding the main roads and sticking to the alleyways instead. The old dwarf did not want to risk meeting an orc in this atmosphere. There was no telling how they would react after all.

Meanwhile, within the arena, Grimlock raised his hand to end the chants then turned to Durst. “You’ve heard the cries of your brothers. Tell us, whose head do we have to chop off?”

Durst’s eyes narrowed, but he did not speak the word on his lips. The six-hour ride had cooled his rage from a blazing inferno that consumed his thoughts to a simmering flame buried deep in his heart. This granted him time to think, and he had begun to find a few odd things about the entire fiasco.

To begin with, dwarfs were never the best at warfare. It was quite difficult to believe a group of dwarfs could easily take down entire villages filled with orcs. After all, the women and children of orcish tribes were no pushovers. Orcs learned to fight and kill from the moment they were born. The reason orcish women remained behind during hunting expeditions was not to take care of the home but raise the next batch of warriors for the tribe. Durst could easily think of a few female orcs who could fight him to a standstill. 

Something else bothered the orc chief. The orc that survived long enough to name the dwarfs as the culprit. Was that really providence? Or was the murder planned so the orc would live long enough to reveal the dwarfs as the culprit, but not long enough to be questioned further?

If it was the former, everything was good. But if it was indeed the latter, then the orcs were playing into the hand of a terrifying enemy. Of course, all this hinged on the fact that Durst just could not fathom the dwarfs suddenly getting the strength required to accomplish the massacre. 

Was he looking down on the dwarfs? 

Durst’s mind tumbled with contradictory thoughts. What if the dwarfs had been biding time, building their strength for this specific attack? Wouldn’t his hesitation buy them more time to achieve more dastardly deeds?

Durst’s hesitation did not pass Grimlock’s sharp eyes. The war chief smiled and questioned, “What is the matter, Durst? It’s not like you to hesitate.”

Durst nodded. “You’re right, Grimlock. I don’t know why, but I feel uneasy about this.”

“Hmph! I see married life has tamed the ferocious Blood-Drinker,” a strong voice mocked. Durst looked to his left and met the eyes of Brast Blackblood, a large orc with black soot black skin. 

Brast was scary even for an orc, oozing air that screamed bloody murder. As always, Brast firmly grasped a war ax in his left hand, almost as if he expected an enemy to pop out at every turn. “If you know who we should be fighting, then spit it out! What’s with the wishy-washy attitude!? Are you afraid!?”

“Me, afraid?” Durst growled, accompanied by a low, guttural chuckle. “You’re as insane as ever, Brast.”

“Enough with the nonsense,” another orc interrupted Durst, this time from his right. “Our enemies are the dwarfs. I saw one scamper away with my own eyes.”

Durst looked to his right. The speaker was Rernark Ragelock, one of the few orcs from the older generation that could stand toe-to-toe with Durst and Grimlock. Rernark was a tough old bastard, even among the orcs, and well respected for his strength. The orc’s only flaw was his penchant for the ‘old days.’ Who knew how many poor orcs had been forced to listen to his nonsense about the  good old days.  

Of course, no one dared to point out the fact that Rernark himself was not alive during those ‘good old days’ and was thus talking out of his arse.

“Dwarfs? Did he say, dwarfs?”

“He said, dwarfs.”

“Those weak dwarfs dared to do this?”

“Those bastard dwarfs,” Rernark grunted as the surrounding orcs muttered in confusion. “They’ve been hiding their strength. I say we stop wasting time and dig out those fools before they do something worse.”

“Yeah! Yeah! Kill the dwarfs!” 

“Slaughter the bastards!” 

Durst frowned as the orcs roared expletives and curses while swearing to any god who would listen that they would destroy the dwarfs. The faster things escalated, the worse Durst felt. He could not shake the feeling something was wrong somewhere. However, at the same time, he could not justify calling off an attack on the dwarfs. All the evidence pointed to them. His hesitation could result in more lives lost if his suspicions were false. 

Eventually, Durst sighed and shook his head. 

What was the point of all the doubt? Worst-case scenario, the orcs would be pulled into a fight with the dwarfs. Was there an orc out there who feared battle? There was no way the orcs would lose a war against the dwarfs. As long as that remained true, there was no need to worry about the consequences of war.

Grimlock caught the change in Durst’s demeanor. With a smile, he once again stopped the chants with a raise of his hand. “We know who the enemy is. Do we attack?”

“ATTACK!”

The orcs collectively bellowed and raised their right arms to represent their agreement. Durst only hesitated for a brief moment before also raising his hand. At this time, the orcs needed unity, not divisive thoughts. Within moments, every orc had their right arm raised. 

Well, almost every orc. 

One orc remained quiet, calmly sitting on the earth and sharpening his ax with a whetstone.

The orc sharply stood out, but no one said a word because that orc happened to be Ragnaf Banbeast, the current orc champion. 

The orcs, as if coming to an understanding, chose to ignore his presence. Their chants once again shook the earth as they shouted, “To War!” “Kill the dwarfs!” “Exterminate the Dwarfs!”

Suddenly a single cry screamed over everyone else’s. “What!? There’s a dwarf! There’s a dwarf here!”

The cry seized the orcs’ attention, and a deathly silence descended over the arena. 

“Unhand me, you brute!” someone shouted, the tiny voice proving its owner was undoubtedly not an orc. “I have an important message for your chief!” 

“You bastard!” the orc cursed. “I’ll tear you apart.“

“Wait!” Durst was not sure what got into him, but he quickly shouted, stopping the orc from carrying out the threat. “Let’s hear what he has to say.” Durst turned and sent Grimlock a searching gaze.

Grimlock nodded and bellowed. “Bring the dwarf to me. Let me see the face of this dead man.”

A scuffle was heard as an orc pushed his way through the crowd and unceremoniously dumped a small sack onto the floor. The ‘sack’ struggled and removed its brown hood to reveal itself.

Grimlock’s eyes sparkled with bemusement. “Oh, Uthman, is it? Why did you come here? I thought you valued your little life above everything?”

“It’s because I value my little life so highly that I took the risk of coming here,” Uthman grumbled as he dusted his robes. He then bowed to Grimlock and formally announced his reason for coming, “Grimlock-sama, I am here with a message from the Farvulian household.”

“Oh? That Rudega brat?” Grimlock chuckled. “That brat’s sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong. This is a problem for the South. Why’s he poking his nose here?”

“Ah, as it happens, Farvulia-sama is currently residing in the Thonur Household,” Uthman explained. “He heard about what happened and wishes to lend all of his assets to catching the culprits.”

Grimlock frowned. “Thonur? What is that brat doing so far south?” 

Grimlock’s worry was warranted. Currently, Daggerfall was split into four major regions. North, South-East, South-West, and Central regions. Each area shared a major dwarven settlement and an orc city. The North had Xynnar (dwarven) and Northmold (orcish). Central had Kinallen (dwarven) and Craydon (orcish). The South-East had Nuxvar (dwarven) and Oerbora (orcish), and finally, the South-West housed Aynor (dwarven) and Garigill (orcish).

The Thonur household lived in Nuxvar, located in the same region as Oerbora, while the elite Farvulian family lived in Xynnar. It was no surprise that Grimlock wondered why the man touted as the next dwarven king appeared in his territory just as such an attack was launched.

Uthman caught the suspicion in Grimlock’s gaze and suffered a chill down his spine. “I swear on my mother; the Farvulian house had nothing to do with this attack! Please, Grimlock-sama, give us a chance to get to the bottom of this before war breaks out.”

“Oh? What does the brat suggest?”

“A meeting at a neutral location of your choosing,” Uthman replied. “It will give us a chance to talk before things escalate beyond the point of no return.”

“Thousands of women and children slaughtered. Do you not think we’ve long since crossed that point?”

Uthman trembled. “Please! At least give us a chance to prove we are innocent before we go to war.”

“Grimlock, let me go.” Durst stepped forward. “Something about this whole thing doesn’t sit right with me. At the very least, let me first hear them out.”

Grimlock looked at Durst with a raised brow. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Durst confirmed with a nod. “No one craves revenge as severely as I do. But I do not wish to live the fool, satisfying my revenge while the true killer runs free. If I find it is indeed the dwarfs, you can be sure I will personally lead the charge.”

Grimlock looked at Durst then at Uthman. The dwarf’s mustache visibly shook as he weathered the war chief’s stern gaze. “Fine. You will go on my behalf,” Grimlock stated as he turned to Durst. “Your clan will accompany you for protection.” Grimlock caught Ragnaf out of the corner of his eyes. “Take Ragnaf with you. He’s lived his whole life within these walls and could do with some real-world experience.”

For the first time, Ragnaf looked up from his ax, an excited glint in his eyes.

Grimlock looked at the ancient shaman that silently stood next to him. His voice was noticeably more respectful as he said, “Guvern-san. I’ll have to trouble you to accompany them. You’re the only one who can make decisions on my behalf.”

Guvern Dreamstone was one of the oldest orcs alive. At over 190 years of age, he was rapidly nearing his end of days. However, if it were not for the mass of gray hair and bony body, it would have been impossible to tell. Guvern was every bit as muscular and strong-looking as the younger orcs around him.

Guvern let out a low chuckle as he grasped his bone staff. “These old bones have still got some life left in them. I’ll gladly accept the chance to stretch ‘em out after such a long time cooped up indoors.”

“My apologies, and thanks,” Grimlock said, then he turned to look at the other chiefs. “We will begin preparations for war but wait for Durst’s report before we launch an attack. Any objections?”

The chiefs shook their heads. 

“Wait,” Rernark Ragelock called. He signaled a shaman at his side who cast a spell on Uthman, causing the dwarf to drop to the earth, unconscious. “There’s a possibility this is a trap. My tribe will follow Durst’s at a distance, just in case. I will also follow Durst to meet this Farvulian. With me there, they should not be able to play any tricks.”

‘Doesn’t that mean that without you, I will fall prey to their tricks?’  Durst snorted and looked at Grimlock.

Grimlock laughed at the anger in Durst’s eyes. “Rernark, you may follow. Make sure you watch each other’s backs.”

“As it should be.” Durst nodded.

“Of course,” Rernark stated.

Grimlock looked at the unconscious dwarf. “Someone pick up this dwarf. Durst, Rernark, Ragnaf, follow me. The rest :  begin preparations for war.”

With that, Grimlock disbanded the orcs while he took the negotiation team aside to talk.

In the elven district, Honne-Onna smiled as she listened to a subordinate report the outcome of the orcs’ meeting in detail. “Good,” she said as the report came to an end.

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 167: Battle for Dora

    
    
    
    
                
Thonur Household,

Nuxar, Daggerfall.

1:13 pm. 17  th   Banem, 1092.

Within one of the mansion’s rooms, Rudega Farvulia glared at the beautiful wisben calmly seated by the window. His eyes burned with rage as he muttered, “This is not what you promised.”

Brilith Loneheart, guild leader of Winter Leaf Clan, smiled as she regarded the angry dwarf with a pair of beautiful green eyes. “Farvulia-san, I promised I would help you unite the dwarfs under your banner. Nothing unites a group of people like a common enemy.”

“Not like this!” Rudega angrily spat. “If we go to war with the orcs, regardless of if we win or not, there’ll be nothing left of us! I needed your help to unite the dwarfs, not destroy us all!”

“Heh. And here I thought you were in it for the crown,” Brilith chuckled. “I must apologize then, but what’s done is done. You need my help to safely pass through this ordeal.”

“Never.” Rudega’s eyes flashed. “I will not allow you to station any more troops this far north.”

“Farvulia-san, you are dooming your people to death,” Brilith teased. “Allow Ederwood to take the blade in your stead. You’ll be praised as a hero and will surely gain the throne.”

Rudega snorted. “You might have fooled me once, but I will not so easily fall for your trick a second time.” The proud dwarf turned and walked to the door. “It was a mistake to have ever asked for your help.” Rudega paused as he clasped the doorknob. “Thank you for your help so far, but I hope never to see your face again.”

“On the contrary, Farvulia-san, I’m sure we’ll have many more meetings shortly.”

Rudega cursed and walked out of the room. Rage and self-doubt clouded his vision as he walked out of the mansion. He had asked for Brilith’s help to unite the clans because of the chaos incited by the Dwarven King. Many houses had begun to secretly battle to claim the title: ‘King in the West,’ and he could see how this would further splinter the already divided dwarfs. He had sought to quickly unite them, not to gain the throne for himself, but to stabilize the current situation. Yet, it appeared he had brought a hungry wolf into their midst.

Rudega inwardly grumbled as he summoned his security detail and walked to the stables where a pack of barghests awaited them. The strange creatures looked like wild dogs with monstrous teeth and thin, black coats. They were one of the few animals in Daggerfall that were small enough for the dwarfs to use as mounts.

Rudega mounted his beast and cast a gaze at Brilith through the window. He gritted his teeth and swore, “I won’t let you have your way.” He issued a command with a determined expression, then quickly exited the city with his guards, headed for the meeting location assigned by the orcs.

“Please, don’t let it be too late,” Rudega pleaded to the gods.

Brilith Loneheart watched the company leave with a serene smile. “Just as Honne-chan said.” Her gaze flittered to a corner of the room. “You know what to do.”

For a brief moment, a silhouette turned visible, but it disappeared the very next second. “I do.” A young woman’s voice responded.

Brilith nodded, then looked out of the window. Her lips curled into a wide grin as she muttered, “Soon, this whole country will be mine.”


Kirkcour Woods.

2:06 pm, 17  th   Banem 1092.

The afternoon sun shone down on a desperate battle within the forgotten forest. Hundreds of blights and small beasts surrounded a town, desperately trying to either tear down or jump over its high, wooden walls. A herd of brave centaurs lined the wall, vehemently shooting down arrows and spells at the invaders in a desperate bid to protect their home.

The blights did not take the assault kindly. They retaliated by shooting out sharp branches and needles to thin out the walls. Inexplicably, packs of direwolves were also involved in the attack, which was quite strange because animals were usually not affected by the blight. As if the situation was not bad enough, a loud screech rang out, and the warriors on the walls paled as massive Eagles descended onto the enemy army and picked up some of the blights and direwolves. 

The warriors desperately changed targets and fired at the Eagles, but only a couple fell before the speedy birds of prey bypassed the city walls. The birds dropped dozens of blights and direwolves into the heart of the city, and the intruders immediately began to reap chaos. The defenders on the walls were instantly torn between rushing into the city to save the defenseless or maintaining their ground. 

The choice was an immensely difficult one. If the defenders gave up their advantage on the walls, the blights would overrun them and make their way into the city. However, if they let the intruders run free, their loved ones would be at the mercy of the blights and direwolves.

Gelarios Achas, chief of the Dora tribe, frowned with unease as he surveyed the combat situation from atop the wall. Try as he might, he could not see a way out of their current predicament. Worse even, he noticed the eagles had already begun to circle for another pass. If this were a regular invasion, he would have long since surrendered, but the enemy had not issued a word about surrendering. It was apparent their foe wanted to wipe them all out. 

Gelarios could not understand why this was happening. The centaur tribe had always lived peaceful lives away from society. When did they gain such a powerful, relentless enemy?

Gelarios’ eyes narrowed as the eagles swooped down to pick up the next round. “Fine! We’ll fight to the last man! Archers, Mages! Forget the wall, bring down those damn birds! We’ll show these bastards the pride of the Dora tribe!”

“OOOH!” 

The ranged warriors prepared their projectiles as they watched the Eagles pick up the next batch of direwolves and blights. They chose to momentarily abandon the wall and take out the aerial threat. 

Gelarios’ expression hardened as the eagles took flight. If these monsters made one more pass, their village was as good as done. He raised his hand and prepared to give the order to fire. 

Shunk! Shunk! Shunk!

Gelarios’ eyes went wide with shock as a continuous barrage of arrows shot out from the forest and stabbed through the eagles’ wings.

The majestic birds screeched in pain as they crashed to the earth along with their load as an oppressive, monstrous aura billowed onto the battlefield and pressured it into a heavy silence.

Gelarios shivered in fear and looked to the edge of the forest from which the heavy bloodlust erupted. 

The monsters and warriors stared in shock as a majestic black stallion walked out of the forest. Its rider, a daeben dressed in a simple, sleeveless undershirt, lowered the bow in his left hand and coldly gazed upon the battlefield. Moments later, a pair of assassins on two horses flanked him on either side.

Gelarios’ heart tightened, but he was unsure if these people were allies or people looking to fish in troubled waters. He did not have to fear for too long, though, as eleven centaurs ambled onto the field, spears at the ready.

Gelarios’ heart quickened as he recognized one of the centaurs to be Darian, next-in-line of the Lymar tribe. His gaze sharpened sDarian raised his spear and twirled it in a distinct series of motions. The chief suddenly turned to the soldiers on the wall. “Prepare to open the gate!”

Across the battlefield, Darian observed the movements on the wall and nodded in appreciation of the Dora chief’s trust. Now, he had to prove that the faith was well-placed. He looked at Kashi with a smile and said, “We will clear a path to the gate, Kashi-dono. What are your plans?”

Kashi surveyed the dense cluster of monsters with a cold smile. “Shadow and Larsial will accompany you to clear out the monsters already in the city.”

“And you, Kashi-dono?”

“Oh, do not worry about me.” A devilish grin spread across the daeben’s face. “I was just looking for a good chance to level up quickly.”

Darian shivered as he observed the daeben’s expression. “Good luck, Kashi-dono.” He called out to his troops as he brandished his spear horizontally in front of himself and galloped toward the monster horde.  “[Sleipneir’s Charge!]”  

The centaurs mimicked his movements and charged behind him in an arrow-like formation. Golden ki surged from the tip of Darian’s spear to his arms, then exploded outwards to merge with the other centaurs who emitted similar auras. The ki molded as they charged to form a bullet-shaped gold casing that wrapped around the charging centaurs. The ki roiled along the  bullet , but most of its energy concentrated at the tip of Darian’s spear.

The bullet formation smashed into the outer sections of the blight army and instantly blasted the raging monsters out of its path. The bullet tore through the monster army, clearing a straight path toward the village’s gate. Shadow and Larsial galloped behind Darian’s formation, leaving Kashi to bring up the rear. 

The daeben ensured the monsters did not quickly close up the space left by the bullet. Arrows incessantly flew out, accurately striking down monsters as they attempted to chase after them.

Kashi only absent-mindedly performed this task, as the bulk of his attention was on Darian’s formation. He repeatedly played back and dissected the activation process in his mind. 

First, was the momentum. Darian charged ahead, concentrating his ki at the tip of his spear. The concentrated ki was then released, and the centaur’s forward momentum forced it to flow backward. Because it was released from a spear tip, the ki was sharp, creating a bullet-like structure that was perfect for penetration.

Furthermore, because his ki was much stronger than his companions’, Darian’s ki swallowed up the ki released by the other centaurs to further strengthen and magnify the effects of the formation.

Kashi’s eyes gleamed, and he resolved to get the centaurs on his side no matter what. Drixlia’s evolutions aside, Absalon’s army would stand to rapidly develop if it picked up even an iota of the centaur tribe’s tricks. “Heh, so that’s how it was,” Kashi inwardly muttered as realization struck.

Indeed, there were no useless races in this world. Every intelligent race had something to add to the world, and it was the job of the elite races to enhance those traits and give these weaker races a place in the world. Kashi let out a wistful grin as he thought about the drakul and the races in Serisis. It seemed he would have to reevaluate how he thought about these races. Their value was definitely not as simple as an extra war force. He would need to take his time to study the different races and draw out their unique charms.

However, before that…

“Open the Gate!”

Kashi looked up to see the village gate grudgingly slide open as Darian’s formation neared. Inevitably, the monsters near the gate took the opportunity to rush in, but the centaurs were not stupid. They only partially opened the gate such that the monsters could only get in one or two at a time. The unlucky beasts were then promptly slaughtered by soldiers stationed behind the gate.

Kashi’s brows furrowed as he observed the chokepoint. He understood the chief’s plan. The Dora tribe would fully open its gate just before Darian entered. Then immediately, the group passes successfully, they would shut the gate. However, because they could not afford to let Darian’s formation damage the gate, the Dora tribe would be forced to open the gate early to avoid any miscalculations. 

Who knew how many monsters rush through the opening during that brief period? 

Kashi had no desire to see that reality. He hastily shouted, “Darian-san! Single-line formation!”

Darian’s brows jumped. Single-line? He instantly knew what Kashi intended. With a single line, the Dora tribe would not have to open the gates too wide, but didn’t the daeben understand why they employed an arrow formation instead of a single line? The arrow formation pushed enemies toward the outside, creating a vacuum behind the charge. The larger the arrow, the more space the enemy troops would need to fill up to resume attacking the charging force. 

Most importantly, however, the arrow formation pushed enemy troops outward, forcing them to hit their allies and disrupting their momentum. The single-file formtion also had the capability of piercing through the enemy, but in turn, sacrificed a lot of the disruption and placed a heavy burden on the lead.

Darian was okay with the burden of being the arrowhead, but his real fear was that the vacuum behind their formation would be lost. This vacuum created the safe space for Shadow, Larsial, and Kashi to follow behind the formation. Once Darian switched to a single file, Shadow, Larsial, and Kashi would instantly become vulnerable to the enemy’s attacks.

“Don’t worry about us!” Kashi yelled out before Darian could voice his thoughts. “I’ve got it covered!”

Darian hesitated for a moment but then recalled the daeben’s performance against the marilith. That’s right. It was that Kashi saying he had it covered. If he did not trust him, then why would he have come all the way out here with the daeben. Darian gritted his teeth and roared, “Single-Line!”

The centaurs obeyed his commands, and the arrow collapsed into a single line. Shadow and Larsial followed suit, with the silver-haired assassin in front and the daeben close in behind.

The monsters saw their opportunity and lunged at the trio, who were not under the formation’s ki protection.

Kashi snorted as the monsters converged on them. He raised his right and flicked his middle finger at the beasts as he sentenced them to death. “ [Gilgamesh] ” 

A thousand arrows shot out of a giant mandala that appeared behind the daeben’s back. Curiously, the bolts did not attack randomly but flew on either side of Darian in an arrow-like formation. Each arrow rotated in place, emitting chaotic torrents of mana that destroyed everything in their path.

Darian’s eyes widened as the arrows annihilated the beasts. What in the hell was this daeben!? Was he a god? This strength should not belong to a common hume!

Kashi ignored the centaurs’ distress. It was taking all he had to control the path of the arrows. Gilgamesh was designed to be a one-time skill, meant to fire its arrows at a single target or area. 

However, Kashi had always experimented on using it to accomplish different things in different scenarios. In this case, he delayed the firing time of sections of arrows to create an arrow-like formation. He was also expending a lot of mana to slow down their speed, so they did not fly ahead of Darian.

Thankfully, Kashi did not have to slow down the arrows for too long. A few seconds later, when they were only a few meters from the gate, Kashi set a single homing target for all the arrows and stopped holding them back. The bolts instantly converged on a blight that was trying to force its way through the gate. 

All one thousand arrows tore through the target, inadvertently clearing the area in front of the gate. However, one blessing only led to another damnation as the arrows tore through the beast and headed for the gate itself. It seemed like Kashi’s attempt at saving the day had backfired.

Gelarios paled. “Is this the end?”

Darian continued to charge, but his grim expression revealed his unease. 

Shadow’s expression remained the same. For as long as he had known Kashi, the daeben had never been one to do something without considering the possibilities. Larsial was surprised by the calmness in her heart as the situation reached its climax. She wondered why she wasn’t panicked and instinctively turned to look behind her.

“Ah, I understand.” Larsial burst out in laughter as Kashi, with a relaxed grin on his face, winked at her.

“[Dimension Break]”

CRACK!

The onlookers present paled as a crack appeared in the air in front of the arrows. The crack smashed open to reveal a portal, which the arrows all entered with alarming speed. 

Kashi flicked his thumb, and four similar portals appeared around the battlefield. The arrows zipped out of these and indiscriminately slaughtered everything in their path before the mana in them finally dissipated.

Dense silence pervaded the battlefield as Darian and his troops listlessly passed through the gate. In this world, there was such a thing as witnessing too much power. When someone was marginally better than you, you could convince yourself that with enough hard work, you would one day catch up to them. But that kind of drive was meaningless when faced with those with heaven-defying talents. When one gazed upon these heaven-sent beings, it would already be considered an achievement not to give up on your dream.

Darian and every single warrior on the wall were currently feeling a hollowness in their soul comparable to precisely that feeling of helplessness. This was not a question of mere strength anymore. It was the combination of skill, foresight, and power that made them feel so helpless. 

Unfortunately, if just this much was already wrecking so much chaos in the warriors’ hearts, what came next would utterly shatter their hearts.

“A-Are you not coming in?” Gelarios’ heart thumped as he looked at the  monster  outside the gate. 

Kashi looked up at the commander with a loose smile. “Close the gate, and make preparations to rout the enemy. I’ll handle the rest. We shall speak more on my return.” Kashi turned Drixlia, so they faced the monster army.

“Ah, I’ve really drained my mana this time,” Kashi muttered as he patted Drixlia’s fur. “I’ve only got my ki left, huh? Now, how did that stuff go again…”

BOOM!

Gelarios’ eyes jumped in fright as a monstrous amount of dark ki exploded from the daeben’s body. Faint traces of fire, wind, and water revolved around the daeben, scorching and destroying the earth around him. “It can’t be!” Gelarios cried out as he grabbed the edge of the battlement and watched the disastrous ki slowly but surely condense around the daeben, becoming smaller but many times stronger. 

The fire and wind traces slowly grew stronger as the mana continually condensed until it formed a tiny, minuscule ball, barely visible to the human eye. 

Kashi grinned as the ball dropped onto Drixlia’s forehead then spread down its forehead to form a faint red and blue line. “This might hurt a little, Drix, but bear with it for a bit.”

“Monster,” Gelarios would continuously mutter over the next couple of minutes. “He is a monster.”

 

 

 

 



            

    
         Chapter 168: Battle for Dora (2)

    
    
    
    
                
Dora Tribelands, Kirkcour Woods.

2:15 pm. 14  th   Banem, 1092.

Tense silence pervaded the battlefield outside the centaur town as hundreds of blights and direwolves glared at the lone daeben warrior that stood between them and the town gate. Kashi whispered something into the ears of the black-coated stallion he rode upon, then cast his red, blood-colored gaze upon the monsters.

BOOM!

Gargantuan pressure exploded from Kashi’s gaze and pressed down on the surrounding monsters like a sledgehammer! Hundreds of weaker direwolves instantly fainted in fright, and most others froze in place, knees shaking. However, even though their instincts commanded them to flee, the force controlling these monsters overrode that fear and forced them to remain on the battlefield.

The alpha wolves and the blights did not display any overt signs of being affected by the pressure, but if examined closely, the speed of their heartbeats would have been revealed to have tripled.

The monsters’ fear was not without cause. Kashi often fought monsters tens of levels above himself. As a result, his Fighting Spirit was ridiculously high. In fact, so exponentially high that if he did not personally restrain himself, there were very few people in the world who could stand in his presence.

Kashi usually could not use this overwhelming advantage because he was either often fighting boss characters who were immune to its fear effects or battling weak monsters. It would not be fun to wipe them out without a fight. 

This, however, was an important battle against hundreds of monsters. Even Kashi could not guarantee he would survive if he did not go all out. Hence, he instantly burst out with the full extent of his Fighting Spirit.

“Charge!” Kashi took advantage of the monsters’ brief panic to spur Drixlia into a hard gallop.

Gelarios stared in shock as a dark aura burst out Drixlia’s forehead and spread across its body to form a tight, dense black curtain. The stallion’s mind-boggling acceleration forced the aura into the shape of a bullet as it crashed into the monsters’ ranks. 

The stallion’s insane speed and Kashi’s ability to instantly use the ki wall immediately after learning it notwithstanding were surprising in their own rights. Still, they weren’t the reason for the shock in Gelarios’ eyes.

The centaurs used their spears to create the formation because of the feedback each time the ki wall clashed against an enemy. If a centaur used their physical body to emit the ki, they would have to experience the initial backlash directly. It would be like slamming their bodies (although armored with ki) into the enemy forces. The point of impact was broad and hence not practical. 

More importantly, however, the centaur would also be forced to bear the impact all around their body simultaneously, which would slowly damage them. 

Early clan warriors introduced the spear to remedy this weakness. The sharp spear point streamlined the entire ki force into a single point. This made it much easier to pierce through the enemy forces and reduce the strain on the centaur.

The backlash was thus concentrated on their arm rather than the entire body. As long as a warrior sufficiently trained their balance and spear arm, the chances of accumulating injuries were low.

Kashi and Drixlia, however, were not obeying this principle. By using Drixlia as the ‘spear-point’ Kashi was forcing the horse to bear the impact of smashing into these tough bodied blights. Most animals would have died on the spot from such a task.

Kashi and Drixlia did not seem to care about any of this as they smashed into the blight forces with arrogant impudence. A massive explosion ensued as the first group of blights was blasted out of their path. 

Drixlia thundered through the panicked blights, stubbornly grunting as it used his forehead like a battering ram to smash its way through the army and crushed stragglers underneath its powerful hooves.

“Excellent, Drix,” Kashi praised as he patted the horse’s neck. “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt much longer.” Before Drixlia could process what the daeben meant, tens of blights around it suddenly exploded. Smoking arrows struck the earth behind the furthest beast. 

Atop the defense wall, Gelarios’ eyes bulged out of their sockets as Kashi shot dozens of arrows into the monster army and reaped their lives like wheat. However, what particularly drew his attention was the bow in the daeben’s hand. Although it looked simple, the chief’s heart involuntarily quickened each time Kashi drew the string.

Kashi grasped [Ferulic’s Practice Bow] and unleashed hell upon the monster army. Each arrow sentenced three or more monsters to death, and the daeben’s experience points began to climb at a rapid rate.

However, Kashi was not interested in his own growth as he could feel Drixlia’s explosive growth. The stallion’s gait stabilized, and its speed increased as time passed. This resulted from the massive experience points it gained from its status as Kashi’s ‘mount.’

In L.N.E, there were three ways for a monster or animal to increase its strength. The first and most common method was to kill and consume the flesh of other monsters and adventurers. The power gained was proportional to the strength of the consumed beast. 

As could be expected, this did not apply to herbivores. A herbivore improved by feeding on high-level grass and plants. Unfortunately, this peaceful method meant that improvements were very slow. Usually, the effects would not show until the next generation.

The second method was to either awaken a hidden bloodline, somehow boost the current bloodline, or transplant a rare, high-level bloodline from a higher tiered monster to a weaker monster through special rituals. 

These methods were unreliable as they could only be performed by very select humes, and even then, success was not always guaranteed. However, its benefit was that it increased the base strength of a monster. 

The final, and perhaps the cheatiest method of all, was to become the pet of a Summoned. Summoned could share some of the ‘experience’ they got from killing a monster with their pets or mounts as long as the beast joined them in combat. 

Kashi and Drixlia had not had many chances to fight together, and the stallion’s development had stalled as a result. It was getting to the point where Kashi’s running speed was nearing the stallions top speed. Kashi knew this problem and sought a method to increase Drixlia’s bloodline as there were not many opportunities to fight on horseback. 

Who could have guessed that an army of high-level monsters would deliver itself to the daeben’s doorstep? Even better, Darian had inadvertently taught Kashi how to cover his biggest weakness: Drixlia’s safety.

Poor Drixlia was so low-leveled that a single strike from any of these monsters would have been enough to kill it ten times over. However, now, it was those very beasts who were causing the stallion’s level to skyrocket at an impossible rate. Kashi had long since muted the system’s notifications as the windows informing him of his mount’s level were beginning to block his entire vision.

Drixlia neighed in excitement and sped up, turning itself into a mobile battering ram. No one was more aware of its increasing strength than the beast itself. It had always felt a lingering fear that it would soon be abandoned as Kashi got too powerful for it. But if it got strong enough, why would it have to fear? Kashi would definitely bring it out to explore the world more often! 

Die For Me!

BOOM!  
‎ Massive blue-colored ki exploded out of Drixlia’s body as it resolved to kill as many of these blights. 

“HAHA! You feel it don’t you!?” Kashi roared with laughter as the beast’s roiling ki brushed past him. “Okay, then! Let’s slaughter them!”

Neeigh!

Drixlia neighed in excited agreement, and more ki surged out of its body. Its ki roiled and mixed with Kashi’s dark ki. The blue and black ki surged and morphed into a black horse’s silhouette with flaming blue hooves, mane, and tail.

Kashi and Drixlia were hidden with the lifeform as it smashed through the beasts. The only evidence of their presence were the life-reaping arrows that flew out of the ki construct.

“Horse and Man as One,” Gelarios muttered as he stared at the silhouette that crushed its way through the army with a calm expression. Why was he calm? Simple, the old chief nearly had a heart attack when ki exploded from Drixlia’s body. If he kept being surprised by everything the daeben did, how long would he have to live? It was much better to see the daeben as a monster. That way, everything would make sense.

“Monster. Yes, monster.” Gelarios tested the word on his lips and was not surprised to find that it fit perfectly. “Mhmm. He is a monster. Bring down the moon if you want. This old man won’t flinch.”

“Chief?” A young soldier called as he walked up to Gelarios. “Should we send reinforcements to the other walls?”

“No.” Gelarios shook his head. “Take a few men from the other walls to help Darian clear out the vermin in the city. When the city’s safe, bring all the spare men to this gate. We will reinforce the daeben.”

The soldier’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Sir? It seems the daeben can handle it.”

Gelarios shook his head. “It might look impressive, but it’s ki he’s burning. Ki! You must remember: the charging formation is meant for short calvary bursts. No matter how strong he is, he will soon run out of k it. i at this rate. The only reason he is holding on this long is because of that stallion.”

The soldier passed on Gelarios’ order to a subordinate then turned to the chief. “I don’t understand. What’s special about that stallion?”

“It’s weak,” Gelarios stated. “It’s so weak that a single hit from these monsters would have instantly ended its life.”

The soldier was even more confused. “How is its weakness a strength?”

Gelarios sighed. “It’s so weak that it’s leveling up at an impossible rate. Remember what happens when you level up?”

The soldier’s eyes widened as realization dawned. “Your mana and ki refill to the peak.”

“Exactly,” Gelarios muttered. “Right now, the stallion is burning the majority of its ki before the next level up to reduce the daeben’s burden. Look, the formation is changing color.” Just as Gelarios stated, blue overtook the majority of the ki-formed stallion’s coat. Curiously, however, the head and legs of the image remained black. “The daeben is smart,” Gelarios praised. “He reduced the overall amount of ki he put in and concentrated on the legs and head since those determine the overall force of the beast.”

Gelarios sighed as he watched the rampage. “The young will truly surpass the young. At least, this should be the extent of his abilities. Nothing else can surprise me.” 

As if on cue, ten thousand arrows shot out from ten portals that suddenly appeared around the horse formation and decimated the enemy troops. However, to the centaurs’ shock, at least four thousand of those arrows shot to the walls. Before panic could even begin to set in, Gelarios saw a small portal appear in front of him. 

“Get down!” The old man screamed in fright as four thousand arrows converged on the portal. Unfortunately, the mana-enhanced arrows were far too fast. Gelarios’ heart stopped as a dark mass consumed his entire vision. 

Luckily, [Homing Arrow] was as effective as advertised, especially on a stationary target. The arrows zipped into the portal and smashed into the remnants of the monster army.

It took Gelarios a moment to process what just happened. The old centaur nearly pissed himself in fright as his life flashed before his eyes. The embarrassment and fear exploded in the form of rage, “ARE YOU TRYING TO KILL ME, BOY!?” Gelarios roared and had to be stopped from jumping down from the wall by his tribesman. “DON’T HOLD ME! I Must Teach This Boy A Less—”

Thunk!

The threat died in Gelarios’ throat as an arrow stabbed into the battlement in front of the chief. The old man noticed a note at the end of the arrow, and weakly pulled it out. He unfurled the dry parchment and paled when he saw the note was written in blood. However, that momentary fright instantly turned into incredulous laughter when he read the contents.

[Please Help. I’ve Run Out of Arrows.]

Gelarios handed the note to a subordinate as he surveyed the battlefield. Only a few dozen monsters remained on their side of the battlefield, and the daeben was picking off these unlucky survivors. The chief knew the time was ripe for a counterattack.

“Chief Gelarios, the village is clear!” 

Gelarios looked down and saw Darian below the wall with the assassins that had accompanied him into the city. 

“Chief, the troops are ready!”

Hundreds of warriors gathered below the gates, eliciting a huge grin from the chief. Gelarios trotted down the battlements and stood in front of the city gates. “Excellent! We can’t let these kids take all the glory! Let’s show these monsters the power of the Dora tribe!”

“OOH!”

The ground shook from the collective roar of the centaurs as Gelarios gave the order. “Open the gates!” 

A few centaurs pulled the gates open, and the centaur army frantically charged out of the enclosure. Gelarios led the army and met up with Kashi and Drixlia, who had collapsed the formation. Gelarios had plenty he wished to say to the impressive youth, but there was no time for that. He instead motioned to a group of centaurs who came forward with a massive crate. They dropped the crate on the ground and opened it to reveal thousands of arrows. Gelarios stated with a smile, “Here are the arrows you requested.”

“You have my thanks. I’ll pay for these later.” Kashi grinned as he dismounted and unceremoniously put the entire crate in his inner world. He climbed onto Drixlia’s back and looked at Gelarios. “Which area do you want to attack first?”

“We’ll split into two squads and attack both sides,” Gelarios stated. The Dora tribe’s town was built with its back to a large stream, so there were no threats from that side. The village’s wall was constructed in a semi-circular form with no real edges, so it would be very easy for the monsters to ambush the army from behind if they chose to focus on one section of the wall. “The first squad will go with you and attack the east, while Darian and I will raise hell at the west. Whoever finishes first will reinforce the other.”

“I’m afraid I cannot agree with that strategy,” Kashi refused with a shake of his head. “No offense, but you’ve seen the way I fight. I won’t be as effective in large-scale battles if I’m in a group.”

“I understand your zeal, but you should not be too hasty.” Gelarios shook his head. “I saw the exhaustion on your face when you unleashed that move just now. It must have consumed all of your mana. You at least need time to recover.”

“Oh, do not worry about that,” Kashi said. “I’ve already recovered most of it during this talk.”

“Yes, you should be worrie—I’m sorry, what did you ju th st say? You’ve almost recovered?”

Kashi nodded. “Yes. I should be back at my peak in another thirty seconds.”

Gelarios’ heart tumbled, and his face turned red in embarrassment. “Y-yes, that may be so, but your formation is currently depending largely on your horse. Impressive as it’s been, its level speed will soon slow down to the point it won’t be able to burn as much ki as it’s been doing so far. Do not underestimate the formation’s ki cost. You might just find yourself without ki in the middle of your battle.”

“Ah, don’t worry about that either,” Kashi reassured the chief. “My ki regenerates faster than the formation absorbs it.”

Gelarios began to doubt his worldview. Was there such a large gap between the Summoned and Residents? “B-but I saw you reduce your ki to only the formation’s head and legs.”

“You noticed that? As expected of a chief,” Kashi praised the chief. “I did not see why I should waste my ki on the entire body when I could have it concentrated on the forehead and legs.”

Gelarios finally understood. Kashi did not ‘reduce’ the amount of ki he poured into the formation. Instead, he gathered all that ki to strengthen the construct’s critical regions. The chief began to feel like if he stayed around the daeben any longer, he would begin to doubt everything he knew about the world.

“I will take the army east,” Gelarios conceded. “Please join us when you’re done.”

“Do not worry. I’ll be quick,” Kashi promised. “I also want to see how the centaur battle.” Kashi spurred Drilxlia into a light jog as he headed to the western corner of the wall. He suddenly recalled a critical matter and called over his shoulder before Drixlia broke into an aggressive sprint. “Please see if you can keep capture some of the Direwolves alive. There’s something I want to check.”

Gelarios watched as ki blossomed around the charging pair and morphed into the horse formation. He turned his head to look at his men with a challenging grin. “Do you want to be outdone by that brat?”

“NOOO!”

“In that case, let’s clear out these bastard monsters, and show that daeben what we’re made of!”

“OOOH!”

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 169: Battle for Dora (Conclusion)

    
    
    
    
                
Dora Tribelands, Kirkcour Woods.

2:45 pm. 14  th   Banem, 1092.

Boom!

Loud explosions continuously rang out from the midst of the monster army west of Dora’s walls. The centaurs that manned Dora’s west wall gulped hard as they watched a daeben and his horse continually blast their way through the monster army with alarming force. The centaurs clenched their fists until their knuckles turned white.  Win! Win! Win!  The centaurs, who until then had been staring death in the face, felt a surge of adrenaline rush through their blood as they watched the monsters they feared get slaughtered by the daeben.

“Win Kashi-dono!” A sudden shout erupted from the wall, and the soldiers looked in shock at an old centaur whose intense gaze watched the battle below. Only at this moment did the centaurs realize that dozens of civilians had left their hiding places to join the soldiers on the wall.

“Nubar-san, please, it’s dangerous here! Return to the shelter.” A group of soldiers tried to convince the old man, but he was having none of it.

“Hmph! We know our fate lies in these battles. What use it is to hide at this point?” The old man retorted with a huff. “Let this old stallion see his fate with his own eyes.” 

The captain on the wall felt a little awkward, but in the end, he acceded when the old man promised he would leave if the situation took a turn for the worse. Just as the captain was about to turn to the wall, a child broke out of the cluster of civilians and eagerly galloped over to the battlements.

The filly propped herself over the battlements, eyes gleaming as she caught sight of the daeben within the sea of monsters. Just as a rough hand grabbed her shoulder, she cupped her hands over her mouth and screamed at the top of her lungs, “Kashi-Sama! WIIIIIIIN!” 

Silence descended on the wall as everyone instinctively looked over to that battlefield. At that moment, even though he should have had no way of hearing her call, Kashi suddenly raised his right hand into the sky and flashed a thumbs up! 

A sudden charge, like an electric spark, flashed through the warriors on the wall, and raucous cheers soon erupted.

“Win Kashi-dono!”

“Kill them all Kashi-sama!”

“Kashi!” “Kashi!” Kashi!”

Buoyed by the chanting on the wall, Kashi continuously wreaked havoc among the monster lines. Unfortunately, the daeben’s initial momentum carried over from the north side had been significantly whittled down over time, so despite the fact he was still winning, the battle took longer than anticipated.

Kashi had originally estimated he would wipe out the beast army with a few strategic  [Gilgamesh]  strikes. Unfortunately, the monsters quickly adapted to the OP skill. The monsters used the time delay between  Gilgamesh’s  portal opening and the arrows shooting out to defend themselves. The blights manipulated large roots to shoot out from the earth and block the arrows.

The blights also attempted to use these roots to lay traps for the daeben, but his eyesight was far too sharp. Just before the roots shot out of the earth, there would be a slight bulge as the earth above gave way. It was very subtle and almost invisible to the regular human eye, but Kashi caught it every time. 

Not only that, but Drixlia outperformed itself by nimbly changing directions even at high speed. The way it rapidly decelerated, veered off, then accelerated was more akin to nimbler species like leopards or lions than horses. This was a clear sign of its rapid improvement from continuously leveling up.

Kashi, meanwhile, did not lose hope despite losing his trump card. If he couldn’t take them out en masse, all he had to do was kill them individually, right? The daeben shot arrow after arrow, rapidly taking down every enemy he came across. He lost count of how many monsters he had killed and how many times he’d strung the bow.

Kashi could only follow this arduous path, even as the monsters formed a sea around him. His arms ached, and his eyes had begun to grow tired from searching out hidden attacks. He could feel the onset of a pounding headache, but he stubbornly continued fighting. There was no other option. If he fell here, the monsters would reinforce their friends at the east wall and decimate the centaurs.

Puchi! Puchi!

And so Kashi persevered, while his arrows rained down on his enemies. Kashi gritted his teeth and winced as another piercing headache pounded his skull. He knew he had begun to feel the stress of mental fatigue. While things like Ki, Mana, and Health could recover quickly over time, Stamina could not. Summoned needed rest to restore their Stamina.

Kashi had been fighting ever since he entered Kirkcour Woods. His battle against the marilith, while seemingly simple, required a ton of mental calculation to predict and dodge her attacks accurately. Furthermore, he continued fighting once he reached Dora. 

Worse yet, Kashi was fighting multiple feral beasts who had no set attack patterns. He had to keep an eye on every corner of the battlefield while simultaneously attacking and counterattacking. 

Kashi sighed as he was forced to admit that Syel was better than him at fighting hordes of monsters. After all, as a mage, the vampire didn’t need too many calculations. Keep a distance and bombard the enemy with AoE skills. Kashi, on the other hand, excelled at combat against a single enemy.

Still, despite his internal grumblings and misgivings, Kashi managed to wipe out the monsters on the west wall within an hour. 

The warriors and civilians on the wall wept as they stared at that lonely figure bathed in blood. The daeben’s back stood straight, but they could see the fatigue in his eyes and the way his bow dragged down his left arm. 

“KASHI-SAMA!”

No one knew who led the shout, but soon enough, thousands of roars shook the earth as the excited centaurs screamed out the name of the brave warrior who risked his life to save them. The centaurs raised their fists and pounded their chests as they called out to the indomitable daeben. 

On the blood-soaked fields, Kashi panted with a weary smile on his face. “Not so loud,” the daeben jokingly scolded under his breath. Despite his pounding headache, the daeben looked up at the cheering centaurs with a triumphant grin and pumped his fist to the sky. “Hey, Suzuki, you feel that? Doesn’t feel so bad to be appreciated, does it?” Kashi chuckled as he felt a presence snort within him. “Ah, hell. Who am I kidding?”

“Time to clean up the other side,” Kashi said and spurred Drixlia into a gallop. They traveled along the shallow portion of the stream that bordered the southern wall until they reached the eastern front. Kashi’s eyes gleamed as he saw the battle unfolding before him.

The centaurs fought like proper cavalry troops. The massive troop formed a gigantic arrow that pierced through the monster horde. They would charge in, wreak havoc in the monster horde, then charge out before the monsters killed their forward momentum. 

While effective, Kashi could see that the centaurs were not used to large-scale battles. There was no formula or tactic to their charge. Everyone simply added ki to the arrow and burst into the army. Whenever it seemed the momentum was dying, they would quickly force their way out.

Just looking at them, Kashi could already picture several ways to utilize their skills better. Blame all the manga and anime Suzuki’d read, but some fundamental war tactics were ingrained in Kashi’s head, and if it wasn’t for the fact that they were in the midst of battle, and the centaurs lacked the required training, he might have already implemented some of those tactics.

The daeben suddenly wished Absalon was around. There was no one more adept at training soldiers than he was. Besides, Kashi knew his anime acquired tactics could not compare to that man’s. Be it the Battle for Riven or the Battle for Aygorzi, Absalon had proven himself to be a man who thought outside the box and was adept at commanding troops.

Kashi, however, did not have time for hopes and dreams. He took advantage of the fact that he came upon the monster army’s rear to immediately launch as many  [Gilgamesh]  strikes as his mana allowed. 

By this point, the centaurs had considerably whittled down the monster army’s numbers. In fact, they might have been done already, were it not for Kashi’s weird request to leave some animals alive. Because of this request, they had to pay special care to only injure some direwolves, slowing down their overall progress. How could they have expected that the daeben would be the one to run out of patience? 

Gelarios’ eyes widened as thousands of ki infused arrows tear the remnant troops to pieces. He looked over the corpses to the daeben, who nonchalantly galloped towards them amidst loud cheers with a bitter smile. “You are quite efficient, Kashi-dono,” he said as Kashi came up next to him.

“Too bad it only works as a surprise attack,” Kashi lamented as he drew abreast of the chief. “I’m glad to see you are unharmed.”

“Likewise, Kashi-dono,” Gelarios frankly stated as he clasped the daeben’s forearm. He then looked over his shoulder to the fields where several injured direwolves lay listlessly on the ground. “What do you want with those? I’m afraid they are not long for the world.”

“You’ll see,” Kashi said with a mysterious grin. “More importantly, I implore you to have your men escort your tribe to Lymar and spare a few warriors to follow me to Tulpar.”

Gelarios frowned. “Why?”

“I understand it’s a big ask,” Kashi stated. “However, it is impossible to face this foe on so many fronts. We’ve already seen what happens when your forces are divided. I cannot promise I’ll be around to thwart another such attack. If we want to rout this enemy, we have to be certain our people are safe.”

“Defeat?” Gelarios’ eyes widened in shock. They had never considered defeating the enemy. Surviving alone took up all the time they had. Yet this daeben was talking about defeat? “Can you defeat them? We don’t even know where the enemy is!?”

Kashi gestured at Darian. “Darian-san already found their headquarters.”

Gelarios turned to face the young warrior. “Is this true? You found their main camp?”

“I swear on my honor,” Darian solemnly swore. 

Gelarios looked at the youth, then back at the daeben. “What exactly is your plan?”

“Lure the tiger out of the cave,” Kashi stated. “From this person’s actions so far and Darian’s intel, we can tell they have a massive army at their disposal. If we were to attack the camp under normal conditions, we would have to contend against their army. Even if we win, it’ll be a hard victory, and there’ll be plenty of time for them to escape long before the battle is over.” 

Kashi looked at Darian. “That’s why we need to bait them.”

Gelarios’ eyes widened. “Bait?”

“Yes, bait,” Kashi confirmed. “We need a bait they can’t resist to either lure them or the massive army out of their camp.”

“Are my people the bait in this scenario?” Gelarios’ face hardened, and he glared at the daeben with a steely gaze. “You would put the lives of innocents in harm’s way?”

Kashi’s aura suddenly turned cold as he glared at Gelarios. “Do not fool yourself. Everyone’s life is already at risk.” The pressure relaxed as Kahi’s eyes warmed. “However, don’t worry, I’m not so maniacal that I would throw away innocent lives for the sake of victory. I aim to consolidate the forces of all the villages if in one location. This way, you can fortify and defend yourselves from any attack.”

“Also, we’ll force the enemy to attack us with full-force,” Gelarios supplemented with a thoughtful expression. 

“Yes,” Kashi confirmed. “If we can draw out the main army, we can send a strike team to infiltrate and cut down the mastermind.”

Darian noticed Gelarios’ hesitation and quickly added, “I support Kashi-dono’s strategy. We cannot afford to keep waiting for a miracle to happen. Right now, the enemy is still underestimating us, and we have Kashi-dono here. There is no better time to launch a counterattack. In the and pass worst-case scenario, we perish, but at least it will only be after we have exhausted every option to live! Please, Chief Gelarios, consider this!” Darian hastily bowed as he implored the old stallion.

Gelarios’ brows scrunched together, but Kashi did not give him any time to ponder further.

“We have to get moving to reach Tulpar before nightfall,” Kashi said. “My apologies, but I need you to make your decision now.”

Gelarios’ eyes twitched. “And if I disagree?”

Kashi shrugged. “I will still go ahead to rescue as many villages as I can because I need the shamans alive to help me with a ritual. Once that’s done, I’ll leave. While I want to help you guys, I’m not suicidal enough to fight for people who are not prepared to risk their own lives.”

“Shamans?” Gelarios’ eyes twitched. “What do you want with our shaman?”

“Kashi-dono wants to improve his stallion’s bloodline,” Darian explained. “The chief already confirmed it has a superior bloodline locked away in its blood.”

Gelarios looked at the daeben. “If that’s what you’re after, why are you helping us further?”

Kashi shook his head. “I like to finish what I’ve started. Besides, my conscience will bite me if I leave after seeing such a situation without lending my assistance. Of course, in the event you don’t do your part, my conscience will understand and let me be when I leave.”

Gelarios eventually sighed and nodded. “Fine, I get your point. I’ll send one-thousand soldiers with you to Tulpar. The rest will escort my people to Lymar.” Gelarios took out a wooden token that had two golden winged horses facing opposite directions carved on it. He handed it to Darian and stated, “Show this to Odiss when you get there. It’ll make negotiations easier.”

“Thank you, Chief!” Darian saluted and tucked the token into his bag. “Kashi-dono. Just a moment while we sort out who will accompany us on this journey.”

“Alright,” Kashi agreed and spurred Drixlia to canter over to the battlefield where he caught sight of several severely injured direwolves. The daeben dismounted and walked over to one such monster. He looked at the rage and hatred in the beast’s eyes and revealed a slight smile. “Well, now, I know you hate me, but you’re just gonna have to obediently lie there and be my test subject.” 

Kashi did not wait for the direwolf’s reply. He placed his hand on the wolf’s injured abdomen, and green light shot out of his hand and shrouded the beast’s form. Moments later, the light disappeared along with the direwolf.

Kashi waited, and when he did not feel any adverse effects, he ‘looked’ into his inner world. He found the direwolf, fully healed, aimlessly wandering about the field. With a thought, the daeben appeared in front of the beast.

The direwolf sprang back as the strange figure appeared in front of it. It stared at Kashi for a few seconds, then approached the daeben with its head down. To Kashi’s shock, it laid on the grass and rolled over, exposing its belly. It had wholly surrendered to him.

Kashi glanced at Yggdrasil in shock. “What’s going on?”

A light breeze caressed the daeben, and his eyes widened as new information flowed into his brain. Apparently, this was a phenomenon called  [World Suppression].  His world automatically suppressed any living being to accept his rule. This suppression would not be used on the daeben’s friends or people he explicitly stated it should not be used on.

This was the reason the eggs had rebelled so strongly. 

Fortunately for Kashi, now that the eggs were suppressed, they would forever see him as their master, same as this beast. It was the same authority held by Ferulic and Aethir in Destia. However, Yggdrasil made sure to point out that this suppression would most likely fail on intelligent species because their guards were up. 

The only way to successfully suppress an intelligent being was to first destroy its mental state. This required more than just beating the person, but also the systematic destruction of their psyche. At the very least, it was not something that could be achieved in a short period.

Kashi was not as interested in the ability to suppress intelligent beings as he was the first. What would happen if he amassed a large number of powerful monsters and placed them in his world? Wouldn’t he become a walking beastmaster? Kashi had already begun to imagine great things when Yggdrasil dropped cold water on his plan.

First, Kashi did not have enough mana to support too many life forms. Second, those lifeforms needed to feed, so Kashi had to provide them with food. This meant that Kashi needed to find some herbivores to populate his world quickly. 

Finally, until all the elements were complete in his world, it could not support the birth of new life. Meaning Kashi could not just hunt a couple of rabbits and let them breed.

The daeben ‘returned’ to the real world with a lot of thoughts in his head. He would find a way to fix these problems in time. 

Until then, however… 

Kashi walked around and placed the injured direwolves in his world. Whenever his mana ran out, he would sit and wait a few minutes before continuing his search. As fate would have it, he managed to find two badly injured Eagles that survived his initial attack. He placed those two in his world and finally stopped. In the end, he had acquired 34 Direwolfs and 2 Eagles. 

Kashi’s world still had enough mana to support many more, but he stopped regardless because there was something else he wanted to try later. And he was not sure just how much space that would require.

“Darian asked me to tell you he’s ready.”

Kashi’s eyelids jumped, but he managed to retain his composure as he turned around to face the cold-faced assassin that seemingly appeared behind him. The daeben smiled and patted Shadow’s shoulder. “Alright, let’s get going…”



            

    
        Chapter 170: Clinging Souls

    
    
    
    
                
Rhatheth, Daggerfall,

3:35 pm, 14  th   Banem, 1092.

The cold air of death milled over the once-bustling village, subduing the atmosphere. Warrior orcs patrolled the streets, their gazes hardened in rage as they passed empty houses and charcoal sooted ruins. These buildings served as a stark reminder to the orcs, such that they would never forget the horrors committed at this place.

Several tents were erected outside the village where the orcs not on duty rested. None of the orcs were willing to enter the town if they did not have to. Even those whose houses survived the fires chose to set up camp outside. The memory of their loved ones and the gruesome scene they saw were still freshly haunted their minds.

It was toward this scene that a company of dwarven soldiers approached from the North. The company comprised roughly one-hundred soldiers. It was a number large enough to serve as a deterrent but not large enough to induce a significant threat. This number of soldiers already showcased the dwarfs’ attitudes toward the upcoming negotiations without a single word spoken.

The dwarfs were willing to negotiate and did not look down on the orcs’ authority.

Fifty orcs flanked the company at either side and escorted them to the village gates. The orcs glared at the dwarven soldiers, hoping for some sign of treachery. At that time, they would not hesitate to cut them down! 

Unfortunately, (or was it?), the dwarfs so far, seemed to be on the up-and-up. They had not made any suspicious movements and allowed themselves to be escorted to the gates. 

Grovitch awaited the company at the village’s north gate. His eyes narrowed as he noticed the dwarf at the head of the company. His red, leather armor stood out against the stock armor the other soldiers wore. The dwarf’s eyes were sharp and held a firm conviction. His gaze did not falter even when faced with the hundreds of orcs camped outside the city gate, glaring at him with unshielded hatred. 

The lead dwarf raised his hand and stopped the company when they were roughly twenty meters from the gate. He then dismounted and walked toward Grovitch, accompanied by three warriors and two astoundingly fat dwarfs garbed in expensive civilian clothing that reeked of expensive perfume. 

The fat dwarfs, whose opulence was displayed by several gold chains, squeezed out from within the company. Both dwarfs bore a striking semblance, varied only by the passage of time. The older of the two sported a dark grey beard while the younger of the two, seemingly in his early thirties, sported a neat, black beard.

Grovitch sneered as he saw the fear and hesitation in the civilians’ eyes.  ‘Hmph! As expected of those cowardly dwarfs. We haven’t even pulled out our weapons, and they’re already pissing themselves in fright. To think these cowards killed our people!’  The orc’s face contorted in rage, but he eventually managed to control his emotions.

Grovitch looked at the dwarfs in civilian clothing. “Which one of you is Rudega Farvulia?”

“How rude!” The younger dwarf spat. “Who do you think you’re speaking to with that attitude?”

Rage burned in Grovitch’s eyes, and he reached for his ax.

“Wait! I apologize for my brethren’s conduct,” the lead dwarf stepped between Grovitch and the civilians and offered a bow in recompense. “I am Rudega Farvulia. You must be Grovitch Bone-Breaker. I wish we could have met under more favorable circumstances.” 

“Farvulia!” The younger dwarf shouted. “You dare bow to a low—” 

“Shut up!” Rudega roared and glared at the dwarf. He glared at the older dwarf and warned, “Thonur, control your son, or I will discipline him myself!” Rudega began to regret bringing this wastrel father/son pair along. 

Mokern Thonur, the older of the two dwarfs, was the dwarven lord of the Nuxvar province. He demanded that Rudega brought him and his son, Ungund, along, and Rudega could not refuse. 

After all, Mokern was the lord of this region. Rudega would have overstepped his boundary if he carried out such a pivotal negotiation without the presence of the lord.

Rudega’s eyes burned with rage as he glared at Mokern. Bringing them along was one thing. However, he would not tolerate their antics if they jeopardized the negotiations in any way. The stakes were far too high. 

It also helped that the Farvulian household had direct blood ties to the previous dwarven king. As a result, Rudega still had a modicum of seniority over these wastrel nobles.

Mokern’s features darkened after Rudega’s outburst. However, only a moment passed before he replaced it with a smile. “Ah, apologies, Farvulia. It’s my foolish son’s first time outside our city. Please understand. I will ensure it does not happen again.”

“You see to that,” Rudega huffed and then turned to look at Grovitch. As expected, the orc had just released the grip on his ax. Rudega did not doubt Ungund’s outcome if he completed that sentence. He had just saved the dwarf’s life, but he doubted Ungund would ever realize how closely he danced with death. 

Just as Rudega feared, hatred and disgust momentarily flashed past Ungund’s eyes, but with a nudge from his father, he lowered his head. 

Rudega was oblivious to Ungund’s rage. He looked at Grovitch and said, “Please lead the way.”

Grovitch snorted. “Follow me,” he said and led them through the city streets.

“Sweet Mera,” Rudega sighed beneath his breath as he took in the burned and crumbled buildings. This was worse than he had ever imagined. Assuming at least one non-combatant orc lived in these homes at the time of the massacre… How many thousands of innocents were slaughtered here!?

A large lump was stuck in Rudega’s throat by the time they reached the city center. To the dwarf’s surprise, a single tent was set up on a field of white. The dwarf stared at the white soil in shock. 

How extravagant. 

He did not think the orcs were the type for such luxury, let alone a small orc village like this. However, this was not the most important thing at the current time.

Rudega turned to Grovitch, bowed, and humbly implored, “Before we begin discussions, could you please point me to the graves. I wish to pay my respects.”

Grovitch’s expression hardened as a dark cloud descended over his eyes. He pointed at the ground and said, “You’re standing on it.”

Rudega’s eyes widened, feeling like lightning struck his soul. His eyes shook as he once again examined the white ground. “This…This is ash!?  ‘Soul Clings to the Earth!?’ ”

‘Soul Clings to the Earth’ was an extremely rare occurrence. It was a phenomenon created when innocent souls perished with extreme resentment. Their resentment built bindings that locked the souls to the earth and prevented them from joining The Circle. 

This phenomenon manifested in the world in different ways. One of the rarest versions was binding the deceased’s ashes to the ground of the crime. The only methods to release the souls were to either slay the responsible person and drip their blood over the area or through the help of a powerful priest with strong holy energy (or necromancers who seized the wandering souls for their use).

Grovitch snorted. “My people are unresigned. They will cling to this plane until their death is avenged. For your sake, I hope you have a convincing case.” The orc’s eyes burned. “If not, at least you’ll help pacify some souls.”

Rudega felt the collective glares of all the orcs. Their pain and hatred created a heavy pressure that pushed down on his shoulders. Rudega, however, did not let the pressure get to him. With a resolute expression, he got down on his knees and kowtowed three times. Each time, he smashed his head against the Earth with enough force to shake it. After the last bow, he sat on his knees and loudly swore, “I, Rudega Farvulia, hereby swear on the name of the Farvulia Household that I will do everything in my power to bring about the release you seek.”

Rudega rose to his feet and dabbed at the blood dripping down his forehead with a handkerchief. He looked at Grovitch, gestured towards the tent, and said, “If you would please...”

A hint of respect momentarily passed through Grovitch’s eyes. If nothing else, this Rudega man had proven so far to be a man of respect and honor. He could not bring himself to completely hate the dwarf. However, his family still clung to the earth. Until they were released, he would not believe a single word from the dwarf’s mouth. For all he knew, this could be an elaborate act to let down his guard.

The light in Grovitch’s eyes died down as quickly as it came. He threw a cold shoulder Rudega’s way and led him to the tent. 

The tent’s interior was as simple as you’d expect from a temporary meeting spot. A unique piece of furniture, a large bone chair, sat at the end of the tent directly opposite the entrance. Durst sat in the chair with his ax on his lap, cold eyes measuring the dwarfs that entered the tent. Renark Ragelock and Guvern Dreamstone flanked the orc on his left and right side, respectively. 

The trio discussed earlier and agreed Durst should lead the negotiations. It was no secret among the orcs that Durst was one of the most intelligent orcs among their race. It was just that he had no interest in power, hence why he was content with his small village. Guvern’s presence had always been to legitimize the decisions made during the discussion. The arrangement depicted the trust Grimlock had in Durst.

Ragnaf Banbeast stood by the entrance. Together with Grovitch, they guarded the tent’s entry point. Unlike all the orcs in the room, Ragnaf’s eyes only held curiosity as he looked at Rudega. His instincts told him this dwarf was strong, and if it were not for Durst’s presence, he might have already attacked, just to see what a battle against such a small creature would be like.

In the end, however, Ragnaf managed to restrain himself and watched the meeting with a tortured expression.

Oblivious to the young orc’s thoughts, Rudega approached the Durst. He stopped a few meters away, clasped his right fist in his left palm, and bowed. “Durst Blood-Drinker, your renowned name, has graced the lips of thousands of bards in the north. It is an honor to finally make your acquaintance. I only wish it was under better circumstances.”

Durst’s eyes remained cold, but he rose from his chair and approached the dwarf. “I have heard of you, Rudega Farvulia. They say you are a man of honor. I sincerely hope that to be the case.” He looked at the father/son pair and frowned. “Your companions?”

Rudega introduced the dwarfs. “Mokern and Ungund Thorun the lord and heir of the Nuxvar province.”

“Hmph!” Renark snorted in disdain. “To think you dwarfs dare to claim lordship. We’ve truly taken it too easy on you in the past years.”

“Not now, Ragelock.” Durst looked over his shoulder at Renark and shook his head. Renark snorted but kept his rage in check. Durst turned his attention back to Durst. “Sorry about that. Renark means well. We’re just on edge, as you would understand.”

‘You said ‘Not Now,’ didn’t you? Aren’t you implying later is fine?’  Despite his inner turmoil, Rudega stiffly smiled and replied, “I understand.” He cast a gaze at the orc shaman in the corner, but seeing that Durst had no intention of introducing the orc, Rudega gave up and turned his attention back to Durst. “We can begin whenever you’re ready.”

Durst suddenly sat on the ground. “Come, sit down. We’ll speak with my people as witnesses…”

Rudega cast a wary look at Durst as he sat on the ground opposite the orc chief. He quickly motioned to Mokern and Ungund, who, despite the disgust on their faces, joined the dwarf on the floor. 

Rudega released a sigh of relief, as he had feared these dwarfs’ pride would not allow them to sit on the ground. Luckily, it seemed they still knew the correct action to take in this situation.

Durst, meanwhile, examined the expressions on the dwarfs’ faces as they sat down. From Mokern and Ungund’s disgust to Rudega’s relief, nothing left his eyes. He began to assemble a profile of the dwarfs in his mind. 

When Mukern and Ungund finally sat down, Durst spoke, “What was your role in the massacre of my people?”

The dwarfs’ expressions warped in shock and anger. What the hell? Who came right off the bat with accusations like that!? The proper procedure was to slowly feel each other out through dialogue before launching any accusatory remarks. This was because once allegations were thrown out, it could be considered as burning the bridges. It was quite tough to repair any relationship once charges had been tossed out.

However, in this case, the orcs did not seem to care about decorum.

“Durst-san, don’t you think that accusation’s a little harsh?” Rudega softly challenged. Although he was here to repair bridges, he was not going to roll over like a dog.

“Harsh?” Durst snorted. “Sorry, but orcs do not play your stupid word games. When we want to know something, we ask. You can choose how to answer.” The orc’s eyes narrowed, and the atmosphere suddenly grew heavy with unseen pressure. “Just do not lie to me. You won’t like the outcome.”

Rudega snorted, and his aura scattered the pressure on the dwarfs. He glared at Durst, the anger in his eyes, expressing his distaste for such intimidation tactics. “My people had nothing to do with the attack.”

Durst glared at the dwarf. His voice dropped low, and with no attempt to hide the threatening tone, he growled, “Are you calling my people liars? The only survivor of my people forced himself to live long enough to report this one message. You dare to insult the honor of a proud warrior?”

Rudega winced as he felt a headache coming on. Shit, he had never expected there was an eyewitness.  ‘ Damn you, Brilith, what did you do!?’  He had been hoping it was mere speculation on the orcs’ part. After all, the dwarfs were their direct enemy, so it made sense that they first suspect the dwarfs.

However, there was an actual witness—that undoubtedly complicated things. 

Rudega gathered his wits about him and said, “Were you able to get any description on this dwarf?”

“No,” Durst replied. “He only had enough life left in him to report the existence of the dwarf.”

Rudega gritted his teeth. “Have you investigated further? Do you have an estimate of how many dwarfs were present?”

“You no longer deny the presence of the dwarfs?” Durst questioned with a raised brow. He had expected Rudega to continue denying to his grave.

“You warrior had no reason to lie,” Rudega replied in a grim tone. “There is no time to go back and forth over whether a dwarf did it or not. The important thing is to find the culprits and bring them to justice over such a tasteless massacre.”

“You don’t seem to be lying,” Durst said. He looked at the dwarf across from him with a tinge of respect. “We confirmed there were at least thirty murderers. One of them was very skilled. They single-handedly wiped out all the guards stationed around the village. The others entered the village and slaughtered everything that moved.”

Rudega eyes widened in shock. “How do you know there were so many?”

“Each person has their method of killing,” Durst explained. “Some prefer a quick decapitation, some go for the heart, some relish in causing pain while others try to end their targets as quickly as possible. People even have different weapons and methods of stabbing. As long as you pay attention to these details, you can guess a rough estimate of attackers.”

“That is… impressive,” Rudega complimented despite himself. He had never seen an orc display this level of intelligence before. This Durst character; there was more to him than met the eye. The dwarf’s admiration turned to shock as he recognized a peculiarity in the numbers. “Wait. Did you say thirty? But there are hundreds of orcs. How could only thirty cause so much chaos?”

“First, most of the villages’ warriors were out on a food gathering expedition,” Durst stated with guilt on his face. “But also, I believe they are an elite troop—the type that can only be fostered by a nation. No bandit group has experts with this much discipline and skill.” Durst’s eyes bore into Rudega’s with an angry challenge. “Do you still think your people had nothing to do with it?”

Rudega winced. This was why he hoped he would be dealing with a dumb orc. Smart people were too annoying. Give them a few clues, and they would break down a puzzle that the rest of the world would struggle on for months. 

Rudega realized the possibility of him being forced to give ‘that’ up increased with each passing dialogue. However, he was not sure what the orcs’ reaction would be, which was why he was buying as much time to dig out what kind of man this Durst was.

Rudega let out a sigh. “Truly, my people had nothing to do with it. I swear.”

“Oh?” Durst’s eyes flashed as he glared at the dwarf. “But you have an idea who might be responsible?”

Rudega shivered. Indeed, this orc was way too sharp. It was nigh unreasonable. “Yes, I might have an idea.”

“ What!? ” Renark, who, up until that moment, had been standing behind Durst, growled in shock. “You know the cause of our suffering!? Why didn’t you tell us sooner!? Why did you waste so much time? Are you buying time for someone!?”

The tent’s atmosphere suddenly grew suffocatingly heavy as those within the tent pondered on Renark’s words. Indeed, if Rudega knew all this while, why didn’t he say anything? Could it be, as Renark stated? Was he buying time for the culprit to escape? 

Grovitch’s eyes turned blood-red, and he gripped his ax. If it were not for Durst’s calm expression, he would have already struck. The orc relaxed the grip on his ax and continued coldly observing the meeting.

Durst felt the cold tension in the room, but his mind was on something else. He looked over his shoulder at Renark and shook his head. 

Renark understood the cue. He took a step back and shut his mouth. Durst was not particularly pleased with that outburst. Even though Renark brought up some good points, the timing could not have been any worse. They needed the dwarfs to tell them who was responsible for the crime, yet Renark’s attitude might have just scared some truths out of them.

Durst looked at the dwarfs and was surprised to see Rudega was similarly unaffected by the room’s tension. However, the dwarfs by his side were petrified in fear, their faces pale-white. The orc could not understand why these two were brought along. They had offered nothing to the conversation and looked like they would crap their pants at the slightest provocation. However, it was not his place to question their presence. He turned his attention back to Rudega and apologized, “Sorry for my friend’s outburst. He is quite upset.”

“No need for apologies, I understand,” Rudega nodded. 

“Good,” Durst said, then proceeded to the main topic. “So, tell me who you think is responsible, and for the sake of my friend, why you didn’t tell us earlier.”

“I had to be sure,” Rudega said with a sigh. “I am not in the habit of throwing accusations without adequate grounds for suspicion. I needed enough evidence to justify my suspicion.”

Durst’s eyes narrowed. “You have that justification now?”

“Yes,” Rudega acknowledged. “You said the attackers were an elite few, ruthless and powerful. In Daggerfall, there are usually only two groups with that kind of firepower. Orc cities and dwarfs. But recently, a new force has begun encroaching on these lands.”

Durst frowned. “You mean the wisben? No way. They battle straightforward without resorting to such tactics. Besides, wisben worship nature and life. They would never wantonly harm innocents this way.”

“Normally, that would be the case,” Rudega agreed. “However, what if I told you the one leading this charge was a Summoned?”

Durst did a double-take. “Summoned? Those beings from another world?” He realized the severity of that word. Stories had been passed down for generations about the Summoned; these beings from another world who looked down on all the indigenous lifeforms. 

The Summoned were known as heartless murderers. They could wipe out entire cities and towns without the slightest remorse. Durst did not dare to imagine the consequence of having these plagues in Daggerfall.

Durst swallowed his shock and looked at Rudega. “You believe the Summoned are responsible?”

“I am ninety-nine percent sure,” Rudega confirmed. 

“How can you be so sure?”

Rudega’s brows drew together as grief colored his features. “I am the one who invited them into our lands.”

“What did you say!?”  Durst’s expression instantly contorted in abject rage. His eye burned in fury as he recalled the empty-eyed corpses of his wife and daughter. Durst gritted his teeth so hard that blood dripped out from his mouth. His body trembled as he struggled to contain his rage while barely squeezing out, “You brought them here?” 

“I fully regret my actions,” Rudega stated with a downcast expression. “I wanted her help in uniting the dwarven families. I did not think she would attempt to swallow us all.”

Durst struggled to keep his emotions in check. “This woman. What is her name?”

“Brilith,” Rudega replied. “Brilith Loneheart.”

Durst let out a sigh then grasped a piece of the soil in his hand. “Did you hear that? We now know our enemy. I vow to bring her before you and settle this grudge.” Durst let the dust slide off his fingers, then turned his attention to Rudega. “Okay, so the powerful backer is this Brilith Loneheart. However, it still does not explain the presence of so many dwarfs or how they knew the orc villages’ location. Someone has to have aided them. Was that you?”

Rudega shook his head. “I never provided any information regarding the orcs, only the situation of my people. Besides, I live in the north. There’s no way I could know the precise location of so many orc villages. Only, the region lord could have access to that information…” The dwarf’s voice trailed off towards the end, as realization dawned. “No way. Please tell me it’s no—”  Schlick!  “Ah!” Rudega screamed in pain as two swords pierced through him from behind. If F more

Rudega turned around, face blanching as he saw the terrible hatred on both Mukern and Undung’s faces. Mokern’s savage hatred morphed into a triumphant grin as he glared at the injured dwarf. “You have always been too smart for your own good,” Mokern laughed with a savage smile. 

“M-Mokern, you…” Rudega coughed up blood, finding it extremely difficult to speak.

Durst’s eyes sparked to life. He picked up his ax and was about to rush to Rudega’s aid when a strong sense of danger suddenly assaulted him. Durst panicked and instantly turned around, raising his ax above his head. It turned out to be the right decision as less than half a second later, a tremendous force crashed into the ax. 

Bam!

Durst did not get a chance to recover after blocking the weapon. The assailant retaliated with a vicious kick to his abdomen. Durst winced as the air was knocked out of his lungs.

Unfortunately for Durst, he was fighting on his knees, with lousy posture, while the opponent was standing and had readied themselves before attacking. The battle’s outcome was long since decided.

Durst painfully raised his head, and his eyes widened as they were met with the sharp glint of a metal ax. The orc roared in anger and rage as he faced his end.

Clang! Krshh!

Durst shouted in pain as the ax blade smashed into his left shoulder, its trajectory altered by a thrown handaxe. Blood splattered across Durst’s face, but the orc’s anger surpassed the pain. He grabbed his assailant’s arm and roared, “WHY!?”

Grovitch and Ragnaf attempted to run to Durst’s rescue, but Munerk and Ungund had other ideas. Ragnaf had been the one to save Durst’s life earlier with the thrown handaxe. They would not give him that opportunity again. 

Munerk and Ungund took out a pair of spherical objects from their pockets and tossed one each into Grovitch and Ragnaf’s path. They flung the final two at Durst then shielded themselves with a prompt Mana shield.

BOOM!

A massive explosion blew the tent sky high, drawing the stunned attention of all the orcs stationed in the village. Unbeknownst to them, an army in the distance took the explosion as a signal and began approaching the town. Meanwhile, within the dwarven ranks, the expression of a few dwarfs suddenly grew sharp with a deadly glint in their eyes.

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 171: Betrayal

    
    
    
    
                
Rhatheth, Daggerfall,

Three Minutes Earlier.

A few orcs from Ragelock’s tribe patrolled the village’s perimeter alongside Rhatheth’s orcs while engaging in animated chatter. The groups argued over whether the negotiations’ outcome would be war or not and how large the potential conflict could get. However, the orcs’ boisterous arguments were unceremoniously cut short by a massive explosion that echoed out from the village’s center.

Rhatheth’s orcs paled as they collectively turned to see a massive column of smoke rise from the village center. Frantic shouts exploded throughout the village as the orcs made to rush to the village center. 

Schlick! Schlick!

However, at this exact moment, dozens of orcs cried out in pain and disbelief as they were either ran through or decapitated by their Ragelock brothers. One such orc spun around and glared at the Ragelock tribesman who had backstabbed him.

“Why!? What are you doing!?” The injured orc questioned with reluctant rage burning in his eyes. Although they had suspected this meeting might be a trap, they never thought it would be their fellow orcs who would betray them.

The Ragelock tribesman did not say a word in reply. He instead brandished his ax above his head and struck at the injured orc. The injured orc cried out and hastily crossed his arms over his head.

Thud!

The ax heavily impacted against the orc’s arms. The injured orc’s right arm was cut clean off while the blade buried itself halfway through the left. The orc, already accepting its demise, glared at the traitor with red eyes. “You’ll pay for this!” 

BAM!

The injured orc suddenly kicked out and successfully drove his foot into the traitor’s stomach. The traitor blanched and doubled over as the air was knocked out of his lungs. Rather than use the opportunity to escape, the injured orc fished out a skullbone horn from his belt. He weakly placed the horn against his lips and heavily blew on it.

Vrwoooo!

The horn blared across the village, powerful, mournful, and powered by an unrelenting rage. As if answering this one horn’s call, several horns wailed over the town, sending a message only the Rhatheth orcs understood.

The orc who started the call let out a weak, triumphant grin as he watched the traitor rush at him with reddened, rage-filled eyes. He laughed as the traitor’s ax descended on his head. “See You Soon!”

Crack!

“ Schcuck!”  The traitor cursed as he pulled out his ax from the crushed skull. He glared at the village, wondering what the message was. He could not shake off the feeling that something was wrong. The Rhatheth orc’s first instinct when ambushed was not to fight back in anger but buy enough time to blow that bugle. If he did not know better, he would have thought the orc was expecting the ambush and was given clear instructions on what to do.

Unfortunately for the traitor, it turned out his instincts were on point. 

Within the village, the Rhatheth orcs stopped on their way to inspect the explosion. The Rhatheth orcs cast unwilling, guilt-filled gazes toward the village center but then formed small groups of three to five and charged out of the village.

These groups slaughtered their way out of the village, not even hesitating when faced with the Ragelock clan members. 

Unfortunately for the Ragelock clan, most of their clan members were hidden in an elephant grass field a few hundred meters from the village. This had been the ‘agreement’ with Rhatheth, as ‘insurance’ against a possible dwarven ambush. Of course, recent events proved this to be false. These Ragelock ‘insurance’ was the real ambush force. 

In the original plan, the Ragelock tribesmen in the village would gain the Rhatheth clan members’ ire through their betrayal. The prideful and angry nature of orcs would force the Rhateth clan to seek out and battle the Ragelock clan to the death and seek to protect their chief. This would buy enough time for the Ragelock clan hidden in the bushes to surround the village and wipe them out.

But what was this!? The Rhateth were not following the script! In perhaps the most cowardly event in all of orcish history, the Rhatheh clan members abandoned their leader and their revenge to flee the town. 

By the time the Ragelock clan reached the village, the Rhatheth clan members had broken out of the town and further scattered into the wind.

What was worse, all the boars had been slaughtered by the Rhateth before they ran, forcing any would-be search party to search on foot. The Ragelock clan was enraged by these despicable methods and frantically chased down the escaping orcs. 

The Rhatheth orcs were not the only ones to experience the distaste of betrayal. Among the dwarven guards, those from Nuxvar suddenly stabbed Rudega’s guards amongst the commotion. The attacks were so quick and ruthless that the massacre was over in less than a few dozen seconds. The Nuxvar dwarfs packed up their things and marched to the city center after committing this murder.

Strangely, the Ragelock clan members pretended not to see the bloodstained dwarfs, almost like they had come to some form of prior agreement. The Ragelock clan members who did not join the chase followed the dwarfs to the city center. They gathered at the intersections leading to the center, with the dwarfs in front of the orcs, and closely monitored the smoke, patiently awaiting the results.

Their timing proved to be perfect as the dust from the explosion cleared to reveal the current situation. 

Surprisingly, it was not as the orcs had expected. 

Mokern and Ungund’s bombs had indeed caused massive damage, a fact attested by Durst’s missing arm, Rudega’s missing ear, and the large cavity in both warriors’ stomachs. 

Strangely, however, both men were somehow still alive, holding on to life through sheer stubborn will. However, the most shocking sight was not that these two warriors were still among the world of the living, but that they were both held in Ragnaf’s arms.

Ragnaf had Durst slung over his left shoulder and carried Rudega like a sack under his right arm. 

Mokern and Undung were safely tucked away in their little mana shield, while the orc shaman, Guvern, lay in a pool of green blood on the ground. The poor shaman had been Renark’s first target. It was the bloodlust that leaked when Renark cut down the shaman that triggered Durst and bought enough time to dodge the first blow. 

Indeed, if it were not for that momentary leak, Durst would have been the one lying on the ground. This was a testament to how well Renark had hidden his bloodlust this entire time.

The man of the hour, Renark Ragelock, glared at the orc opposing his final charge with disgust and rage. “Get out of my way!”

“Make Me Traitorous Cur!” Grovitch cursed as he brandished his ax and glared at Renark while positioning himself between Renark and Ragnaf. Grovitch looked over his shoulder and roared at Ragnaf. “What are you waiting for!? Run!”

“But!” Ragnaf shouted as he looked worriedly at Grovitch then surrounding orcs. If he left, there was no way Grovitch would survive this situation.

“Don’t worry about me,” Grovitch soothed the young orc. “I might not be as smart as Durst, but I’m just as strong as him. These punks can’t take me down.” He cast a gaze at the orcs and dwarfs surrounding the village. “Listen, Durst’s tactics bought us a small window. Don’t waste it!”

“Hehe, don’t shout at the child, Grovitch,” an old, haunting, weak voice joked. 

Renark paled and whirled around in shock to see the supposedly dead Guvern Dreamstone seated upright on the ground. Despite the fact there were two bowl-sized holes in his chest, the old shaman looked as healthy as ever, eyes sharp, piercing, and filled with vitality.

“Impossible!” Renark shouted as he stared at the old man. “This can’t be! You’re dead!” Renark’s shock and fear were understandable. The core of his plan hinged on this old man’s death! 

Renark personally punched out Guvern’s heart and lungs, so he was confident of the older man’s demise! Not even the orcs’ impressive regeneration abilities could heal a wound of that magnitude so quickly. So, how should he explain the phenomenon before him? 

Wait, now that he thought about it…

“Hahahahaha!” Renark burst out in laughter as he recalled a particular phenomenon.

[Overdraw]  occurred when some factors coincided at the end of a person’s life. It allowed them to pull together their entire lifeforce for one final attack or action. The most telling sign of this phenomenon was the fact that its user would, for a moment, adopt a strangely healthy appearance, sometimes even getting younger. However, once a minute had elapsed, or the attack had been used, the user would immediately pass away.

It was a rare skill that was deadly when it caught the enemy unawares. However, since Renark knew what it could do, he had no reason to be so cautious. All he had to do was be on guard for the next minute. Oh, wait, make that fifty seconds, and this dangerous bag of bones would collapse all on his own.

“Hehe, Ragelock,” Guvern snarled. “I hope you’ve prepared yourself for the consequences.” Dense, green mana swirled around the shaman’s right hand as he pointed his palm at Renark. 

The traitor’s eyes hardened, and he immediately braced himself for the incoming attack.  ‘Hmph! I still have that! It can at least block one attack.’

To the shock of everyone present, a malicious grin spread on Guvern’s face as his palm suddenly swiveled to Ragnaf. “Run! You fool!” Guvern ordered as a mandala suddenly appeared underneath Ragnaf’s feet.

Ragnaf’s eyes went wide as a torrential amount of power flooded into his bones and muscles. He did not know what had happened, but he understood the severity of Guvern’s sacrifice. The orc nodded and immediately charged out of the village center. 

“No!” Renark roared in rage as he realized Guvern had fooled him. He made to chase after the fleeing Ragnaf, but the hated Grovitch blocked his path with a shit-eating grin.

“You’re not going anywhere!” Grovitch roared as he clashed against Renark’s ax. 

Boom! Boom! Boom!

The earth trembled as these colossal men battled, each angrier than the other. Renark pressed the injured Grovitch with numerous fast-paced attacks, angrily forcing the orc to succumb to his injuries. Grovitch, for his part, played the role of a mighty bulwark. He was steady and robust, weathering Renark’s attacks with both ax and body.

“Stop that bastard!” Seeing he would not be able to catch up in a short amount of time, Renark called out to his men.

Surprisingly, Ragnaf did not hesitate even as he faced the onrushing enemies. He sprinted at full speed until he was only a few meters away from the closest enemy. At which point, he stomped on the ground, buckled his knees, and then jumped!

“WHAT!?”

The Ragelock clan members gawked in shock as Ragnaf sailed over their heads. The young champion’s leap took him several meters behind the army, in a feat of athleticism that did not belong to someone as heavy as an orc. 

Ragnaf landed on the ground with a loud  thud  then took off running out of the village. Some of the Ragelock clan members immediately gave chase, but an even more significant number remained as if waiting for something else.

Renark watched Ragnaf’s escape with a complicated expression. He turned to the injured Grovitch and said, “Incredible. To think you would willingly throw your life away for that weakling.”

“I won’t let you insult Durst,” Grovitch spat. “That orc is stronger and smarter than you and I combined. He’s only stuck in this small town ‘cause he’s not interested in ruling.”

“And that’s exactly why I said he’s weak,” Renark spat in disgust. He did not wait for Grovitch’s reply but instead turned to Guvern. Uncharacteristically, he bowed his head and said, “I will not apologize, Guvern Dreamstone. My ambition does not allow me to remain in a small town.”

Guvern smiled and shook his head. “The future belongs to the young. Forgive this old man for stepping in.” With those words, the shaman shut his eyes and breathed his last.

Renark turned to Grovitch and let out a loud sigh. “Put down your ax Grovitch. You’ve completed your mission. You’ll lose your life if you fight any longer...”

Grovitch snorted as he glared at Renark. “You speak like you won’t cut me down the moment I drop my ax. Don’t joke with me.” The disgruntled general brandished his ax at the traitor. “Come, Ragelock! I challenge you!”

Renark shook his head and replied, “I refuse.” He ignored Grovitch’s stunned expression and walked over to the Mokern and Ungund, who had just put down their mana shield. A dark light danced in his eyes as he looked at the dwarfs. “I’m guessing the wisben put you up to this?”

Mokern’s gaze hardened, but his son, Ungund, answered before he could speak. “Yes, but I cannot believe we had to work with a mere orc.” Ungund frowned as he gave the sized up Renark with his eyes. “Unbelievable. All that power and no brains to go with it. You chose wisely to work with us, or you wouldn’t even be fit to carry our shoes in the future.”

Renark’s lips curled up in a smile, seemingly unoffended by the dwarf’s insults. “Why? What’s happening in the future?”

Ungund opened his mouth to gloat, but Mokern hastily clamped his hand over his son’s lips. 

Mokern looked at Renark and chuckled as he said, “Do not mind my son. He has delusions of grandeur. Our partnership was a success. We must focus on ridding ourselves of the external variables rather than worrying about the future.”

“Oh? That’s too bad. I am an orc of the future,” Renark lamented, but although the words were apologetic, the smile remained. “I often wonder about the future before making any decisions. For example: what will come of our relationship, and what’s the goal of the wisbens that forged this partnership?”

Mokern’s brows furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“What happens after we return with news of the betrayal? Both sides go to war. We both become the respective leaders of our races after the competition ‘dies’ in the war.” Renark’s smile intensified as a dangerous glint shone in his eyes. “But what comes after that?”

Mokern’s gaze narrowed. “A mountain cannot contain two tigers. When the time comes, we’ll battle it out for the winner.”

“I see.” Renark’s expression fell as disappointment colored his eyes. “You’re stupider than I thought. You still haven’t realized that no matter who wins, the wisbens will be the ones to win in the end.”

Monerk’s eyes widened in shock. “What are you talking about!?”

“Go ask Durst,” Renark spat and suddenly swung down his ax. 

“What are you doing!?” Mokern cried as he hastily set up a mana shield.  Crack!  Unfortunately, his efforts proved utterly useless as the shield smashed to pieces under the orc’s strength.

“Father!” Ungund cried out in shock and reached for his sword.  Thud!  However, he never got to complete the motion as an arrow suddenly burst his head to pieces.

“Ungund!” Mokern’s desperate cried out, but Renark’s ax split him in twain before he could process his loss.

Mokern’s guards met a similar end at the end of the orcs behind them. Within a few seconds, no living dwarfs remained in the town. 

Grovitch’s eyelids twitched as he stared at the massacre. Even though he hated the dwarfs, something did not sit right with him. He warily looked at Renark and questioned, “What’re you planning?”

Renark leaked a grin as he looked at Grovitch. “You’ll soon enough. Now, drop your ax.”

Grovitch shook his head, and his gaze hardened. “You need me alive for some reason, don’t you?” The orc snorted and pulled out a short dagger. “Good luck with that.” The orc strengthened his resolve, shut his eyes, and drove the blade to his neck.

“Watch out!”

Grovitch instinctively reacted to the shout by opening his eyes, where he was met with the sight of a thrown handaxe inches away from his head. Despite wanting to die a moment ago, his body instinctively reacted, and he ducked below the thrown ax.

BAM!

Before Grovitch could recover, a pair of strong hands grasped the back of his head and crushed his face against a sturdy kneecap. Blood burst out of Grovitch’s nose, but his attacker did not stop there.

Renark drove his knee two more times into Grovitch’s face, then tackled the disoriented orc onto the ground. He then proceeded to pummel Grovitch with terrible torrents of punches that left Grovitch bloodied and unconscious by the time he was done. He instructed a group of orcs to tie Grovitch and take him to a previously discussed location.

Renark then looked toward the east, which was the direction Ragnaf had fled in. He assigned a few orcs to arrange the scenes to make it look like the dwarfs had launched an ambush and were killed in retaliation, then took a small contingent of one hundred orcs with him to chase after the only loose ends left in his plan: Ragnaf, but most importantly, Durst. 

Ragnaf would never rest easy without confirmation of Durst’s death.

 

Tulpar Tribelands, Kirkcour Woods.

5:56 pm. 14  th   Banem 1092.

The Tulpar tribe differed from most other tribes in that their entire village was located inside a massive cave. A giant wooden gate blocking the cave entrance was the only entry point to the town. 

Massive tall trees shrouded most of the cave area, save for a grassland patch near the entrance.

At this time, the wooden gate lay broken on the ground, and corpses littered the area, bearing testament to the terrible battle that was fought there. But, if one had been expecting the fight to have ended in the Tulpar Tribe’s loss, then they would have been sorely mistaken as a peculiar sight was unfolding on the grassland surrounding the Tulpar Tribe. 

It seemed the Tulpar tribes-centaurs had somehow managed to trap the monsters in a tight circle. 

Because of how bunched together the monsters were, it allowed the centaur army to slaughter them with little to no retaliation. Looking at the overall damage, such a situation made no sense, a sentiment shared by many warriors as they mercilessly cut down the monsters.

“Kill them all!” Darian shouted in excitement as he stabbed his way through the monster horde that previously surrounded the Tulpar tribe. Even as he hacked down the monsters, he could not believe how smooth this rescue operation had been. The centaur recalled how pensive they had initially been when they first arrived at Tulpar.

An hour earlier, when they arrived at Tulpar, they had paled at the massive number of monsters attacking the fort – they almost doubled the amount sent to attack the Lymar tribe. It seemed that the mastermind paid particular attention to this town and wanted it taken down at all costs.

Kashi, at the time, surveyed the terrain then suggested a couple of unconventional strategies that, at the time, did not make any sense. If it were not for the incredible strength the daeben displayed in Lymar, they might have laughed him off or looked down on him as a glory chaser. 

However, as it stood, the centaurs did adopt the daeben’s crazy strategy. The first step was to split their forces into three units. The first unit, led by Shadow and Darian, had 300 men and attacked from the north-west, while the second unit, led by Larsial and a commander under Gelarios called Casetes, led a similar number of men but attacked from the south-west. Shadow and Larsial’s main jobs were to act as real-time communicators between Kashi and the two armies. 

The final unit of 400 centaurs remained with Kashi at a location several hundreds of meters down the road, out of eyesight. As per Kashi’s orders, Shadow and Larsial’s troops interchangeably charged at the edges of the monster horde, shaving off at least a few hundred monsters with each attack. 

Notably, the charging parties never struck into the heart of the monster army but patiently whittled away at the monsters at the rear guard. 

Initially, the monsters did not care about their companions’ loss because they could see the gates were about to come crashing down, but irritation began to grow amongst the monsters with every pass.

Darian and Casetes’ forces began to experience more resistance during their raids, as increasingly more monsters chose to continue to chase after them even after they had disengaged. Despite this, Kashi only instructed them to keep doing the same.

Eventually, a loud crash echoed throughout the forest, causing a visible stir within the monsters. The gate had finally fallen! The monsters excitedly charged at the soldiers behind the gate, managing to slaughter a few dozen within the short span of a second.

However, as if predicting this exact moment, Kashi and 300 soldiers suddenly appeared behind the monsters. He immediately emptied his mana to unleash  [Gilgamesh],  disguised within several volleys of arrows shot by the accompanying soldiers into the heart of the monster army . 

BOOM!

Terrible wails poured out amongst the monsters as several thousand were instantly routed in one second! This was the most significant loss they had suffered in the entire day, and it needed to be avenged! 

Kashi, however, did not seem to care for their vengeance. He immediately turned around and fled down the road with his troops. As they fled the scene, the monsters instantly ‘made the connection.’ This army was the same one that had been harassing them all this time. They had ignored these 300 warriors because they counted for nothing in the grand scheme of things, but if the centaurs had enough firepower to wipe out thousands at once, then they could not be allowed to live!

Rooar!

The enraged monsters ignored their original target and chased after the fleeing daeben down the road. 

However, the centaurs in the village, enraged at losing their brethren, charged after the monsters, attempting to cut down as many as they could in this critical juncture. And so, a weird scene played out, with Kashi and his three hundred troops running ahead being chased by a horde of monsters, who were in turn, pursued by the Tulpar tribe warriors.

At some point down the road, Kashi’s troops suddenly split in half, revealing 100 centaurs charging down the path. The monsters could not stop in time and could only miserably cry out as the centaurs crashed into them and destroyed their momentum like a brick wall. 

The monsters panicked and tried to dodge to the left and right, but 300 centaurs suddenly came charging in from both sides and boxed them in. Finally, the monsters attempted to turn back the way they came after realizing it was a trap, but they had even worse luck as they were faced with the sturdy Tulpar tribe.

The Tulpar tribe was a reclusive, defensive tribe, seen by their remote dwellings within a cave. This trait of theirs translated to their primary choice of weaponry, which consisted of massive heater shields as tall as they were and a spear or halberd.

The shields proved handy, as the Tulpar tribesmen formed a wooden wall at the back and halted the monsters’ advance. Recognizing the golden opportunity, several Tulpar tribesmen spread out and began to replace the Lymar tribe at the frontline, using their shields to block the desperate strikes. 

Meanwhile, the Lymar tribesmen fired arrows into the trapped monster army or stabbed through gaps in the formation, slowly but surely whittling down the monsters.

Eventually, due to the centaurs’ constant pressing, the monsters were bunched so tight they could not even find space to move, let alone attack. It was at this point the try massacre began. 

Kashi, Shadow, and Larsial jumped into the mess and began harvesting lives like they were wheat. Thirty minutes later, the final monster lay dead on the floor, allowing the centaur warriors to catch their breath finally.

After a few moments of rest and respite, Kashi was taken to the tribe’s chief. Kashi explained his mission plan to the leader, who, thankfully, did not kick up much of a fuss. He willingly handed a medallion to the daeben and contributed 1000 shield warriors to the cause.

Kashi thanked the chief, then once again set off with the new force. It was bound to be a wild night for the daeben.

 



            

    
        Chapter 172: Generals

    
    
    
    
                
Derium Plains, Daggerfall,

7:39 pm, 14  th   Banem 1092.

Derium Plains was a vast savannah land east of Oerbora that bordered the Wazir river, cutting between Daggerfall and Imperium. The moon shone overhead, brightly illuminating the earth with its beautiful light.

*cough* *cough*

Loud, desperate coughs punctuated the night’s tranquility. The afflicted, Rudega Farvulia, winced in pain as he weakly opened his eyes. He attempted to move his body but found he was too weak to move a single muscle.  ‘I can’t believe I’m still alive,’  the dwarf mused as he bent his neck either way and scanned his surroundings.

Rudega was stunned to find he lay on a tree branch, and he could make out Durst’s heavily injured body on a branch above him. The orc’s chest’s erratic rise and fall revealed he was still among the living, but Rudega could not be sure how long that would remain the case.

Rudega’s brain hurt as he tried to recall how he got here.  ‘Ah, that orc carried me after Mokern stabbed me through the back.”  The dwarf’s complexion turned ugly as he thought of the smug, lazy bastard who nearly did him in.  ‘Just you wait, Mokern. I’ll temper that brain of yours in my forge when I get back!’

Rustle.

The rustling of leaves drew Rudega’s attention, and as it wasn’t a windy night, the sound starkly stood out. The dwarf held his breath and tried his best not to make any noise as he peeked down to see who or what was approaching. 

Rudega released a sigh of relief when he saw Ragnaf walk out of the elephant grass with a giant bush rat in his hand. 

The orc’s sharp instincts picked up the gaze on him, and he looked up to meet Rudega’s weak brown eyes. Ragnaf dropped the carcass at the base of the tree, then climbed the tree to retrieve both Durst and Rudega. After placing them both on the ground, Ragnag tore the rat apart with his bare hands and handed a portion to Rudega. “Eat,” he instructed. “We can’t risk a fire.”

To Ragnaf’s surprise, Rudega gamely accepted the rat carcass and began to chew on it without any change to his expression. The dwarf painfully swallowed a portion of the meat and started to feel some strength return to his body. He weakly reached into a pouch strapped to his waist and was relieved to find two bottles in there. 

Rudega retrieved the bottles from the pouch and looked at Ragnaf. “Here, feed one of this to Durst. It should help with his wounds.”

Ragnaf accepted the bottle with a mixed expression. “You’re not like most dwarfs.”

“What? I’m not an egotistical bastard?” Rudega joked and scrunched his nose as he downed the contents of his bottle in one sweep.

Ragnaf, encouraged by the dwarf’s action, propped Durst’s head on his knee and poured the bottle’s contents into his mouth. Luckily, Durst was not too far gone, and he reflexively swallowed the potion. Ragnaf heaved a sigh of relief as he saw the massive gash on Durst’s shoulder begin to show signs of recovery. He looked at Rudega, who had removed his armor. “You don’t look down on orcs. I can’t see the contempt in your eyes.”

“Kid, I don’t have enough energy to look down on anyone,” Rudega bitterly laughed as he inspected his injury. The potion was doing its job. The holes in his chest were beginning to close up. However, he had lost far too much blood, and as a result, he remained weak. “When you see the things I’ve seen, you learn there are enough assholes and heroes in all races for you to distribute your hate equally.”

Ragnaf’s eyes widened. “You fought in the Great War?”

“Since the day I could walk,” Rudega replied and looked at Ragnaf. “Listen, kid; In this world, there’s no shortage of evil things to hate if you go looking. It takes the truly strong to love despite all this.”

“I don’t understand,” Ragnaf stated with a frown.

“Hehe, I didn’t understand at first, either.” Rudega chuckled. “If we survive this, I just might talk to you all about it. Speaking of which…” The dwarf examined their surroundings. “Where are we?”

“Derium Plains,” Ragnaf’s replied.

“Derium Plains?” Rudega repeated in shock. “But that’s east? If we keep heading in this direction, we’ll hit Wazir river.”

“I know,” Ragnaf stated with a severe scowl. “But I kept spotting wisben and orc scouts in every other direction. I’m not sure who’s on our side right now, so I kept running east.”

“Smart move,” Rudega praised as a line of cold sweat broke out on his forehead. If one of those scouts had spotted the orc, they would have long been dead. “They didn’t notice you?”

“No.” Ragnaf shook his head. “I’m part wisben. I inherited my father’s eyes,” Ragnaf said as he pointed at his light-green eyes. “They can see very well.”

“Ah, I understand,” Rudega muttered and sunk into thought. Moments later, he let out a defeated sigh and said, “Assuming they’ve already cast their net, there’s only one place we can go.”

“Where’s that?”

Rudega’s brows furrowed, and he looked like he was seriously struggling with his decision. However, a moment later, his brow relaxed as he came to terms with the decision he was forced to make. “Let’s go to Wazir river.”

Ragnaf showed an incredulous expression. “I know I’m strong, but there’s no way I can carry you both and swim across the river. I’m not even sure I could do it on my own.”

Rudega shook his head. “We won’t swim across, but go under.”

“Under?” Ragnaf’s eyes flickered as realization dawned. “You guys—”

Rudega revealed a guilty smile. “Yes. We’ve secretly built a few tunnels out of Daggerfall. It’s meant to be an insurance escape plan in case orcs ever overran us.”

“Or a backyard for an ally to invade the orcs,” Ragnaf countered with a stern gaze.

Rudega shrugged. “As I said, kid, in the real world, there’s plenty of evil if you go looking.”

“Whatever you say, old man,” Ragnaf snorted as he hoisted Durst onto his left shoulder. He walked over and once again carried Rudega like a handbag. “I’ll let it slide this once.”

Boom!

As Ragnaf sprinted down the landscape, Rudega could not help but wonder what the future held for their little party.


Glashtyn, Kirkcour Woods.

8:13 pm. 14  th   Banem, 1092.

Boom!

The earth trembled as thousands of centaurs clashed against even more monsters. Blood dyed the ground as the centaur army cut through the monsters with a roiling vengeance. 

The beasts, surrounded and boxed in by the Tulpar shieldbearers, could do nothing but wail in torment as they were systematically cut down. Seemingly endless showers of arrows, shot by the Glashtyn tribe, rained down on the disoriented monsters and easily reaped their lives. 

Kashi looked upon the carnage from atop a nearby hill with Darian, Casetes, and a Tulpar general named Balasius. The generals observed the slaughter with respect and awe in their eyes. They had never envisioned they could utilize such tactics to make battles as relaxed as this one appeared. 

How were these the same centaur tribes that had been plagued by the Blight for so long? Under Kashi’s leadership, they were casually cutting down the monsters like wheat! He had even incorporated the Glashtyn’s ability with the bow into his plan. So much so that his presence was no longer required on the battlefield.

Kashi could feel the generals’ heated gazes, and he could not help but shake his head in embarrassment. Only the untrained eye would marvel at the simple tactic. 

This was the basic attract, surround, and destroy tactic employed by Hannibal during the battle of Cannae. It was a tactic that allowed Hannibal’s troop of 40,000 to crush 80,000 Roman soldiers. It was no wonder it was so effective. 

The only downside to this particular tactic was that it was next to impossible for modern military strategists to fall for the initial bait.

Fortunately, this battle was against mindless monsters. The centaur army only needed to provoke the monsters horde, and they would converge on the same target of their own volition, allowing the flanks to surround and lock them. Afterward, all that followed was a predictable slaughter.

Kashi looked across the battlefield at the distant Glashtyn tribe. It seemed each centaur tribe had its specialties. The Lymar and Dora clan were experts with the spear, while the Tulpar tribe, with their huge stocky frames, excelled in defense as evidenced by the massive wooden tower shields they held.

In contrast to these tribes, the Glashtyn tribe was quite skinny and excelled in archery and speed. Their preferred fighting style appeared to be sprinting within firing range of the enemy, letting loose, then quickly retreating. Only the wisben tribes could beat their accuracy with the bow. 

Kashi could see them being adopted as a mobile archery unit, a deadly force on any battlefield.

Kashi nearly salivated at the thought of the centaurs fighting on their side. Damn, Absalon would have a field day with this force.

“The battle is coming to a close,” Darian reported, inadvertently drawing Kashi out of his reverie.

“Mm… Let’s go greet the chief,” Kashi said as he spurred Drixlia onto a path that led down the hill.

Why wasn’t he in the fight?

Kashi decided to let the centaurs have the taste of open combat against the monsters without his help. After all, the entire plan hinged on the centaurs putting up a tremendous fight while the daeben’s strike team infiltrated enemy headquarters. If the centaurs got used to his game-breaking  [Gilgamesh]  shower, they might capitulate when it came to the real deal.

As Drixlia trotted down the path, Kashi wondered what Absalon would think of his war-time decisions.


Aygorzi, Merriheim.

8:10 pm. 14  th   Banem, 1092.

The Supreme General of the Hopeful Maggots’ army, and appointed Auxiliary General of Rosendun, Absalon Pathfinder, rubbed his eyes as he studied a report file under the calming magelight. The general yawned and realized fatigue began to set in. How long had he been checking these reports? 

Absalon had truly lost count of how many hours he’d spent in-game on mundane, tedious tasks like these. Yet, he could not deny the joy that arose in his heart from carrying out such seemingly useless jobs. These tasks were a spice that was unavailable to him in reality.

In real life, Absalon, or rather, Lt. Gen. Handa Hoshiko, was a retired general with all the benefits that came with that. The general’s life could not be said to be bad or good. His wife passed away from cancer a few years back, but they had two filial children who had gone on to live successful lives of their own. In fact, it was one of his grandchildren who suggested to the old man that he try out King’s Journey.

At first, Absalon hadn’t cared much and casually bought the Virtual Gear. However, he was entirely hooked when he felt the first burst of power from his in-game character. Absalon founded his own guild in that game, but he never managed to break the ceiling and join the legends overlooking the world because of how late he started.

Absalon ensured he did not make that mistake when Live No Evil came out. Not only was he one of the first to log into the game, but he took a few friends from the previous game and quickly set up their claim in Kerta. His strategic foresight aided him in swiftly clinching the spot as number one in Kerta, and he might have become king if it were not for Kashi’s interference.

At first, Absalon had indeed borne some resentment toward the daeben. Who wouldn’t? But, over time, Absalon began to see why generals rarely made good rulers as carried out Kashi’s policies. 

A general was a creature of war that belonged on the battlefield. Their viewpoints were almost always severely hampered due to their nature to seek victories at little to no cost to their armies. 

Absalon knew that he enjoyed the battlefield. It was his calling. The ability to control the lives and deaths of thousands of warriors was a responsibility few could endure, but he relished the challenge—every second of it.

Knock! Knock!

Absalon’s inner thoughts were interrupted by a series of knocks on the door. Without looking up from the reports, he said, “Come in.”

Nyte walked into the room and looked at the general’s weary eyes. “Absalon, you should get some sleep.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll sleep when I’m dead. Shouldn’t be long now,” Absalon joked as he raised his head from the reports.

Nyte shook his head. He’d heard that joke a thousand times. By this point, he was past reacting to it. Nyte softly chuckled, and then began his report, “Syèl just arrived. He’s drinking in the new tavern. From the looks of things, I think he’ll stay the night.”

Absalon’s eyes sparked open as the fatigue instantly washed away. “Good, keep an eye on him. I’ll meet him first thing in the morning. What about Shoko?”

“Ms. Shoko is with Jade at the dwarven forge,” Nyte reported. “I think she’ll show up at the tavern once she hears about Syèl’s arrival.”

“Perfect,” Absalon said as he released a sigh of relief. “The campaign will run smoother with the help of those two monsters.”

“Absalon.”

“Yes?”

“You’re a monster yourself.”

“Nonsense.”


Glashtyn, Kirkcour Woods.

8:23 pm. 14  th   Banem, 1092.

Kashi’s negotiations with the Glashtyn tribe’s chief went quicker than any of the previous discussions he’d had. The Glashtyn tribe, as they had suffered longer under the beasts’ relentless assaults, had lost a large number of their forces to the monster invasion and itched for vengeance.

Kashi, Darian, and the other generals had to remind the bereaved chief and generals of the Glashtyn tribe of their duty to preserve their bloodline before they relented and allowed some of their soldiers to escort the civilians to the Lymar village. Even so, over seven hundred specialized mobile archers joined the conquest to save the last town, Longma.

Strangely, Darian pulled Kashi aside just before they set off for Longma. His brows were deeply-set, and his gaze was severe, yet slightly wary, causing the daeben to wonder what the issue was.

“Kashi-dono,” Darian greeted with an apologetic expression. “Forgive my question, but how do you feel about the beast-kin?”

Kashi’s brow rose, but he nonchalantly shrugged and answered, “Neither here nor there. About the same as every other race. Why?”

Darian’s brows locked together as traces of shame and guilt flitted through his eyes. “The Longma tribe are different from us. They could be classified as beast-kin if looked at from your perspective.”

“Beast-kin? More like demons,” Casetes remarked as he joined the duo. He turned to Kashi, and the daeben could sense a hint of disdain in those eyes. “The Longma tribe are indeed centaurs as ordained by our god, but they are lesser creatures cursed by devils.”

“That claim has no proof,” Darian countered with furrowed brows. “They are centaurs, just like us.”

“Forgive me, Darian-kun, but I am inclined to agree with Casetes,” Balasius, the head general of the Tulpar tribe, said as he too joined the discussion. “The Longma tribe are indeed a sub-species. But do not fear. As long as they are centaurs, we must protect them regardless, and so we shall.”

Kashi listened to the three generals, and a hidden light sparked in his eyes. “Sorry, I’m not following. What do you mean they’re like demons?”

“You have to see them to truly understand,” Casetes said with a sigh that caused Kashi to frown. The daeben could hear the distinct tone of those who felt superior to others in society in the centaur’s voice. “They look nothing like us. Their upper bodies are covered in scales, and they have clawed hands twice the size of your head.”

“Mm, furthermore, the Longma tribe are savages,” stated Balasius as he folded his powerful arms across his chest. “Strong, powerful savages, but savages nonetheless.”

“Yes, that’s why, even though we are duty-bound to save them, you must remain vigilant,” Casetes warned Kashi with a stern gaze. “The worst tragedy would be to lose you to friendly fire. We cannot predict what goes on in those savages’ minds.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Kashi replied in a flat tone. He looked at Darian and asked, “Are you of the same opinion?”

Darian shook his head. “The Longma tribe might be a little wild, but I honestly believe that’s only because it’s the only way they know how to protect themselves.”

“Oh?” Kashi’s eyes sparkled with interest. “Why do you say that?”

“The Longma tribe has been ostracized for several centuries by other tribes for being too savage,” Darian explained with a short sigh. “We do not share our technology, nor trade with them, yet we somehow expect them to keep up with our civilization. But whenever there’s a significant threat to the centaur race, the Longma tribe is always the vanguard, shedding the most blood to protect our race.” Darian frowned and glanced at Casetes, “Furthermore, we sow the seed of hatred in our foals when we tell them stupid, baseless stories like ‘demon curses.’ Frankly, if it were not for their undying loyalty to our god, they would have abandoned these lands ages ago.” 

Darian shrugged. “Then again, I might be biased because I fought alongside a few of the Longma tribe during my coming-of-age ceremony.”

Kashi looked at Casetes. “What do you think?”

Casetes’ brows furrowed as he sunk into deep thought. “I do not know. I have never thought of it that way.”

“Well, that’s the good thing about life,” Kashi said with a warm smile. “We get to learn something new every day.”

At that moment, a slender female centaur clad in leather armor and wielding a massive longbow strung over her shoulder trotted up to the trio. She bowed her head and introduced her identity. “Kashi-dono, Anatolia Tryphosa, general of the Glashtyn tribe has come to report. The troops are ready to move out on your command.”

Kashi smiled at Casetes, Balasius, and Darian. “We’ll continue this conversation later. First, we must fulfill our obligations.”

“As it must be,” Casetes, Balasius and Darian agreed and headed out to take command of their respective troops. 

Kashi looked at Anatolia. “We march now. I’m sorry. Your men must be tired, but we absolutely cannot afford to waste any time.”

“No need for concern,” Anatolia boasted with a vengeful glare. “The Glashtyn tribe can fight for another five days without rest.”

“Thanks. I’ll be relying on your tenacity,” Kashi said and watched as Anatolia trotted off to ready her troops for the march.

“You’ve come a long way from commanding a bunch of villagers in a swamp.”

Kashi’s heart skipped a beat. He turned and glared at the assassin that, at some point, rode up next to him. “What nonsense have you been teaching your horse?” Kashi jokingly admonished Shadow as he looked at the young man’s mount. 

Somehow, the horse, just like its master, had learned to hide its presence. He could not understand why anyone would teach their horse such a useless skill.

“How am I supposed to scare you if you can hear me coming?” Shadow replied in his trademark flat tone that made it impossible to tell if he was joking or not. 

Kashi’s brows drew together in mock anger. “You do realize it’s not normal to want to scare the shit out of your friends, right?”

“It isn’t?” Shadow turned to look at Kashi, and for all the daeben’s people-reading skills, he could not tell if the assassin’s surprise was genuine or not. “But it’s so much fun?”

“Fun? You’re handing out heart attacks left and right!?” Kashi berated.

“Don’t rollercoasters and haunted houses do the same thing?” Shadow countered. “They’re fun, aren’t they?”

“Well, I mean, those are different.” Faced with Shadow’s silent stare, Kashi doubted his conjecture. “…Aren’t they?”

“Don’t know. You decide.” Shadow turned away from Kashi and looked at the troops below which had begun their march. Silence descended on the hilltop as the cool evening breeze rustled the tree leaves and grass. “Hey, Kashi, I never got the chance to say this, but thank you for finding us at Lew Creek.”

“What’s this all of a sudden?” Kashi responded with a light-hearted chuckle. “You’re not dying, are you?”

“Hmph, I’ll outlive you at the very least,” Shadow countered with a snort. 

“I guess I now know why you keep trying to stop my heart.”

“It’s only a matter of time,” Shadow stated. He took a breath then added in a rare moment of solemnity, “I’m serious though, Kashi. You have no idea what you did for us when you picked us up at Lew Creek. You’ve shown us a world we would never have dreamed of.” He looked into Kashi’s eyes and said, “Especially Lune. If someone had told me Lune could be this happy two years ago, I would have killed them for giving her false hope. But you’ve made it a reality. For this, you will always have my gratitude.”

Kashi’s brows locked together in a tight frown, and he waved his hands. “Enough with this talk of thanks. I don’t know what you think I did, but I can assure you that the only reason  I  am standing here today is ‘cause of you two. The man  I am right now  would not exist if it were not for every single one of you. So, don’t ever bring this up again, or I will be forced to start bowing to every member of our party.” 

With those words, Kashi patted Shadow’s shoulder then spurred Drixlia to chase after the centaur formation.

Shadow’s eyes shone as he watched the retreating daeben and remarked in an almost playful tone, “How dishonest.”


Derium Plains, Daggerfall,

10:02 pm, 14  th   Banem 1092.

A lone silhouette rushed into an old, dilapidated village located a few kilometers from the Wazir river. The houses, made from run-down thatch and cracked mud, looked like it had not been inhabited in several years, and as a result, it was not surprising to find that a clan of goblins had made the run-down town their home.

Goblins were tiny, green-skinned humanoid creatures that were roughly as tall as an average ten-year-old child. The derided creatures sported long, pointed ears akin to an elf’s and were often dressed in old rags scavenged from settlements of other settlements. 

Goblins in this world presented a vexing puzzle to most monster classifiers. Their savage, scrapper-scavenger lifestyle and disregard for life suggested they should be classified as monsters. Still, they also possessed bare minimum intelligence and could speak the common tongue, which disqualified them from being monsters.

Regardless of their status as monsters or not, the global dislike and disdain of goblins was an emotion shared by all races. As a result, goblins were usually exiled to the hidden parts of forests or old, abandoned ruins like this village. 

A pair of goblins chatting on the village street paled as a massive shadow suddenly loomed over them. The goblins paled in fright as they looked up and saw a massive, bleeding orc glaring at them. 

“Mercy, Mercy!” The goblins immediately knelt in fright and began to plead for their lives. They didn’t even consider running or calling over their companions. Such was the level of their cowardice.

“Are you sure this is the place?” Ragnaf questioned as he observed the kneeling goblins.

“I’m sure of it,” Rudega replied, then added, “You can put me down now.”

Ragnaf snorted and complied.

Rudega looked at the kneeling goblins with a complicated gaze as he fished out a piece of paper and a pencil from his pockets. He drew a rough diagram then placed it on the floor on the floor in front of the goblins. “Don’t worry. I promise we won’t hurt you. We just want to know if you’ve seen this image.”

The goblins looked at the image then at each other. It was apparent they knew something but were scared to talk.

“Hmph.” Ragnaf’s casual snort scared the living daylights out of the goblins, and they immediately spilled everything they knew in terrible common speak. 

Rudega looked at Ragnaf and chuckled as the goblins ran off. “It certainly helps to have an orc along.”

Ragnaf snorted once more and pointed toward the village’s interior. “Let’s go find this chief before Renark catches up.”

Rudega’s gaze hardened. “You’re right.”

Ragnaf looked at the dwarf. “Are you fine to walk?”

“As long as we’re not running away from anyone,” Rudega replied as he walked ahead of the orc. The duo confidently made their way through the village. Their open stance caught the attention of several goblins, who grabbed sticks and stones then fled to the chief’s dwelling in panic. 

Rudega and Ragnaf stopped in front of what remained of an old duplex. Their gazes, however, were drawn to the goblin standing in front of a small mob. 

This goblin was significantly different. It stood at least a head taller than the rest and held a sword in its left hand. Furthermore, it was dressed in an old but functional leather cuirass, and its eyes shone with vestiges of intelligence. 

Upon seeing Ragnaf, the goblin immediately dropped its sword on the ground, much to the visitors’ shock.

The goblin stared at the two men and greeted them, “Name. Zaaz. No want trouble. What you want?”

Rudega hid his shock. There wasn’t enough time to look into this mutated creature. “Nice to meet you, Zaaz. My name is Rudega. My partner’s Ragnaf.”

Zaaz looked at the injured Durst slung over Ragnaf’s shoulder and frowned. Orc injured. You bring trouble.”

Rudega nodded. “Unfortunately, yes, but we’ll be out of your way in only a few moments.” Rudega pointed at the diagram on his sheet of paper. “Once you take us to the room with this diagram, we’ll disappear and never return.”

Zaaz looked at the sheet of paper and frowned. He felt uneasy, but the alternative was to force the intruders to search on their own. Who knew when whatever was pursuing them would catch up? “I know diagram. Come.”

Zaaz led the duo to the duplex’s basement, where they saw the image of a broken hammer emblazoned on one of its walls.

Rudega’s gaze grew heavy as he approached the wall. This diagram represented the fall of the dwarfs. Like a few others, this spot was to be used during a do-or-die scenario for the dwarven race. 

Rudega shook his head and cleared his doubts. No use moaning. It was time to face the future, whatever it may be. The dwarf ran his fingers across the diagram and tapped specific locations in a cryptic pattern.

Grrrooooo!

The earth trembled as a section of the wall slid open, accompanied by a sound akin to the groans of a waking dragon.

Ragnaf’s eyes twitched as he stared into the dark abyss beyond the opened door. “Dwarfs and their tunnels.”

Rudega chuckled. “This is one of our deepest. It had to travel below the Wazir river after all.”

Ragnaf’s eyes narrowed.

Zaaz looked at the tunnel with a steady gaze, then turned to Rudega. “If trouble come, I talk.”

Rudega’s gaze hardened, but his eyes also held respect. “I would expect no less. Thank you and goodbye.” The dwarf nodded, then summoned a magelight and descended into the tunnel.

“You’re brave for a mere goblin,” Ragnaf praised and patted Zaaz’s head. He then followed behind Rudega before the door slid shut behind them.

 



            

    
        Chapter 173: Longma Tribe

    
    
    
    
                
Longma, Kirkcour Woods.

10:30 pm. 14  th   Banem, 1092.

“What the hell?” Kashi muttered in shock as he looked upon the battle occurring at the Longma tribe from an overhanging cliff.

The Longma tribe was located at a small clearing within the forest, but unlike other tribes, they did not have any protective walls. Furthermore, their buildings comprised of simple large tents for each family. From the hill, it appeared very much like these tents were not placed in any determined order or formation. 

Anyone with the slightest intelligence could imagine what would happen to a village with such weak defenses in the event of a monster invasion. Or at least, it should have been obvious.

At the moment, Kashi had begun to doubt his own intelligence.

Hundreds of corpses littered the field below, but Kashi’s sharp eyes could see that over 99% of the bodies belonged to the monster army, while the remaining 1% belonged to the daunting Longma tribe.

Kashi swallowed hard and had to resist the urge to jump into battle when he saw the Longma tribespeople. The centaur generals’ descriptions did not do the magnificent tribe justice.

The Longma tribe looked like a cross between a dragon and a regular centaur. In fact, given the promiscuous nature of dragons, Kashi would not be surprised if that was, in fact, their origin. 

The horse portion of the Longma tribe centaurs was robust and sturdy, protected by hardened black scales grown strategically on their backs and sides. It was no surprise then that the Blights’ wood-based attacks kept breaking against the Longma tribe’s bodies as they ran through the monsters.

The Longma tribe retaliated by stabbing and slicing up monsters with scythe-like bone spurs that grew at the end of tails that resembled scaled reptilian snakes.

Kashi’s eyes widened as a direwolf spat out a ki-blade at a Longma tribesman. The Longma tribesman did not falter. He continued his charge and the ki-blade shattered against the dense, interlocked muscles on his broad chest. He then grabbed the direwolf with clawed, demon-like hands with fingers that were longer than Kashi’s face. 

The Longma tribesman roared, and his massive, scaled arms bulged as he ripped the direwolf in half. The Longma tribesman seemed to sense Kashi’s gaze as he turned and looked up at the hill, giving the daeben a full view of his face. 

Kashi finally understood why the other centaurs were not so accepting of this tribe. The Longma tribe indeed had more in common with monsters than they did humes. Aethir designed humes to be aesthetically pleasing to the eye. 

This rule applied to all races, whether humans, elves, dwarves, or beast-kin. Even the drakul, after their transformation, carried a sense of security in their features. 

However, it seemed like Aethir had skipped over the Longma tribe. They could not look any more monstrous if they tried. Their facial features were sharp and angular, with bone-spurs jutting out of their chin and the sides of their heads to form massive horns. Their small eyes were sunken, and their skull’s bone structure made it look like they were always in a bad mood. 

Couple all these traits with sharp teeth you would expect to see in monsters like tigers, and you had creatures that, without context, anyone would assume were monsters. Even worse, their fighting methods were both primitive and savage, involving tearing their opponents apart with their bare hands and tails.

The Longma tribesman could not make out Kashi’s full form from so far away, so he gave up, snorted, and returned to the battle at hand. He did not care about Kashi’s status. If he was a friend, good. If Kashi turned out to be an enemy, it would only mean more invaders they had to kill.

Kashi looked down upon the scattered battlefield with a grave expression. The Longma tribesmen were scattered across the small clearing, fighting several monsters on separate fronts. He could not order the archers to fire for fear of hitting the Longma tribe, nor could the cavalry charge into the crazy battlefield for fear of the same problem. 

The battlefield was tiny, confined to the little clearing, and as a result, the centaurs would be forced into melee battle. However, Kashi knew that the centaurs’ strength lay in their speed and power. A melee battle would be disadvantageous for the centaurs as they had a much larger frame and thus would sustain much more attacks than they could defend.

Kashi would have considered sending the centaurs if they were fully decked out in plate armor, but they were mostly naked as it stood. This was one of the primary reasons none of the centaur tribes Kashi rescued ever considered leaving their town to engage in open melee. 

Furthermore, Kashi did not want to lose too many soldiers to this insane meat grinder. Kashi’s fingers clenched and unclenched as he realized the optimal solution to this problem. The daeben looked at the generals by his side, grinned, and said, “Esteemed Generals, here’s the plan...”

Fifteen minutes later, Casetes scratched his head and muttered as he watched Kashi and Darian charge down the slope. “How reckless.”

“Indeed,” Anatolia agreed, then frowned. “But I fear what this might mean for the future of our race.”

“The future’s still far,” Balasius stated. “We can worry about that after we surpass this tribulation.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Anatolia grudgingly replied and folded her arms across her chest as she watched Darian burst out from the neighboring trees and tear into the monster army with Kashi by his side.

BOOM!

Several monsters cried out in pain as Darian tore into the enclosure. In anticipation of the close-range battle, the warrior had traded in his spear for a massive halberd. It was one of three weapons Kashi had crafted as a present for Hektor, but he decided to gift it to Darian instead. After all, who knew how long it would take until Hektor’s return? This weapon might no longer be suitable by then.

Darian’s initial charge did not last long before he was forced to stop by the solid cluster of monsters. After all, he did not have the added ki from his army. However, the centaur did not care about this setback and instead swung the halberd around him with wild abandon. 

The monsters cried as his ki tore them to pieces, and an angry direwolf lunged at the centaur’s exposed flank.

Thwack! 

Crash! 

An arrow tore through the direwolf’s head, and it crashed to the earth. The last thing the beast saw was the grin of the woman who sat on Darian’s back.

Larsial sat atop Darian’s back and protected his flanks as the warrior charged out of the beast enclosure. The strange combination was something the daeben had thought of on the spot. The centaurs were mighty warriors whose greatest weakness were their long bodies. However, this issue was easily fixed by having an archer seated on the centaur’s back to clear any attackers. By not needing reins, both hands of an archer on a centaur’s back were free to wield a bow and shoot down any approaching threat.

A small smile played on Larsial’s face as she shot down any monsters that dare to approach Darian’s flanks. As expected of that scary daeben. To think of exploiting the centaurs like this after only seeing them once. 

The only downside to this formation was that she had to cover both flanks and the back at the same time. However, even this issue had been considered by Kashi.

“Reloading.”

Shadow’s cold voice came from behind Larsial. The cold assassin was seated on Darian with his back to Larsial’s, tasked with clearing out enemies at their rear. Shadow’s ‘reloading’ referenced the brief moments it took to equip a new set of arrows. 

During those two or three seconds, Larsial had to increase her concentration to cover all angles. The same principle applied when she was close to running out of arrows. She would alert Shadow, who would then pull out some arrows to refill her ammunition. 

While Darian wreaked havoc in the monster army, he could not help but look across the battlefield at a single figure who tore across the battlefield like he was in his backyard.

BOOM !

Drixlia’s hardcore training showed dividends as the monstrous horse tore through the monster army with scary ease, allowing Kashi to shoot down the surrounding beasts freely. The Kashi-Drixlia combination was like an unstoppable bulldozer turret. 

Nothing could stop Drixlia’s charge. Its mighty hooves crushed traps laid by Blights while the ki-image around it blasted away any fools that dared to block its path. Worse yet were the hundreds of arrows that repeatedly shot out of the ki-image at speeds that surpassed human imagination. 

However, none of these feats stunned the onlookers as much as the accuracy of the shots. It was one thing to launch a volley at an area. It was another for every hit to be a fatal headshot. 

No one could understand how the daeben accomplished this except for the daeben himself. This was only possible because Kashi had combined the all-encompassing vision of  [Mind’s Eye]  with the focus provided by  [Keen Sense] . 

[Mind’s Eye]  was a high-level skill that provided Kashi with a 3-D view of everything around him for at least 30 meters.  [Keen Sense],  on the other hand, was a low-level skill used to focus on a target and thus reduce the chances of missing. 

The skill’s major downside was that it required its user to be stationary. When combined,  [Keen Sense]  focused on the monsters found by  [Mind’s Eye] , and because Kashi was seated atop Drixlia, he passed the stationary requirement. Following this, Kashi combined  [Rapid Shot]  and  [Multi-Shot]  to produce the phenomenon where it seemed like dozens of arrows were being fired every second. 

Kashi had always maintained that there were no such things as useless skills, which was why he had never been in a rush to learn the next tier of Archery Skills even though he was overqualified. 

A hidden secret of  King’s Journey  and  Live no Evil  was that the strongest were those who practiced the basics to the extreme and only sought out skills to complement these basic techniques. If one were to go looking for the next greatest skill, they would be forever caught up in the trap of upgrading their skills without ever exploring their true potential.

This probably played into why the Dimensional Artist class, despite how overpowered it was, only had a couple of combat skills expected to last its owner until the end of time. There were no avenues to ‘upgrade’ these skills into something else. If one wanted to improve the skills, they could only do so after perfectly understanding them.

Kashi grinned as he emptied several quivers worth of arrows into the monster horde. This philosophy of ‘Practice Makes Might’ seemed to permeate all of L.N.E’s leveling mechanics. The daeben could not help but wonder if the company was trying to instill this mentality into its players.

Kashi pondered some more, then shrugged. This was not the time to debate philosophies. His eyes lit up as he spotted a member of the Longma tribe nearby. “Drix,” Kashi prompted.

Drixlia did not require further explanation. It snorted then increased the speed and force of its charge in the direction of that Longma tribeswoman.

The Longma tribe females bore a striking resemblance to their male counterparts, only differing in their slightly lither frames and smoother facial features. Unlike the other centaur tribes’ mares, they did not grow breasts on their torso as it bore no functional purpose. In the case of other centaur tribes, the only evolutionary goal of the female breasts was to attract potential mates’ eyes.

The culture of the Longma tribe made this evolutionary trait inconsequential to them. 

“ [Gilgamesh!] ”

BOOM!

The dreaded skill finally made an appearance.

The Longma tribeswoman looked around in confusion as a thousand arrows suddenly shot down from a mandala above her head and shot down every single monster around her.

“Catch!” Kashi called as he charged past her without so much as a word of greeting.

The Longma tribeswoman instinctively reached out her hand and caught a sword Kashi had tossed over with great effort. The 30cm thick and 170cm longsword was the weapon of choice for the Tulpar tribe, used in tandem with their shields to attack enemies. 

Kashi had rounded up these powerful swords from the Tulpar army before setting off, with the intent of arming the Longma tribe. The Longma tribe was already so scary and powerful when fighting with their bare hands. What would it be like when such a force had a sword?

Boom!

That question was answered when the Longma tribeswoman sent dozens of monsters flying with the sword’s first, clumsy swing. The centaur revealed a sadistic grin when she saw the effects of using a blade. She let out a roar and actively charged into the monster army, swinging left and right with reckless abandon.

Kashi sighed as he watched the rampant devastation while Drixlia made a beeline for the next Longa tribesman.  ‘Now, this is a race that was created for war.’

Kashi charged through the battlefield with staggering impudence, quickly blasting all monsters out of his path until he reached the side of the next Longma tribe member. Like his previous encounter, Kashi wordlessly took out a sword from his inner world and tossed it to the warrior before galloping onward. 

For his part, the centaur did not bother acknowledging the daeben’s presence before slicing the surrounding monsters to shreds.

Kashi pierced through the battlefield in this vein, either handing or throwing swords over to the centaurs, then letting them wreak havoc on the monster army without any significant assistance. This proved to be the best course of action, as, by the time Kashi handed out the last, one-thousandth sword, there were barely any monsters left.

This allowed Kashi, Shadow, Larsial, Darian, and the Longma tribesmen to swiftly round up and eliminate any traces of the monster army. Usually, the monsters would have run away following such massive losses, but it seemed whoever controlled them had ordered them to fight to their last breath. 

An order most likely issued to ensure the centaurs suffered the most significant loss possible.

No one would have expected that it would backfire in this manner. The armed Longma tribe were like tigers that had grown wings. Their ferociousness decimated the monster army, while they only suffered minor losses.

Kashi released a sigh of relief as he watched a Longma tribesman tear the last direwolf in half with his bare hands. Finally, phase one of the plan had been completed. The particulars of phase two would largely depend on the upcoming negotiations. 

Kashi’s expression remained neutral as he approached the Longsma tribesman who tossed the torn carcass to the ground and glared at the daeben. “I assume you speak the common tongue?” Kashi questioned, his tone even and firm. 

The Longma tribesman remained silent.

Kashi paused for a moment to consider his options. There were two classic approaches to a situation like this for every gamer. The first, and Kashi’s personal favorite, was to prove your strength to the opposite party. Kashi knew he could bring a good portion of the Longma centaurs to their knees through his aura alone. The second option was to engage in a calm and rational discussion to bring the Longma tribe over to his cause.

The downside to the second option was that for warring clans like the Longma tribe, an envoy who used words to convince them to do something would be looked down upon as weak and timid. 

If Kashi viewed the Longma tribe only as a capable fighting force, he would have proceeded to crush their wills and bend them to his cause. Fortunately, ever since the daeben embarked on the path of ‘Uniting the Continent,’ – and even more so in recent times – he had promised himself he would not treat any intelligent race differently from the rest. 

A conqueror’s attitude was everything. If a conqueror went around treating some races better than others, that attitude would spill over to the common people when the war finally ended. At that point, it would only be a matter of time before the oppressed race broke out in a civil war. 

With all these in mind, Kashi finally came to a decision. 

Boom!

The Longma tribe paled as a brutal force burst out from the daeben. The centaurs trembled as they gazed upon what seemed to be a pair of daunting eyes glaring at them from within Kashi as if daring the centaurs to question its authority. However, before the centaurs could even begin to process their fear, the pressure vanished as quickly as it came.

 The Longma centaurs regarded Kashi with equal parts trepidation and respect. Only a true warrior steeped in years of bloodshed and chaos could unleash such a powerful aura.

“I’m glad I finally have your attention,” Kashi said as he regarded the Longma tribesmen. “Now, may I have an audience with your chief?”

“I am he,” announced a massive centaur as he walked out of the crowd. The centaur was excessively huge, towering at over 10ft tall. His voice was deep and powerful, akin to the sound of thunder. 

Indeed, this much should have been expected of the chief of a warring clan. The chief judged Kashi and Drixlia through narrowed eyes, then continued, “Who are you?”

“My name’s Kashi, Guild Leader of the Hopeful Maggots,” Kashi replied with a stiff smile. Ah, although he’d indeed had some cool moments with the guild name, it still sounded off whenever he had to introduce the guild.

Contrary to Kashi’s expectations, however, the chief only nodded and held out his arm, “Agamios Longma, chief of the Longma clan. What brings you to our lands, Kashi?”

Kashi smiled, instantly impressed by the chief’s attitude. It took a special kind of mettle to look beyond the stupid-sounding name. “I’ve been tasked with clearing out the source of the Blight. In return, the priests of each tribe will help my horse, Drixlia, to improve its bloodline through a ritual.”

Agamios looked at Drixlia and nodded. “Indeed, I sense a powerful bloodline within your mount. We, the Longma tribe, are not without grace. We shall send our priest when the time comes. You may leave us now. We must prepare for the enemy’s retaliation.”

Kashi shook his head. “That is not good enough. What am I to do if you end up dying from the assault? I assure you, the enemy’s retaliation will be ten times worse just to prove a point.”

Agamios’ gaze hardened. He knew his to be true. The centaur village that was wiped out, Aethon, had suffered that fate one day after wiping out the blights in a battle. His scouts had reported that blight army that day stretched as far as the eyes could see.

Agamios knew that the number they had successfully defeated today did not amount to a third of the scout’s reported figures.

However, despite the reality, Agamios was unwilling to work with the daeben. “Maybe so,” Agamios admitted. “But I would rather perish alongside my brethren than be used by those who despise, fear, and hate us. I do not want the last thing my tribesmen sees to be relief on the face of their allies. I will not allow it.”

“I understand how you feel, Chief Agamios, but this is not the time to uphold grudges,” Darian remarked as he trotted up to Kashi’s side. He regarded the chief with apologetic eyes. “I know we have wronged your tribe on several occasions. However, this is a fight for our survival. Let us work together to overcome this foe so we can work toward healing old wounds.”

Agamios looked at Darian. “You must be Darian. My scouts reported you’ve run alongside them in the past.”

“It was my honor,” Darian replied with his right arm across his chest. “Akol and Vasates saved my life on numerous occasions.”

“And you theirs,” Agamios replied with a grunt. “However, you are one centaur. You cannot speak for the rest.”

Darian opened his mouth to speak but closed it soon after. He knew Agamios’ words were valid. Most centaurs saw the Longma tribe as something foreign and thus feared and despised them. 

“Aren’t you overthinking it?” Kashi questioned, interrupting the centaurs’ discourse. “Why do you assume you are going to die? I already said I’m going to end the Blight. All you have to do is survive for two to three days alongside each other.” Kashi looked to the side as Casetes, Anatolia and Balasius joined the group. “Surely you can manage that much?”

Agamios frowned. “You sound confident. What guarantee do we have that you’ll defeat the Blight?”

“My Word,” Kashi stated with an authority that did not brook any judgment. “The word of the Guild Leader of the Hopeful Maggots. Since I have given my word, it shall be so.”

Agamios’ heart shook as he stared at the daeben’s majestic presence. He had never met someone smaller than him who could invoke the level of respect that was blooming in his heart. Some part of the chief’s heart had begun to awaken, reflected in the quickening of his heartbeat. 

Suddenly, Agamios was very intrigued. He wanted to see just how far this daeben would go. He wanted to see what he would accomplish! “Let’s say I agree to your proposal to work together. What is your plan?”

Casetes, Anatolia, Balasius, and Darian paid close attention to Kashi’s following words. Until now, no one had asked for the specifics of Kashi’s plan. They, too, wanted to know his intentions.

Kashi looked at the expectant generals and chuckled. “The plan is simple. The centaurs will create a fortress out of the Lymar tribe to protect themselves from the Blight’s retaliation. When the perpetrator of this Blight learns of your new formation, they’ll be forced to send the bulk of their forces to Lymar if they want to have any shot at eradicating you. Using that opening, a small strike force comprising my team and Darian will infiltrate the headquarters, deal with the source, and save the last priest.”

Agamios’s eyelids twitched. “That’s it? That’s the extent of your plan? Four people charge into the enemy headquarters and save the day?”

Kashi chuckled. “Don’t sound so surprised. Taking out high-value targets is what I do best. Others in my guild usually handle these war-like battles.”

“I watched him defeat a Marilith,” Darian said to assuage the generals’ doubts. 

This revelation shook the generals’ hearts! Who did not know the Marilith? Every tribe greatly feared that monster. The few Mariliths in Kirkcour Woods lived at the top of the food chain. Anyone stupid enough to cross one of those monsters suffered a terrible end. Yet, this daeben had killed one?

“That’s impossible!” Casetes was the first to voice his doubts. “Mariliths aren’t something that can be killed so easily!”

“Have you ever injured the Marilith? Seen it bleed?” Kashi questioned.

“Of course, I have seen a Marlith bleed!” Casetes muttered. “But that doesn’t mean—”

“If it can bleed, it can be killed,” Kashi interrupted with a chuckle. “I just made it bleed more than you did.”

Casetes opened his mouth to object, but Anatolia cut him off, “Assuming what you say is true. You expect us to put all our lives at risk on the off chance you succeed? What do we do if you fail?”

“Die,” Kashi replied with a stern glare. His harsh reply caused Anatolia and Casetes to turn white. Both centaurs looked like they were about to explode in rage, but Kashi did not give them the satisfaction. “I do not know what impression you’re under. I have put my life on the line continuously to save your tribes. Ask yourselves what would become of you if I did not come along when I did? Now, all I ask is that you put your lives on the line, the same as I am. I do not think that to be an unreasonable request.”

Anatolia bit her lip then nodded. “You have a point.”

Balasius folded his arms and nodded. “Plan or no plan, the best course of action for the centaur race as a whole is to band together. Otherwise, the enemy can pick us off one by one.” He turned to look at Agamios. “Our tribes may have their differences, but at the end of the day, we’re all centaurs. We must stand together now so our children may run freely in the future.”

Agamios let out a sigh and nodded. “We will do as you have suggested for this fight.” He said, then looked at Kashi. “However, I hope you take 100 hundred of my men with you.”

Kashi shook his head. “The purpose of a strikeforce is to remain incognito until we reach the target. One hundred centaurs will stand out too much.”

“If, as you’ve claimed, the mastermind sends out all his forces to attack the Lymar tribe, then he’ll only have bareboned defenses remaining,” Agamios brilliantly analyzed. “We can serve as a distraction to draw out the remaining forces.”

Kashi eye’s sparked with interest as a plan began to formulate in his mind. “True. If we smear blood and dirt on your bodies, you can pass off as a force driven by grief and hatred. This mastermind has never met me, so he should have no reason to suspect it’s a trap. But, isn’t a hundred warriors small? Will they be alright?”

“The Longma tribe is without equal on the battlefield,” Agamios proudly stated. “We can quite easily handle this much.”

Kashi nodded his assent. “In that case, please choose those who will carry out the strike mission and have the rest travel to Lymar with the rest of the centaur army.” The daeben looked at Darian and grinned. “From here on out, it’s the real deal. I hope you’re prepared.”

Darian’s fingers gripped his spear with conviction. “I was born ready.”



            

    
        Chapter 174: My Way

    
    
    
    
                
Aethon, Kirkcour Woods.

11:35 pm, 14  th   Banem 1092.

Ruumble!

The earth trembled as over two hundred pairs of hooves thundered out of the surrounding forests into the deserted town. The moonlight shone on the small army and revealed them to be a force of 104 centaurs, of which 100 were composed of the Longma tribe. Darian, Larsial, and Shadow rode just behind Kashi, who led the centaur contingent.

As they approached the town, Kashi’s brows furrowed. Thick, acrid smells of smoke and rot blew into his nose, and a terrible premonition overcame the daeben. Fearing the worst, Kashi spurred Drixlia into a hard gallop and raced to the town. The rest of the army picked up on the daeben’s unease and subsequently increased their pace.

Within a matter of minutes, Kashi reached the town gates, or rather what was left of them, and the sight that greeted him caused something primal within him to awaken from its slumber. The daeben’s lips were tightly pressed together as he looked at the ‘scarecrows’ that adorned the broken gates.

The scarecrows were fashioned by impaling branches through centaurs and raising them several feet above the ground. The branches, some big, some small, positioned the centaurs’ limbs in humiliating positions like strings of abandoned puppets. 

Judging by the open-eyed despair and anguish in most of the centaurs’ eyes, they had died a slow, painful death, devoid of honor.

Kashi’s eyes were grim as Darian, Shadow, Larsial, and Agamios joined his side. Without looking at any of them, the daeben asked in a dark tone, “Have any of you learned telekinesis?” The deafening silence that followed answered his question. “I see,” Kashi muttered and dismounted. 

The daeben took slow, purposeful steps to one of the scarecrows. Kashi looked up at the tear-soaked, anguished filled eyes of the female centaur and followed her gaze to see a little colt a few meters away in a similarly humiliating position. 

The daeben could tell from the severity of the gashes around the punctured parts of her body that the mare had fought till her last breath to save her child. Unfortunately, not only had she failed, she’d been forced to watch her son slowly bleed out in front of her. 

How the colt must have cried. How he must have wept. How did the mother feel seeing the despair take over her son’s eyes?

Boom!

Larsial paled as Kashi smashed the branches that held up the centaur mother with a single punch. The corpse lost its support and dropped toward the daeben. Larsial, convinced Kashi was too overcome with rage to notice his surroundings, opened her mouth to warn Kashi to move out of the way.

Bam!

Larsial’s mouth remained open as she watched a massive surge of ki gush out of the daeben in the shape of a dragon’s clawed hand and catch the corpse.  ‘You can do that?’  Larsial looked at the daeben in awe and shock as the ki hand gently placed the body on the earth.

Kashi, at the moment, did not care in the least what the others thought about him. The centaur mother’s eyes arrested his gaze and dredged up old memories Suzuki had buried deep within. Those eyes. They were the same as  that time  in the fire. The desperation of a mother willing to do whatever it took to save her child no matter how futile it seemed.

The only difference was that this mother failed to save her child. She never got to experience the relief of seeing her child escape to safety.

Kashi sighed as he crouched next to the centaur and gently closed her eyes. “You can rest now. I promise I will find those responsible and make them pay,” he promised as much to the centauress as it was to the monster raging within him. The fire in his soul seemed satisfied by this answer as the heat in his chest slowly calmed.

Kashi shook his head in resignation. Suzuki’s relationship with his mother was a tricky sore spot that would not be healed for many years to come. Even Kashi, who shared the same brain as Suzuki, could not explain the psychological hold over the young man. Was it hate or love that bound them or more likely a complicated mixture of both? Only a psychologist could answer that question.

The sound of footsteps to his side drew Kashi out of his thoughts, and he looked up to see the grim-faced Darian and Agamios. The Longma tribe centaurs followed Kashi’s lead and began to cut down their brethren and gently place them on the earth. Kashi looked at Darian and asked, “Why have their bodies been left like this for so long?”

Darian’s jaw trembled with grief and guilt. “We did try sending parties out to give them a proper burial, but the monster army beset every party we sent. It would be lucky if one out ten survived the attack. We also could not afford to send the full army as that would leave our own homes vulnerable to the enemy.”

Kashi frowned. “How many days has it been since this village was destroyed?”

“Four days,” Darian replied.

The daeben’s brows furrowed even more at his answer. “Four days? So they have the power to wipe out an entire village. Why haven’t they wiped out the rest?” Kashi felt like he had begun to pull on the end of this mystery rope. “How long have your villages been under siege?”

“Just under six months now,” Darian replied. “Initially, the attacks were limited to skirmishes between our hunting parties and a few loose blights. The situation only escalated to what you see now in the past few weeks. Tonight was the first time we’d experienced a push on this scale that seemed intent on wiping us all out.”

Kashi thought about it and wondered aloud. “If the enemy decided to wipe you all out today, why did he split up his forces rather than attack each settlement with the full army?” He looked at Darian with curiosity, “Does it have something to do with why no army was sent to your village?”

Darian’s pupils dilated as his heart skipped a beat. “Of course! Why did we not think of this!?” The agitated centaur cursed the high heavens for his foolishness.

Kashi, unable to follow, asked, “What are you talking about?”

Darian shook his head. “Kashi-dono, you must have noticed that the placement of our villages takes the formation of a spear if looked at from above.” 

Kashi nodded. He had indeed taken note of that very fact from the very first moment Darian mapped out the villages’ location. It seemed just like he thought, it did play a vital role. The only question now was what?

“The formation was passed down to us by our god several centuries ago to protect us from external forces,” Darian revealed. “It is capable of producing incomparable power on the level of gods in desperate situations. Naturally, there are several restrictions in its actual use, but the fact remains that the power exists if one knows how to use it.” Darian gripped his spear as he watched the Longma tribe go about their work. “There are two vital points on the formation. The speartip, which is the topmost tribe, and the handle, which is the bottom tribe.”

“For several centuries, the Longma tribe occupied the spear tip,” Agamios stated. “We are the strongest tribe, so it made the most sense for us to hold this position.”

Darian nodded. “The village located at the spear tip also got a natural boost to their strength, so it only made sense for the Longma tribe to reside there. Unfortunately, their numbers began to decline after centuries of defending the centaur tribe from external forces. Someone had to switch with them or risk the extinction of our strongest tribe.”

“The tribe that was chosen was the Aethon tribe.” Kashi clarified. “But how does this explain why the Lymar tribe has not been attacked?”

“Because the moment the Aethon tribe switched with the Longma tribe was the moment our enemies realized that the land itself was what made the Longma tribe so strong,” Agamios replied. “I’m sure that a few centuries later, the Aethon tribe would have looked just like us. The land’s strength is not just a blessing but also a curse.”

“What!? Is this true!?” Darian shouted, stunned by the revelation. “Doesn’t that mean you were like us? Why does no one know about this?”

Agamios shook his head. “The chiefs of your villages are aware of this truth. But think about it? What would happen if our enemies knew they could become like us by staying in that land?”

“Exactly what is happening right now,” Kashi replied and looked at Darian. “You said the spear tip is for offense. Then what’s your tribe’s purpose?”

“Our place in the formation is the last bastion of defense,” Darian replied. “In a situation where the spearhead has been shattered, we provide a place to hide out the storm until we can rebuild.”

Kashi’s brow rose. “How does that work?”

“You did not notice because you were with me, Kashi-dono, but our village is hidden in a mirage that is near impossible to penetrate unless you know the right process,” Darian explained. 

Kashi shook his head. “The greatest strength of an illusion lies in no one knowing it is an illusion. The moment an illusion is exposed as such, it’s only a matter of time before it is exposed.” Kashi gritted his teeth. “I remember your father did not want anyone leaving the village during this period?”

Darian nodded. “Yes, why?”

Kashi sighed. “Old ginger is truly the spiciest no matter the world.” At Darian’s confused expression, Kashi explained, “Your father saw the enemy’s endgame long ago and was trying his best to prevent it from happening. The enemy has been searching for the last village to obtain the entire formation. Unfortunately, he/she could never find your village because your hunters always ensured they weren’t followed on their way home. Furthermore, as you said, no one would realize where the illusion started and ended just by randomly walking into the forest.”

Kashi shook his head as he looked in the direction of Lymar village. “But what happens when a mass exodus of centaurs are headed in the same direction?”

Darian’s face turned white as a sheet as he whispered, “It will be too easy to track a large group back to our village.”

Kashi frowned. “I had initially thought we would have a few days to prepare and stake out the enemy camp before we attacked, but if my hunch is correct, the enemy’s main force is already on its way to Lymar village. As for the illusion, I’m certain they already have a way to break it.” Kashi looked at both centaurs and said, “I still don’t know what the enemy’s overarching motive is, but for now, we can infer they are at the very least interested in your village’s formation and derive joy in tormenting the weak.”

Agamios folded his arms and frowned. He looked at the daeben and asked, “So, what do you propose we do now?”

“The plan hasn’t changed,” Kashi replied. “We lead a strike force against their headquarters and take out the entire army by destroying the source of the blight. The only difference is we’ll be doing that tonight. We have to believe in our comrades to hold the fort while we complete the mission.”

Agamios nodded. “I understand.”

“That is indeed the best course of action right now,” Darian concurred.

“But first,” Kashi said as he looked at the corpses on the ground. “We must send these brave centaurs off to the circle.” Kashi, Darian, and Agamios joined Shadow and Larsial to help the rest of the Longma tribe build several funeral pyres for the corpses. 

Thirty minutes later, Kashi solemnly stood in front of dozens of funeral pyres with Ferulic’s Bow in hand. He took out Rosario’s brush and drew a flaming rune on the bow. The daeben notched an arrow, whose head burst into flames as soon as it was strung. He looked at the centaurs and his companions, then at the funeral pyres. “Aethir guide your paths. May Alure welcome you with open arms, and grant you happier lives in the next life.”

Whoosh!

The centaurs present watched the arrow as it slowly flew in the air, a small light in the darkness of night and despair. There was always hope in the world, no matter how dark it may seem. And all that hope needed was a spark, a catalyst, and it would set the world aflame with bright light.

“Go, Suzu. Mother will be alright.”

Kashi’s jaw was tightly set as the flames and acrid smoke once again dredged up those desperate eyes. Only, this time, rather than relief, the eyes held hatred and blame. The final words she said. The words Suzuki never heard   but could make out.

The words that would haunt him for life. 

The words that destroyed Suzuki Mato.

“This is all your fault!”

“Agamios-sama!”

A scout’s shout pulled Kashi away from the flames. The daeben turned to see a centaur gallop up to him, Darian and Agamios with urgent strides.

Agamios looked at the centaur, and sensing the situation’s urgency, said, “Report.”

The centaur took a moment to catch his breath and then reported, “We’ve spotted traces of a massive monster army headed this way.”

“How many monsters?”

The scout swallowed hard as he looked at the daeben and said, “We couldn’t make out their full numbers, but we’re sure they’re at least double the number that attacked us.”

“How far?”

“About thirty minutes out?”

Agamios’ eyes twitched, and he looked at Kashi with respect. “Looks like your predictions were right. The enemy has indeed launched a final offensive. What do you propose we do now?”

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the scout. “Were you discovered?”

“No,” The scout refuted with a shake of his head. “We left before they could.”

Kashi released a sigh of relief at the scout’s response. “Good. The enemy cannot know about the Longma tribe’s presence here. It might cause the headquarters to raise their guard.” Kashi looked at Agamios. “You and Darian will take the tribe and my people and circle around the army. Take as wide a berth as reasonably possible. We can’t risk you getting seen.”

Darian’s brows furrowed in concern. “What about you? How will you find us?”

“Do not worry about me,” Kashi reassured with a heartening smile. “Shadow and I have prepared for moments like this. He’ll leave marks on the trees for me to follow. It will not be difficult for me to find you.”

“I understand, but why are you staying behind?” Darian asked. “Do you intend on wiping out the entire army by yourself? If so, why do we need the infiltration plan?”

Kashi shook his head with a wry smile. “I cannot possibly take on an army of that size by myself. It doesn’t matter how fast I regenerate mana or ki. My stamina will bottom out eventually. Besides, there’ll definitely be a few marilith class monsters in this final army. A battle of attrition is far too detrimental.”

“Indeed,” Darian nodded. “But if that’s the case, what do you intend to do?”

“If I were to be altruistic, I would say, I wish to thin out the enemy’s numbers and more serious threats before they reach the village,” Kashi said with a wry smile. “But, if I were to be truthful, then the truth is, I need to  vent .”

Crrrack!

A flash of lightning pealed through the night sky, accompanied shortly by a sharp clap of thunder. The light illuminated the daeben’s features. His gruesome smile and blood-red eyes shone against the backdrop of his dark skin and sent shivers like none other down Darian and Agamios’ spine.

Suddenly, Darian and Agamios felt like they no longer spoke to a daeben but the personification of death itself. They could feel the deathly cold touch of the grim reaper upon their necks when they looked into Kashi’s eyes. 

Luckily, the phenomenon only lasted for a brief moment, before Kashi’s aura returned to normal. “I’ve got a monster inside me, you see,” Kashi explained. “Very few things in existence can trigger that monster, but once it has been awakened, it can only truly be sated with blood and pain.”

“Blood and Pain,” Agamios murmured with a hollow expression. This was something he was all too familiar with. The Longma tribe’s powerful bloodlust would often consume them during battle, and they would not regain their faculties until they had shed enough blood or suffered enough damage to pull them out of the trance. 

“Yes,” Kashi concurred with a light smile. “The monster is awake but simmering right now. I do not want to go into the enemy’s HQ like this. There’s a good chance he’ll disrupt my thoughts, and I do not want to risk that. I do not want to die, after all. So, I’m going to vent. I will offer up our enemies’ blood to sate the monster and put him back to sleep. Then I will escape and join up with you.”

Darian swallowed hard and nodded. “Alright, I understand.” He turned to Agmios and prompted the centaur chief, “We should start moving if we want to dodge the army.”

Agamios grimly nodded, then regarded Kashi with a solemn look.  “We of the Longma tribe know what it feels like to have a monster of rage and bloodlust in our hearts. You must learn to control it, or it will consume you.”

“Thank you. I shall keep those words to heart,” Kashi said, then watched as Agamios and Darian left to organize the rest of the punitive force. A few moments later, the daeben let out a wry smile and said, “How long do you plan on standing there? Not going to scare me?”

“Not this time,” Shadow muttered in a low voice as he walked out from behind the daeben to his side. “Not in the mood.”

Kashi, even though he had a good inkling what the answer would be, asked, “What’s wrong?”

Shadow’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the daeben. “Your eyes. I don’t like them. They scare me.”

“I didn’t know you could get scared.”

“Neither did I,” Shadow replied. ‘There’s always only been one thing in this world that scares me, and that’s losing my sister. But right now, it seems I’m scared of losing you too.”

Kashi could feel the assassin’s intense gaze on the side of his face. He sighed as he looked to the night sky and promised, “I’m not going anywhere, Shadow.”

“You’d better not,” Shadow said and finally took his eyes off the daeben. “Or else I’ll find you wherever you are, even if it’s hell itself, and drag you back to apologize to Lunette.”

Kashi burst out in laughter and ruffled Shadow’s hair. A serene smile played on his face as he said, “I can’t have you haunting me now, can I? I’ll be sure to stay put.”

“Don’t die,” Shadow said with a snort, then walked away towards his horse.

Kashi looked at his palm, then clenched it into a fist as he muttered under his breath, “I don’t know how long I’ll be here, but I swear I will never die.”

“Looks like your friends really love you,” Larsial called as she walked over to Kashi with a teasing smile on her face.

Kashi shook his head with mirth in his eyes. “Who would have thought, right? I must’ve been a saintly doctor in my past life to have this much going for me.” Kashi said as Shadow, Darian, and Agamios approached him.

“We are ready, Kashi-dono,” Darian reported with a stern look in his eyes. “We will be leaving now.”

Kashi nodded his acknowledgment. “Ride safe, and may Aethir guide your path.”

Agamios raised his arm to his chest in a salute. “May your spear strike true.”

“Well, I’m an archer so I’m not sure how well that applies,” Kashi joked, then raised his arm to his chest and added in a solemn tone, “but thank you. I will find you safe in two hours.”

Kashi shared a look with Shadow, who sat atop his stallion. The assassin gave Kashi a curt nod then galloped alongside Darian and Agamios as they escaped into the surrounding forests.

“You are not leaving with them?” Kashi asked as he turned to look at Larsial, who was stroking Drixlia’s body.

“I am here to watch you and decide the fate of those under my command,” Larsial stated with a sultry smile. “What better time to find out what you are about than when you are about to confront your inner demons?”

“It won’t be safe,” Kashi stated, though he made no effort to convince her otherwise.

“I’ll be with Drix-kun at a safe enough distance,” Larsial assured. “You’ll probably be exhausted when it’s time to escape anyway. With me here, you’ll have ample time to rest both mentally and physically.”

Kashi looked at her for a brief moment, then shrugged. “Do what you want. It’s a free world, or at least we’re trying to make it one.”

“As you wish,” Larsial said and then led Drixlia into the forest to hide.

Kashi watched her leave, then walked north of the burning pyres and sat on the floor. 

As he felt the flames’ heat warm his back, Kashi thought back to Agamios’ advice.  “We of the Longma tribe know what it feels like to have a monster of rage and bloodlust in our hearts. You must learn to overcome it, or it will consume you.”

“You’re wrong, Agamios-san,” Kashi muttered as he looked toward the still forest. “What plagues me is not as simple as rage and bloodlust. It is not a sickness or abnormality that can be removed or trained away in time. It is a part of me. A critical part of me that I cannot tamper with. It is a force that can consume and destroy me any day it wants at will. I am nothing but a Resident in this body. I can be deleted the moment I break the established rules.” 

Kashi’s body trembled as he looked up toward the night sky. “Do you know what the worst thing is? The man who controls this body, the man who controls my fate is also not in control of this monster. It has warped his mind on numerous occasions. Made him do and say things he should never have. That night, in the fire, he saw what the monster could do. He saw what it was capable of. That was the day he learned the truth. The truth each of us has to contend with. This is not a monster that can be controlled or overcome. This monster can only be sated temporarily. We can only put it at bay and try our best to ensure our lives and personalities forever run Parallel to it. For should we clash, we will always lose. Every single time. And it will end in our destruction…”

Whoooo…

A gentle breeze blew past, rustling the leaves upon which the daeben sat. As if influenced by the wind, a voice echoed in the depth of Kashi’s heart.  ‘…I’m sorry.’

Kashi blinked, stunned by the apology, then burst out laughing. “Well, how’s that for character development!?” the daeben joked. “You never once apologized to Razznik, did you?”

‘No, I didn’t.’

“Well then, I must be doing something right,” Kashi remarked with a wry smile. “Wonder how much longer I have left if that’s the case.”

‘I won’t—’

“No, you will,” Kashi interrupted. “Even if you don’t, one day, when my purpose is complete, I will ask you to. That is our fate and your curse. It is your punishment for what you did. You must create and watch us die, one by one, until you are complete. Only then can you finally destroy the monster and truly live.”

‘…’

“Hey, don’t go quiet on me now. It’s not like I blame you or anything,” Kashi said with a bright smile. “You are as much a victim as the rest of us.”

Dudududu…

Kashi’s ears perked up at the low rumbling sounds of thousands of feet striking the earth. “But you know, I do not intend to live my life like a victim,” Kashi said as he rose to his feet and dusted his backside. “I will not repeat the mistakes you and Razznik made. I will not give in to the fear, the anger, the hatred.” The daeben flashed a toothy grin as he slowly walked toward the direction of the rumbling. “I will live my life to the fullest. I will learn happiness. I will learn friendship. I will learn what it means to love. I will learn to put my trust in others. I will learn what it means to build something great with companions.”

DUDUDUDUDUDU!

The earth trembled as what was once a low rumbling transformed to the sound of a thousand thunderclaps echoing through the night sky. 

Kashi grinned as the first batch of the monster army began to spill through the trees. “I will leave my name in this world. Even when I pass on, my name will live on in the hearts of my friends.” Electricity and lightning sparked in Kashi’s eyes as scales began to grow along his body. “So, sit back and relax, Suzu. I’ll put that monster to bed real soon.”

By the time the entire monster army rolled out, they were met with a lightning infused Draconian glaring at them with a bright, toothy grin.

“But I’ll do it MY way!” Lightning flashed in the night sky, and the earth trembled from the booming thunder that announced the daeben’s presence. “Because I am not you, nor am I Razznik. I am me…”

The monsters froze in place, petrified by fear, and Larsial’s eyes opened wide in shock as they gazed upon the personification of ‘Lightning Tribulation.’

The daeben’s form disappeared amongst the lightning as a voice boomed over the entire forest,  “My name is Kashi. Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots. Better Remember It!”
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Crackle! Boom!

While the monster army in Kirkcour Woods trembled under the lightning tribulation wrought by the vengeful daeben, disaster encroached upon a small goblin tribe across the continent beneath the cover of a rare thunderstorm.

Crackle! Boom!

Within one of the run-down buildings in the dilapidated village, Bok comforted a litter of scared goblin newborns who wept in fear as the heavens rumbled and roared. The young goblin looked at the pouring rain with unease and trepidation. 

He had intended on fleeing the village immediately after Rudega left, but the thunderstorm had forced him to halt that plan. The little goblins could not travel in such a heavy storm. Besides, the pursuers would most likely have taken a break to hide from the thunderstorm.

“Don’t cry, little ones. It’s just a little lightning,” Bok comfortingly said as he squatted over the children and patted their heads. “It’ll pass after a short while.” The goblin could understand why the babies were so scared as this was probably the first thunderstorm they had ever experienced.

‘It’ll also be the last for most of them.’  Bok’s gaze lowered as he thought of the most likely outcome for these scared babies. Goblins were not recognized as humes and, as such, did not receive any protection from the civilized nations. Adventurers often hunted their kind either for sport or for ‘righteous causes.’ 

This all started who knows how long ago…

Apparently, some desperate goblins somewhere had taken it upon themselves to rob and kill humes for food and resources. These crimes, coupled with the goblins’ high birth rate and short maturity period, led to a common fear among humes that one day, the savage creatures would proliferate across the continent like locusts and destroy everything they touch. 

The humes, in response, labeled the entire goblin race as savage monsters that should be cut down on sight to preserve the natural order. This order led to the near extinction of the goblin race as they were hunted down to the continent’s fringes. These savage executions eventually caused the desperate goblins to resort to cruel and sinister methods to ensure survival. 

The entire race devolved into madness over several generations of constant persecution and retaliation, which ultimately resulted in the current reality where goblins either hid at the edge of the world or committed the worst atrocities on hume settlements, both as retaliation and to gain resources and strength to survive. 

Bok snorted, rage burning in his eyes as he thought of the entire situation’s stupidity and futility. The humes persecuted the goblins out of fear, and the goblins retaliated out of desperation to survive. The humes, angered by the goblins’ atrocities, oppressed them even harder.

Unfortunately, the human’s persecutions pushed the goblins to the end of their ropes, resulting in even worse atrocities. Be it the humes or the goblins; both sides had created a tail-eating serpent that would never end.

Although born with intelligence that was light years beyond the average goblin, Bok knew he could not do anything to change the current state of affairs. Once he became the chief, he took his tribe to Daggerfall, where those abandoned by the continent went to hide. While there, he planned to start a small community and see if it was possible to teach regular goblins to be self-sufficient, if only through hunting. 

Bok looked up at the goblin mothers who sat by the litters with reluctant pouts. He sighed as he realized this was something the goblins needed to work on. The utter lack of empathy between these mothers and their children directly affected their survival rate. 

However, this kind of thing could not be forced. Bok decided he would do some further research into how to fix this particular trait. For now, though, the tribe needed to keep working on becoming self-sufficient.

Crrackle! Boom!

“Aaaah!” “Aaah!” “Aaah!”

Bok’s eyebrows shot up as the babies resumed their crying after another peal of lightning. However, what shocked the goblin was the fear and terror in the mothers’ eyes as they looked at something behind him.

Bok’s spine ran cold as he slowly turned around.

Crackle!

‘No, it can’t be!’  Bok trembled as the lightning briefly illuminated a massive, dark silhouette at the doorway. The silhouette towered over the door, revealing a bulky, muscular frame that brought a terrifying existence to the goblin’s mind.

The silhouette ducked, then stepped past the door into the building. Sure enough, Bok’s heart plummeted as he looked into a pair of dark grey eyes belonging to a member of the strongest race in all of Daggerfall, an orc.

Bok instantly regretted his decision to stay. He should have fled the village with the tribe immediately after the dwarf left with his orc friends. 

“Skraaa!” One of the female goblins let out a sharp war cry as she took out a shiv hidden under her garment and rushed at the orc.

Bok’s heart leaped to his throat as he saw the look of contempt and disdain flash in the orc’s eyes. “Stop!” The goblin cried as he turned and tackled the goblette to the ground. “Urgh!” Bok grunted as he felt a sharp pain in his abdomen. He, however, ignored the pain and screamed at the desperately flailing goblette, “Stop! Orc Strong! Can’t beat! You anger, All die!”

Reason seemed to replace fear as the goblette stopped flailing and let out a series of guttural sounds as she looked into Bok’s eyes. Bok responded in the goblin’s native tongue and then reassured the other goblettes.

After making sure the goblette would no longer take any drastic actions, Bok released her and stood up. He winced as he looked at the shiv buried in his abdomen and stifled a groan as he yanked it out. The bloodied knife clattered to the floor as he looked up at the orc with a powerful gaze. “Bok, thank orc for mercy.”

The orc did not seem to take Bok’s words to heart as he only grunted and said, “Everyone, outside. Now.”

Bok’s heart shook, and he attempted to bargain. “Me, tribe chief. I answer questions. Leave rest alone?”

Unfortunately, the stone-faced orc was having none of it. “Everyone outside. Don’t make me repeat myself.”

Bok kept a hand over his injury and spoke in the goblin tongue to the goblettes. Heeding his words, the goblettes obediently placed the goblin babies into baskets and followed the orc into the streets.

Bok’s eyes twitched. Dozens of orcs patrolled the streets, pulling goblins out of houses. Bok obediently gathered with the rest of his tribe and faced the orcs with trembling in his heart. 

Eventually, an orc larger than the rest walked in front of the goblins and coldly beckoned, “Who’s the chief?” 

If Durst were there, he would have recognized the orc to be Renark Ragelock.

“I am,” Bok fearfully said as he stepped forward. 

Renark looked at the goblin. “You speak the common tongue?”

“Little,” Bok replied with a shaky nod. It was not wise for a goblin to reveal themselves as intelligent. It often led to them being murdered to ‘prevent a goblin uprising.’

“Good.” Renark snorted. “I won’t harm you as long as you answer my questions truthfully.”

“Y-Yes. Thank you!” Bok gratefully said as he fell to his knees and bowed to the orc. “Answer all questions. Only the truth. No lie!” Bok promised.

“Did a dwarf and two orcs pass by here?” Renark asked and closely monitored the goblin for any signs of deceit.

“Yes!” Bok instantly answered. He did not dare lie for fear of the consequences if he were caught. “They go to house. Enter tunnel,” he said as he pointed at the ‘mayor’s duplex.’ 

“Smart choice,” Renark gruffly praised. “Lead the way.”

Bok led Renark and a few of his subordinates into the building’s basement and pointed at the broken hammer image on the wall. “Dwarf do something. Wall open.”

Renark frowned as he studied the image for a few moments, then said, “Dwarven enchanted lock. It’ll take too long to force this open.” He looked at one of his subordinates and ordered, “Bring the dwarf.”

The subordinate nodded and ran up the stairs. Moments later, he returned with a disheveled, scared dwarf in hand.

Renark regarded the scared Uthman with a sneer. “Little dwarf, if you wish to continue living, I suggest you tell me something useful about this tunnel.”

Uthman’s eyes twitched as he stared at the hammer imprint in disbelief. Things must have gone to shit if whoever the orcs were pursuing had chosen to use this passage. 

The poor dwarf had been kept captive by Renark ever since they left Oerbora, and as a result, had no idea what had transpired during the meeting. But judging from their current location, it could not have been anything good. Uthman looked at Renark with equal parts rage and fear and shouted, “What did you do!? Where’s Farvulia-sama!?”

Renark snorted, and his eyes burned with rage as he tightly gripped his ax. He glared at the dwarf, voice trembling as he struggled to control the rising anger, and said, “Your clansman, the Thonurs betrayed us. They set a trap for Durst and slaughtered several orcs. Luckily, they did not account for us, and we were able to surround and rout them before they could deal even more damage. But they severely injured and took Farvulia hostage as they escaped. We’ve tracked them to this location. Talk dwarf. We must get revenge for our people, or else we’ll take it out on every dwarf in Daggerfall.”

Uthman trembled under Renark’s intense gaze. He could feel the orc’s righteous anger and knew he would get burned if he did not give the orc what he wanted. Although he had been skeptical at first, Uthman did believe that the Thonurs could betray the orcs and Farvulia. If Renark had suggested that Farvulia did something underhanded during the meeting, Uthman would not have believed him, but the orc’s current story was plausible.

There was also the matter of the final threat. Indeed, if Renark did not get his hand on the Thonurs and proved that the Thonur household solely perpetrated the attacks, this could lead to a nation-wide war.

Uthman did not want that kind of responsibility on his head. The dwarf looked at Renark and honestly said, “The Farvulia household built this tunnel for the worst-case scenario where the dwarfs had to flee the country. This one travels underneath the Wazir river to Serisis.”

Renark’s eyes narrowed. “I’m guessing this is not the only one of its kind. Where are the others?”

Uthman remained tight-lipped.

Renark snorted. This was a matter of life-and-death for the dwarven race. There was no way Uthman would so readily give up that information. Renark shifted his focus to more critical issues. “Do you know how to open the door?”

Uthman approached the door and, just like Rudega before him, began to run his fingers along the diagram, injecting mana into several node points. Unfortunately, he stopped after roughly ten seconds with a grim expression. “The last person to access this changed the code after he entered. It’ll take forever to crack if I’m working blind. But if someone saw them alter the code, I can use that as reference.”

Bok shivered as Renark looked at him and rapidly shook his head. “Goblin memory not good. No remember.” This was a known trait among goblins, and why they were doomed to limited civilization growth despite their sentience. They had short-term memories and barely remembered anything past a few moments ago. The only memories they retained over long periods were their instinctual memories, those required to survive, their language, and finally, lessons that were repeatedly hammered into their heads over a long period.

Even Bok, with all his intelligence, needed to write down most of his ideas on the ground or stone to remind himself after his short-term memory kicked in. Only after repeatedly enforcing the idea in his head would it then permanently stick. He had only seen Rudega use the inscription once, following which he did not practice it or anything. It had long since been wiped out from his memory.

Renark’s gaze flashed. “But you saw what he did, didn’t you?” 

Bok tentatively nodded.

Renark nodded, then took out a rink from a waist pouch. He inserted his mana into the device and connected to the only rink linked to it.

“Well, well, Renark, I did not expect to receive your call so soon,” a sultry voice called out from the sphere.

“We have a problem,” Renark flatly stated, ignoring the woman’s tone. “I know you’re close. Come, we need your help to catch Durst.”

“Alright, We’ll be there in five minutes,” the voice sweetly replied in a sing-song voice, then cut the call.

“Five minutes, huh,” Renark muttered with a dark expression as he pocketed the rink. “Yet I never noticed them…” The orc’s eyes narrowed. This was the consequence of making a deal with the devil. He now had to look over his shoulder at every turn.

True to their words, three silhouettes appeared on the horizon five minutes later. Honne Onna, Grizzlydiamond, and Rustyreaper rode up to the village on massive elks as large as stallions. These creatures were indigenous to Ederwood and were the preferred mounts for the wealthy and influential Ederwood residents.

Renark stood at the village’s entrance with Bok and Uthmar, eyes narrowed as the trio stopped in front of him and dismounted. The orc’s muscles tensed as he glared at the heavily armored Grizzlydiamond. It was rare to meet a hume who rivaled an orc in size, but at 7 ft tall, Grizzlydiamond stood head to head with Renark. “Grizzly.”

“Ragelock,” Grizzlydiamond greeted with a curt nod and a snort. Both warriors’ hands instinctively reached for their weapons as they sensed the others’ power. It was an almost primal instinct to defend themselves from the considerable threat.

Luckily, Rustyreaper stepped between the men and defused the tension with a sweet smile before the situation escalated further. “Calm down, boys. There’ll be time for this later.”

Renark and Grizzlydiamond snorted, subconsciously imposing dominance over the other, then softly relaxed their stances.

“Thank you for listening to listening to little old me,” Rustyreaper gratefully said with a short curtsey. A warm smile played on her lips as she looked at Uthman and Bok with curiosity, then back at Renark. “So, what is this problem you need our help with?”

Renark looked at Honne Onna with slight trepidation in his eyes. “I need your ability Honne-san. We need to get some information from the goblin’s mind.”

Honne Onna looked at the frightened Bok with slight curiosity. “What could a goblin possibly know?”

Renark explained the issue with the door. When he was finished, he looked at Bok and said, “He saw Farvulia open the door. We need that memory.”

“Never heard of a goblin being tied to an important quest before,” Grizzlydiamond muttered with an intrigued gaze. “I wonder if there’s something special about this one.”

Renark’s eyes twitched. These damned Summoned and their ‘quests.’ They measured everything in this world in respect to how relevant they were to their ‘quest completion.’ He could not stand the way the Summoned looked down on Residents, but in this case, their prejudice worked to his advantage, so he buried his unease.

Honne Onna walked over to Bok and squatted so he was at eye-level. Her playful yet unfeeling eyes chilled him to the bone, a condition that only worsened when she smiled. Bok instantly felt like he had dropped into the seventh level of hell and was faced with a high-ranking demon. Seemingly oblivious to the effect she had on Bok, Honne Onna asked, “What’s your name, little goblin?”

“B-bok,” he answered as thick sweat poured down his forehead.

“Nice to meet you, Bok,” Honne Onna said. “We do not want to hurt you, I promise. Just look into my eyes.”

Bok, realizing he had no choice in the matter, looked into the commander’s eyes. His heart skipped a beat as her pupils suddenly turned into an intricate mandala. The mandala whirled in place and created an illusion of a whirlpool that sucked everything into her eyes. He glimpsed all sorts of horrors within the vortex and, frightened out of his mind, attempted to shut his eyes and wrest away his sight.

Unfortunately, Bok immediately found he had lost control of his body. Try as he might, Bok could not look away from the whirlpool. Within moments, the goblin’s panic intensified as he began to feel himself get sucked into the vortex. He screamed and attempted to pull himself out, but it proved futile as, before long, he was utterly sucked into the vortex.

Bok’s heart trembled as he was thrown back to early memories he had long forgotten. From his birth in some dump to the death of his first clan by some  righteous  adventures. He recalled how he had run to another tribe and made his home there for many years. However, in the past year alone, he had been forced to seek out four new tribes as each tribe he ran to was destroyed by Summoned, who saw them as something called  ‘XP.’  

The goblins’ short-term memory had saved Bok from the anger and fear he should have felt from these traumatic events. Unfortunately, being subjected to these traumatic events in one go nearly drove the poor goblin to madness as he was overwhelmed by the negative emotions.

Outside Bok’s head, Renark heart lightly accelerated as he looked at the slack-jawed, empty-eyed goblin. He knew what the goblin was going through. That girl’s eyes could draw out and amplify a person’s worst memories, which made their minds much easier to manipulate and read.

Unlike Bok, Renark had broken out of the illusion shortly after being subjected, but he would never forget the short horror of those few minutes. He had never experienced anything as sick or disturbing and would not wish it upon his worst enemy. But, right now, they needed information to chase down Durst. He could not allow Durst to live, or everything he had worked for could be jeopardized.

Meanwhile, Bok, who was forced to relive the worst moments of his life, repeatedly let out a soundless cry for anyone or anything to save him, to help him. But there were no replies to his pleas. The goblin desperately prayed, calling out to any gods who might be listening to please save him, but the continued torture proved no one was listening to his pleas for help.

Eventually, the torture proved far too much for the goblin, whose mental fortitude had never been too strong, to begin with. Bok felt his sanity shatter, which finally allowed Honne Onna free access to his brain. The young woman quickly sifted through the goblin’s shattered psyche for the part relevant to their mission. 

Honne Onna found the memory related to Rudega and pulled it out of the goblin’s mind. Her eyes returned to normal, and she rose to her feet as Bok dropped to the ground in a near comatose state. 

Honne Onne ignored the goblin and chanted a spell. A few seconds later, she raised her hands, and a mandala appeared on the ground. A three-dimension playback of Rudega’s motions as he opened the door appeared above the mandala, causing Uthman’s eyes to bulge in shock.

Renark, who had seen this once before, gripped his arms. The Winterleaf Clan’s strange abilities once again floored him. He had met three of the five generals, and each one possessed uncanny skills he could not wrap his head around. If one were not aware of these skills, they would die before the fight even started.

Honne Onna did not care what effects her skill had on the onlookers. She looked at Uthman and asked. “Is that enough? Can you open the door?”

Uthman’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the image. Although Rudega looked injured and ragged, he could see that the dwarf was in full control of his actions. His motions did not seem rushed or panicked. But he could not be sure if this was because Rudega was truly fine, or if it was the dwarf’s unwavering attitude in the face of danger. The image did not have anyone else in frame, so it was difficult to tell if Rudega was alone, came with allies, or was forced here by enemies.

Uthman glanced at Bok with regret. He should have confirmed the state Rudega arrived in, but that information was impossible to get in its current state. The dwarf hated the current circumstances. He could force himself to give up his life if he could confirm Rudega’s well-being. But what if Rudega was indeed in danger? Wouldn’t he have given up his life for nothing?

As someone who cherished his little life as much as Uthman did, this was an unacceptable trade-off.

Uthman took a deep breath as his internal debate came to an end. He looked at Honne Onna and confirmed, “Yes, I can open it. But I’ll have to follow if you don’t want to get lost in the underground mazes.”

Honna Onna’s lips curled up in a knowing smile. “Smart way to preserve your life a little longer. Let’s go then. We do not want those fools to escape.”

Uthman shivered and nodded. He glanced at Bok, then shook his head and walked toward the house with the tunnel.

Renark looked and Bok and moved to lift the unconscious goblin.  Grab!  The orc’s eyes narrowed as he glared at the owner of the armored hand that had grabbed his. “Grizzly. What do you think you’re doing?”

“I need this goblin.” Grizzlydiamond flashed a toothy grin. “I’m only a few points away from a level up. He should do just fine.”

Renark’s eyes narrowed. “He’s too weak to have any bearing on your strength. Besides, we gave our word we wouldn’t harm him as long as he cooperated.”

“ You  gave your word,” Grizzlydiamond said as he tightened his grip. “That’s meaningless to me. Also, if one goblin is useless, one-hundred should be enough, right?”

“I will not have you make a mockery of the orc’s honor,” Renark stated as he wrenched his arm from Grizzlydiamond’s grip. “You will leave the village alone.”

“And if I don’t?” Grizzlydiamond threatened as he squared up against Renark. The warrior’s eyes suddenly turned into slits as a low guttural growl escaped his throat. 

Renark’s eyes flashed, and he instinctively reached for his ax, but just as his fingers brushed his ax, his entire body grew shuddered as he felt pressure like anything he had ever faced. It felt like the eyes of an ancient demon had locked onto him and would judge the merit of his existence based on his next action.

Renark trembled as he looked at two silhouettes on the horizon. The pressure he felt originated from the one on the left. After a few seconds, the duo came into view and revealed themselves to be the beautiful wisben Guildmaster of the Winterleaf Clan, Brilith Loneheart, and her bodyguard, Roro.

Brilith coldly looked down at Renark from her elk. Her gaze carried the impunity and disdain common in noble families who knew they were born superior to the common folk. “Do you want to risk the lives of your men over a mere goblin? If that’s the case, feel free to pull your ax.”

Brilith’s beautiful voice sounded like the alluring songs of a siren to the orc chieftain’s ears. He did not doubt that everyone in the town would end up dead if he did as she said.

“There is no reason to shed blood needlessly,” Renark said as he brought his clenched fists to his side.

“Wise choice.” Brilith praised as she dismounted. She looked at Renark and said, “Honne-chan’s briefed me on the situation. Let’s go see if the dwarf was successful, shall we?”

Renark stiffly nodded, then led the way to the house. He looked over his shoulder and grimaced as he watched Grizzlydiamond unceremoniously pick up Bok like a piece of luggage. The orc shook his head, then pushed the goblin’s fate out of his mind.

Grizzlydiamond, meanwhile, carried the unconscious Bok to the street where the remaining goblins were corralled. He tossed Bok into the group of goblins and ignored the resulting panicked cries and shouts. He ordered the orcs to push the goblins as close together as possible.

The goblins only numbered about 100 in total, babies and children included, so they did not occupy too much space when they were tightly squished next to each other.

Grizzlydiamond nodded in satisfaction and took out a greatsword from his inventory. He channeled his ki into the sword and then flung it into the sky. Like a judgmet from the gods, the sword hovered over the goblins.

Grizzlydiamond grinned as he inspected the goblins’ fear. “Die.” He flicked his finger, and the blade crashed into the ground. The resulting ki explosion instantly blasted every goblin to pieces.

The orcs who were in charge of corralling the goblins also suffered slight injuries, but it was the kind that would heal after a few minutes. Grizzlydiamond had expertly contained the explosion, so it only erupted within a small zone.

A level-up prompt brought a smile to the warrior’s face. He did not spare a glance at the few corpses that were not sent directly to the circle as he retrieved his sword and walked to the house with the basement.

When Grizzlydiamond walked into the basement, he found the rest waiting for him as Uthman had successfully opened the door. The tank grinned as he and Renark walked into the tunnel with Uthman behind them for directions. The rest followed behind the dwarf into the dark unknown.

Meanwhile, back on the surface, a finger twitched amongst the pile of corpses.

 

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 176: A Goblin's Resolve

    
    
    
    
                
Derium Plains, Daggerfall.

00:45 a.m. 15  th   Banem 1092.

Shhhh…  

Whlap! Whlap!

High in the skies above the Derium plains, the rhythmic beating of massive, flapping wings cut through the occasional pauses between thunderstrikes. A silhouette nearly 10 meters long leisurely breezed through the clouds, uncaring of the peals of lightning that struck around but somehow never hit it. 

In fact, it wasn’t only lightning that avoided the creature but also the rain itself. The droplets curved around the beast like a magnetic force repelled them.

A lightning bolt that struck dangerously close to the silhouette illuminated it in its light, revealing the hidden creature to be an Ephrium. Ephriums were beautiful, white-feathered creatures with the body of a four-legged, land-based lion with a wingspan that could grow as long as 20 meters wide. The majestic creatures boasted a long, slender neck that ended in a sleek, cougar-like head. Ephriums stood at nearly 4 meters tall and had pretty long tails that could grow up to 8 meters long, bringing their total length to just about 12 meters.

They were beautiful, intelligent creatures that had found themselves on the brink of extinction after unchecked hunting severely thinned out their numbers.

A small, hooded feminine figure sat atop the ephrium’s back, humming a sweet tune as she flipped the pages of a novel. The lady did not have a rein or saddle but somehow effortlessly kept her balance on the creature’s back. While she read, a red light began to pulse and glow beneath her cloak. The young woman, intrigued, closed the book and drew out the glowing pendant.

“Such rage and despair,” a sweet, airy, innocent voice remarked as she studied the pendant. “I wonder what could have happened.” She patted the ephrium’s back and said, “Ephrie-kun.”

The ephrium sensed its master’s thoughts and descended from the clouds. It changed course and flew in a direction indicated by the pendant whose light gradually grew brighter with each passing moment. The ephrium slowed down as a small settlement came into view. 

The robed woman looked at the pendant then at the rundown village. “Over there, Ephrie-kun.”

The ephrium let out a small growl, then dropped till it was only a few meters above the roofs and flew over the village, much to the shock and surprise of several orcs who were locked in combat against a faction that had popped out of seemingly nowhere. This faction, which wore body and face-concealing clothes in the fashion of mainstream ninjas, launched an attack against the orcs moments after Renark walked into the tunnel like they had been waiting for precisely that moment.

The hooded figure ignored the squirmish in the town and patted Ephrie when she spotted a messy pile of corpses on the street. The pendant grew hot enough to scald her skin when Ephrie landed in front of the bodies, indicating she had reached her destination.

A group of orcs nearby battling against assassins in dark clothing looked over at the woman, and more importantly, the ephrium behind her in wonder and shock. However, they were too busy trying to save their own lives to question what she was doing there and her purpose.

However, while the orcs were fully occupied, the assassins were not. A group of assassins watched the attack’s progress from rooftops, dropping in to assist if things got too hairy for the trainees. Among these assassins stood a young man dressed in gold, eye-catching ninja-wear.

The eyes of this flashy assassin shone through the narrow space in his headwear as he admired the ephrium. “Go see what she’s about,” the young man ordered. 

“Yes, Nightslayer-sama,” echoed three assassins as they disappeared from the rooftop.

Meanwhile, a white half-mask appeared in the hooded woman’s hand as she descended from the ephrium’s back. She fixed the mask and walked over to the corpse pile. She was about to reach for the being that called out to her when three assassins suddenly lunged at her with daggers trained at her head, chest, and back.

A pair of green eyes flashed beneath the mask, but she ultimately ignored the attacks as she gasped a small, burned hand.

Bam! Clang! 

“What!?” The assassin cried in shock as they slammed against an invisible barrier. The killers struck the shield with their strongest attacks, but there wasn’t even the slightest hint of a tremor or crack. Helpless, the assassins were forced to watch the robed woman pull Bok out of the corpses.

The assassins gaped as they looked at the goblin. Grizzlydiamond’s attack had terribly mutilated Bok’s body. 

Bok’s legs and his left arm were blasted to bits. Angry red and black splotches dominated the rest of his charred skin. However, despite this, the goblin’s eyes opened wide, red and alert, carrying within them staunch defiance of death fuelled by enough rage and spite to drown several continents in blood.

The goblin’s bloodlust sent chills down the assassins’ spines. They were no strangers to the art of murder, but the madness contained in the goblin’s eyes overwhelmed them to the extent of near submission.

However, one person was not affected by the goblin’s eyes. The young woman placed her right hand on Bok’s throat. A green glow suffused around her palm as she healed the goblin’s crushed throat. She smiled as she saw the shock and fervent desire in Bok’s eyes. “Why are you so angry?”

“They killed them. They killed everyone!” Bok shouted as he desperately grasped the woman’s hand. “They keep killing us. No matter where we hide, they keep chasing us! I’ve had enough!”

“Anger is good,” the woman said as she observed Bok. “But anger without cause is equally useless. It is a tool you must use for your own devices. What do you wish to achieve?”

Hot tears poured down Bok’s eyes as the memories of the constant deaths of everyone he knew played continuously in his mind. The goblins’ fear as they fled, the despair when they got caught, the laughter of the righteous adventurers. And the hated word, ‘experience points’ and ‘level up.’ “A world for goblins!” Bok cried out. “A world where we don’t have to run and hide. A world where we aren’t hunted for experience points!”

The woman smiled. “The only way to achieve that world is to prove to everyone that goblins must be feared. We can help you make that happen. But, are you prepared to do what it takes to create that reality, no matter how evil the process?”

Bok’s heart skipped a beat. “I-is such a thing truly possible? You won’t hunt us down?” 

The lady’s lips curled into a wide smile as she took off her mask and pulled down her hood. The woman was revealed to be a young, sweet-looking, halben, with an air of naïve innocence about her. Her short sandy-blonde hair fluttered in the gentle night breeze as she flashed a beautiful smile. “We don’t care about what you are. As long as you are willing to drown the world in the chaos, it needs to be reborn.” The halben let go of Bok’s hand, then held it out once more. “If you are willing to accept Chaos, take my hand.”

Bok’s heart accelerated as he looked up at the woman’s innocent smile. Something about her expression felt off. It felt like the longer he looked at her, the more pieces of cloth covering a painting was torn away. With each tear, a terrifying, ominous presence began to make itself known, and the lady’s smile began to appear ever more treacherous. 

However, despite the turmoil in his heart, Bok’s rage won over in the end. The goblin gritted his teeth and grabbed the woman’s arm. His eyes flashed with desperation as he swore with the last energy left in his body, “I don’t care what I have to do! I must create that world!”

“My name is Myra Locktree.” The young lady’s smile brightened her features as she placed the pendant in Bok’s hand. “Welcome to the Chaos Order, little one.”

Bok barely had time to register her words before he sharply bent in pain as a seismic amount of dark energy surged into his body from the pendant. The explosive power shattered bones, tore muscles and ruptured blood veins as it rampaged throughout the goblin’s body, forcefully modifying, improving, and squeezing out the latent potential within his bloodline.

Bok rolled on the ground, shouting in pain and anguish until his voice turned hoarse. He should have lost his mind, but the anger and rage in his heart kept his sanity intact. He refused to let himself die. Not until he had avenged his families. Not until he’d ensured he would never again have to live in fear!

“Aaargh!” Bok cried through gritted teeth as his frame began to grow slowly. His limbs gradually regenerated while his height increased, which caught the assassin leader, Nightslayer’s, attention.

Nightslayer observed Bok’s transformation with equal parts greed and curiosity. “What the hell? That thing’s evolving the goblin?” The assassin’s interest in the situation took a massive upturn as he quickly surmised such a tool’s possible applications. He took a step off the roof and appeared just outside the barrier the woman set up.

Nightslayer placed his hand on the dome and grinned. “Hey, why don’t you put this down and talk with me for a bit?”

Myra glanced at Nightslayer and shook her head with a regretful sigh. “Sorry, Master said I should not talk to strangers.” After saying that, she turned her attention back to the rapidly evolving goblin.

Nightslayer frowned. “Are you joking?” 

Myra did not respond. Judging by how intently she observed the goblin’s evolution, she did not intend to talk anytime soon. As far as she was considered, Nightslayer might as well have been air.

Nightslayer’s eyes burned with anger at Myra’s perceived disrespect. “Think you can insult me just cause I’m on an alt?” He taunted as he knocked on the shield. “If my main were here, this flimsy shield would be nothing.”

Myra still paid no attention to Nightslayer, as by this point, Bok had grown from the size of a ten-year-old to just over five-foot-five. The goblin had grown new, sturdy limbs, but nasty burn scars remained on his face and chest, a permanent reminder of the reason for his anger, and a kindle for the flame should it ever threaten to fizzle out.

Nightslayer ground his teeth, his pride shattered by the halben’s disinterest. Amid his rage, he looked at the docile Ephrie and laughed. “Hide in your shell if you want. I’ll be taking your mount.” The assassin tapped the dome and ordered his men to capture the Ephrium.

Ephrie looked at the approaching assassins with disdain and let out a short cry akin to that of a bird’s screech as it turned to look at its master. 

“Kill them,” Myra lazily said.

Whoosh!

 Nightslayer’s eyes widened in shock as his body trembled from a heavy premonition. The assassin instinctively swung his dagger at five lights that suddenly flashed in front of him. The young man flinched as his arm trembled from the impact. He quickly examined the objects that floated in the air after losing their momentum and shivered when he realized they were feathers. 

“Quick! Retreat!” Nightslayer shouted, instantly understanding the gulf in powers.

Puchi! Puchi!

“Aaah!”

Nightslayer’s eyes turned red with fear and rage as he watched the laser-like feathers cut through his men before they could react. However, the feathers did not stop at the nearby assassins and spread across the entire village, cutting down every living thing it came across, orc and assassin alike.

“Stop, you damned beast!” Nightslayer roared as he teleported over the ephrium. Ephrie dismissively glanced at the assassin as twelve feathers shot out of its tail to impale him.

“Fuck off!” Nightslayer’s hands accelerated and launched a dense net of ki blades that scattered the feathers in a surprising display of strength. The young man straightened his body and ‘kicked’ against the air. This sent him flying through the brief opening with the force of a piledriver. A silhouette of a sharpened golden stake formed around the youth as he stabbed down at the ephrium.

“Die!” Nightslayer shouted as he bore down on the stunned beast.

Ephrie’s lackadaisical look vanished as the stake bore down on it. The attack was too sudden and in such proximity that it would not be able to dodge in time. Nightslayer’s triumphant grin reflected in the beast’s pale blue eyes.

Ephrie snapped. It snarled and opened its mouth as it raised its head to meet the stake.

Boom!

A concentrated energy beam suddenly shot out of the ephrium’s mouth and shattered the aura surrounding Nightslayer to pieces. The young man was left defenseless as the beam struck him in the chest. 

Nightslayer coughed up blood as he was blasted high into the sky. Weak and delirious, he managed to look over the village and paled as he saw ephrium’s feathers cut down the last set of orcs and assassins. Every soul that came to this village had perished except for himself, the goblin, and those strangers.

As he fell to the ground, Nightslayer cursed as he examined his H.P., which had dropped to a critical state. Even if he survived the fall, he doubted he would be able to move further.

Nightslayer winced as his back hit the earth.  Thud!  Moments passed, and he tentatively opened his eyes, surprised to find he remained among the living. Fortunately, the impact was not as bad as he had expected. It seemed something had kindly broken his fall. Nightslayer turned to the side to see what had saved his life.

‘Ugh’  Nightslayer had to force himself not to vomit as he stared into the squashed eyes of a dismembered goblin corpse. The young man had never hated L.N.E’s reality system as much as that moment! Even though he was grateful the pile of goblin corpses had saved his life, he did not appreciate being forced to look at them.

Nightslayer inwardly swore as he weakly reached into his pocket for a potion. He uncorked the bottle and raised it to his lips.  Grab!  A burnt hand grabbed the young man’s hand before he could pour the contents down his throat.

Nightslayer trembled as he looked up at the owner of the hand. A naked goblin with heavily burned skin towered over him, red eyes burning menacingly in the night. However, upon remembering this was all a game, Nightslayer recovered his bravado and immediately threatened, “Let me go if you know what’s good for you.”

“That’s right. You Summoned do not fear death,” Bok coldly remarked as he began to tighten his grip. He ignored the young man’s cries of pain as he crushed Nightslayer’s wrist. The potion dropped to the ground, and Bok picked it up. He squeezed and the bottle shattered in his grasp, spilling the red liquid everywhere.

“You Summoned are the true locusts,” Bok snarled with disgust as he grasped Nightslayer’s throat and began to squeeze slowly. “You come to our world, steal and kill as you like, laughing all the time.” The goblin kneeled on the assassin and drove his knee into the Summoned’s chest. “This is because you do not fear death, isn’t it?” Bok said as he bent over Nightslayer, so his scarred face blotted out the sky. 

“I will fix that for you.” Bok snarled as he slowly inched over Nightslayer and tightened his grip over the young man’s throat. “You will know fear.”

Nightslayer gagged and gasped as he weakly struggled to remove the goblin’s grip. Tears streamed down the young man’s eyes as his lungs seemed to burn while he fought for oxygen. Bok’s face grew larger in his eyes until all he could see were the goblin’s red, rage-filled eyes. The young man was so consumed by fear and pain that he forgot he could save himself with a simple logout.

Luckily, L.N.E had an auto-logout function in case of extreme stress. Most pro gamers had this option turned off, but Nightslayer had forgotten to switch off the option as this was his secondary account. That oversight saved him from further trauma as it forcefully logged him out when the combination of fear, pain, and desperation surpassed critical thresholds.

“Coward.” Bok snarled as Nightslayer’s body went limp in his hands. He angrily grabbed the assassin’s head and forcefully tore it off the rest of his body. He raised the severed head and looked into the vacant eyes. “My world cannot be a reality as long as the Summoned exist.” Flames burst out of his hand and reduced the head to a pile of ash blown away by the wind. “If I can’t get rid of them, I will make them fear us. I will make every last one of them regret treating my kind as something to be ‘farmed.’”

“I look forward to seeing how far you go,” Myra remarked with a smile. She observed the newest member of her guild and said, “You are free to do whatever you want. What’s the first thing you’d like to do with this freedom?”

Bok looked at Myra. “I would like to read.”

“Read?”

“Yes, a library,” Bok explained. “I would like to visit a library. The biggest you can find.”

Myra’s eyes sparkled. “Interesting choice. I’m looking forward to your accomplishments.”

“Thank you,” Bok said in reply.

Moments later, Bok, dressed in a messy mishmash of clothing from the fallen assassins, sat bet behind Myra as Ephrie took to the skies. The goblin looked at the burning village as it receded from sight and hardened his resolve. This would be the last time he surrendered those he loved to the flame.



            

    
        Chapter 177: The Chaos Order

    
    
    
    
                
Aethon, Kirkcour Woods.

01:01 a.m. 15  th   Banem 1092.

Crackle!

Tendrils of electricity crackled across thousands of mutilated corpses strewn across the scorched earth. A jumbled mess of body parts from beasts, ranging from small wolves to massive marilith-class monsters, burned under the night sky. The horrific scene contrasted against the smiling demon that stood within the flames.

Kashi grinned as the dragon scales receded into his skin. He looked at the hooded figure that stood transfixed at the front of the army and called out, “You are the leader of these motley crew, are you not?”

The figure looked at the shattered rink in her hand and then sighed as she threw off her robe.

“As expected,” Kashi joked as he gazed into the violet eyes of a beautiful, thirtyish-looking daeben. He tried to guess the woman’s class from her attire but found it challenging. She was dressed in a leather tunic and pants, with a pauldron and breastplate crafted from hardened leather for added protection. Any class could don this type of light armor. “You guys keep giving me a bad name. You know that?”

“You are Kashi, yes?” The woman calmly greeted, ignoring Kashi’s jest.

“Kashi?” Kashi repeated with a perplexed gaze, confused by the respectful tone. He pointed at himself and questioned, “You know me?”

“News of your prowess has spread after your victory over Ruse,” she replied as she gave Kashi an appreciative look. “We daeben respect the strong. You have acquitted yourself well for a man.”

“Well, I try,” Kashi replied as he cast a glance at the thousands of monsters behind the woman. His hour-long rampage had cut down over two-thirds of their number, but this much remained. The daeben inwardly cringed as he realized why he had not fought any monsters during the first few days he spent searching this forest. Every living creature had been infected by the blight and added to this army. 

Whichever way this battle ended, this forest was done for unless there was a divine intervention of some sort. Kashi shook his head as he realized he had just added a new burden to this already crazy complicated questline. 

Kashi looked at the woman and questioned, “Do you understand what you’ve done? You’ve doomed this forest.”

The woman’s lips curled up in a malicious grin. “Some level of sacrifice is required to put the world in the right place. We do evil so the world may be righteous in the future. Surely you understand. You did not get to this place by being peaceful.” 

Kashi shrugged as he said, “Listen, I’m not here to judge whether your actions are good or evil or any of that. You can do whatever you want, but you must, in turn, be prepared for the consequences.” He looked over his shoulder at the ash-coated rubble that was once Aethon. “You made me see something unpleasant, so I destroyed some of you to vent. Sound fair?”

The woman’s brow rose in surprise. “So, you will not pursue this further?”

Kashi chuckled. “Why would I? Fighting’s pretty tiring, you know? I’m done venting, so I’m going to leave now if that’s alright with you.”

“Why should I let you do that?” the woman replied with a teasing smile. “This is a prime opportunity to take down the great Kashi. Who knows, I might even get promoted to a Primate.”

Kashi grinned. “Care to bet your life?” 

Boom!

The woman instinctively backed off in fear as pressure akin to the world’s weight bore down on her. She bit her lips as she stared at the giant, intimidating dragon head that appeared behind the daeben. Defeated, she raised her hand and said, “Fine, you win. You can leave. You won’t be interfering in our business, right?”

Kashi raised a brow. “What business? We are technically enemies, right? I shall very much like to interfere with your business. Speaking of which, you are yet to introduce yourself.”

The woman’s smile grew as she said, “I am a bishop of the Chaos Order, Verlito Amberheart. You may refer to me as Verlito. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots.”

“Well, this is goodbye, Verlito-san,” Kashi said as he turned around. “Hopefully we never again cross paths.”

“On the contrary, I expect we’ll be meeting soon,” Verlito said. “The promised date is just around the corner.”

Kashi paused for a moment and looked over his shoulder. “So, the Chaos Order will be coming to the party?” He mused, then added with a light shrug, “Well, the more, the merrier. Maybe I’ll finally get an answer to what you guys are really about.”

“I can teach you,” Verlito called. “You just have to stay.”

“Sorry, I’ve got commitments of my own to attend to,” Kashi replied with a brief wave, then walked away.

Verlito’s eyes twitched as she watched the daeben disappear within the cluster of flames. She sighed as equal parts relief, shame, and anger washed over her. She was relieved she did not have to fight that monster, ashamed she feared the consequences of fighting him and angered that Kashi had revealed this weakness in her heart.

Verlito shook her head to clear her thoughts. She walked to, then mounted an infected four-meter tall direwolf. She gave the command, and the monster army resumed their march to Lymar.

Kashi, meanwhile, weakly rested his head against Larsial’s back while Drixlia galloped through the forest. Sweat poured down the daeben’s body in droves as he fought to maintain consciousness. He did not want to risk sleeping, as he was not confident he would wake up any time soon.

Kashi could not thank the heavens enough for Suzuki’s ability to retain a neutral expression no matter the circumstance. That acting ability had played a significant role in his bluff against Verlito as his fatigue had reached critical red levels. It wasn’t even so much the physical exhaustion as it was mental.

The daeben’s brain had not stopped functioning at high capacity from the moment he entered Kirkcour Woods. He was either calculating the possible causes for the blight, thinking up methods to squeeze out benefits for himself, figuring out the different centaur roles, or worst of all, engaging in a melee against the monster army.

Monsters were unpredictable by nature. As a result, the Kashi had to ensure he was calculating and preparing for every possible combination of attacks while battling. The last hour had been the worst of the lot. While he only hunted small fry previously, he’d been forced to contend against several marilith-class monsters at the same time.

Kashi took it upon himself to destroy these monsters to reduce the strain on the centaur coalition, which of course, required significant concentration on his part. He might be overpowered to the level of brokenness, but he was certainly not invincible. If he lost focus, all it would take was a few well-timed hits to put him into an irreversible situation.

At that time, Kashi’s massive health pool and rapid health regeneration rate would only increase the duration of his suffering before death. This was often known to philosophers as the phenomenon of ants eating an elephant. 

Kashi’s eyelids fluttered as he listened to the rhythmic beating of Larsial’s heart. “Shit,” Kashi cursed as he sat up straight and rubbed his eyes. He looked at the back of Larsial’s head and said, “Can you say something? I really don’t want to fall asleep.”

Larsial looked over her shoulder with a strange look in her eyes the daeben could not recognize. “Let’s switch. You won’t fall asleep if you’re guiding.”

“Good idea,” Kashi agreed.

Larsial stood up without warning and circled around Kashi, who scooched forward and took Drixlia’s reins, then sat behind him and wrapped an arm around his waist for support.

“Mmhmm, this will work,” Kashi remarked as he guided Drixlia through the forest while following the marks Shadow left on the trees. The daeben let out slow breaths as he emptied his mind until the only thoughts left were brief acknowledgments of the correct paths to take.

Several minutes passed in silence until, Larsial, unable to hide her curiosity any further, asked, “How did you get so strong?”

“Hmm? Just like every other Summoned,” Kashi replied. “Killed a lot of stuff, gained experience, and increased my attributes.”

“No, that’s not what I mean,” Larsial stated. “The Chaos Order has many people stronger than you. It isn’t your power or speed that I can’t wrap my head around. It’s your instincts. Your reactions. I’ve never seen anyone react as quickly or as appropriately as you did during that fight. Every step you took, every action you carried out produced the most optimal results with the least amount of exertion.”

“Ah, that’s what you mean,” Kashi remarked. “Well, everything I know, I learned through the sacrifices of my senior brothers.”

“Brothers? You have siblings?” Larsial questioned. She did not sense her heartbeat’s increased tempo as she considered the prospect of two more Kashi-like people running around the continent.

Kashi thought about it. He then shrugged and doubled down on the proclamation. “Well, you could call us that. We’re too close to be anything else anyway.”

Larsial’s eyes widened in awe as she imagined the figures that could train this monster. “Your brothers. How’d they get that strong? Can you tell me?”

“Oh? You really want to know about them?” A smile spread across Kashi’s lips as he thought of Razznik. “Are you sure you’ll be able to handle the truth? They’re pretty awesome, you know?”

Larsial snorted. “How great can they be?”

“The Greatest,” Kashi replied in a soft tone. He went silent for a few seconds, then began to speak in a low voice, “The eldest, Suzu’s a pretty tough son-of-a-bitch. Growing up, life really didn’t go his way at all. He dealt with it the only way he knew how, a pair of clenched fists and a bloody nose by the riverbank. You get to be pretty sharp when you are regularly ganged up on by people bigger and stronger than you. You learn when to retreat and advance, where to hit to deal the most pain with the least backlash, and how to read the crowd’s intention with only a few hints from muscle twitches and eye-tracking.”

“Sounds like he’s really strong,” Larsial remarked as she recalled an image of a little daeben crying in a corner with a group of pure-blooded daeben children standing over her.

Kashi shook his head. “He might have been strong, but his actions were also damn near suicidal.”

“Maybe so,” Larsial chuckled. “But I could have used that level of courage as a child.”

“How so?”

“Things in the Chaos Order are very different than they were a decade ago. Back then, the daeben prioritized beauty over everything else.” Larsial let out a bitter smile as she fondled a lock of her sandy-blonde hair. “We believed there was beauty in purity.”

Kashi fell silent for a brief moment as a picture took form, then asked, “How did you deal with it?”

“With a lot of pent-up anger and alcohol,” Larsial replied with a chuckle.

Kashi’s brows shot up. “You drank as a child?”

“You should live with a dwarven family sometime. They begin drinking in the cradle.”

“That’s crazy,” Kashi remarked with stunned laughter. “In the Summoned’s world, children in many countries are not allowed to drink until they are at least twenty-one.”

“Madness,” Larsial exclaimed. “How do you manage?”

“Well, many people ignore the age limit, but it also helps that there are no major wars in the Summoned’s world,” Kashi stated. “Then there’s always the therapeutic online trolling.”

Larsial’s brow rose. “Online? What’s that?”

“You know how every soul returns to The Circle after it passes?” Kashi mused after a moment. “Well, imagine if everyone could connect to it and communicate with each other while alive. Trolling is when someone connected to you keeps doing something they know pisses you off for fun.”

Larsial’s head hurt as he imagined the scenario. “That’s too many voices. I believe I would explode if I had to listen to Grewal’s constant singing. He never stops.”

“Well, I mean, you have the option to disconnect whenever you want,” Kashi laughingly expressed. “Though I suppose it’s harder to do so once you experience that level of freedom.”

“I’d suppose so,” Larsial muttered and fell silent as she sunk into her thoughts. Several minutes later, she looked up and tentatively prompted, “What’s your second brother like?”

“Razz?” Kashi muttered as he looked off into the distance. “Razz saved us. He was the one who taught us it wasn’t wrong to be angry. That we must learn to channel our focus our anger to achieve something—”

“Anger is good,” Larsial softly interrupted. “But anger without cause is useless. It is a tool you must learn to control, or it will control you.” 

Kashi blinked, shocked by her words. He managed to keep the surprise out of his voice as he asked, “Sounds like something Razz would say. Where did you learn that?”

“The pope taught me those words,” Larsial muttered as she recalled the warmth of a kafu’s snow-white fur as he hugged her ten-year-old self to his chest. “They are part of a set of teachings passed down by Lord Razznik.”

“I see,” Kashi muttered as his eyelids twitched. “So your Order is based around worshipping this Lord Razznik?”

“What? No!” Larsial vehemently refuted. “Yes, we all respect Lord Razznik, but we do not worship him. Lord Razznik hated the gods’ hold over the common people and cut them down for their arrogance. He allowed humes to govern themselves and build a civilization without dependence on the gods. He would never abide anyone worshipping him as he does not view himself as a god.”

Kashi was left even more perplexed by her explanation. The Chaos Order had teachings, bishops, and a pope. They had all the ingredients of religion, but now they did not worship their god? What kind of faith did not worship a god? “Then what do you believe in? What do you worship?”

“The Chaos Order does not worship anything,” Larsial replied. “We believe in the reformatory power of Chaos. Order leads to stagnation. Only Chaos can bring true change to the world.”

“You’re losing me here,” Kashi muttered as a sense of foreboding began to take root in his heart. “What is the overall end goal of the Chaos Order. Isn’t there something every member is working hard toward?”

“No, there’s nothing,” Larsial shook her head. “There is no overarching purpose. No afterlife to aim for. The only mandate of members of the Chaos Order is to achieve their desires however they please.”

Kashi’s heart violently trembled as that bad feeling grew worse. “Then what happens if the goals of two members of the Chaos Order clashes?” 

“They fight, and someone emerges the victor,” Larsial stated in a matter-of-fact tone. 

‘Well, fuck!’  Kashi inwardly cursed as he finally realized the real terror of the Chaos Order. This was a giant organization with a spiel anybody down on their luck could latch onto. Furthermore, there were no forceful edicts that would chase away the weak-minded. It also explained why he had not met any suicidal members yet. 

The members of this organization were loosely held together by Chaos’ teachings, but beyond that, they were free to do their own thing and accomplish their dreams. However, this made it even harder to track the organization’s goal because their members could be doing their own thing while simultaneously achieving the overall purpose.

Kashi did not believe Larsial’s line about the organization not having an overall goal. No one started an organization this large without an end goal, which left one of two options. 

Either Larsial was lying, or she did not know the end goal. It could be that her rank was too low to be privy to the truth. Kashi was more inclined toward the latter.

Kashi gritted his teeth as he realized the severity of the situation. This was an organization formed through an ideal. He could cut down all the heads of this organization, but the ideals would live on in the heart of some beggar in the street somewhere. 

“We are told to remember the idea, not the man because a man can fail. He can be caught. He can be killed and forgotten. But four hundred years later, an idea can still change the world. I’ve witnessed first-hand the power of ideas. I’ve seen people kill in the name of them and die defending them. But you cannot kiss an idea, cannot touch it, or hold it. Ideas do not bleed. They do not feel pain. They do not love.”

Kashi burst out in laughter as he recalled a quote from his favorite movie. “Just perfect! An enemy I cannot stab to death. What do you think, can an idea be killed?”

Larsial blinked, shocked by the question. “Huh?”

“There is a way to kill an idea.”

Kashi’s eyebrows jumped in shock.  ‘Twice in one day. Did Razz’s challenge excite you too?’  “Say, how does one how does one go about killing an idea?”

Larsial, once again stunned by the question, only managed a weak, “I do not know.”

‘Replace it with an even stronger one.’

Kashi laughed as a cluster of centaurs came into view. “Looks like the Maggots will have to inject hope into some lost souls.”

‘…That hurt you, didn’t it?’

Kashi grimaced.  ‘Yes, I regretted it the moment it left my mouth.’

 

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 178: Probing Charge

    
    
    
    
                
Somewhere in Kirkcour Woods.

04:23 a.m. 15  th   Banem, 1092.

Dudududu…

A centurion of centaurs galloped out of the forest led by Kashi, Shadow, Larsial, Darian, and Agamios. The leaders pulled to a stop at a clifftop overlooking a vast encampment in the valley below. 

Kashi keenly studied the kilometer-wide stronghold to devise a plan of attack. His lips curled up in a challenging smile as he realized the headquarters was much stronger than he initially suspected. 

The stronghold did not appear to be a temporary investment, suggested by the 15-meters-tall circular wall that surrounded the perimeter. Intriguingly, Kashi counted five wooden pillars placed strategically around the wall. Each pillar ran alongside the wall’s internal part and had man-sized, pyramid-shaped mana crystals encased at their apex.

A final, sixth pillar was erected at the heart of the encampment. A thin translucent film seemed to originate from that pillar and spread to the others.

The valley itself was populated by tall trees that blocked off most of the compound from sight. Kashi highly doubted this was a coincidence. The boss of this place was undoubtedly brilliant. 

However, two places in the valley could not be covered by the trees. The first was a large building that housed the sixth pillar, and the second, and most interesting was a giant pit with a diameter of at least 200 meters.

Dark energy and aura billowed from the pit like a sick, cursed volcano and spread to the surrounding forest. Kashi felt his skin crawl just from looking at the smoke. He instinctively knew he had found the Blight’s source.

Kashi turned from the pit and once again observed the film surrounding the camp.  ‘It can’t be.’  Kashi thought to himself as he dismounted and picked up a smooth stone from the ground. He flung the rock and watched with bated breath as the projectile sailed through the air.

Clang!

“No way,” Kashi muttered in shock as he watched the stone bounce off some invisible barrier. The daeben picked another rock and threw it at the wall. He breathed a sigh of relief when the stone crumbled against the wall. Good, so the shield only protected the skies against airborne attacks. 

Kashi admired the barrier technology with the utmost respect. Say what you will about these Chaos Order’s ethics, but their technology was undoubtedly leagues ahead of the continent. The daeben was grateful for their advancements in magitek (magic technology). It would undoubtedly save the Maggots several months, or even years, worth of research.

 That’s right. As far as Kashi was concerned, the technology was already his.

“Kashi-dono, over there,” Darian prompted and pointed at the large building with his spear. 

Kashi utilized  [Keen Eyes]  to zoom in on the building and spotted an aged centaur chained to the ground in front of the mansion. Judging from the slow rise and fall of the centaur’s chest, he appeared to still be among the living. However, Kashi could not tell how long that would last, especially now that the final battle had commenced. 

“I see him,” Kashi confirmed and then took stock of the security personnel. Just as they thought, most of the base had been emptied, leaving only a few hundred monsters behind for protection. But Kashi was more concerned about the dozens of humes leisurely patrolling the vicinity. He could not accurately predict their exact numbers because of the trees, but he estimated there should be at least a hundred or more.

Kashi turned around and looked at Agamios and the rest of the centaurs. “This is it, ladies and gentlemen. The final push.” Kashi pointed at the gaping hole. “That over there is what we need to destroy. Everything we do henceforth is for that one overarching goal. The faster we complete the objective, the quicker we can save those at Lymar.”

“We understand the severity of the situation,” Agamios confirmed with a stiff nod. “What is your proposed course of action?”

Kashi looked at the compound and frowned. “Initially, I intended on scaling the fence while you burst through the front gate, but that does not seem to be an option this time.” The daeben’s frown softened into a smirk as he pointed at the wall. “So, I shall smash a hole through the side for you and your men. While you rampage from there, I, Shadow, and Larsial will sneak around and head for the pit to destroy the Blight.”

“What about Aethon’s chief?” Darian asked.

“Remember what I said,” Kashi reiterated, “Our top priority is to end the Blight. No one wants that centaur alive as much as I do, but we can’t risk the lives of every centaur for his.”

“I understand,” Darian replied with a tight tone. The centaur’s gaze filled with even more respect for Kashi. Aethon’s chief was the reason Kashi had begun this entire journey, yet he was ready to throw it all away for the centaurs. Was there a more selfless man in the universe? Unwilling to let the daeben sacrifice everything for nothing, he proposed, “What if we charge toward the Aethon chief? If the enemy believes we are here to save him, they might keep him alive as a hostage. And it will serve as an added distraction for you.”

‘Darian, you beautiful centaur!’  Kashi almost kissed the young ‘prince.’ Could he completely give up on fully enhancing Drixlia’s bloodline after coming this far? Hell no! However, he’d noticed an opportunity to gain loyalty points with both Darian and Agamios. Those opportunities were rare to come by, and rewards earned from loyalty were exponential. 

Kashi had taken an enormous gamble just then. He would have suggested that plan himself if Darian nor anyone else thought about it. This was one of those occasions where the bonus was very different depending on if the proposal came from himself or the other party.

Luckily and thankfully, Darian Alshmeer had stepped up to the plate at the critical hour. 

“Yes, that is a perfect plan,” Agamios chimed in with an approving nod. “We will decimate everything in our way after you open the path. But what should we do if we rescue the chief before you’re finished?”

Kashi’s brows furrowed as he glanced at the pit. “There’s a terrifyingly strong being inside that pit. I can feel its aura all the way from here. Our battle will not conclude in a short period.” The daeben looked at Agamios with determined eyes. “Regardless of what happens, you must retreat once you begin to feel overwhelmed.” A challenging smile curled up the daeben’s lips as he looked at the pit and rapidly clenched and unclenched his right hand. “Our battle won’t be something the likes of those people could interfere in.”

“We’ll do as you say,” Agamios agreed with a firm nod. He glanced toward the north with a worried glance. “I only pray we are not too late.”

“Do not worry, the enemy should just be reaching Lymar right now,” Kashi consoled as he looked toward Lymar. “It’s a race against time now,” prompted the daeben as he climbed onto Drixlia and spurred him down the cliffside. “Let’s do this!”

The strikeforce roared with excited bloodlust as they charged down the cliffside.


Lymar Village, Kirkcour Woods,

4:30 a.m., 15  th   Banem 1092.

Verlito stood at the head of a 10,000 strong monster army, a curious smile on her lips as she watched the forest around her begin to distort and vanish as the powerful illusion shielding the final village in their conquest slowly crumbled.

“So, this is where you were hiding,” Verlito cooed as a broad mountain range appeared in front of her. A 50m wide ravine buried between two cliffs traveled up the mountainside to a distinct town situated at the mountaintop. The daeben clucked her tongue in praise as she observed the natural fortifications. 

The first centaurs had picked the best location in the entire forest to set up their final defense. The mountain range ensured the ravine was the only way to attack the village, and the tall passes allowed archers to snipe any incoming enemies. Verlito looked up, and she indeed spotted bow-wielding centaurs on the cliffs.

Verlito did not doubt that the centaurs had placed traps and all sorts of fortifications on the path, but if they thought this would be enough to save them, then they were in for a rude awakening.

Verlito raised her hand and pointed at the village. “Charge!”

ROAR!

The earth trembled from the monsters’ battle cries as they stampeded onto the path, eyes red with frenzied fury.


Chaos Order Outpost

Dudududu!

“What’s that!?” A hooded sentry shouted in panic, shocked by the sudden ground’s sudden shaking. “Is there an earthquake?”

“No, it’s something else,” another sentry countered. She quickly cast  [Levitate],  which let her ‘fly’ upwards over the wall. She scanned the area and paled when she noticed the centaurs charging toward a section of the wall. “Sound the alarm!” she quickly ordered as she looked over her shoulder at the chained centaur chief. Had they finally come for him? 

Ding! Ding! Ding!

Acolytes and priests abandoned whatever they were doing and began running toward the section of the wall prioritized by the alarm.

The levitating woman frowned as she observed the charging centaurs. How did they intend to break through the wall? The tree trunks used for the walls were around a meter or two thick. There was no way the centaurs could break through that with charging power alone.

Wiiing!

The sentry’s eyes went wide in shock as several portals suddenly appeared in the sky above the centaurs. She barely had time to process her surprise before the wall faced heavy bombardment. Worse yet, the thousands of arrows accurately struck a small area of about 4 meters tall and 8 meters wide. The sentry’s eyes twitched as a small crack formed, then spread across the wall.

“They’re coming!” yelled the sentry as Agamios smashed into the wall.


Lymar Village

“Brace for impact!” roared Balasius, the Tulpar tribe general, as he eyed the approaching monster army alongside his clansmen. The centaur general couldn’t be more grateful for the terrain as it meant that despite being outnumbered 2 to 1, his troops did not have to defend against the entire monster army at once. Add the cover fire from the Glashtyn tribe stationed on the clifftop, and the battle suddenly did not seem so hopeless.

Boom!

“Hold!” Balasius encouraged his soldiers as the monsters slammed against the shields. He dug his hooves into the earth, leaned into the impact, and then stabbed the beasts through small gaps with his ‘short’ sword. The centaurs hummed and hawed as they struggled against the monster army’s momentum. 

“Aaah!”

Balasius gritted his teeth when a Vine Blight extended its branches through the gaps and stabbed an unsuspecting centaur in the heart. The centaur, sensing her impending death, relinquished her spot and charged into the monster army, cutting down everything she could with reckless abandon.

“Close that gap!” Balasius shouted as he made a mental note of the centaur who had smartly sacrificed herself to prevent the line from crumbling. Unfortunately, they were in the thick of battle, and there was no time to mourn the dead. Instead, he respected her passing by alerting the rest of the army to the danger, and added, “Conserve your ki! Watch out for the Blights!”

“Damn you!” A centaur roared as a Vine Blight attempted to repeat the same feat on him. However, this time, the centaur congealed a solid ki coating over his chest, which the branch struck to no avail. The centaur, enraged, temporarily let go of his sword and grabbed the branch. Before the vine blight could react, he pulled hard and yanked the Vine Blight out of the army, over his head, and into a pack of red-eyed centaurs on his side of the line.

The Vine Blight did not make it to the ground.

“Excellent!” Balasius roared in praise. “Hold your ground!” The stalwart general looked toward the north with a pensive expression. “Please be quick, Kashi-dono.”


Chaos Order Outpost

“Tear them apart!” Agamios roared as the Longman tribe burst through the walls and made a beeline for the prisoned chief.

“Stop there!” Several sentries shouted as the remaining five hundred or so monsters left in the camp clashed against the centaurs led by a marilith and a dire ape. Dire apes were 8-foot-fall ape-like creatures with four arms, two massive upper arms, and slightly smaller lower arms. 

The sentries utilized  [Levitate]  to gain a height advantage over the battle, then proceeded to bombard the invaders with fireballs and ice spike projectiles, without care for the monsters caught in the chaos. Evidently, the Chaos Order acolytes and priests stationed in this outpost consisted solely of mages.

“Die!” Agamios roared as he burst through the flames and caved in a direwolf’s skull with a single punch. He flipped the corpse around and used it as a club to smash in the surrounding monsters’ heads. Blood and flesh exploded around the one-man battering ram as he continued his charge unhindered.

“That’s as far as you go!” A priest roared as he cast  [Flame Tornado].  A thick flaming pillar rose from the ground and zipped toward the centaur general with the marilith close behind for insurance.

Agamios’ gaze narrowed as he charged into the pillar.

Boom!

The flame pillar exploded the second Agamios made contact and burned everything within five meters.

The acolyte laughed and ridiculed, “Foolish be—”

“Die.” Agamios’ deep voice interrupted the acolyte as he emerged from the explosion unscathed with a ki manifestation of a four-meter-tall centaur monster surrounding him. Before the acolyte could recover from the shock, Agamios’ ki manifestation roared as it grabbed the stunned marilith’s head. 

Agamios’ rage-filled eyes looked up into the marilith’s as a sneer curled up his lips, “I just need to make you bleed enough.”

“No, wait!” several acolytes cried with panic-laden voices. The marilith’s importance could not be understated! 

Agamios ignored their cries. “Isn’t that right, Kashi.” The centaur let out a ghastly grin as his ki manifestation ripped off the marilith’s head.

“You will pay for that!” The acolytes roared as they charged up a massive spell to eradicate the general.

Puchi!

A spear suddenly stabbed through an acolyte at this critical juncture. The hidden strike blasted a bow sized hole through the man’s chest, leaving no illusions to his survival. The acolytes froze as they watched the spear zip through the air into the hand of a distinct looking centaur.

The spear had barely settled in Darian’s hand before he once again launched it at the hovering acolytes.  Vwhoosh!  The spear blasted through the night like a shooting star and exploded through the heart of a hovering priest. The priest’s eyes widened in shock as he wondered why his mana shield had failed.

Darian’s gaze hardened as the weapon once again returned to his grasp. “You will pay for your crimes!” Darian cried as he readied himself for another throw.

Whoosh!

Darian gaped, shocked as the sentries rapidly descended to the ground. The mages did not fancy remaining a sitting duck for the angry centaur. Hence they grudgingly traded their aerial superiority for their lives.

“Good work, kid!” Agamios praised as he stormed through the monster army. The pressure on the centaurs had significantly reduced as the mages lost clear sightlines to their targets.

Unfortunately, the Chaos Order was not one to roll over and lie down. The mages immediately switched to buff and guerilla tactics, increasing their monsters’ abilities while seeking opportunities to fire missiles and restraining spells at the centaurs.

ROOOAR!

A roar burst through the battleground, and Agamios’ eyes narrowed as he watched a centaur get battered to death by the enraged dire ape. “Foul beast!” The general roared as he burst through the battlefield. He grabbed a random wolf and flung it at the ape to catch its attention.

The dire ape punched the thrown direwolf. The beast exploded on impact, sending blood splattering across the ground. However, the ape did not appear to care, as it roared then charged at Agamios, likewise sending everything in its path flying.

“Run!”

“Clear a path!”

Warriors on both sides shouted as they got out of the way of these forces of nature. 

“Die!” 

ROAR!

The calamities clashed in an explosion of rage and bloodlust.

BOOM!

A massive shockwave blasted outward, knocking several weak individuals off their feet. The shockwave was so powerful that it spread far beyond the confines of the battlefield. 

Kashi, Larsial, and Shadow paused off in the distance as a strong wind blew past them. Kashi looked over his shoulder at the battlefield and frowned, “Let’s be quick. People depend on us.”

With those words, the trio blended into the night and dashed toward the pit. They did not encounter much opposition during their run as most sentries had been attracted to the battle. What little they met were silently and efficiently dispatched.

Shortly after, the pit came into view. 

Kashi, Shadow, and Larsial gaped in shock at the massive black hole. Now that they were this close, even Shadow and Larsial, who were less mana-sensitive than Kashi, felt goosebumps shoot up all over their skins. They felt like they were gazing upon the origin of everything evil and impure in the world. 

“Over there,” Shadow prompted, and both Kashi and Lunette followed his finger to see a white-haired, old man stood at the mouth of the pit with a transparent orb in his right hand and a magic staff in his left. The six-foot-six old man, who looked to be in his late sixties, retained the body shape of a peak thirty-year-old. He was dressed in green cotton pants and donned a loose jacket made from leaves.

Kashi visibly cringed, instantly recognizing the outfit. The all green, plant-based clothing, going as far as to make pauldrons out of wood bark. These, plus the staff and the minimalistic outfit, usually pointed to one class. Druids. 

Druids shared a mixed reputation in Destia. On the one hand, their ability to tame and communicate with beasts, coupled with their comprehensive knowledge of all things plant-related, could mean the difference between life and death for an adventuring party. 

On the other hand, druids were often known to force their ‘balance’ ideals onto others. They believed humes should not hunt beasts, as they could not do so without destroying the world’s ecological balance. Instead, they thought humes should seek to live among animals as equals and adopt a vegetarian life.

During  King’s Journey , civil war once broke out between a druid faction and a Summoned guild. After that war, many players began to playfully refer to druids as the PETA of the gaming world. A stigma also started to float around that only two kinds of druids existed on the continent: A sane druid or a bat-shit insane druid. There was no middle ground between the two.

Personally, Kashi did not buy into that stigma, as Razznik had run into quite a few druids during his many adventures. Like any other group, most druids he met minded their own business and lived peaceful lives. Unfortunately, the loud minority who forced their ideas down the throats of everyone else had ruined their reputation.

‘Hmm?’  Kashi’s attention was drawn to the orb in the old man’s hand as dark aura from the pit poured into it. He then watched as the druid took out a vial from his satchel and poured the solution within onto the orb. To Kashi’s surprise, the darkness in the globe began to show signs of clearing. Unfortunately, the progress stopped moments later, and the sphere turned black as night.

The druid frowned and crushed the orb in a vice grip, then looked in the direction of Kashi with a sneer, “You have come this far. Why do you still hide?”

Shadow and Larsial’s gazes turned pensive. The fact that the druid had spotted them was proof enough that he was nothing to scoff at. Meanwhile, Kashi issued a lazy smile as he emerged from the trees with the assassins in tow.

The druid’s brows furrowed as he examined Kashi. He waited until the daeben stopped a few feet from him and muttered, “You appear familiar. Who are you?” 

“Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots,” Kashi introduced himself, then his partners, “He is called Shadow, and she is Larsial.” The daeben looked at the druid and questioned, “And you are?”

“Rayatha Thorn,” the druid replied in a flat tone. Recognition flashed in his eyes. “Kashi, you say? The Order has spoken much about you.” Rayatha regarded the daeben with cold eyes. “Are you here to kill me, young man?”

“That remains to be seen,” Kashi replied with a light shrug. He pointed at the pit and asked, “What are you trying to accomplish here?”

“Why, is that not obvious?” Rayatha questioned in an incredulous tone. 

“Humor me,” Kashi replied.

Rayatha glanced at the roiling, cursed aura billowing from the pit and then back at the daeben. “I am working on a cure for the Blight.”

Kashi’s brow rose. This time, it was his turn to give the druid an incredulous gaze. “You are joking, right?”

Rayatha’s eyes narrowed. “Do you find this funny? This is my life’s work.”

“Wait, you are serious,” Kashi stated in shock. “Have you looked at the forest? How is that curing the Blight? You’ve been spreading it! And what does hunting the centaurs have to do with your cure?”

Rayatha’s eyes shone with the excitement of a scientist who finally found a student. “Do you not find it fascinating? The Blight has existed in this forest for countless years alongside the centaurs, yet they are completely immune to its effects.”

“The Blight does not affect humes,” Kashi countered. “At least, it shouldn’t.”

“The Blight does not have an immediate effect on humes, yes,” Rayatha confirmed with a nod. “But, it does if exposed long enough, over generations. There is a reason centaurs are the only sentient civilization left within this forest. The rest either perished or ran away over time as the effects worsened. Something within the centaur’s bloodline holds the cure,” Rayatha said as he looked at the pit. “ And, I am very close to figuring it out.”

“What does that have to do with massacring the centaurs?” Larsial questioned.

Rayatha turned to her and explained, “One cannot run tests without a few test subjects.”

“You’re wiping out the entire tribe,” Kashi countered. “What about that says few?”

“The entire tribe?” Rayatha blinked as if trying to recall something. “Is there something I forgot?” He muttered something under his breath, then looked up at the daeben. “Oh, yes. I remember now. The Order did request something to that effect. They have supported my research for several years. I lent the Order my army in return.”

Kashi frowned. “You keep saying ‘them.’ Are you not a member?”

“Yes, I am,” Rayatha murmured. “Something called Primate, I believe.” 

Kashi’s expression instantly turned severe. ‘Primate.’ That was the same level as Ruse, and Kashi could tell this man was much stronger than the flame mage. Furthermore, druids rarely used flame spells because of their destructive nature, which denied the daeben that natural superiority. 

This would not be an easy fight.

However, before the battle began, Kashi intended to squeeze as much as possible from the druid. The daeben folded his arms and studied the druid. “Why does the Chaos Order want to kill off the centaurs?”

“That I do not know,” Rayatha replied and shook his head. “You must question the daeben for the specifics,” The druid patiently explained, then stretched his hand toward Kashi. “Now, you know the whole truth. What will it be? Will you walk away, and let me complete this cure that will save billions for several generations to come, or die here?”

“That is a generous offer,” Kashi said as he walked to the pit’s edge. “Unfortunately, I must refuse.”

“Do not step in there,” Rayatha softly warned. “The Blight is too concentrated. You will instantly perish.”

Kashi looked at the druid and shook his head. “I do not know what to think about you right now. You do not look murderous, but you do not hold lives in any regard.” Kashi shrugged and let out a sigh. “I suppose I shall chalk it up to the eccentric nature of a mad scientist.”

Rayatha’s eyes narrowed. “Mad?”

Kashi ignored the druid’s rebuke and called out to his team. “Shadow, Larsial, capture him. I’ll decide what to do with him after I put an end to this.”

“What?”

Neither Shadow, Larsial, nor Rayatha fully processed the daeben’s words until he jumped into the pit.

“Kashi!” Shadow shouted. However, a split second later, he stared, mouth agape, when Kashi’s skin lit up with a soft green glow. The daeben turned around and flashed a salute before dropping into the pit.

“Impossible!” Rayatha yelled, breaking his calm demeanor for the first time as he watched the daeben descend into the pit. He glared at Shadow and Larsial with greed and excitement in his eyes, “You will tell me everything!”

“I refuse,” Shadow stated as he dropped into a battle stance.

“Oh, we will certainly talk,” Larsial taunted as she drew her daggers. “But only after you’ve been taken down a notch.”
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Whoosh!

Kashi winced and clutched his chest as he fell through the darkness. His body ached from the raging battle between the poisonous miasma and Yggdrassil’s healing aura. The Tree of Life’s potent healing aura rapidly broke down the toxins in the daeben’s bloodstream, but for every poison it destroyed, several more poured in.

It took a few seconds, but Kashi eventually got used to the pain and pushed it to the back of his mind. The daeben turned his attention to the seemingly endless abyss, wondering just how deep it went. To answer this question, he shot an arrow and listened for the impact.

Several seconds passed without a sound. Kashi’s brows furrowed as he realized he had severely underestimated the pit’s depth. Finally, Kashi heard a low thud, which allowed him to gauge his distance from the landing. Kashi waited for a few seconds then stabbed his hand into the wall. Rock and dust scattered around the daeben as he forcefully slowed his descent.

Thud!

Eventually, Kashi’s feet struck the solid ground, prompting a sigh of relief. The daeben’s eyes pierced through the darkness as he left the wall and walked to the center.

However, Kashi had barely taken his first step when a thunderous pressure beset him. Kashi’s hair shot upright. His heartbeat rapidly drummed so loud it could be heard several feet away. 

Kashi’s eyes widened in shock as he struggled against his body’s instincts to flee for its life. 

Kashi was stunned by his body’s severe reaction. He had always put great stock in his instincts, and it seemed whatever was within this pit was scary enough for his body to want to flee. Ever since arriving in this world, this was the most severe reaction the daeben had experienced. 

However, curiously, although Kashi’s instincts were firing non-stop warnings, he never got the sense that the being in there was unbeatable. It was a contradictory feeling. Something he could not rationally explain. But somehow, he felt like the enemy was certainly beatable. It was just that the enemy was much more dangerous than anything he had faced so far.

A wide grin spread on Kashi’s face as he clenched and unclenched his right hand. Finally, it seemed a proper fight had come his way. The marilith was tough, but he had to give himself several handicaps to make the battle enjoyable. The battle against the army was also fierce, but it had mostly been a case of ‘one punch to end an enemy.’ 

Kashi had not had a good, satisfying mano-o-mano punch up in a long time. It appeared that this being would finally squeeze out all his latent potential. This was precisely the kind of challenge he needed to prepare for the big, upcoming battle.

Kashi forcefully calmed his nerves then walked into the darkness. Moments later, he arrived at a structure that left the daeben wide-eyed in shock. “What the hell?”


Lymar Village

“Hold! Hold!” Balasius roared at the soldiers as they struggled against the monster’s advances. Desperation and rage colored the centaurs’ eyes as they glared at the monsters. Several centaurs had fallen to the relentless army, and even with the cover fire from the cliffs, their numbers seemed to have no end. 

However, despite this, Balasius could not allow the soldiers to lose hope. Their line was all that stood between the centaur army and their families within Lymar. This was the reason he had taken to the frontlines himself despite being a general. His loud voice and powerful will galvanized the centaur army. As long as he stood, the army would not crumble.

Unlike Balasius, Verlito sat on her direwolf at the back of the monster army. She looked up at the centaurs on the cliff, then at the staunch line in the ravine. “It’s about time.” The daeben muttered, then blew on a flute she pulled out from a pouch.

The notes carried over the battle and sent an order that was swiftly carried out. A group of Vine Blights that had been accumulating mana since the battle began suddenly exploded outward. 

Balasius paled as he watched hundreds of vines suddenly shoot up the mountainside. Hundreds of ape-like creatures swiftly climbed up the vines to destroy the centaurs at the top. The Glashtyn tribe shot down as many as possible, but it appeared their arrows were no match for these creatures’ tough hides.

“Watch out!” 

The general did not have any time to process the consequences of that event when a shout drew his attention to three giant vines barreling toward the army. The vines were at least five meters tall and as thick as seven centaurs clustered next to each other.

Several centaurs faltered as they faced the incoming attack. The vines traveled so quickly that they were confident it would crush whoever dared to stand in their way. Worse yet, many centaurs had used up their ki and did not have enough to reinforce their defenses. 

At this point, a single word boomed over the din of despair with unquenching vitality and defiant courage.  “HOLD!”

The centaurs looked in shock at Balasius, who staunchly held his shield and glared at the vines. For the first time since the battle began, Balasius took a step forward to challenge the vines.

Boom!

The sound of Balasius’ hoof striking the earth was like a gavel struck against the centaurs’ hearts. The centaurs’ blood rose to a fever pitch as they gazed upon their general’s muscular back. As they looked upon that strong figure, they recalled the doctrines taught to centaurs.

The centaur villages were arranged in the form of a spear to remind them that they were a race that never retreated. The purpose of a spear was to charge forward always and cut down the enemy. No matter how scary the enemy, no matter how powerful, the spear never retreated. It would continue to advance until either the enemy died or it was destroyed. There was no other option.

The Tulpar tribe, in particular, was located at the ‘socket’ part of the spear. The socket represented the link between the spearhead and the shaft. They had to be strong yet flexible to ensure that the connection never broke. If they ever gave up, the entire spear would be destroyed.

The Tulpar tribe would never allow that to become a reality. No matter what, they would remain standing until either the enemy or they perished.

“Hold!”  Boom!

A soldier roared as she struck her tower shield against the earth and pushed forward.

“Hold!”  Boom!

The soldier’s actions lit up the flames in the centaurs’ heart. The soldiers, accompanied by desperate war cries, slammed their shields into the ground and pushed against the monsters.

A smile curled up Verlito’s lips as she observed the centaurs’ desperate stand. “Too late.”

“HAA!” Balasius roared as a gigantic wall formed from the army’s reserve ki appeared between the centaurs and the monsters.

Boom!

The vines shattered the wall with the velocity of a freight train and blasted through the centaur line. Balasius gritted his teeth to stifle a groan as the impact broke the bones in his shield arm and sent him flying. Despite the intense pain, Balasius retained the presence of mind to shout, “Dora!”

Verlito’s brows furrowed as she watched the Tulpar tribe suddenly part ways to reveal a massive gap in their formation. Why would the centaurs suddenly show such large gaps in their formation? Especially after the vines just smashed massive holes in them?

“DIE!”

The daeben did not have to wait long to get her answer. Massive roars suddenly shook the entire ravine as massive ki-spears suddenly appeared and charged down the hill. The Dora tribesmen within the spear galloped down the mountain and burst through the gaps left by the Tulpar tribe. 

Casetes personally led a faction that stabbed through and instantly shredded a charging vine to shreds. This, of course, was only possible because the Tulpar tribe had significantly reduced the vines’ speed with their ki wall and bodies. 

Casetes led the Tulpar tribe to cut a bloody path through the monster army’s foremost fringes, then quickly retreated behind the reformed line before the monster army could react.

Meanwhile, over on the cliff, members of the Lymar tribe suddenly appeared on the cliff’s edge and threw down spears at the climbing monsters.  Boom!  The Lymar displayed their superior arm strength as their spears cut through most of the monsters. More shocking yet, the spears returned to the centaur’s arms after each strike.

Verlito, who monitored the situation on the battlefield, frowned and blew a tune into her flute. 

The smaller monsters followed her command and clustered behind the more massive, tougher godrillas. The godrillas, in turn, increased their pace and charged up the mountain. They snorted as they easily slapped the Lymar tribes’ spears out of their path. 

Verlito smiled as she watched the Lymar and Glashtyn tribesmen retreat from the cliffside when the primates successfully clambered onto the mountain top.  Boom!  Her smile instantly stiffened when dozens of godrillas suddenly flew off the cliff and plummeted to their deaths. 

The primates atop the cliff glared at the massive, demon-like centaurs who had launched the sneak attack.

The Longma tribe had finally joined the battlefield!

The primates roared as even more of their kind successfully infiltrated the cliffsides. With a roar, the Longma, Glashtyn, and half of the Lymar tribe clashed against the raging primates.

As for the rest of the Lymar tribe? The Lymar javelin-throwers took up positions behind the reformed Tulpar line and sniped essential targets. The earlier bout had finally exposed most of the vine blights’ location, and they took advantage of the brief opportunity to take down as many as they could. 

Balasius’ expression was grimly set as he took stock of the battlefield. Somehow, the centaurs had managed to recover from what seemed like a definite dead-end situation. However, this short exchange had forced them to reveal all their trump cards. From here on, the centaurs would be in a reactionary position to the enemy’s attacks.

Balasius glared at the woman seated at the rear of the monster army as he painfully lifted his shield. “This is far from over,” the general promised, then pensively looked to the north. “Kashi-dono…”
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“Watch out!” Shadow pensively shouted as he ducked beneath a tree branch. By his side, Larsial swiftly kicked against the ground and launched herself over the tree branch. The assassin duo glared at the dozens of meter-thick tree branches slithering around the druid, Rayatha, with pensive eyes.

Shadow and Larsial had come to terms with the fact that Rayatha was anything but a pushover. The druid’s extensive research into plant life profoundly influenced his magic research until he almost became a personification of tree life himself.

“The Canjun Sneezer,” Rayatha smiled and said as he pulled out a pack of seeds from his satchel and scattered them on the ground. “A near-extinct species indigenous to Loer in Ederwood.” The druid stomped his staff against the earth, sending a stream of mana into the seeds.

Shadow’s eyes twitched as an 8ft tall green, man-eating plant with a giant blue bulb at the back of its head grew out of the ground. The assassin barely had time to process his shock when the plant drew its head back, causing the bulb to suddenly expand and glow like air had been pumped into it.

‘Achoo!’

Shadow could have sworn he heard the plant sneeze as it bent forward and rapidly expelled the mana gathered in the bulb in the form of a blue ball of concentrated mana.  Boom!  The assassin quickly dodged the shot and paled as he observed the massive explosion behind him.

“Did you see that?” Rayatha said with a pleased expression. “An explosion without fire as a byproduct. The Canjun Sneezer learned to concentrate mana and cause explosions that only release energy and mana to the surrounding. For a plant that fears flames, this is  Evolution  at its finest.” Rayatha revealed a complacent smile. “Do you not find nature amazing? Its mysteries; The way it finds a way to solve and adapt to anything life throws at it?”

“Don’t care,” Shadow coldly refuted as he got to his feet and brandished his dagger. The assassin’s resolve was not shaken in the least despite failing to land a single hit on the druid for several minutes. 

The assassin profession had always been a patient one. Where warriors would stab countless times with the hope of eventually landing a critical strike, each assassin’s strike should be all it took to take down an enemy. Hence, Shadow was willing to bide his time for that one strike no matter how long it took. “You can explain all of that to Kashi.”

Rayatha smiled as the massive vines around him twirled around each other and formed two 8ft tall, enormous snakes. “Well, you can take your time appreciating the wonders of nature.” 

Shadow and Larsial readied themselves as the snakes charged toward them.


While Shadow and Larsial battled at the top, Kashi scratched his chin in thought as he examined the massive altar/prison at the pit’s center. A strange-looking centaur with a furry, goat-like head and long, ram-like horns were chained down atop a raised platform. The dark aura pouring out of the pit billowed out of a fist-sized crystal embedded in its chest.

The chains locking the beast down were connected to six altars with football-sized mana orbs hovering over them. Kashi could not be sure, but it seemed like the chains siphoned the beast’s mana into the mana orbs, which powered a forcefield around the monster, preventing anyone from entering.

Kashi found out through shattering one of the orbs that the chains also disappeared when the spheres were gone. However, the shield remained intact, even though it grew a bit weaker. Hence, if Kashi wanted to walk up to the beast, he could only do so after destroying the shield, and thus the chains binding it.

“Okay then, let’s do this,” Kashi muttered as he notched an arrow onto his bow and trained it at the orbs.


Shadow’s eyes narrowed as he and Larsial glared at the dozen Canjun Sneezers that stood between them and Rayatha.  Boom!  The assassin gritted his teeth, gaze tight on the druid as he danced around the explosions. Shadow frowned as another Canjun Sneezer rose from the ground. 

Larsial said the thoughts running through his mind, “We can’t remain passive. He’ll soon have an entire army.”

Shadow looked at Larsial. “Do you have a plan?”

Suddenly, Larsial’s tattoos burst with a dark glow, and she shouted as she suddenly broke toward the druid with blinding speed. “Cover me!” 

In response to the daeben’s charge, the Canjun Sneezers immediately concentrated fire on her. The blue mana spheres blotted out the daeben’s vision, but, Larsial did not hesitate. She charged into the midst of the explosives with unnerving confidence. 

BOOM!

Larsial’s instincts proved to be correct as several daggers flew past her and collided with the mana spheres before they reached her. She burst through the resultant explosion and closed the distance between herself and the plant artillery in one swift swoop. 

Rayatha snorted and stomped his staff against the earth. Thick tree roots shot out of the ground and slithered toward the daeben. 

Larsial’s gaze narrowed as she ran her finger across her blade. The ‘flame rune’ burned bright, and the dagger burst into flames. She made to cut down a Canjun Sneezer, but the tree roots wrapped around the plant, protecting it from the attack. The roots caught fire as Larsial buried the daggers within them. 

Whoosh!

Larsial quickly retreated and then pushed in the direction of a different Canjun Sneezer. The roots aggressively pursued her while simultaneously protecting the Canjun Sneezers from her nefarious blade. The assassin’s evasive skills were pushed to the max as she weaved, ducked, and kicked her way through several tree root clusters. However, despite pulling out all the tricks in her books, she could not land a solid hit on any Canjun Sneezers. Worse yet, the Canjun Sneezers had recharged themselves during the brief seconds;

Clack!

“Argh!” Larsial shouted as she tripped up on a root that stealthily shot up off the ground. 

Rayatha’s eyes gleamed as he watched the daeben’s clumsy tumble. He manipulated the tree roots to rapidly increase their speed. Larsial certainly seemed doomed as dozens of vines rose around and then struck down at her. However, at this seemingly hopeless moment, Larsial suddenly flung her dagger through a gap between the vines and looked up at them with a mocking grin.

Rayatha frowned, then suddenly paled as he suddenly remembered there was meant to be one more assassin. He quickly scanned the surroundings, but it was too late by the time he finally caught sight of Shadow.

Shadow seemingly materialized out of thin air above one of the Canjun Sneezer and caught the dagger thrown by Larsial mid-air. His gaze remained cold as he rotated mid-air and shot the blade at the Canjun Sneezer’s charged bulb. The roots might have protected the Canjun Sneezers, but because Larsial’s attacks had all come from the ground, the druid had subconsciously only set up a barrier around the bomber plants and neglected the area above it.

Shadow would be a shame to the assassin profession if he did not take advantage of this glaring weakness.

Puchi!

The dagger accurately struck through the bulb’s exterior and stabbed into its core. Larsial’s real aim finally revealed itself as the bulb instantly exploded. 

Even worse, the bulb’s compressed atmosphere caused the explosion to be at least three times worse than when it was shot outside.

BOOM! BOOM!

The explosion shattered the roots surrounding it and those of the other bulbs around it. The blast ruptured the Canjun Sneezers’ bulbs, which resulted in a nasty chain explosion that rapidly engulfed the host of monsters.

Although it seemed like some time had passed, barely a second had passed from the moment Larsial flung the dagger to the explosion. As a result, neither Shadow, Larsial, nor Rayatha could react in time and were left to their own devices.

Ironically, the dozens of vine that were about to impale Larsial served as the perfect cover. The thick trunks tanked most of the pressure and were resultingly decimated. Larsial, however, did not come out unscathed. The remnant shockwaves knocked her over with so much force that she took several seconds to regain her senses.

The tree roots protecting Rayatha were not spared from the explosion. The scattered wood chunks dropped around the druid as he frowned and muttered, “How is this possible?” 

The druid’s wonder was understandable. Although he had said the Canjun Sneezers were afraid of fire, that was just a trait all plants shared. The mana within their bulbs was pure, so fire should not have resulted in an explosion. Even now, as he looked around, there were no traces of flames or soot, which were symptomatic of a fire-based blast.

‘Could it be!?’  The druid looked at Larsial with sparked interest.  ‘She understands how to disrupt mana flow. ’ This was supposed to be a technology only the Chaos Order knew about. Could it be she was a defected member? Rayatha did not have the opportunity to ponder on the question any further as something metallic suddenly whizzed toward his face.

Ziiip! 

Rayatha instinctively bent his head to the side. He watched, stunned, as a metal wire suddenly flew past his head and stabbed into the ground behind him. The druid’s gaze traveled up the wire to see a white-haired assassin rapidly ‘flying’ down toward him. The druid examined the cable and quickly surmised it was some sort of advanced grappling hook. The blade anchored in the ground allowed the daeben to reel himself in swiftly.

Rayatha grabbed hold of the wire and heavily swung to the side with the intent to send Shadow crashing to the ground . Snap!  However, to his shock, while he managed to send the wire flying, the assassin was no longer connected at its end. The shocked druid looked up to see a large boot striking down on his face.

Pa!

Rayatha quickly raised his hand and successfully blocked the strike. The druid’s brows instantly furrowed in unabashed rage. No one had ever touched him in his entire life. Granted, this only occurred due to him underestimating the assassins, but it was an insult nonetheless.

Grab!

Rayatha quickly grabbed Shadow’s ankle and made to slam him to the floor. However, Shadow reacted quicker. Shadow spun around and launched a kick at the druid’s face with his free leg.

Whoosh!

Rayatha quickly released the daeben’s foot and bent backward, just enough for the assassin’s foot to harmlessly swish past his nose. Shadow took advantage of the druid’s dodge to once again rotate in place and launch a second kick at the druid’s chest.

Pa!

Druids were never known for their physical strength. Rayatha was no different. Shadow’s kick sent the druid skidding backward, but fortunately for the druid, the assassin lacked enough power to deal any significant damage.

Rayatha stomped his staff into the ground and stopped himself. He looked up at Shadow with rage-filled eyes. “You!” Unfortunately, his reply was several daggers flying at his face. Rayatha exhibited brilliant staff control as he expertly swatted these aside.

Unfortunately for the druid, the daggers were only a distraction to prevent him from launching any retaliatory spell.

Shadow utilized  [Charge]  to rapidly close in on Rayatha in the blink of an eye. The assassin launched a rapid, relentless assault on the druid, but Rayatha responded to parried the blows with his staff. Shadow flitted in and out of sight, attacking from above, behind, and from the sides.

The assassin’s movements were too quick for the human eyes, and most people would have succumbed to the nefarious moves, but Rayatha gave a strong account of his existence as a Primate of the Chaos Order.

Rayatha’s superior instincts proved to be the difference. He easily parried the assassin’s attacks regardless of where they came from. During the attack, the druid suddenly felt a strong sense of danger from his back as he parried Shadow’s frontal assault and stomped mana into the earth. 

A thick tree root suddenly shot out of the earth… and smashed to pieces moments later as Larsial burst through with purposed murder in her eyes. 

Rayatha’s eyes narrowed as he glared at Shadow’s cold eyes while Larsial descended upon his back with a sharp dagger. “Impressive. You managed to corner me. I suppose I must get serious.”

Boom!

Larsial’s eyes trembled in fright as six thin roots and seven thick tree roots shot out of the ground and lashed out at her. The daeben, however, was nothing if not resilient. She spun around and allowed a thin branch to slap her to the side.  Crunch!  Larsial suppressed a grown as the blow shattered her left arm. The momentum, however, sent her flying to a thick root. 

Larsial somersaulted over the vine, rolled across it, and then exploded off it with a solid kick. The daeben shot through the vines with the force of a ballistic missile.

Rayatha, seeing this, raised his foot to strike the earth once again.  Puchi!  “Ah!” Rayatha cried as a dagger stabbed into his foot. The sharp pain interrupted the mana flow and killed off his preventive measures. 

“Ugh!” Shadow, who had given up his defense to throw the dagger, groaned as Rayatha smashed him across the field with the staff. However, the assassin let out a confident smirk even as he was sent flying.

Boom!

“AAH!” Rayatha roared out in pain as Larsial slammed into his exposed back with her daggers. The daggers sunk deep into the druid’s back as he was sent flying by the incredible force. The druid crashed to the ground several meters away and remained still.

Larsial’s tattoos’ glow dulled as she fell to the ground. The last attack took everything she had. She just hoped the poison soaked dagger had done enough to incapacitate the druid. 

That’s right. Her intent all along was to poison Rayatha. 

Larsial held no illusions over managing to beat the druid in a fair fight. Everything she and Shadow had done over the last few seconds had been for this one moment!

Shadow coughed blood as he lay weak on the ground. Unlike Larsial and Rayatha, he’d had no form of protection from the initial blast. Not only had he taken the Canjun Sneezers’ combined explosion to the chest, but he’d also immediately forced himself to continue the assault to keep up the pressure on Rayatha, all to set up Larsial for that final attack.

The question now was, ‘did that work?’

Unfortunately, despair colored Larsial’s eyes as she watched Rayatha slowly rise to his feet. A pair of tree vines rose from the ground and pulled the daggers out of his back. The vines placed the blades in the druid’s hand, and he revealed a disdainful smirk as he looked at Larsial. 

“Poison? You tried to beat me with poison?” Rayatha taunted. “Woman, no poison in this world can hurt me.” He turned to look at Shadow and frowned. “Be that as it may, I must commend you both for managing to hurt me this much. In return, I will show you the druid’s true terror.”

Bang! 

Rayatha stomped his staff against the ground, sending mana into the earth. Hundreds of man-eating and mana-plants suddenly shot out of the field. These were all seeds the druid had planted ahead of time for the day he would have to defend himself against an attempt on his life.

This was the real terror of the druid class. If a druid was confronted in the middle of nowhere without preparation, they would most likely perish to their foe. However, if a druid survived long enough, they could endlessly propagate plant-based minions to fight for them. Hence, druids were the one class no one wanted to fight over long periods.

It was also considered suicide to confront a druid in his/her home turf. This was because it was impossible to tell just how many seeds the druid may have set down in advance or what kind of species they had. Druids were the one true multi-class class, as their combat style depended entirely on the seeds they trained and grew. A person could be fighting a long-range mana-spitting plant one second and a close-range man-eater the next. 

Truly a terrifying class.

Larsial felt her heart shatter as she stared at the hundreds of monster plants rising from the ground.  ‘So, this is where it all ends?’  

Damn, it had been fun hanging out with Kashi and Shadow. Neither of them treated her like she was a weapon. She felt like a hume first and an assassin second, a concept that had always been alien to her. 

So, this what the elders meant when they said those who believed in others lost their lives performing irrational actions. Larsial knew the past her would never have agreed to fight someone as strong as Rayatha. After all, she had quickly surrendered when faced with the impossible Kashi. But why was it that now, she found herself wanting to try her best to take Rayatha down no matter the cost?

Why could she not decipher this conundrum?

The daeben heard the sound of shuffling feet and turned to see Shadow weakly rise to his feet. Her heart bled as she saw the blood pouring down the assassin’s body. She knew he had used up his healing potions in the previous battles and thus had nothing to heal his current injuries. “R-run,” she called out without care for her fate. “He’s too strong!”

Shadow turned to look at the daeben. His cold eyes flickered for a moment as he replied, “I refuse.” 

“What do you mean ‘ I refuse ?’” Larsial asked with a stunned expression. “You’re not planning on fighting  that , are you?”

Shadow tore off his mask and used it to tie his dagger’s hilt to his right arm. “I am a Maggot.”

Larsial’s eyes twitched as she stared at the unreasonable assassin. “Run you, stubborn idiot!” 

“Maggots stick together,” Shadow mumbled, stumbling as he walked in front of her and glared at the hundreds of plants between him and Rayatha. “If I could escape with you, I would have, but I doubt that’s possible. I will not leave you behind.”

Larsial’s heart skipped a beat as she stared at Shadow. “What are you talking about, you idiot!? You’ll only get yourself killed at this rate!”

“A Maggots does not fear Death,” Shadow said and raised his dagger as an image of Lunette flashed through his mind.  ‘Sorry, Sis.’

Boom!

Shadow’s ki exploded as he utilized  [Death’s Stance],  an elite, Lv. 120 Assassin skill that exponentially increased an assassin’s physical attributes for a short period of 10 seconds. The skill drew out the latent potential hidden within an assassin for one final strike on the enemy. As a result, the skill reduced its user’s HP to 50 regardless of how much HP they initially had. 

In return for this absurd condition, the attribute increase depended on a combination of the amount of ki, health, level, and rage of the wielder. Although the skill seemed overpowered at first glance, all the enemy had to do was dodge the user for ten seconds. After which, the assassin would be severely weakened and easy to defeat.

This skill truly embodied the heart of what it meant to be an Assassin. Do whatever it takes to take down the enemy in one swift blow. “Wait here, I’ll be right back,” Shadow said as he took a step forward, then…

Boom!

The earth exploded beneath Shadow’s feet as he burst forward with blinding speed. The assassin turned into a blur as he rapidly closed the gap between himself and the plant army. 

“I am a Maggot.”

Dozens of Canjun Sneezers spat their mana balls at the approaching assassin. Shadow’s fingers nimbly shot several daggers at these explosive spheres. He copied Larsial’s tactic and infused the blades with irregular ki that interfered with the mana flow. The assassin emerged unscathed from the resultant explosion and frowned as hundreds of vines of different sizes lunged at him. Shadow kicked off the ground, eyes rapidly taking in the vines’ trajectory and accurately predicting their path. 

“A Maggot Does Not Fear Death.”

Shadow expertly maneuvered through the cluster of vines with inhuman reactions. He kicked on a vine, launching himself above an incoming one, somersaulted mid-air as another brushed just under his back, and kicked a vine that just happened to pass above him. 

The force sent Shadow flying to the ground, allowing him to dodge three roots that flew past. The assassin stabbed a vine on his way down and used it as a pivot to swing forward. Dozens of plants whose specialties were shooting acid, thorns, and other long-range explosives shot the assassin with impunity. 

However, Shadow seemed to have eyes at the back of his head as he expertly dodged, parried, or used the vines themselves to block the attacks.

“A Maggot Does Not Fear Strife.”

Shadow’s movements seemed utterly irrational as he hopped from one tree vine to the next, sometimes down, right, even backward. But, if one looked closely, they would notice that although it seemed ‘slow,’ the assassin was undoubtedly advancing. However, despite Shadow’s steady advance, time did not seem to be on his side. The ten seconds were rapidly getting used up, and the assassin could already begin to feel some of the brief power-ups start to slip away.

Shadow felt his blood boiling within him. However, his heart was strangely silent. There was a cold serenity to it as he advanced with an unwavering conviction. Not once in this assassin’s mind had he considered the possibility of failure. Kashi had instructed him to capture this man because he believed Shadow was capable of doing that. 

Shadow would not betray that trust.

“A Maggot Does Not Fail.”

Unbeknownst to the assassin, the howling wolf emblem on his forehead suddenly lit up.


Within the pit, Kashi gazed at the final orb with a stony expression as he placed a hand on it. Suddenly, the wolf emblem on his forehead burst to light. The daeben frowned as a System Prompt appeared in front of him. He had set the prompts to ‘Silent,’ so they only popped up with Critical Information. 

Kashi quickly inspected the information on the system prompt and let out a smile as he muttered, “Yes.”

The system prompt disappeared, and the daeben felt a portion of his strength rapidly drop as if siphoned elsewhere.

“Guild Resonation, huh?” Kashi muttered with a grin as he raised his hand and punched the last orb.

Crack! 


Meanwhile, above, Shadow groaned as a massive influx of ki suddenly flooded his veins and muscles. The assassin was not sure what happened, but luckily, the system had enough sense not to offer any explanation during the high-tension maneuvers, save for a brief message sent directly to his brain.

Guild Resonation.

Resonated with:  Guild Leader Kashi.

Result:  Death Charge Duration Doubled

“A Maggot is Never Alone.”

Shadow eyes shone with a cold light as he burst through the entrapment with renewed vigor and speed that left Rayatha and Larsial stunned.

Larsial, in particular, gazed at the bruised and battered but coldly determined assassin with shock and disbelief. What motivated a man to fight like that? To put his life on the line like that for another person? Larsial could not, for the life of her, understand this young man’s resolve. 

The Chaos Order did not lack fanatics who would die for their ideals, but Larsial had never met any willing to die for another’s.

What was it? Why did the sight of the assassin not fill her with mockery but pride instead? Wait, she was proud? Why? 

Larsial had a thousand questions, but no one to answer them. The only thing she could confirm right now was a single emotion within her. One single word which she shouted with all her might, “Win!”

“I will,” Shadow coldly replied as he burst out from vine clusters in front of Rayatha.

“Die!” Rayatha roared as he stomped his staff onto the ground. Massive torrents of concentrated mana gathered in the staff’s crystal within the span of a millisecond. The druid grinned as he glared at the airborne assassin. “No escape.”

“NO!” Larsial shouted.

BOOOM!

The earth suddenly trembled as a gargantuan amount of mana blasted out of the pit. Within the next second, the mana flow rapidly reversed as mana within a kilometer radius was quickly sucked into the hole.

Yes, including the concentrated mana in Rayatha’s crystal. 

“What!?” Rayatha roared in shock. He quickly attempted to regain his mana, but it proved too late. 

Bam!

Shadow’s foot firmly struck the druid’s skull. But, instead of sending the druid flying, Shadow rapidly rotated in place and unleashed a lethal barrage of kicks against the druid’s head, using the impact to keep himself afloat.

Eventually, Shadow, feeling the effects of  [Death Stance]  begin to wear off, concentrated the rest of his ki in his feet, and then unleashed a savage uppercut kick against Rayatha’s jaw.

The final strike sent Rayatha’s brain sloshing about his skull with the force of a pinball machine. The druid instantly lost consciousness and fell to the ground.

Shadow dropped beside the druid and winced as  [Deaths Stance] ’s painful recoil wreaked havoc across his veins and muscles. The assassin gazed at the night sky and muttered, “I am a Maggot…” then fell unconscious…

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 180: The Chained God

    
    
    
    
                
Beneath Wazir River,

04:51 a.m. 15  th   Banem 1092.

Beneath the Wazir river lay a series of interconnected, maze-like tunnels. Unlike most dwarven creations, these tunnels lacked any inkling of beautiful craftsmanship. The walls and ground were crude, rough, and bumpy. The space between the walls was tight and small, inducing a sense of claustrophobia within any who walked within them. Even worse, the vents seemed to have malfunctioned over time, leading to a severe drop in clean, breathable air. 

*cough* *cough*

“Are you alright, dwarf?” Ragnaf asked as he observed the coughing Rudega. This was what, the fourth, fifth time that the dwarf had fallen into a coughing fit? It seemed the air was getting even thinner, so much so that a member of race used to living underground was beginning to feel its effects.

“I’m fine,” assured Rudega as he cleared his throat. “We’re at the lowest point, so the air’s a bit thin is all. It’ll improve in an hour or two.”

“Uh-huh,” Ragnaf acknowledged with a short grunt. He looked at the walls around them and marveled at the dwarfs’ abilities. “How did you guys manage to do this?”

Rudega flashed a proud smile. “What, you mean the tunnel? Most dwarfs are born with an innate ability to control and manipulate earth.” He held out his right hand, and a section of the ground rose in front of him. “It makes it much easier to dig through the earth.” Rudega manipulated the earth to return to normal and then said, “Of course, that’s not all there is to it. We also draw from several millennia worth of mining and excavation knowledge. It’s one thing to push earth out of the way. It’s another to know  where  you can push and  where  you can’t. To this day, there is probably no other race that can claim to know the earth as well as we dwarfs do.”

Ragnaf snorted. “No one’s competing with you. What good is building tunnels except for hiding?”

“Try not to be so close-minded,” Rudega chastised with a smile. “Imagine the consequences of a tunnel built from one town to another in secret? You could completely bypass their walls and invade the town.”

“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Ragnaf retorted. “Someone would have done it if were possible.”

“Oh, it has been done in the past,” Rudega asserted. “But it was quickly countered by mages that scanned the earth for large spaces. Still, it is an effective tactic for smaller towns.”

Ragnaf shook his head. “We’re strong enough to take down small towns on our own. Why would we need to build a tunnel? That’ll take too long.”

“There’s the conundrum, really,” Rudega confirmed with a light shrug. “It’s not effective in large cities, but too costly for small towns. This is why we only use it within our cities, and to provide escape routes.”

“Hmm… It’s still impressive, though,” Ragnaf remarked. Just as he spoke, they reached a section of the tunnel that opened up to a bridge, underneath which a thick, dark-blue, liquid flowed. The orc was drawn to the immense, suffocating power emanating from the river below. “What’s that?”

“Liquid mana, but my people call it Amrita,” Rudega replied, his eyes growing solemn as he observed the river.

“Liquid mana?” Ragnaf murmured. “What’s that?”

“You know that mana exists in all living creatures, right?”

Ragnaf nodded.

“Well, some halben researchers once found out that our bones and flesh accumulate mana over our lifetime,” Rudega explained. “This mana remains even after death, which is why some creatures’ bones are innately enchanted when processed into weapons. The researchers theorized that over time, some of these bones break down into liquid mana or amrita. However, I’m not sure if that’s true or not.”

Ragnaf raised a brow. “You guys didn’t test it?”

“Too volatile,” Rudega lamented. “We did try to run some tests, but it always ended up exploding. After three deaths and numerous injuries, we shut down the tests.”

“That so?” Ragnaf murmured as he adjusted Durst on his left shoulder. 

“Yeah,” Rudega confirmed. He looked at the sea of mana and shook his head. “What a waste.” 

“Well, if it’s useless, let’s move on,” Ragnaf said and then began to make his way across the bridge.

“I suppose so.” Rudega cast one last regretful look at the sea, then followed Ragnaf.

When the duo was about one-third of the way across the bridge, the ground suddenly shook with a terrible rumble. Rudega and Ragnaf instantly paled as they struggled to maintain their balance.

Craack!

“Fuck!” Ragnaf cursed as cracks began to form along a section of the bridge. “Run!” bellowed the orc as he and Rudega started to sprint down the path. 

“Wait!”

Ragnaf froze in his tracks when he realized he had left the dwarf far behind. The orc cursed his ancestors and then doubled back to Rudega’s side. He picked up the dwarf and resumed his sprint, even as sections of the bridge began to break and fall off.

A piece of stone fell into the amrita river, and it must have upset something, as moments later, a portion of the stream erupted upwards with the force of a geyser. 

Ragnaf’s eyes grew solemn as the geyser’s force shattered large portions of the bridge. He looked over his shoulder and then back to his front, his expression growing dark when he realized that the bridge had begun to crumble on both sides. The orc only pondered for a tenth of a second before charging forward with impudence. He would not risk staying behind!

“Faster!” Rudega shouted as the cracks along the bridge grew more substantial.

Unfortunately, life did not seem to be on their side. The bridge wholly crumbled when Ragnaf still had over 10 meters to go. 

Ragnaf gritted his teeth and then pushed off from the ground with all the strength he could summon before the ground beneath his feet crumbled to dust. When he reached the apex of his jump, he flung Rudega and Durst onto the opposite landing. 

Bam!

Rudega coughed and groaned as he slammed against the earth with the force of a truck. However, the dwarf bit down on his pain and rushed to the edge of the cliff. He saw the resignation in Ragnaf’s eyes as the orc’s trajectory began to taper off. At this rate, he would not make the landing. “Hang on!” Rudega shouted as he placed his hands on the ground. A mandala appeared beneath his hands, and a large slab of rock shot out of the cliff’s edge to just beneath Ragnaf’s flight path.

The slab was thin and very brittle as Rudega did not have the time to reinforce it. He could only hope Ragnaf knew how to control his strength. If he hit the slab with too much force, it would crumble beneath his weight, and he would then fall to his death.

Luckily, Ragnaf was champion of the orcs for a reason. The orc’s feet barely touched the slab before he pushed off once again. He blasted over the crumbling piece and then crashed into the landing. 

Ragnaf instantly rose to his feet and walked over to Rudega. He grasped the stunned dwarf’s hand and solemnly declared, “You save my life. I now owe you a life debt.”

Rudega shook his head and attempted to refute the suggestion. “You saved me first. Consider us even.” 

“I only saved you because I need you to leave this place,” Ragnaf honestly replied. “You saved me, however, despite the fact you do not need me. In fact, with everything I know, you would have felt more secure letting the elements take care of me. At the very least, you would be able to wash the sin off your conscience. But you did not. For this, I owe you my life. This is not something you can refuse.”

Rudega opened his mouth but then closed it after changing his mind on what to say. Moments later, after careful deliberation, he said, “I understand.”

Ragnaf nodded and then went over to examine Durst. After he confirmed the lack of any new injuries, he once again hoisted the orc on his left shoulder. He turned to look at Rudega and questioned, “What was that, an earthquake?”

Rudega shook his head. “Too quick and brief to be an earthquake. Felt more like the aftershocks of something heavy striking the ground.” 

Ragnaf’s eyes twitched as he recalled a scene the entire continent had witnessed months ago. “Could it be an  [Apparition of the Gods] ?”

“I-Impossible.” Rudega shuddered at the thought. “Gods are not cabbages that grow alongside the road. Witnessing one [Apparition] in our lifetime is already breaking the rules.”

Ragnaf hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “You’re right. Must be something else then.”

“Of course,” Rudega reiterated. Only Aerith knew if he was trying to convince himself or Ragnaf. “We’ve wasted enough time,” stated the dwarf as he dusted himself off and made his way into the tunnel. “Let’s keep going. Since we’ve seen the amrita, we must be close.”

“Oh?” Ragnaf murmured as he followed the dwarf. “Why’s that?”

“Serisis is the only place in all of Destia that has amrita,” Rudega explained as their forms disappeared into the cave. “Well, at least as far as I know.”


Lymar.

Few Minutes Earlier…

“Hold!” Gelarios roared in a bid to galvanize the warriors. The ground troops may have lost their aerial cover, but the proud centaur was not about to roll over and let the monster army win.

Gelarios gritted his teeth as he cut down a beast and then cast his gaze over the monster army. The general’s gaze grew solemn as he saw the hundreds of beasts eagerly waiting their turn to tear him and his people to shreds. He examined his soldiers and winced as he saw the fatigue and stress on their faces. Luckily, the Longma tribe took turns to charge into and disrupt the monster army, buying the soldiers precious time to regroup and recover. 

Still, this was not sustainable. Now and then, the centaurs were forced back, even if only by an inch. All it would take was one tired soldier to break the line, and the entire army would crumble.

RUMBLE!

A massive earthquake suddenly shook the earth, and Gelarios paled as a torrent of thick, malevolent aura blew past him. The proud general felt a chill that ran down to his bone marrows. In his entire life, he had never known fear like he did at that moment. He felt like death itself had burrowed under his skin and was crawling up his nerves and flesh.

It was cold, dark, and evil.

ROOAR!

A thundering roar that nearly burst Gelarios’ eardrum shook the centaur general out of his head. Gelarios looked up at the beast army from which the cry originated and blanched.

Fear and disbelief seized the general’s heart as he gazed upon the monsters which had undergone a massive transformation. Every beast infected by the blight nearly doubled in size and strength like they had been infused with something. 

It did not take long for Gelarios to understand that the transformation had something to do with the earlier phenomenon. The general’s eyes shone as he activated  [Mana Sense].  Gelarios cringed when he saw the massive mana circulating within the monsters. Worse yet, he could see thin mana threads leading out of the monsters to a gigantic ‘bonfire’ of mana in the far distance.

The mana bonfire towered as high as the heavens. Gelarios’ heartbeat sharply rose, and he quickly tore his eyes away from the sight. The centaur general paled as he processed what he just saw. Th-that was the aura of a god! What the hell!? Was a god responsible for this!? 

‘Why!? Why do the gods want us dead!?’ 

Boom!

Once again, Gelarios was forcefully pulled out of his thoughts by the monster army. This time, however, it was as a result of a massive breach in the defensive line. Apparently, the centaurs had yet to adapt to the monsters’ sudden strength boost. As a result, the beasts successfully punctured a hole through the line.

The monster poured in through the breach and then launched a savage attack on the centaurs. The breach rapidly widened as the monsters attacked the sides of the centaurs still on the line. 

Dozens of centaurs perished in the brief seconds that followed before Gelarios quickly collected himself and roared, “Retreat! Retreat to point B! Dora tribe, hold watch out back.”

The centaurs immediately obeyed the centaur’s orders and began to pull back. Meanwhile, the Dora tribe launched a relentless salvo of spears into the chasing monster army to buy their comrades time to retreat.

Unfortunately, despite their best efforts, dozens of centaurs were still lost in the brief retreat.

Gelarios gritted his teeth till they drew blood as the centaurs quickly reformed their line some ways up the hill. The general’s eyes burned with rage as he cast a glance at the mana bonfire. Who knew where the general acquired the courage, but he raised his voice and bellowed, “God or not, take them down, Kashi-dono!”


Chaos Order Outpost.

Boom!

Kashi winced and crossed his arms across his chest as massive torrents of aura smashed into him with the force of a crazed rhino. To prevent himself from being flung off the ground, the daeben gritted his teeth, dug his feet into the ground, and leaned into the billowing aura. 

Luckily, after a few seconds of turbulence, the thick, dark aura slowly calmed down, finally allowing Kashi to take a good look at the demon. 

The first thing that caught Kashi’s eyes was the fist-sized black crystal embedded in the centaur’s chest. Dense, bulging web-like veins stretched across the centaur’s chest. Dark energy pumped through the veins into the body. The process appeared to be excruciatingly painful, judging by the demon’s red eyes and raging snarls.

The demon futilely clawed at the crystal, but upon countless failures, cast its maddened gaze at the daeben. 

Kashi grimaced as he was enveloped by heavy, oppressive killing intent. Although he was not 100% certain, the daeben could tell that the centaur blamed him for the gem in its chest. 

Boom!

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as the centaur demon burst across the pit in the blink of an eye and appeared in front of him. The beast raised its front hooves and struck down with the rage of a titan! 

Crack!

Kashi barely jumped out of the way in time. The daeben haphazardly tumbled across the earth and then turned around. The daeben’s gaze turned solemn when he saw the heavy crack left behind by the beast.  Whoosh!   

However, Kashi did not have any time to recover from his initial shock as the demon immediately turned and charged at him with startling agility. The centaur’s crazed gaze narrowed as he issued a bellowing roar and then blasted the daeben with a powerful burst of ki from its right arm.

Bam!

“ Hng !” Kashi pushed off the ground in swift retreat as the ground erupted from the impact. However, he was then forced to dodge once more as another ki blast slammed into the ground. The centaur hounded Kashi with extreme prejudice, intent on eliminating the daeben in one blow.

Kashi cursed as he repeatedly weaved his way through the ki bombardment, the demon sticking to him like a leech. The daeben’s mind rapidly considered and rejected several possible scenarios to break out of the stalemate. The monster was too damn fast! Kashi had always been proud of his Agility, but before this monster, it was like the fastest human boasting before a cheetah.

“Damn it then!” Kashi swore as he jumped and crossed his arms before his chest. He grimaced as he allowed a ki blast to strike him dead-on.  BAM!  Kashi instantly coughed up blood as he was sent hurtling through the air. 

It felt like he’d been hit by a truck! 

The daeben’s inner organs were a jumbled mess, aching in protest from the horrendous impact.

The demon snarled when he noticed Kashi had been sent flying out of its range. He roared and chased after the daeben, eager to destroy him once and for all.

Kashi, however, had other ideas. The daeben had sacrificed so much just to extricate himself from the deadlock. Like hell, he would return to such a passive position! 

Kashi ignored the pain as he pulled out  Ferulic’s Practice Bow , nocked an arrow, charged it with ki, and then shot the incoming devil.

Everything, from Kashi being sent flying to the shot, occurred in less than a second. From the demon’s perspective, he had just begun chasing the daeben when he was suddenly met with a giant arrow. 

Unluckily, it seemed the monster retained his warrior instincts despite his madness. The centaur easily dodged the shot with nimble footwork that did not in any way slow its momentum. 

Kashi’s eyes narrowed, and his fingers instantly faded into a blur as he shot several dozen arrows. In response, the demon roared as it glared at the dense arrow net that descended upon it.

ROAR! 

BOOM!

Kashi paled as a gigantic 20-ft tall ki projection of the demon centaur burst out of the demon’s body and blasted the arrows out of his path. The ki projection glared in disgust at the airborne daeben for a microsecond, then punched at him. 

Kashi did not dare imagine his outcome if that blasted thing struck him.

Kashi, however, kept his cool and rotated mid-air, so his face faced the ground. He reached out and touched the ground with his right hand just as the ki projection’s fist crashed down. 

Boom!

Dust and smoke scattered around from the resulting impact.  Whoosh!  But a thin slab of earth shot out from the smoke at that moment with Kashi hand-standing upon it. The ki projection, enraged by the daeben’s slippery nature, unleashed another blow at the slippery hume.

Kashi grinned as he pushed off the slab and kicked the rockface. A mandala appeared beneath his feet, and another instance of  [Wall]  emerged, which sent him flying away before the fist struck down.

Kashi righted himself and glared at the ki projection as he slid across the ground. The daeben hung FPB (Ferulic’s Practice Bow) across his shoulder and then stretched out his left hand toward the monster. 

Bam!

A bow from Kashi’s Hunter series appeared in his hand, which he stomped into the ground. The bow dug into the earth and stopped the daeben’s flight. The giant bow, which was as tall as the daeben and extremely heavy, gleamed imposingly in the dark pit. The appearance of this massive monster-slaying weapon showcased the daeben’s resolve. 

He did not take this monster lightly.

A giant bolt appeared in Kashi’s hand as he pulled the bowstring taut. Dark black aura burst out of the mithril bolt as the daeben infused it with his ki. Kashi gritted his teeth and released the arrow.

BOOM!

The bow exploded forth, accompanied by a sonic boom that blasted away the fog around it. Kashi grasped onto the bow and forcibly held his ground against the violent shockwave.

Meanwhile, the bolt smashed against the incoming fist with the force of a missile. The bolt exploded as it struck the ki projector’s fist. Unfortunately, aside from a momentary pause, the fist continued its deadly approach.

Despite the seemingly desperate situation, Kashi’s gaze was resolute and calm. That moment had been all he needed. At their level, a moment was enough to decide the outcome of a battle.

Kashi’s hands turned to a blur as he rapidly nocked and then shot the massive bolts. Like most of Kashi’s weapons, the bolts were placed in his inner world, allowing him to summon them with a single thought.

The ki projection slowed down as he glared at the dozen or so bolts that blasted at him from different directions. Kashi had smartly shot the arrows at differing angles, utilizing  [Homing Arrow]  to ensure they curved back to the demon. Better yet, the ki projection’s massive size proved to be a refreshingly large target compared to the smaller demon. Hence, it could not rely on nimble movements to dodge the vast spread of bolts.

However, it seemed the ki projection had no intention of dodging, to begin with.

The projection’s eyes blazed with fury as its fist flew out to meet the incoming arrows.  Boom! Boom! Boom!  Thunderous explosions rang out as the ki projection relentlessly smashed the bolts to pieces. However, the ki projection did not come out unscathed. Small cracks could be seen on its knuckles where its fists met the bolts. Even though the cracks almost instantaneously healed, it was clear that it was not completely invincible.

The demon’s ki projection bellowed as it destroyed the final bolt and then looked at Kashi. Only to see over a hundred of those bolts blotting out its view of the daeben. The demon roared in rage as it realized it had been tricked. It turned out the damned hume had only had sent the first set to probe its ability to counter the bolts. Now that Kashi knew the ki projection could be weakened, he unleashed his true attack with a mixture of  [Rapid Shot]  and  [Multi-Shot].

The demon’s ki projection roared bloody murder as it punched out dozens of ki blasts at the incoming bombardment. However, the force behind the bolts proved too much for the hastily shot ki blasts. The bolts smashed their way through the ki blasts with near impunity, the impact only serving to slow down a few minutely.

The ki projection’s glare turned steely as it began to punch the projectiles to eliminate as many as possible. Unfortunately, Kashi had expertly staggered the bolts, making it impossible to tell the exact moment each bolt would arrive at a specific location. Furthermore, the weird, obtuse angles from which the bolts approached ensured the projection would never be able to get them all.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

As expected, several dozen arrows successfully broke through the ki projection’s defense and exploded against its body. With each strike, the projection trembled and roared as cracks began to appear across its body.

Kashi, watching on, winced as he watched the bolts explode. These mithril bolts. How expensive were they? It was common knowledge that only a few metals could thoroughly conduct mana. Of these, mithril was one of the most sought after. The metal was rare and in very high demand. As a result, Mythril bolts were prohibitively expensive.

Even with the dwarfs’ generous discount, each bolt still cost about 30,000 Syros each. Considering the average cost for a Lv. 150  Rare  sword was about 40,000 to 50,000 Syros, what Kashi was currently doing was extravagance beyond compare.

Even though The Hopeful Maggots Guild (and in essence, its leader Kashi) was filthy rich, he found it extremely painful watching these bolts shatter to pieces after a single-use. They were initially designed to pin down large creatures, which gave them reusability value and hence justified their exorbitant price, but now thanks to this absolute monster, that plan had gone up in smoke.

Literally.

Kashi gritted his teeth and glared at the ki projection. Alright then. Since it had forced him to waste all this money anyway, he might as burn it all. At most, he would have to beg Miote for some Syros later. Surely, the chesch would give him some face as guildmaster and not cause too much of a fuss?

The demon’s ki projection shattered the final bolt in its path, but before it could even look at the daeben, nearly two hundred arrows blasted toward it. This was every last mithril bolt in Kashi’s possession. The daeben did not dare calculate just how much he had shot out as he feared he might suffer a heart attack.

Surprisingly, the ki projection, upon seeing the arrows, suddenly shrunk in size, so it wrapped around the demon’s body. The dark aura condensed around the monster, encasing him in a hard, unbreakable shell.

Kashi suddenly felt a chill rush down a down. He decisively abandoned the Hunter bow and rapidly retreated. 

Boom!

Kashi’s expression turned grim as he stared at the demon that had just shattered his bow to pieces. He had no idea how the beast crossed the distance in one fell swoop. It had been so fast that even the daeben with his superior reflexes found it hard to follow. If the beast could keep fighting with that speed, even Kashi would find it difficult to survive.

Luckily, the beast only chased Kashi at speeds he found reasonable afterward. It appeared that was a momentary burst of speed and not a continuous thing. Of course, if any Maggot were down in that pit with him, they would yell out how unreasonable Kashi’s comparison was. What Kashi called reasonable, 99% of the Summoned would call Overpowered!

Kashi’s momentary joy suddenly collapsed when once again he felt that prickling sense of danger. The daeben readied himself and then quickly slid to the left. Just in time, too, as the demon suddenly appeared at his previous spot. 

However, the demon displayed dazzling footwork as he spun in place and launched a solid blow at the daeben. A massive ki blast shot out of his arm and rushed at the daeben with the indomitable force of a stampeding herd. 

Kashi, however, had already drawn FPB and shot several arrows in retaliation. The concentrated ki exploded, but at that moment, Kashi’s back suddenly dropped below freezing as he felt an unprecedented crisis.

Kashi tightly held FPB and prepared himself for the demon’s next attack. Surprisingly, however, it only hopped to the side. 

WHOOM!

Kashi’s eyes went wide with equal parts disbelief, fear, and shock as a mithril bolt blasted past the centaur. Having missed its target, the mithril bolt zipped straight at the daeben with no regard for its shooter’s safety.

“FUCK!”
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[Angel Steps Activated!]

Beautiful white light exploded out of Kashi’s body as he erupted with unfathomable power. The daeben, using the speed boost, quickly slid to his right. He winced as the powerful bolt brushed past him – the roiling winds around the spinning bolt cut his cheeks and drew blood, a testament to the bolt’s overwhelming power. Luckily, the cut was the worst of the danger as the bolt smashed into the earth a microsecond later.

Kashi did not have time to celebrate his escape as the demon appeared in front of him with a rabid vengeance, bringing its fists down to collide with the daeben. Kashi initially wanted to counter with a punch of his own, but alarming bells shot off once again. The daeben’s eyes widened in disbelief when the demon suddenly pulled back its arm and then danced to the side, revealing a massive bolt right behind him. 

Once again, Kashi was forced into a desperate dodge. The daeben’s heartbeat accelerated in stunned disbelief as he realized the earlier bolt had not been a mistake. Kashi had shot the arrows with  [Homing Arrow]  activated, which, when the ki projection shrunk, caused them to miss the target initially. However, because Kashi had shot from bottom to top, the arrows had been able to curve around and turn back to strike their target.

Typically, this would be checkmate. 

After all, how difficult was it to block attacks from the back? But this monster demon’s battle instincts were off the charts. Rather than focus on dodging, he acted as bait to draw the arrows towards Kashi.

Having realized the demon’s sinister plot, Kashi strove to distance himself from it, but the centaur stubbornly stuck to Kashi like glue. The daeben grimaced as he darted around the pit with the centaur in tow. 

However, Kashi was secretly overjoyed despite his grim expression, evident in his rapidly clenching right fist. The tense standoff forced Kashi to break his limits again and again. He could feel his mind getting clearer and his reactions smoother with every bolt that crashed into the earth.

 The duo displayed a strange, synergic dance as they attacked and countered each other while dodging the bolts. The bolts stabbed into the earth around them, soon filling the pit with multiple tiny pillars.

Eventually, only one arrow remained. Kashi accurately predicted its path and preemptively slid to his left. 

Pa!

However, this time something changed. The centaur, after dodging, suddenly reached out with his ki projection and grabbed the arrow. Sparks flew as the spinning bolt rebelled against the hand that held it. If it were his bare hand, the demon would most likely have lost more than a pound of flesh, but as long as he supplied the ki projection with his ki, it could be forever ground down by the arrow to no avail.

The ki projection clamped down on the arrow and firmly held it in place. A microsecond later, dark mana poured out of the centaur’s hand, consumed the mithril bolt, then dispersed to reveal a two-meter-long, gleaming black rod with a blade as long as Kashi’s arm. This was the famed weapon of generals, the glaive.

Barely a second had passed between when Kashi had begun to dodge to the glaive’s bath. Kashi was still in the process of avoiding the predicted attack when arcs of black lightning shot out of the glaive. 

Kashi’s eyes turned serious. Black Lightning! That was Tier 3 Magic! His Electricity Resistance was currently 175%, which was 75% Tier 2 resistance. As things stood, he had no resistance to Tier 3 Magic. Actually, he was in the red! If that lightning struck, he would suffer an additional 25% damage.

Kashi instantly knew he could no longer hold back. A booming roar shook the heavens and earth as dragon scales formed over the daeben’s skin. 

Boom!  

A thunderous explosion shook the pit as the lightning struck the drakon and sent it flying across the air.

BAM!

Kashi stifled a groan as his back smashed into the wall. Black lightning sparked off the drakon’s scales revealing they had successfully reflected most of the damage. Kashi did not dare waste a second moment and swiftly kicked off the wall. The daeben’s eyes narrowed as lightning bolts struck the hole he’d been embedded in moments prior.

Kashi was once again forced to dodge as the demon thrust his glaive forward, unleashing a deadly arc of electricity at the daeben. 

Kashi gritted his teeth as he dodged this way and that. The daeben felt like he was going to go crazy any moment now. Fighting this blasted monster was like fighting a spearman with a 3o-meter reach. The lightning’s crazy speed made it so by the time the demon stabbed forward, the electricity had reached the other end of the pit.

At that speed, Kashi’s proximity meant nothing. Worse yet, the centaur’s glaive skills were sublime and purposeful despite his madness. None of its strikes were shot at random. Each was meant to guide the daeben to a sure-kill position.

Kashi’s eyes shone red as he found himself cornered between several lightning bolts. The only way out was to jump over the bolts. But Kashi knew that was what the centaur had been aiming for. However, unless he wanted to get zapped, Kashi had no choice but to comply. 

CRACKLE!

Just as Kashi expected, immediately he jumped, a giant electric bolt five times thicker than the previous ones lunged at him.  ‘Excellent plan,’  Kashi inwardly praised as he drew FPB.  ‘Unfortunately, not enough.’  

Pa! 

Ki exploded beneath Kashi’s feet, sending him flying over the electric arc.

The demon paused, stunned as he watched the daeben vault over the arc. It never suspected the daeben would be capable of dodging that move. Perhaps, as a result of its shock, its follow-up was delayed by a breath.

A breath was all Kashi needed to unleash hell!

The demon’s gaze turned severe as dozens of bolts blasted through the air with the ferocity of stinger missiles. The centaur instantly slid backward to gain some distance and then burst forward. He swung his glaive at the arrows as he charged after the daeben.

Kashi flitted around the pit as he shot the enraged centaur, but the horrific monster’s glaive shattered the majority of his arrows. The rest only managed to disrupt the centaur demon’s ki armor for a moment before dispersing. The daeben gritted his teeth and summoned  [Gilgamesh]. 

The demon paused and glared at the massive portal that appeared above the daeben.  Boom!  A surge of mana exploded around the centaur and then gathered at the beast’s glaive. Large wind columns gathered around the edge and emitted a shrill cry as they rotated at impossible speeds.

Uncaring of the demon’s preparation, five thousand arrows shot out of the portal with extreme prejudice. 

The demon centaur let out a defiant roar as he swung his spear upwards.  WHOOOM!!!  

What could only be described as a horrific hurricane blasted out of the glaive. The horrendous force either shattered or scattered the thousands of bolts, resulting in a crazy explosion of wind that sent both the demon and Kashi flying backward. 

The demon was prepared for this and stabbed the glaive into the ground. Using the staff as a pivot, he spun around and turned the momentum into a forward charge. 

Whoosh!

However, the centaur was met by several arrows that slowed its advance.

Kashi, ever the opportunist, unceasingly sniped the centaur despite flying backward. His eyes were grim, but the corner of his lips was curled in a delighted grin. To think this monster could swat away  [Gilgamesh]  so easily! 

This was it! 

This was the challenge he had been waiting for this whole time!

Kashi’s blood boiled as he grew hot with excitement. The daeben roared, “Come here!” the moment his feet touched the ground, and like a bullet out of a gun chamber, he shot off toward the centaur. Since he could not gain any significant long-range advantage, it was time to attempt short-range combat.

Kashi’s figure blurred as he burst across the pit in the blink of an eye. The demon, however, sensed his approach and accurately struck down at the daeben with frightening precision.

Kashi, however, grinned as he picked one of the Hunter bolts from the ground. The bolt shone with a black light as Kashi poured his ki till it could hold no more. The daeben then raised the arrow over his head and blocked the incoming glaive.

Boom!

Kashi’s feet sunk into the earth from the tremendous impact. But a grin spread across the daeben’s face as he realized he had successfully blocked the strike. 

The demon, enraged at this turn of events, roared and increased its arm strength. In response, Kashi surprisingly loosened his arm as he swiveled to the side. He was using soft to defeat strong. The daeben guided the glaive to strike into the earth and then stomped his left foot on the blade, sinking it even deeper. 

Kashi quickly nocked the giant arrow onto FPB and shot.  Boom!  The bolt launched with an explosive roar, aimed at the crystal in the centaur’s chest. Kashi’s eyes beamed as he awaited the expected blood splatter. 

Pa!

Kashi’s eyes went wide as the centaur let go of the glaive and caught the bolt. Thankfully, the impact sent the centaur skidding several meters backward at least or the daeben would have screamed foul. Kashi, however, was far from finished. The daeben kicked the glaive into the air, caught it, and then flung it at the skidding demon in one swift motion. Kashi then dashed forward, behind the glaive, with the intent of taking advantage when the centaur was put into a disadvantageous position.

The centaur’s eyes narrowed as the glaive shot at him with the speed of a bullet. The monster once again showcased its superior agility and battle instincts as it channeled ki into the bolt in its hand and then struck the glaive’s blade skyward with a heavy blow. 

As the glave spun in the air, the centaur flung the bolt back at Kashi, who rotated in place, grabbed the arrow’s shaft, and then guided it back to the centaur with double the force. 

By this time, however, the centaur had already grabbed his glaive’s handle, which he used to smash the bolt back into the ground.

Kashi continued his charge unperturbed. He jumped onto the downed bolt, then booted off it, so he flew over the centaur. The centaur’s eyes gleamed as it rapidly stabbed at the daeben, leaving several afterimages as a testament to the attack’s speed. 

Kashi grinned as he retaliated with several shots that shattered the centaur’s glaive’s momentum. As the daeben descended, his real purpose was revealed. He had somehow calculated the centaur’s future position as it skidded backward and jumped in such a way that he would land on its back. 

Kashi’s reasoning was clear. A centaur’s weakest spot was their back, as once someone sat on it, the centaur’s arms would be unable to reach, thereby allowing the attacker to deal as much damage as possible before they were bucked off. 

However, just as Kashi was about to land, his hairs stood on end. The daeben quickly kicked off the air and launched himself further back. Just in time, it appeared, as a fist made of ki suddenly shot out of the demon’s back and grabbed at the daeben’s leg. 

‘This damned demon!’  Kashi cursed as he realized the demon had tricked him again. The centaur’s ki projection’s proper form was shapeless, which allowed it to manifest any body part he required from anywhere. This alone was proof of the monster’s proficiency. Even Kashi’s ki control had not yet reached that level.

This revelation, however, only excited him more. 

Seeing its initial attack had failed, the centaur dug its rear hooves into the earth, spun around, and then swiped at the descending Kashi with the ki-coated glaive. 

Kashi’s gaze turned severe as he summoned an arrow with which to parry the incoming strike. However, the daeben was stunned when nothing appeared in his hand. He became pale as he realized that he had run out of arrows. To the panicked daeben’s eyes, the glaive seemed to grow in size as it approached, carrying within it an omen of death. 

[Ferulic’s Spirit Activated!]

Boom!

Kashi gritted his teeth and decided to risk it all. The daeben’s fist glowed with a green light as he utilized  [Gaia],  a skill that imbued his fist with earth energy. The daeben had never really used this skill as it did not add much power to his blows, but he did not have a choice right now. 

Kashi needed to squeeze out everything he had! 

Kacha!

Something seemed to break within Kashi’s soul, and his fist suddenly burst with glorious, blinding light.

Light clashed against all-consuming darkness as the daeben’s fist struck the glaive!

BOOOOM!!!

Kashi and the centaur flew in opposite directions, launched by a deafening explosion that rocked the earth. Kashi groaned as he crashed into the ground and then pushed himself into a low crouch. The daeben clutched his right hand, wincing in pain as the shattered bones screamed in protest.

Luckily, between Kashi’s dragon bloodline, Ferulic’s Spirit Technique, and Yggdrasil’s potent healing aura, the bones had already begun a quick recovery. Assured that the hand was not out of commission, Kashi looked over at the centaur.

To Kashi’s surprise, the centaur was staring at the spear with disbelief, shock, and a hint of fear in its eyes. The daeben looked at the spear and soon understood the source of the centaur’s strange disposition. 

The ki which previously surrounded the blade had been destroyed, eaten up by a strange green aura. It took the centaur a few tries before his ki successfully eliminated the aura and shielded the blade once again.

Kashi looked at his fist in shock. Was  [Gaia]  always that powerful? The daeben recalled using  [Gaia]  when he first got it. It did indeed boost his attack by a few points and had an additional bonus earth damage, but it had never been the type of ultimate attack move it just displayed. 

Furthermore,  [Gaia]  seemed to have an attribute that countered the demon’s ki. Kashi did not understand why this happened, so to soothe his curiosity, he clenched his fists, activated  [Gaia],  and then closely monitored his body.

Usually, when Kashi activated  [Gaia],  his fists would draw energy from the earth to increase its strength. However, to Kashi’s surprise, when he enabled  [Gaia]  this time, power was drawn from his heart. Upon closer inspection, Kashi realized the aura was actually pulled from Yggdrasil. 

Kashi was understandably shocked by the revelation. Yggdrasil had never given him the impression it could be weaponized. Until now, it had only shown restorative and healing abilities. Which, when considering its status as the ‘Tree of Life,’ made perfect sense. However, this new development went against all of that.

Kashi shook his head and looked at the pensive centaur. Further tests were necessary to confirm or deny his conjecture. There was only one way to verify either way. Kashi drew in a deep breath and then raised his fists as he slowly breathed out. 

The centaur, as if sensing the change in the daeben, adjusted his grip on the glaive. Mana and ki pulsed around the demon as he gradually accumulated his momentum. 

Boom!

The ground quaked as pressure from the warriors’ overwhelming aura clashed between them. As if by tacit agreement, the warriors charged at each other at the same time. 

The centaur roared as he swung his glaive at the daeben with enough power to crush the earth. In response, Kashi defiantly threw a punch at the incoming blade, his aura stubborn and unrelenting. The daeben’s eyes gleamed as the aura obliterated the ki surrounding the blade.

Boom!

Blade met fist in an explosive clash that stumbled man and demon. However, both men only took a step back before regaining their balance and launching another attack.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Kashi and the demon exchanged hundreds of blows while darting around the pit. The centaur’s strikes were fast and accurate, often aiming for the daeben’s heart or head for instant kills. Quick and nimble feet displayed footwork that should have been impossible for a creature with a horse’s body. 

Kashi, in return, responded with an unceasing flurry of punches and kicks. His dragon scales, which were as tough as any weapon, allowed him to face the dangerous glaive in direct combat, and the  [Gaia] ’s aura served to bypass the demon’s ki. 

No clear winner emerged between the duo as they both only managed to land superficial hits on each other. Even worse, with their regenerative abilities, those niggling injuries healed up as quickly as they came. 

Despite the seeming stalemate, it was Kashi whose brows furrowed as the desperate battle waged on. Unlike the demon, Kashi did not just have to worry about his health and mana. He also had to worry about his Stamina. Even though he could still fight for much longer, the daeben had no way of guaranteeing the demon’s stamina level. 

If, by chance, the demon’s stamina was much higher than his, then he would be the ultimate loser when he eventually tired out. No matter how strong his healing abilities were, Kashi highly doubted, he would be able to survive a killing blow to his heart.

Kashi never stopped attacking, even while deep in thought. Finally, his opportunity came.  Whoosh!  Kashi ducked below the centaur’s swing and then dashed forward. The daeben delivered a crunching blow to the centaur’s midriff. 

The demon coughed up black blood and inadvertently let go of the glaive as he was sent sliding backward. Kashi did not lose this chance. He quickly chased after the centaur and struck the demon’s midriff with another punishing blow. However, alarm bells rang out in Kashi’s mind just as the fist connected.

Squelch!

The centaur was sent flying, but Kashi barely had time to adjust his position before the glaive ran him through from behind. The blade narrowly missed his heart by a few inches but absolutely skewered his left lung. The glaive’s destructive ki subsequently rampaged within his veins.

“ARGH!” Kashi coughed up blood as he dropped to his knees. Luckily, Yggdrasil’s aura quickly destroyed the demonic ki, but the damage had already been done.

Kashi gritted his teeth as he palmed the blade, sending it out through his back. The glaive clattered to the ground, and the daeben stumbled out of its path, bloodied red eyes gleaming with appreciation as he watched the glaive return to the demon’s hand. Ah, this centaur subscribed to the same battle moral as he did. Always have at least one trump card hidden at all times. This was the most effective way to win every encounter.

The centaur’s trump card was his ability to summon the glaive back to him. From the demon’s demonstration, he seemed only to have the ability to call it back to him and not full telekinetic control. This was why he had willingly opened himself up to those two life-threatening blows. Kashi could not dodge in the middle of attacking, and thus would be in the way of the spear returning to the centaur’s hand. 

It was a perfect strategy that would have resulted in an instant K.O were it not for Kashi’s abnormal instincts. Instead, as it stood, both warriors had sustained severe damage. Yggdrasil’s aura was especially damaging to the centaur and had caused just as much damage to the demon’s internal organs.

Kashi brushed the blood off his lips as he stumbled to his feet. He knew that the smart thing to do would be to hang back and wait until his injuries recovered. But, that would also allow the demon time to heal. 

Well, honestly, that was just an excuse. 

Retreat just wasn’t Kashi’s style. He preferred to face adversity head-on. 

However, it was true that in his current condition, Kashi’s previous method was foolishly suicidal. He was not beyond adapting to the situation within his ideal paradigm.

Kashi gently swayed on his feet as he once again raised his fists with a determined glint in his eyes. Only the daeben knew if the swaying was a result of the injuries or a personal choice. The daeben exposed a mocking grin as he extended his left hand and rudely beckoned the demon.

Although the demon still possessed most of its battle instincts, its corrupted mind was easily angered into action. The centaur, provoked by the daeben’s mannerisms, let out an angry roar and then charged at the daeben with the glaive held in front of him.

Kashi drew a deep breath and then slowly let it out. The daeben held his ground as the charging beast arrived before him in the blink of an eye. Then, just as the blade was inches away from his face, Kashi gently tapped the flat side of the edge with the back of his left hand. The daeben bent his neck to the right, allowing the glaive to fly by without a scratch.

However, the centaur expected this. He bent the blade so its edge faced Kashi’s neck and then added more force to redirect the glaive to behead Kashi.

Like a reed blowing in the wind, Kashi swayed down and below the glaive. Lightning sparked in the daeben’s eyes as he drove his right fist toward the centaur. Unfortunately, as if held by a bungee cord, the demon inexplicably halted in his tracks and then jumped back, leaving the range of the daeben’s fist.

However, Kashi grinned as he instantaneously channeled ninety percent of his remaining mana and ki into his right arm, causing lightning to spark around it. With a roar, he punched out a lightning-coated green dragon.

The demon saw the approaching mana-construct and dug its heels into the ground. The centaur brandished the glaive as he came to a hard stop and then thrust the weapon forward. Black lightning shot out of the blade toward the dragon. 

However, the demon was left staring in disbelief as the dragon curled around the lightning stream at the last moment and continued its approach.

Kashi, struck by the black lightning, was sent flying, his health dangerously low.

The demon roared as it channeled all of its ki and shot it out in the form of a centaur general that closely resembled it. The ki general charged head-on at the dragon, glaive in hand. It fearlessly challenged the dragon. If the dragon chose to dodge, it would go on to slay the defenseless daeben.

Strangely, this time, the dragon happily clashed against the general.  Boom!  The demon centaur looked on, stunned as the dragon obliterated the general. The centaur’s expression hardened as he channeled what mana he had left into his glaive.

The centaur let out a massive roar as he swiped down with the blade. A mandala appeared in front of him, from which an enormous hurricane burst out and slammed into the dragon.

The dragon stubbornly fought against the violent winds as it attempted to force its way through. It was like it knew that failure here would result in its master’s death, and as such, would not tolerate failure. It let out a reluctant roar as it began to slow down, almost defeated by the wind.

However, at that moment when all hope seemed lost—when the demon’s eyes gleamed with exultation—the airborne daeben suddenly flipped in the air, drew FPB, and placed his finger on the bowstring. The demon’s eyes went wide as the bowstring suddenly erupted with light as the daeben’s ki mixed with Yggdrassil’s aura to form a gigantic, green arrow of light. 

With a sly grin, Kashi released the arrow and said,  “[Dimension Break!]”

BOOM! 

The demon coughed up blood as an arrow suddenly smashed against the exposed crystal. The explosive impact generated a massive crack in the crystal that messed up the demon’s mana control. 

The mandala producing the hurricane instantly died down, and the dragon, with a loud, triumphant roar, burst forward and drilled into the black crystal!

Roooaaar!

The centaur cried and shouted out in pain as the dragon rampaged within the crystal, Yggdrassil’s aura smashing and breaking apart the evil ki from within. The crystal was tied to the demon’s nervous system, so it felt like his brain was being destroyed by the dragon. 

Violent mana and ki energy repeatedly burst out of the crystal as it fought against the dragon while its cracks slowly but gradually increased. 

Eventually, the demon could no longer stand the torment and passed out, its brain irrevocably damaged by the torture.

Kashi coughed up blood as he dropped to his knees.  ‘Hehe, in a fight, there must indeed always be a trump card.’  Kashi had been working towards moment this the entire fight. He knew that the key to defeating this monster was the crystal in his chest. 

However, the demon always had protection in the form of his ki armor. The second Kashi directed an attack on the crystal and failed to destroy it, the centaur would double or triple its protection. Hence, he had to create a scenario where the centaur would have no choice but to push away all its ki armor, leaving the crystal exposed.

It had been a dangerous gamble, and that final black lightning almost killed him, but in Kashi’s eyes, hiding the fact that FPB could shoot mana and ki arrows and saving  [Dimension Break]  for that one moment had been worth all the hassle.

Kashi struggled to his feet and then trudged over to the fallen centaur. As expected, the beast was still alive. However, Kashi frowned when he inspected the crystal. It seemed the dragon was not enough to finish the job, as, despite the massive cracks in the crystal, it had slowly begun to overpower the rampaging mana construct and heal itself.

Kashi looked at the crystal, and then at the demon, as a crazy plan began to take form. The daeben considered for a moment then attempted to call Shadow. However, when the assassin did not respond, the daeben, assuming he was in the middle of a fight, sent him a message through his friend’s list.

Following that, Kashi sat down for a few minutes to meditate and allow his health, mana, and ki to return to regenerate. Unfortunately, even with his healing, the giant hole in his chest was too grievous for his natural healing capabilities. As a result, he was only able to regain about 50% of his total health. 

This much, however, was good enough for the daeben’s intention.

Kashi revealed a greedy smile as he rose to his feet and placed a hand on the centaur. “Minor god, get!” said the daeben as a white light spread from his hand and enveloped the demon. Moments later, the centaur disappeared, leaving only the daeben with a stupid grin on his face.

Kashi dusted himself off, and then, with a massive boost, dashed onto the walls. The daeben’s feet dug into the walls, and he ran up the cliff face until he jumped out at the top.

At the top, Kashi’s brow rose when he saw the unconscious, tied-up druid and Larsial worriedly looking over the passed out Shadow. The daeben raised his hand and was about to greet her, but then let out a heart-rending scream and then collapsed, his body spasming uncontrollably.

 



            

    
        Chapter 182: Save Kashi!

    
    
    
    
                
Lymar Village,

05:45 a.m. 15  th   Banem 1092.

The desperation surrounding the battle for Lymar village had reached a fever pitch! The monsters in the valley had experienced a massive boost in strength ever since the earlier mana explosion. Worse yet, the evil aura not only increased the monsters’ strength but also unceasingly healed their injuries, small or large.

Hundreds of centaurs had given up their lives in the process of fighting the monsters, their potential futures crushed beneath the paws of the heartless monsters. However, even in death, the proud warriors held a robust and determined gaze. 

They did not believe they were throwing their lives away. If their lives were the cost they had to pay to secure the wellbeing of their friends and family, then so be it! They would happily pay the price. 

On the battlefield, in the face of possible extinction, race became meaningless. Be they Lymar, Dora, Tulpar, Glashtyn, or Longma, each warrior fought for the sake of the other and protected their own. The Longma tribe, in particular, stood out amongst the rest. The fearless warriors stood at the forefront of the army and battled against the larger threats. 

Even the most cold-hearted and skeptical centaurs could not help but admire these proud warriors who were willing to freely shed their blood for the sake of the entire centaur clan. Only now did they see the truth about the Longma tribe. Though they might indeed be scary, that power had always pointed toward the centaurs’ enemies. The Longma tribe had always given their lives for the tribe without care for gratitude and even sometimes incurring ridicule.

Faced with the somber reality, the centaurs from the other centaur tribes banded together and joined the Longma tribe, unwilling to let their brothers carry this burden any longer.

Unfortunately, despite the centaurs’ combined efforts, the juiced-up monster army proved too powerful. Warriors fell in droves as the defensive line was pushed farther back until they were only a kilometer from the peak upon which Lymar Village rested.

“Is this the end?” Balasius regretfully murmured as he watched another centaur fall prey to the enemy horde. The centaur general grimaced as he glanced over the monster army at the woman comfortably seated upon her direwolf with a smug smile on her face.

The woman’s confidence did not surprise Balasius, as he was well aware that he and the rest of the army were working on borrowed time. At this rate, the centaurs would be wiped out within a few more hours as they grew wearier and succumbed to their injuries, whereas the monsters’ ki, mana, and stamina endlessly generated.

But then, just as the centaurs were about to abandon hope, the monsters suddenly froze. It was like a puppeteer pulled on their strings. A deathly silence spread over the battlefield as the centaurs gazed at the silent monsters with suspicion. 

The smile disappeared from Verlito Amberheart’s face. Unlike the stunned centaurs, she knew that the strange phenomenon meant that the monsters had lost connection to the dark crystal. This should have been impossible as a demi-god level demon protected the crystal. Sure, he had lost most of his powers, but he should never have lost to a mere mortal.

Verlito had no way of knowing that Kashi had Yggdrasil inside him, a force which was the natural antithesis to the crystal’s corrupt force. Despite this, the daeben topped her list of potential culprits. The young woman took out her Rink and placed a call to her superior. 

Verlito only spoke a few words, “The crystal has been taken.”

“Oh?” a light male voice responded. “Any suspects?”

“One,” Verlito confirmed. “Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots.”

The voice on the other side went silent for a moment and then said, “Return. The daeben will answer to the Order soon. We are all heading in the same direction after all.”

“What about the Chaos Energy?”

“Do not worry. Gurt collected enough last time he was there. We no longer have a use for that factory.”

Verlito nodded and then confirmed. “I will return.” The daeben looked up the mountainside, and then, with a snide chuckle, spurred her beast into a hard gallop toward the north.

Balasius’ eyes widened as he watched the daeben’s retreat. He looked from the woman to the frozen monsters and then shouted as he raised his sword to the sky, “VICTORY!”

“Victory!” The centaurs broke into a wild cheer as their hopes were finally confirmed. The survivors hugged each other, shedding tears over the loss of their clansmen and surviving what was certain doom.

Balasius looked at the monsters with a weary gaze but made no move to touch them in fear of reactivating them. Instead, he looked in the direction of the Chaos Order Outpost and shouted, “Thank you, Kashi-dono!”

Upon hearing the general’s shout, the surviving centaurs finally understood who was responsible for the strange phenomenon. With hearts filled with gratitude and joy, they humbly bowed toward the Chaos Order Outpost and roared at the top of the lungs, “Thank you, Kashi-dono! Live Long and Prosper!”


Chaos Order Outpost,

05:50 a.m. 18  th   Banem 1092.

While the centaurs cheered, the man being praised, Kashi, was in no shape to receive or care about praise from anyone. The daeben’s body violently spasmed, veins bulging grotesquely with dark red energy. 

Larsial’s gaze flickered as she stared at the daeben, unsure of what to do. Kashi’s expression and how his body spasmed appeared eerily familiar to what happened after they left Suvron’s Gate. 

Back then, Kira was the one who helped Kashi get back to normal. Unfortunately, Larsial had no clue how the direwolf accomplished that task, so she could not offer Kashi help.

Larsial gritted her teeth as she recognized the severity of the situation. Without help, it would not be long before the daeben gave up the ghost. She could not let that happen. Not now. Kashi had exposed her to a new world. A new view that did not require the suffering of millions and endless pain. A world she could actually be proud of. She could not let him die without fully exploring that world.

“Larsial-san!” Larsial looked over her shoulder to see a bloodied Darius approaching, waving in delight. Just like Lymar, the infected monsters in the outpost had frozen in place like robots without orders from the master computer, which gave the centaurs free rein to trample over the acolytes.

Darius galloped up to Larsial with a big smile, “Kashi-dono did it! The monsters—” The words stuck in his throat when he laid eyes on the shivering Kashi. He instantly stabbed his spear into the earth, and worriedly examined the daeben. “What’s wrong with him? What happened!?”

Larsial shook her head. “I do not know,” she replied in a defeated tone. “He jumped into that pit. And when he came out, he was like this.”

“He is fighting the infection,” Agamios stated as he joined their side. “I’ve seen this before in a monster. That red ki in his veins is a by-product of fighting the infection.” 

Darius raised a brow in surprise and shock. “Humes can be affected!?”

“I don’t know,” Agamios frankly replied. “This is the first I’m seeing this happen to a human myself.”

“Yes, humes can be infected,” Larsial confirmed and then pointed at Rayatha, “That druid confirmed as much to us. He was also responsible for spreading the blight.”

“My name is Rayatha Thorn,” the druid declared as he slowly opened his eyes. He looked at Kashi, and his eyes suddenly shone with an enthused light as he screamed, “Your friend did it! He actually did it!” The druid made to stand up but suddenly fell over. Only then did he realize that dimeritium shackles bound his hands and feet. These shackles, when secured on a hume and activated, drained them of all their magic.

Rayatha glared at the clasps for a moment but then surprisingly began to worm-crawl his way over to the daeben with excited enthusiasm. Larsial, Darius, and Agamios were so stunned by the sight that they failed to react until the druid was only a meter from Kashi,

Only then did Larsial come to her senses. She quickly jumped on Rayatha’s back and pinned him down. She placed a dagger next to his neck as she questioned, “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Get off me, woman!” Rayatha roared as he struggled to shake off the persistent daeben. “Do you have any idea what you’re witnessing here!? This is history, and you are making me miss it!”

“What are you talking about?” Darian questioned with furrowed brows. “What do you mean history?”

“The Blight, you fools, the Blight!” Rayatha shouted, brows furrowed in disbelief and disgust at the stupidity of his captors. “He has absorbed the blight into himself!” Rayatha further emphasized as he stared at the daeben with greed. “He’s still alive, which means his body has built an immunity to its effects. Do you know what this means? If he lives, his blood will forever contain the key to curing the blight, not only in humes, but in beasts and plants as well!” The excited druid’s voice rose to a crescendo as he shouted, “Do you not get it yet!? We might be witnessing the end of blight for all eternity. How can you not be excited!?”

Darian and Agamios shared a look, neither sure what to make of the druid’s words. However, one thing was clear. Regardless of Rayatha’s claims, Kashi was in real danger. Whatever was in his body was tearing him up from the inside. It was far beyond anything either of them could handle. 

“The shamans might know something,” Darian suggested as he worriedly looked at the daeben. 

“Maybe,” Agamios agreed with a curt nod. “It’s worth a shot.”

Larsial looked at the centaurs with renewed hope. “Your shamans can help him?”

“I am not sure, to be honest,” Darian admitted. “However, if there’s anyone who can help Kashi-dono, it’ll be them.”

Larsial looked at Kashi and then nodded. “It seems that’s our only choice.” She got off Rayatha’s back and walked over to Shadow. She crouched in front of the sleeping assassin and shook him awake. 

Shadow groaned as he groggily opened his eyes. The first thing he saw was Larsial’s worried, helpless expression. His brows slightly furrowed as he asked, “What happened?”

“It’s Kashi—” Larsial started to say, but Shadow immediately shot to his feet at the mention of the daeben’s name and interrupted her.

“Where is he!?” Shadow demanded, but then spotted the shaking daeben a moment later. Shadow grimaced and could not help but curse out, “Damn it! Not again, Kashi!”

Although Shadow did not know the exact cause of Kashi’s state, he recognized the symptoms to be eerily similar to the one the daeben displayed earlier. Considering there were very few things that could cause so much pain to a Summoned or produce such a phenomenon, he was inclined to believe they were related.

Shadow gritted his teeth. “Damn it! What can we do?”

Larsial walked up to his side and proposed the centaurs’ plan. “The centaurs think their shamans might be able to help.”

“That’s reasonable,” Shadow agreed with a hesitant nod. He looked at Darian and Agamios as if sizing up their trustworthiness. Moments later, he came to a decision and then politely requested, “Please could you take us to Drixlia? We’ll go the rest of the way on our own.”

Darian shook his head. “It’s better we go together, in case you get attacked.”

“Time is of the essence,” Shadow argued as he glanced at Kashi. “No offense, but you are all too slow to keep up with Drixlia at full speed.”

Darian’s brow twitched. “I assure you that is not the case.”

“There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there,” Shadow replied with a sigh. “But just in case, please tell me how to get past the illusion around Lymar.”

Although feeling it unnecessary, Darian explained the safe route through the illusion while Shadow and Larsial loaded Kashi onto his back.

They kept Rayatha on Agamios’ rough back and then climbed onto Darian’s back.

The centaur did not seem to feel the weight, as after ensuring they were comfortable, he charged out of the outpost to meet Drixlia and two other horses in the woods.

Shadow loaded Kashi onto Drixlia’s back and then climbed onto its back himself. Sensing the severity of the situation, not only did Drixlia not throw a tantrum, but it allowed Shadow to spur it on.

Larsial mounted her horse and followed the centaurs through the forest. 

As for Drixlia?

Well, it had long since left their sights.


Lymar Village,

7.45 a.m. 15  th   Banem 1092.

Gloomy dark clouds hung over the quiet village. Heavy rain drenched the surviving centaurs, who were gathered at the mountaintop, staring at the frozen monster army. The beasts’ presence caused a strange atmosphere to hang over the town, as they could not decide whether to celebrate their victory or prepare for war. 

A brave centaur had attempted to cut down a monster earlier, but it instantly broke out of its ‘trance’ and defended itself. Even scarier, its cry seemed to awaken the others around it, but luckily, the centaur and his squad were able to kill it off before it thoroughly roused its kin. 

This led to the current standoff. The centaurs did not dare attack for fear of bringing about a disaster upon themselves. However, they could not celebrate in good faith with hundreds of enemies at their doorstep, either. 

Balasius stood at the forefront of the centaurs with the other generals, their expressions as gray as the somber clouds. He hated this feeling. They had won and managed to survive, so what was this conclusion? Why were they forced with this twisted reality? Were they gods playing a practical joke on the centaur clan!?

Balasius was on the verge of letting out a roar, but Casetes suddenly patted his shoulder and then said as he pointed to the forests, “Hey Balasius, do you see that?”

Balasius started, his heart quickening in fear. He prayed as he peered in the direction Casetes pointed. “Don’t tell me it’s more enemies. If they agitate these guys…”

“Don’t think so,” Casetes assured. “There’s only one horse.” The young general gave Balasius a snarky smirk, “You’re getting old, Old Bal, you need to get your eyes checked.”

“Shut it, kid. You may be a general now, but this old man can still tan your hide,” admonished the old general with a snort as he channeled ki into his eyes.

Casetes turned pink with embarrassment as Anatolia hid her chuckle behind her right hand. Casetes grumbled and then turned his attention to the approaching horse to hide his apparent shame. 

“What!?” exclaimed Casetes, eyes shaking as he realized the horse had already reached the base of the hill. “How fast is that horse!?”

The centaur received his answer, as Drixlia charged up the mountain within seconds and arrived at the rear of the monster army.

Balasius’ gaze shifted when he noticed the horse’s path. “Wait! Sto—” the general started to shout, but the warning froze in his mouth when the most inexplicable thing happened.

The monsters which had remained frozen the entire time suddenly parted ways and dropped to the ground, laying their heads low in submission. 

Balasius barely had time to process his shock when Drixlia suddenly arrived in front of him in a fierce gust of wind. 

“Where are the shamans, Balasius-san!?” Shadow shouted, too agitated to care about courtesy. “Kashi needs their help!”

Balasius’ heart skipped a beat as he stared at the daeben. He thought of the monsters’ strange actions and dared to hazard a guess. “The enemy stro—”

“Taken care of,” Shadow hastily interrupted. “Please, Balasius-san, there’s no time to waste!”

As if on cue, Kashi suddenly coughed up blood, and he began to spasm violently. Balasius’ expression turned grave as he finally realized the severity of the situation. “This way!” the general shouted and galloped into the village with Drixlia in tow.

The general approached a heavily guarded, barn-like building near the village center. The soldiers on duty recognized Balasius, and after a quick word, allowed him into the building with Shadow and Drixlia.

The building’s interior did not house much except for a few tables and paintings on the wall. Ten centaurs of advanced age stood around a long, rectangular table discussing the ongoing battle and its implications for their tribes.

These nine centaurs comprised of the chief and shaman of five of the six centaur villages. There were five shamans, evident by the bone staffs they held, and four chiefs. Agamios, who was still on his way back from the enemy stronghold, was not present.

The council of elders looked to the entrance as Balasius walked in with Drixlia. The elders were about to greet the general when a shaman suddenly exclaimed, “Him! That boy! Bring him here now!”

Surprisingly, that shout was echoed by the other shamans who ignored Balasius and pointed at Kashi with heated gazes. The chiefs turned to look at the shamans in shock, wondering what had gotten them so riled up.

Shadow’s eyes grew frosty as he glared at the shamans. His right hand rested on the hilt of his dagger as he said, “My guild leader got sick while dealing with the source of the blight. Can you help him?”

“Help him!?” cried a shaman in disbelief. “That daeben has the blight source in him. If we just destroy him, the blight will end for good. You want us to help him?” the shaman glared at Shadow and then ordered Balasius, “Grab the daeben. He must be purged at once!”

Balasius suddenly felt a cold chill rush down his spine. He looked to his left and met the assassin’s cold, unfeeling eyes. The general did not doubt that his head would roll if he attempted to carry out that order. 

The general had seen enough bloodshed for one night. He did not wish to see any more blood—especially when it was unnecessary. Balasius took a step forward and pleaded, “Exalted Chiefs, Great Shamans, this young man has risked life and limb for us this past day and night. He journeyed far to our villages and fought a battle that was not his own for our sakes. Even now, he has almost paid the ultimate sacrifice to ensure our continued survival. Please reconsider your choice.”

A shaman shook her head. “The daeben did not assist us for free. It was a fair trade. He needed us to improve his horse’s bloodline and thus saved us. We will fulfill our end of the bargain as promised, but this and that are completely different things. The blight concerns not only our people but the entire forest. We cannot jeopardize the safety of our sacred land for this man.”

Shadow snorted. “Since you refuse to help, I will be on my way. You are hardly the only shamans the Maggots are acquainted with.”

“You can’t leave with him,” another shaman interrupted. “We finally have a chance to rid the world of the blight. We will not waste it. Besides, I have heard that you Summoned do not truly die. This should not be a—”

“Do not speak lightly of death,” Shadow coldly interrupted. The room’s temperature suddenly plunged as the assassin enveloped the room with the thick aura of death. “You do not understand what death is. Touch him, and I will show you what it means to die.”

Balasius, who stood in front of Shadow, suffered the brunt of the assassin’s murderous aura. Sweat poured down his chest in droves as he pondered if this would be his last moments on the earth. 

“Wait.” However, at this moment, Mando Alshmeer, chief of the Lymar tribe, suddenly spoke, his voice cutting through the tension. He looked at Shadow with concern in his eyes and said, “Young man, did you happen to see what Kashi fought to get like this?”

“No,” replied Shadow. “There was a large pit which had evil aura pouring out of it. Kashi jumped into the pit and fought something in there. By the time he came out, he was like this, and the aura was gone.”

Mando scratched his chin as a thought surfaced in his mind. “Can you bring him here? Let me examine him.” At Shadow’s resultant, suspicious gaze, the old centaur laughed and assured the assassin, “Do not worry. I do not intend your friend any harm. Actually, if my guess is correct, this could be an opportunity for both him and us.”

“What!? What are you talking about!?” the shamans shouted in protest. 

Mando raised his hand, prompting the shamans to lower their voices and hear his case. “Wise shamans, perhaps because of recent events, you are much more sensitive to the blight than the rest of us. That has indeed helped our people to survive in these trying times. But right now, it also almost caused a disaster we would have regretted for millennia to come.”

“Speak clearly, Mando,” Gelarios, chief of Dora tribe, reprimanded with a light chuckle. “You’re not speaking to juniors here. We can do without the roundabout.”

Mando chuckled as he shook his head. “Apologies. Old habits die hard.” The chief took a moment to collect himself and then said, “Shamans, if you would please attempt to sense the boy’s aura once again. Not just the overwhelming blight, but the other aura that is locked in fierce combat with it. Your judgment should be better than mine on the matter.”

The shamans looked at each other. After reaching a silent agreement, they closed their eyes and reached out to the daeben mind. Just like before, their senses were assaulted by a heavy dose of negative, dark aura. Previously, they instantly retreated due to the horrid aura, but this time, they stood their ground and further investigated. 

Whoo~

That was when they sensed it. 

The shamans gaped in disbelief as a warm breeze blew over them, clearing away the dark aura. They had never felt something so full of life, so inviting. They could feel themselves getting younger the longer they stayed in its presence. This was life in its purest form, as it was meant to be at the beginning of creation. The shamans wished they could stay within the presence of this aura for all eternity.

Dum-dum…

However, it was at this time they became aware of the presence of another aura. This aura was robust, powerful, and forceful. But it wasn’t tyrannical. It seemed willing to live in harmony with the life energy and coexisted alongside it, but it also possessed a will of its own that would not be easily challenged. 

“It can’t be!” The shamas cried as they felt this aura brush past them. They could not believe their senses even after confirming it numerous times. They recognized this aura. It was the aura of their god! How could they not recognize it!?

A shaman broke out of the trance, glared at Shadow with anger and disbelief, and then shouted, “What is our god doing in that man!? What did he do!?”

“God?

“He has our god?”

“What does that mean?”

“Can a hume even hold a god?”

The centaur chiefs murmured among themselves, confused by the shamans’ words. They could not fathom what the shamans meant by their god being in Kashi’s body. It made absolutely no sense.

“A god?” Even Shadow was stunned by that revelation. He looked at Kashi and frowned. “What the hell did you do?”

The shamans, meanwhile, quickly approached Shadow and Kashi. They repeatedly assured the reluctant assassin, and then, with his permission, lifted the daeben and placed him on the table.

One of the shamans murmured a spell then placed his hand on Kashi’s chest. The centaur’s brows furrowed as he examined the daeben’s body for further clues. 

Boom!  The centaur coughed blood as an unseen force blasted away his hand,

The other shamans quickly came to his aid and grabbed his arms, holding him up for support. “What did you see?”

“A world,” the shaman replied, gaze filled with awe and reverence as he stared at the daeben. Considering the urgency of the situation, the shaman looked at the chiefs and said, “We need The Spear.”

The chiefs’ expressions instantly turned grave…

 

 

 



            

    
         Chapter 183: The Demon's Spear

    
    
    
    
                
Thousands of years ago, a powerful demon cut his way out of the Netherrealm with the aid of his trusted spear in a quest to search for a purpose beyond endless battle. Upon fighting his way out of the hellish dimension, this demon found himself in a world blessed by the gods, filled with honey, life, and endless beauty. Upon witnessing this reality, the demon swore to never return to the abyss and gore-filled reality that was the Netherrealm.

The demon toured the unfamiliar realm in the form of an ordinary man to not alarm the several races he came across during his journey, called humes, favored by Aethir, mother of creation. He found these short-lived creatures’ everyday lives fascinating and decided to spend time amongst them to learn their ways and understand why the gods granted these races so much favor and grace than those who made their homes in Netherrealm.

Unfortunately, the demon was destined to face disappointment. Humes were no more special than any other creature out there. They cheated, stole, and killed each other over the stupidest of issues. Sure, some loved and gave their lives for their friends, family, or country. But as far as the demon was concerned, there was nothing special about any of that. 

Warriors in Netherrealm often gave their lives for their brethren. In fact, the demon found Netherrealm’s locals much more trustworthy than these so-called favored humes. In Netherrealm, you knew everyone was out to kill you, and thus you could react accordingly. Partnerships and the like were often based solely on profit, leading to few cases of outright betrayal.

Humes, on the other hand, often made emotional decisions that went contrary to any logic. They would happily forego long-term goals in place of short-term satisfaction. They were irrational but fascinating creatures. However, there was nothing so special about them that warranted special treatment from the gods.

Disillusioned with the world, the demon left civilization and traveled to the far fringes of the planet, to the forgotten, untamed forests and wildernesses. These areas of the world still followed the law of survival of the fittest. 

Beasts and plants fought for their lives with a fervor that only those who frequently danced on the edge of life and death could understand. 

The demon finally found his home in this chaotic landscape. The constant fear of death, coupled with the desperate, bloody battles, made the demon feel right at home. While touring these regions, the demon came across a savage race that looked similar to him. These creatures had the torso of a man and a horse’s body. 

They called themselves centaurs. 

Like most creatures in the forest, the centaurs were wild beasts engaged in endless tussles against others for supremacy of the land. The centaurs reeked of blood, and their eyes held a demanding glare that promised death to anyone that wasn’t their kind.

The demon took an instant liking to the centaurs and decided to live among them. Using the knowledge he gained from observing other civilizations, he taught the centaurs the art of farming and weapon crafting. 

Under the demon’s tutelage, centaurs soon transformed from a band of savages to a well-organized community. This allowed them to conquer the forest in record time and set up a thriving economy built on selling rare items in the woods to outside civilizations.

Over time, many centaurs left their village to venture out and build new lives within the civilized world. However, quite a few remained to stay and live with their god. The years passed peacefully as the centaurs continued to grow in both stature and prominence in the world. 

The demon eventually grew content with his role as god of the centaurs. Seeing these creatures who looked like him rise in the world filled him with more accomplishment and pride than any victory in the Netherrealm ever could.

Unfortunately, it was this very growth that doomed the demon. The centaurs’ rapid rise alerted the Adjudicators, who arrived at the centaurs’ village to investigate the source of their rapid increase in stature. As expected, the Adjudicators found the demon, who was an illegal being in their realm.

The Adjudicators immediately ordered his return to the Netherrealm. The demon did not dare refuse. He knew how powerful the Adjudicators were. Fighting them was akin to suicide. But at the same time, he was reluctant to leave the centaurs behind without a means to protect themselves in the event some catastrophic monster or demon like himself chose to attack.

To combat this possible scenario, the demon channeled a large portion of his power into his spear. This process severely weakened the demon, as it was not a matter of merely transferring some mana. 

Mana could finish, and that would render the spear useless in the event of continuous attacks. No. He needed to be sure the spear could be used indefinitely regardless of the number of times it was used. So, what he infused the spear with, was a permanent portion of his lifeforce. The spear would live as long as he did and would contain a part of his powers for all time.

Naturally, this meant that the demon would forever be in a weakened state, which would increase his chances of getting killed in Netherrealm. However, as far as he was concerned, this was a worthy sacrifice.

However, to prevent his power from being misused, the demon laid down a formation in the forest, connecting six major clans in the shape of a spear. This formation ensured his spear’s power could only be used within its boundaries, thereby preventing the centaurs from going to war against other races.

Finally, he broke his spear into six parts and shared them among the top centaur clans’ chiefs. Each spear part contained unique cultivation methods and skills, which would later become these clans’ unique characteristics. The spear would only regain its previous glory when joined together. The centaurs might have tested its powers, but the demon gave a stern warning before he left.

The centaurs were only allowed to use the spear in the worst possible situation. The demon warned the centaurs that if they carelessly used the spear’s power, he would take it from them. 

Denizens of Netherrealm were a proud bunch. Even if they lent their power to mortals from the world, they would never permit it to be used for mundane purposes. Due to the demon’s warning, despite the passage of several centuries, and a few extinction-level situations, the centaurs had not dared to combine the spear parts to summon the demon’s full power.

At least this had remained the case… until today.


Lymar Village.

8:00 a.m. 15  th   Banem 1092.

Shadow’s expression hardened after Balasius recounted the tale of their great demi-god. The assassin frowned as he looked at the chiefs who wore sullen expressions as they placed their left hands on their right arm and softly chanted. The centaur chiefs’ arms began to glow with bright, yellow light. Seconds later, spear parts emerged from each of their arms, like they were gates to another dimension.

The chiefs stumbled, looking decisively haggard as they placed their respective spear parts on the table. It appeared the ritual had taken a significant toll on their body. 

“What do we do about Ranius’ spear point?” a chief asked with concern as he examined the parts on the table. So far, the handle and pieces of the spearhead had been assembled, but the final tip was missing. This part used to belong to the chief of Aethon. But who knew what happened to it after he fell in battle with no one to pass it on to?

“Do not worry, I have it with me,” Mando said, drawing curious and slightly suspicious glances from the other chiefs. “I will explain later,” the chief stated as he pulled out the missing spear tip from his arm. “For now, we must focus on what is important.”

Mando placed the spear tip on the table…

BOOM!

A massive gale exploded outward from the table, sending the centaur chiefs skidding backward. The chiefs and shamans coughed up blood as their bodies were assaulted with vast amounts of dense and violent mana. 

However, Shadow stood his ground, violently gritting his teeth as he watched the broken spear slowly fix itself with crazy flourish and fanfare. A few moments later, the gale died down as quickly as it started. There was nothing to show that it ever existed aside from the magnificent green spear that now floated above the table.

“My god,” Mando exclaimed as he gazed upon the beautiful spear with shock and disbelief. The centaur chief could admire but did not dare approach the spear, as even now, the mana storm surrounding it was far too violent for any living being to approach.

*cough* *cough*

A series of loud coughs brought everyone’s attention back to the daeben, who was still lying on the table. Surprisingly, the daeben was unaffected by the chaotic storm. No, wait, that wasn’t it. Although the mana was chaotic everywhere else, it was eerily calm in a small radius surrounding the daeben and even had a sense of warmth. 

Shadow’s eyes narrowed, and he was about to move toward Kashi, but to his shock, Kashi suddenly reached out and grabbed the spear.  BOOM!  The building shattered as a massive burst of mana exploded from the spear. 

The dust eventually cleared to reveal the building’s occupants protected by mana shields quickly erected by the shamans. Shadow peered into the dust cloud as it cleared. His eyes were drawn to a glowing silhouette within the smoke. 

One of the shamans summoned a wind spell to dispel the remaining dust. The dust cleared to reveal Kashi floating a couple of feet above the ground with the spear tightly clasped in his right hand. An ungodly amount of pressure oozed out of Kashi, forcing all who looked upon his visage to suffer pain. 

It was like a god had descended upon the mortal realms and did not permit the mortals to gaze upon him.

Luckily, this phenomenon did not last for long. Kashi suddenly pointed the spear at his heart, and before anyone could react, ran it through. To their shock, the spear drove into his heart but did not come out of his back. To the observers, it looked like Kashi’s heart had devoured the spear.

The loss of the spear caused Kashi to lose the powerful halo. He fell to the ground, still unconscious as Shadow and the shamans ran up to his side. The shamans quickly examined the daeben’s body and frowned.

Shadow did not like the look on their faces. He frantically asked, “What’s the problem!?”

The shamans shook their heads. “We’ve done all we can. The battle raging within your friend is not something we can interfere in.”

Shadow frowned. He could sense the shamans were hiding something. “There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

The shamans shared a look and sighed. “The powers within your friend are too much for any normal hume to handle. Even if he wins in the end, we cannot tell how much damage he would have incurred. In the worst-case scenario, he could perish regardless of whether he wins or not.”

Shadow’s expression stiffened. This was not something he could accept. “Earlier, you said there’s a world inside him, right? Can I get in there?”

The shamans shook their heads. “No. Only the daeben can summon into that world. We do not have any way of entering.”

Shadow gritted his teeth and stared at the unconscious daeben. “Don’t you dare die, Kashi. Lune will never forgive you.”


Kashi’s World.

Meanwhile, within Kashi’s world, the daeben sported a wide grin as he grasped the demon’s spear in his right hand and gazed at a colossal monstrosity. This monster was as tall as the Tokyo Tower and was covered in dense vegetation, making its original form impossible to discern. Dark aura oozed gushed out of the monster and battled against Yggdrasil’s green energy, each fighting for supremacy over the world.

“This is yours, right?” Kashi said as he handed the spear to someone by his right.

A white, bony hand grasped the spear as a voice replied, “Yes, it is… Master.”


Two Hours Earlier…

Seconds after Kashi fainted, he was forcefully transported to his inner world, where he was faced with a terrifying sight. Monstrous, malevolent blanketed the sky, blotting out the sun. Black lightning thundered through the skies as tornadoes roiled the seas into large tsunamic waves.

Kashi’s gaze traveled to the demon centaur who floated in the sky at the center of the storm. The demon’s skin and fur had turned purple, eyes glowing red with a sinister glare. The daeben could sense an unfathomable power bursting out of the crystal in its chest.

It appeared that defeating the demon had somehow caused the crystal to explode with even more power. Could it be that the demon was suppressing the crystal’s power this whole time?

“In that case…” Kashi muttered as he stretched out his right hand. The eyes of the dragon that laid curled beneath Yggdrasil snapped open, fire and lightning burning in its eyes. “I’ll just have to remove that crystal myself,” Kashi said, as he took out FPB and nocked a mana arrow.

ROOOAR!

The black-scaled dragon’s roar shook the dimension as it roused from its slumber. The divine beast glared in the direction of the centaur, and then, with a heavy flap fo its wings, instantly took to the sky.

Kashi grinned as the dragon burst past him. He tapped his feet against the air and also shot toward the centaur with blinding speed. Within his world, Kashi was a god. It seemed the ability of flight was one of the added perks of owning his own world.

The demon centaur let out a crazed roar as it charged toward the incoming foes with wind and lighting surrounding its enlarged frame. 

CRACKLE! BOOM!

What followed next was an epic battle of disastrous proportions. The sky was split in twain, oceans vaporized, and entire swathes of earth were excavated as tempestuous lightning, wind, and fire clashed and exploded. The battling beings moved across the dimension in seconds, leaving only destruction in their wake.

It seemed Armageddon itself had arrived, and if it were not for Yggdrasil’s healing energy, the dimension might have already been destroyed by the attacks. The monsters Kashi had captured hid within Yggdrasil’s tree trunk, alongside the Hydra egg and Kira’s cocoon, neither of which could afford to be exposed to the violent energies.

Assured that no harm would come to Kira, Kashi and his dragon intensified their all-out assault against the demon. The centaur’s body grew several feet to match the enormous dragon as it clashed in a brutal melee. The beasts savagely punched, clawed, and bit at each other, lacing each of their attacks with the elements to produce even more damage.

There was no strategy to their attacks—just pure savagery and instinct. When they met in a melee, they would drag each other to the ground. They would then smash each other on the earth or throw themselves around. Several mountain peaks were flattened in the process, and the landscape was forever transformed.

Within all of the chaos, the dragon suddenly bit down on the centaur’s shoulders. It then spun around and flung the demon into the air. The dragon reared its head and then spat out a pillar of flames coated with lightning. 

The centaur roared as it gathered mana to create a shield in front of it.

BOOM!

A massive explosion followed as the beam crashed into the shield. The shield did not last long as it shattered mere moments after the initial impact. However, it had managed to do its job neutralizing the dragon’s attack. The demon raised its hands, and thousands of lightning spears shot down toward the dragon, who retaliates with thousands of lightning-fireballs.

“NOW!” Kashi’s voice suddenly burst out amidst the chaos. The daeben’s diminutive form weaved through the lightning bolts, fire dragons, and tornados to appear before the demon with his bow fully drawn. 

In the eyes of the demon centaur, Kashi was no more than an ant, but it was precisely this ant that suddenly filled him with the most tremendous sense of dread he had ever experienced. No, it was not so much the daeben as it was the arrow nocked on the bow. The amount of pure mana concentrated in that single mana arrow was beyond frightening!

No standard bow should have been able to store that much mana! But how could the centaur have known that this was Ferulic’s Practice Bow? This was a bow used by a god. There was simply no need to consider just how much mana it could hold.

Ignorant of the demon’s thoughts, Kashi said with a snide grin as he released the arrow. “Why don’t you take a nap?” 

BOOM!

ROOAR!

The centaur let out a terrible roar as the arrow struck the crystal dead center. Even worse, the bolt suddenly expanded in size and then began to rotate in place like a gigantic drill. The arrow dug into the crystal, pushing it through the centaur’s chest and toward its back.

Racked by inexplicable pain, the centaur attempted to reach down and grab the bolt, but Kashi’s dragon suddenly pinned him to the ground and held his arm in place with its legs. The demon’s cries shook the earth as the arrow drilled through its chest and blasted out the other end with the crystal at its tip.

BOOOM!

A cataclysmic explosion erupted, blasting all within a three-mile radius to dust. Moments before the explosion, the dragon sensed the danger and protected the daeben with its body. The dragon let out a pained cry as it was sent tumbling across the sky by the impact. It crashed to the ground a couple of miles away, bloodied and heavily injured. 

Kashi stumbled from its embrace with a grim expression. He gazed into the dragon’s weak eyes and gently patted its snout. “Thanks. You saved me,” the daeben muttered. “You can rest now. I’ll take it from here.” 

The dragon softly growled as it nodded in response. It then let out a moan as Yggdrasil’s healing aura enveloped it and began healing its injuries. The brief respite was broken moments later as Kashi spotted the demon hurtling towards them, leaving a distinct blood trail in its path.

Whoo… Boom!

Kashi blinked in shock as the demon crashed next to him. Having lost the crystal, he had shrunken to just over nine-feet tall. A gaping hole bore through his chest where the crystal once laid, a microcosm of the demon’s severe injuries. 

The demon suffered the most damage as a result of being at the epicenter of the explosion. He was missing an arm, both his horns had broken off, and several lacerations cut deep to the bone, dying the centaur’s fur red with blood.

Kashi could tell that if left alone, the demon would certainly perish within moments. The daeben did not know what compelled him to do so, but he suddenly found himself walking over to the fallen centaur. He examined the demon’s unfocused eyes and fatal injuries and then asked with a sigh, “Can you save him?”

A soft breeze blew past him, and Kashi knew the answer to his question. A definite yes. Kashi smiled and then said, “Please heal him. He should be the centaurs’ god. They’ll owe me one.”

Yggdrasil’s aura seeped into the demon and began rapidly healing his injuries. Suddenly, however, the healing stopped, and Kashi blinked as Yggdrasil revealed that the demon’s brain had been severely affected by the crystal’s corruption. Yggdrasil could heal the injury, but if Kashi had any intention of subduing the beast, this was the only chance he would have. 

Immediately the centaur regained its full faculties, he would retaliate much harder than the hydra eggs. Kashi would most likely not survive the backlash unless he threw the demon out of the realm.

Upon hearing this report, Kashi did not waste a moment before ordering, “Subdue him.” This was the entire reason he had put this demon in his inner world in the first place. Well, he did not expect the crystal to make a sudden comeback, but all things considered, it could be considered mission accomplished. Would this experience teach him to think carefully before shoving interesting things into his inner world?

Maybe? Only time would tell.

Following Kashi’s confirmation, the healing aura doubled in intensity and swiftly enveloped the centaur. The daeben watched as the demon’s missing arm and broken horns regenerated until his injuries were fully healed. The entire process lasted several minutes, but Kashi did not move from his spot, unwilling to miss even a moment of this historic moment.

 Eventually, the daeben smiled when the demon opened its eyes with vague confusion reflected in them.

Moment of Truth.

Kashi kept a distance of about six meters from the demon and greeted him with a smile, “Hey there, my name is Kashi. I’m the one who just saved your life. What’s your name?”

The demon’s gaze traveled to Kashi and then lay fixed on the daeben for a moment. Just when Kashi began to prepare for combat, the centaur suddenly kneeled on all fours and bowed his head.

“I am called Drixali, master,” the demon greeted with a solemn voice. “You have my eternal gratitude and loyalty for freeing me from these thousand years of torment. I swear to cut down whoever stands in your path and lead the charge against any army. My spear will forever be yours to command, and all my powers shall be at your disposal.”

Kashi smiled as he approached Drixali and then placed a hand on the demon’s shoulder. “No need for the formality. I am grateful for your help. Please stand.” Inwardly, he wondered whether there was a correlation between Drixali and Drixlia’s names. They were too similar to be mere coincidence.

BOOOOM!

Unfortunately, Kashi did not have time to consider if this was true or not, as accompanied by a massive explosion, a gargantuan, green mossy creature arose from the area where the crystal had fallen. 

Despite having a human form, this monster was mostly covered in rotting vines, foliage, and trees, all of which was surrounded by toxic fumes.

Kashi took one look at the monster and guessed it was most likely the source of the Blight, what with the venomous aura and plant-like anatomy. Kashi also knew that as he was, he stood no chance against that monster. If that thing went berserk in his inner world, Kashi would most likely perish from the backlash.

Kashi gritted his teeth and looked at Drixali. “How strong are you? Do you think you can take down that monster?”

“Not as I am,” Drixali replied with a shake of his head. “Most of my power was siphoned away by that demon over the years. The other half of my power is securely stored in a spear I gave to the mortal centaurs. But I have no way of summoning it while it is disassembled—”

Whoooosh!

Drixali’s words suddenly froze in his throat, and he jerked to look in front of Kashi, where a small portal had appeared. He could sense a familiar power calling out to him, just asking him to reach out and collect it. However, before he could call out to the daeben, the spearhead of a beautiful spear cut through the portal. 

Kashi grinned as he grabbed the spear and pulled it out of the dimensional gate. The daeben whistled with praise as he admired the exquisite green spear, within which he could feel a monstrous amount of roiling mana. He looked at Drixali and said as he leaked out a cheeky grin. “This is yours, right?”

“Yes, it is… Master.” Drixali reached out and grasped the spear with his left hand. Mana burst out from the demon, shrouding his figure. The demon’s silhouette swelled in size and stature as the mana stored in the spear quickly restored him to a bit of his previous strength. Shortly after, the mana cleared to reveal Drixali. The centaur’s powerful muscles and dangerous gaze gave him the appearance of a war god: strong and ready to challenge the world.

Kash grinned as he turned his attention to the monstrosity on the horizon. He wound his arm as he joked, “Alright. No one’s here, so I can go all out for once.” He glanced at Drixali as a terrifying aura exploded around him. “Support me.” The earth cracked beneath the daeben’s feet as he took a step towards the monster with a bright smile. “Now, let’s have some fun…”

 

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
         Chapter 184: My World!

    
    
    
    
                
Thirty Minutes Later.

Kashi’s World.

BOOOM!!!

An earth-shattering explosion shook the dimension to its core, the resulting waves sending massive tsunamic waves onto the land. Cracks appeared in the sky as the very fabric of space and time weakened before the ungodly blast. 

Far off above the ground, a being large enough to blot out the sky crashed into the sea, its body singed black, making it impossible to figure out its original shape or form.

Shortly after the colossal figure fell into the sea, two figures descended from the clouds and gazed upon the fallen beast with differing emotions. One of the figures, Drixali, glanced at the daeben who stood next to him, Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots, with a complicated expression.

It would be a lie if Drixali claimed there was no secret resentment over his forceful enslavement. Perhaps as a sign of mercy, Kashi did not wipe his memories when subduing the demon. As a result, the centaur retained his memories as a free spirit, unbeholden to anyone. 

As a result, Drixlia was initially displeased with the reality of forever serving this daeben—especially when Kashi was so much weaker than him.

However, the battle against the blight completely changed his perception of the daeben. Kashi, this monster, was hiding so much power behind that harmless smile. After witnessing Kashi’s true strength, Drixali found he could not gauge the daeben’s potential. 

Drixali firmly believed it was only a matter of time before this monster grew even stronger than himself. Hell, if the daeben kept up this momentum… Drixali flinched, as a dreadful thought passed through his mind. 

Could he be witnessing the birth of another Razznik Y’Terlow?

Suddenly, Drixali did not find it so bad to be Kashi’s servant. Perhaps in the future, it would be a position that was heavily sought after but could not be obtained anymore. Besides, being in Kashi’s world was not so bad. Yggdrasil’s life energy was beneficial to even a demon like himself. He could feel his old injuries, which had stumped his potential, slowly being loosened with each passing moment. 

Heh, who knew how much stronger he would get in a few years? Drixali was confident that his life would never be the same as long as he stuck by the enigmatic daeben. Hence, he dematerialized his spear as he looked at Kashi and bowed his head, “The blight has been defeated. You are victorious, Master.”

“Don’t bother with the master stuff,” Kashi replied, revealed a loose smile as he examined a prompt that had appeared after the blight’s defeat. “Just Kashi is fine. You’re much stronger than me, anyway. It’ll feel awkward.”

“As you wish, Kashi-dono,” Drixali said.

“Well, I guess that’s good enough for now,” muttered Kashi as he let out an exasperated sigh. “More importantly, looks like taking this big guy down came with some added benefits.”





	
Hidden Trait: Dimension Consumption Unlocked!





	
You have defeated a being strong enough to add an attribute to your dimension. You will gain a random attribute upon consuming this lifeform.

Warning:  Attributes gained have equal chances of either being Negative or Positive

Warning:  Dimension Consumption only works on Rare, High-Teir Lifeforms. No attributes will be acquired upon consuming common lifeforms.










High-tier lifeforms? Hmm… this was the first time Kashi was coming across this term. Even Razznik had not heard of creatures being graded into tiers. Sure, there were legendary and divine beasts, but those were more like title awarded to those creatures from mythical tales or those that came from higher dimensions. This type of ranking system was new to him. It seemed he would have to pay a visit to a library soon to clear up this puzzle.

The daeben switched focus to the window underneath, which asked him if he wanted to consume the blight or not. A more reasonable person might have hesitated, weighed the pros and cons, and whatnot, but Kashi, without any hesitation, chose ‘YES.’

A massive gale blew past Kashi and smashed onto the fallen blight. The storm, which consisted of thousands of wind blades, cut the blight’s massive body into tiny fragments the size of a fist. A tremendous suction force shot out of Yggdrasil, forcefully absorbing these fragments into its tree trunk. 

Yggdrasil’s leaves fervently trembled after the final fragment was absorbed. A tremendous change overcame Yggdrasil, as dark, thorny vines shot out of its trunk and slithered along the tree as if wishing to strangle Yggdrasil to death. However, a few moments later, the vines were once again absorbed into Yggdrasil. 

Whooom!

Kashi shut his eyes as Yggdrasil exploded with a brilliant green light. When the light dimmed, Kashi was shocked to find that Yggdrasil had grown about 20 meters taller. Not only that, but he could see thousands of trees rising from the ground to create dense forests off in the horizon. This world, which once only consisted of grasslands, now boasted dense forests.

Kashi could also keenly feel the landmass increasing in size. It seemed that every time Yggdrasil grew, the landmass would follow suit. Until this moment, Yggdrasil slowly grew on its own, and Kashi had assumed that was the only way for it to expand. But it seemed that there were other methods to rapidly increase its growth. 

Hmm… This was indeed an exciting find. However, Kashi pushed the thought to the back of his mind as he received a new announcement.





	
New Trait: Harbinger of Blight





	
You have absorbed the blight into your body and obtained the trait, Harbinger of Blight. You have unlocked the following traits:

Poison Immunity:  You are now completely immune to all kinds of poisons.

Curse Resistance:  You gain 20% Resistance to Curses.

Blight Emperor:  The Blight Emperor controls the blight. You can command the blight to infect or leave a person’s body. Can command lifeforms heavily contaminated by the blight.










Kashi revealed a wide grin as he studied the prompt. It seemed it was true that life rewarded good people. The daeben could not wait to test out this ability and find out its full potential. The game also informed him of Yggdrassil’s upgrade, stating that the earth element had been strengthened even further. 

Kashi took a moment to take stock of the elements he had accumulated so far. The dragon gave him Fire, Yggdrasil brought Earth, the Hydras provided Water, and Kira provided Wind. This left Lightning and Metal as the only outstanding elements. The daeben initially wondered why the dragon provided fire, but he transformed into a lightning dragon. 

However, it didn’t take long for Kashi to brush off the issue. He couldn’t care less as long as it did not negatively affect him. 

Kashi examined the prompt and then turned to Drixali. With a pleasant smile, he proposed, “Are you interested in increasing your strength?”

If Miote were around, he would have warned Drixali to run away as far and fast as he could. That smile was a sure sign that Kashi was about to scam someone! 

Drixali’s brow rose. “Yes, Kashi-sama. Do you have something in mind?”

Kashi’s grin widened as he proposed, “I need a god for my world. If you agree to take up the position, you will gain immeasurable power.”

“You could order me, and I would do as you ask,” Drixali stated with a confused frown. “Why would you ask for my consent?”

Kashi shrugged. “It’s not in my nature to force people to do things they don’t like. Every god in this world is here willingly.”  ‘Well, except the hydra eggs. But, hey, they haven’t been born yet, so they can’t say yes or no. I can consider this planning the path for children before they are born. Nothing wrong with that.’

Drixali hesitated. “Are there any particular detriments I should know about?”

Kashi revealed a loose smile. “You are a cautious one, aren’t you?” The daeben shrugged as he assured the centaur, “Nothing much. You won’t be able to leave this realm willy-nilly. But apart from that, you pretty much have free reign. Within reason, of course.”

Drixali gazed into the horizon, his eyes seeming to peer into another reality. “There’s nothing for me in the other world. I will gladly stay and carry out your wish to become a god.” The centaur looked at the daeben with a determined gaze. “What do I have to do?”

‘Got him!’  Kashi’s eyes sparkled as he said, “Nothing. Just don’t fight what comes next…”


Lymar Village

Following the explosion, no one dared approach Kashi’s body. The daeben’s ki and mana had madly fluctuated over the past thirty minutes. Sometimes it was calm; other times, nearly calamitous. The stone table Kashi had been resting on was pulverized to dust by the daeben’s energy, leaving his body to float a few feet above the ground.

Shadow and the centaur chiefs did not leave the area for varying reasons, intent on waiting until the daeben either perished or awoke. 

Whooosh!

Shadow’s eyes twitched when Kashi’s aura suddenly spiked. Despite being over twenty meters away, the assassin was forced to shield his eyes from the wind generated by the daeben’s aura. Surprisingly, however, the torrential wind disappeared just as fast as it appeared.

“Kashi!” Shadow excitedly shouted as he saw the daeben weakly open his eyes.

“Huh?” Kashi muttered as he gazed at the open sky above him. ‘Where am I?’ However, before he could get his answer, the force that kept him afloat dissipated with the return of his consciousness. 

Bam!

Kashi cursed and let out a small shout as the back of his head struck the ground. “Ouch!” The daeben complained as he sat up and rubbed the back of his head. He turned to his side and saw the centaurs looking at him with complicated expressions.

Kashi recognized the hidden hostility in their eyes, which made him feel a lot more comfortable. He didn’t know what he would have done if he had awoken to adoring fans. The daeben knew what the centaurs were worried about, so he didn’t waste any time before raising his fingers in a ‘V.’ “Do not worry. The blight has been taken care of. Your forest should return to normal.”

“Are you serious!?” Balasius, unable to contain his excitement, galloped over to the daeben and grabbed his shoulders. “Is the blight gone!?”

Kashi winced as the general squeezed his shoulders. It seemed that in his excitement, the esteemed general had forgotten to control his strength. Kashi, however, did not react as he understood the general’s feelings. He could not empathize completely, but he had seen enough situations like these to understand Balasius’s reaction. 

“Yes, Balasius-san, the blight is gone,” Kashi confirmed. “If you give me enough time, I can ensure no traces of the blight remains in this forest.”

“We are forever in your debt, Kashi-dono,” Mando stated as he stepped forward and bowed. 

Kashi’s eyes twitched as he looked at the bowing centaur. Damn these freakishly tall centaurs. Even while bowing, Mando was still significantly taller than the daeben. It was quite the comical sight. “It is fine, Alshmeer-san. I did this of my own free will. There are no debts to be paid. Ah, except the situation with my horse. But that was a deal.”

“Of course,” Mando replied with a smile. “When would you like to hold the ritual?”

Kashi waved his hand. “The ritual can wait. More importantly, there is someone who wishes to meet you all.”

“Wait!” Mando’s eyes widened in shock as a terrifying possibility popped up. “You don’t mean?”

Kashi grinned as he waved his hand. “Come out, Drixali.”

Whooom!

A portal appeared at the center of the room, and the proud demon god emerged with a stern gaze. Something had fundamentally changed about the demon. His aura bristled with divine energy, not of this world. The demon’s white fur had a soft, warm glow, and lightning sparked wherever he stepped. The demon’s horn had doubled in length and curled in on itself. A mini-tempest raged within the cycles, declaring the demon’s overwhelming strength.

Drixali glared at the gaping centaurs. His brows furrowed as he vehemently condemned, “You mortals dare stand in the presence of my master?”

VWOOOM!

A massive pressure burst out of Drixali and crushed down upon everyone within sight. The centaurs’ blood boiled as they experienced an instinctual fear borne from generations of worship. 

Drixali was none other than their god, and there was nothing mortals feared more than the gods’ wrath—even more so when it was a god that they worshipped. The centaurs’ legs buckled under the pressure and, unable to bear the weight, they knelt on the ground and prostrated, as if trying to make themselves as small as possible.

One person, however, remained standing amid the pressure. Shadow coldly glared at Drixali as he stood his ground. Blood leaked out of the corners of the assassin’s mouth, but he otherwise did not show any signs of discomfort. 

Drixali’s gaze narrowed when he spotted Shadow. He took a step toward the assassin, eyes glowing as he warned, “You dare remain standi—”

“Give it up, Drixali,” Kashi interrupted as he blocked the demon’s path with an outstretched arm. “You are incapable of bending his will.” The daeben released a sigh as he looked at the kneeling centaurs. “Also, could you release them? These are the leaders of proud warriors who just fought and bled to defend their homes and legacy. It’s a disservice to the fallen to disgrace them so.”

 Drixali looked unconvinced but reluctantly released his pressure. Anyway, these centaurs were his worshippers in the end. He could not garner much animosity towards them. The only reason he exuded that pressure was to ingrain into the centaurs the fact that they must place Kashi above himself in their minds.

In other words, if the centaurs truly worshipped Drixali, then as his new master, they should in turn worship Kashi – or at the very least, treat his words as law. 

Of course, Kashi was well aware of Drixali’s thought process, which was why he did not immediately rebuke his actions. However, Kashi did not let the pressure last too long for two reasons. 

First, it would reduce the chances of any animosity arising in the centaurs’ hearts, and secondly, the centaurs would view him as a benevolent man who did not take advantage of the weak.

As to whether Kashi was truly such a benevolent man… Well, the truth was relative to the person being asked.

Shadow ignored Drixali and walked over to Kashi, cold eyes looking over the daeben, “Are you alright? You seem different.”

“Sharp as always,” Kashi complimented with a chuckle as he patted Shadow’s shoulder. “I’m perfectly fine. Let’s just say I got an unexpected boon.”

“You and your secrets,” remarked the assassin with an eye roll. Shadow then jerked his head in Drixali’s direction. “So, what’s the deal with him?”

“He’s their god apparently,” Kashi nonchalantly replied. 

“Their god?” Shadow exclaimed as his neutral expression finally cracked. The young man stared at Kashi as if looking at some otherwordly monster. “You just said god, right? Why is a god working for you!?”

“Well, he’s actually a demon, to be more precise,” Kashi explained and then added with a puffed chest. “And, naturally, he’s working for me ‘cause I’m very persuasive.”

Shadow ignored Kashi and sent a pitying glance Drixali’s way. “I do not know what he did, but you have my condolences.”

“Hey, Shadow!” Kashi protested, “Don’t badmouth your guildmaster!”

“Thank you, Shadow-kun. I will make the best of my situation,” Drixali responded with a slight bow.

“You. Don’t badmouth your master!” Kashi scolded Drixali with a stern gaze, but the centaur demon only chuckled in response.

“Thank you for leaving my will intact, Kashi-sama,” Drixali stated as he bowed once more to Kashi. Indeed, the only reason he could make such remarks was that Kashi did not have Yggdrasil completely wipe away his memories and personality. Aside from an unwavering loyalty to Kashi, every aspect of his personality remained intact. “I will work hard to repay this favor.”

Kashi rubbed his chin. “Normally, I would tell you not to bother about the favor, but it so happens I do have some things I need your help to accomplish.”

Drixali’s eyes shone in expectation as he inquired, “What do you need?” He wanted to prove himself to Kashi as soon as possible. He did not doubt that shortly hundreds, if not thousands, would clamor for the chance to perform a favor for the daeben.

“There’re two things,” Kashi stated. “Firstly, and perhaps most importantly, I’m sure with the chiefs’ help, you should be able to find a way to improve my stallion’s bloodline. Secondly…” Kashi said the rest at a low volume, which only Drixali could hear.

“This much I can accomplish with ease,” Drixali said with a defiant nod. 

Kashi turned to look at the chiefs and shamans who were awkwardly standing off to the side, unsure whether to stay or leave. The daeben smiled and then bowed as he said, “Esteemed elders, I am eternally grateful for your aid in pulling me back from the dead. Unfortunately, I am unable to return your spear as it is now with its rightful owner.”

“N-no-no-no, of course not,” Mando quickly exclaimed, sweat pouring down his chest as he peeked at the silent Drixali. Demand the spear from their god? Were they courting death? But more importantly, what were they to do now? 

The centaurs were much more vulnerable without Drixali’s protection. Perhaps all those warring clans would come looking to harness the strength of the perfect cavalry unit. Mando calmed himself as he looked at Kashi and asked, “Kashi-sama, what do you will of us? We are now yours to command as you wish.”

“-sama?” Kashi replied with startled shock. “I’m no sama. Call me Kashi like you have always done.” 

“We dare not, Kashi-sama!” Mando replied as he once again peeked at Drixali.

Kashi groaned, instantly understanding what was going on. Mando had heard Drixali address him as -sama and thus did not dare call him anything less. The daeben glared at Drixali and rebuked the demon, “See! This is what I was talking about. If you go around calling me sama, everyone will start doing the same. Just call me Kashi. There’s nothing great about me to be called sama.” Before Drixali could protest, Kashi added with a snide grin, “That’s an order. You would not disobey an order, would you?”

Drixali’s eyes twitched as he stared at the daeben. To think someone could be so petty and stubborn. Did the daeben not see the oxymoron in utilizing an order to force someone to regard him with less respect? However, Drixali could not disobey a direct order, so he bent his head and said, “As you wish, Master.”

This time, it was Kashi’s eyes that twitched. What a shrewd demon. To avoid calling Kashi by name, he reverted to Master. Kashi could not criticize him for that too. Well, at least Master was better than -sama. The daeben shrugged and then turned to Mando and the other elders. “There you have it. So, none of that -sama business, alright? I possess neither the beard, age nor wisdom for that address,” he joked.

“More importantly,” Kashi said as he led the way out of the ruins. “I would like to examine the effects of the battle if that is alright with you? How many casualties were there?”

The chiefs looked at Balasius, who walked up to Kashi’s side with a nervous expression. “Collectively, we lost around seven hundred warriors, two thousand more are lightly injured, and about a thousand are heavily injured. We do not know how many of them will make it through.”

Kashi’s brows furrowed. “Where are the injured? Bring me to them. I might be able to offer some assistance.”

Balasius shook his head. “I am afraid that even healing potions do not have much of an effect. Most of the wounds have been corrupted by the blight. Although it does not look like the infection is spreading, it has rendered all efforts to close the injuries useless.”

“That’s understandable,” Kashi remarked. “The monsters were carrying blight that had been strengthened over several centuries. It’s not surprising the corrosive effects are so strong.” Kashi’s words initially shook Balasius’ core, but then he spotted the smile on the daeben’s face as he said, “Rest assured, I will fix this mess. I do not need potions.”

“What?”

“Just wait, and you’ll see.”

Balasius remained silent as he led Kashi over to the makeshift camp that housed the injured. On their way, they passed by the slope where the monsters still stood, as if transfixed in time. To Balasius’ shock, Kashi suddenly froze in place and seemed to tremble, as if resonating with something. “Kashi-dono?” 

Kashi looked past the general to the slope. He absent-mindedly walked to the centaur warriors who were keeping an eye on the monsters. The guards hesitated when Kashi walked past them, unsure whether to stop him or not. Fortunately, Balasius shook his head, giving them a way out. At least, this way, they could always say they were acting on their superiors’ order.

Kashi, oblivious to the warriors’ thoughts, walked down the slope until he was a few meters from the monster horde. The daeben then raised his hand, and to the absolute shock of the watching centaurs, the monsters collectively dropped to their knees. 

Kashi revealed a bright grin as he clenched his fists. “Blight Emperor, huh. In that case…” Kashi looked at the monsters and ordered as a portal appeared in front of him, “All of you, get in here.”

The centaurs stared, slack-jawed, as they watched the ferocious army they had shed blood and sweat to combat meekly walk into and disappear beyond a portal with nary a whimper.

Kashi gritted his teeth and urged the monsters to move quicker. As expected, making a portal this large was taxing even for him. He was not sure he could hold it for too long. Luckily, his order proved useful, and the monsters tripled their pace, allowing him to absorb all four thousand-ish into his inner world within ten minutes.

Sweat soaked Kashi’s shirt as he closed the portal. That effort had sucked up most of his mana reserves. If it weren’t for his rapid mana regen rate, he would not have lasted that long. Still, it was very tiring to hold the portal open that long. Unfortunately, Kashi knew he would have to do the same again very soon.

As luck would have it, Darian, Larsial, Agamios, and the other centaurs who had taken part in the siege on the headquarters reached the mountain base at that very moment, just in time to see the last few monsters enter Kashi’s world.

While everyone struggled to come to grips with what they just witnessed, Kashi ascended the slope with a leisurely smile and said to Balasius, “Sorry for the delay. Please lead the way.”

“Ah… yes,” Balasius weakly muttered as he led Kashi to the injured camp.

Meanwhile, Shadow walked up next to Kashi and asked, “What was that just now?”

Kashi shrugged his shoulder as he replied, “Would you believe me if I told you I have a world in me?”

“So that’s what it was,” Shadow said without a sliver of doubt in his tone. “Stop putting weird stuff in your world. We won’t always be around to save you.”

“What?” Kashi blinked, not sure which fact stunned him more: that Shadow believed him, or that the assassin accurately guessed what had been causing Kashi’s episodes the past couple of days. He looked at Shadow’s serene gaze and could not resist patting the assassin’s head. “Ah, that’s who you are. Never change Shadow.”

“What are you talking about now?” Shadow rebuffed with a snort. “Has all that sama gone to your head? You sound like an old hermit.”

In response, Kashi rubbed his chin in mock thought. “Maybe so now that I think about it. I may not have the beard nor the age, but I’m definitely wise, right?”

“You’ve nearly killed yourself twice in less than a week,” Shadow pointed out. “I do not think you can classify yourself as wise.”

“Isn’t it cause I knew you guys would save me?” Kashi protested. “I’m a wise ruler who trusts his friends.”

“Friends… huh,” Shadow repeated.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Shadow shrugged.  ‘Never thought I’d hear you say those words.’

Before Kashi could pry further, Balasius called him up to tell him they had arrived.

Kashi’s playful expression died down immediately he set foot into the camp. The heavy stench of blood mixed with despair soaked the air. The daeben looked around the camp at the centaurs who were on their sides, groaning in pain from varying injuries. 

Some centaurs were lightly injured, suffering only a few scratches, but many had large sections of their bodies mangled by claws and teeth. Worse yet, because the wounds did not heal, these centaurs’ eyes were colored with despair as they awaited their inevitable death.

Kashi did not waste any time coercing or laying traps with his words when he saw how dire the situation was. He immediately walked over to and then placed his hands on one of the more heavily injured centaurs.

Yggdrasil’s aura leaked out of his hands and permeated the centaur’s injuries. To the shock of the healers nearby, the wound began to close in front of their eyes. However, even with Kashi’s healing, it still took over five minutes to get the centaur out of the danger zone. 

Kashi looked at the hundreds of injured centaurs and shook his head. If he continued with this method, who knew how many would perish. He needed a more cost-effective process of healing these centaurs. 

Luckily, he already had a solution.

Kashi looked at the healers and stated, “The energy I just used to heal him is from another dimension. I can only heal one at a time if I continue like this, but I doubt there’s enough time to heal everyone. However, I have a solution if you trust me.”

The centaurs’ eyes sparkled with hope as they gazed at the daeben. Just from his act of healing that one centaur, they knew he was not lying.

“What do you propose?” a healer asked.

Kashi raised his hand, and a massive portal appeared in front of him. “This is a portal to the dimension with the healing aura. If you all go there, you can all be healed within minutes. But I can only hold it open for a couple of minutes, so you have to make your decision quick.”

The centaurs hesitated. A dimension? Who knew where that went. Even though Kashi had not given them any reason to distrust him, it didn’t mean he had earned their unequivocal trust either. Also, the centaur public was not yet aware of Kashi’s relationship with their god, which reduced the reasons to trust him.

Surprisingly, however, Balasius suddenly shouted as he helped a heavily injured warrior to his feet. “What are you waiting for!? Those who can walk, help those who can’t go in! You want to waste the opportunity our savior has given you!? Do you want our brothers to die in vain!?” With those words, Balasius walked into Kashi’s dimension with the center without any hesitation.

The remaining centaurs were shocked, but one centaur who knew he would die in the next few minutes from blood loss struggled to his feet and stumbled into the portal. They say all it takes is one crack in a dam for the flood to come pouring in.

That centaur was the crack. A few more critically injured centaurs followed his lead or persuaded their friends and families to help them to go in. The others, noticing that Kashi was genuinely unable to hold on much longer, soon started flocking in, hoping to get healed, until Kashi finally collapsed thirty minutes later.

“Forty minutes. That’s my limit,” Kashi mused as he fell onto his backside. Panting heavily, he looked at his hand and said, “I won’t be able to open the channel for a few hours.”

Ping!

At that moment, however, Kashi suddenly received a prompt that would forever change the way he thought about his inner world.
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Dimension Trait Unlocked: God of Worlds





	
Congratulations:  1000 intelligent lifeforms have been detected in your world. As the creator of this world, these lifeforms will instinctively offer prayers to you in hopes of a better life. These prayers will increase your strength over time.

The amount of strength and perks you receive depends on the number of intelligent lifeforms in your world at any given moment.

 

Note:  You can choose to use the energy from these prayers to maintain a constant buff or store it for an explosive release during a crucial moment. As of this moment, you are incapable of storing and buffing at the same time.

 

Congratulations:  1000 unintelligent lifeforms have been detected in your world. The mana in these creatures adds to the circulation in your world, and passively increases your mana.

The amount of mana you obtain depends on the quantity and quality of the monsters in your world at any given moment.

 

Note:  You can utilize this energy to increase your mana or store it for an explosive release at a crucial moment. Do note that you might gain unique skills from certain species when you have gathered enough of their numbers.










 

Kashi squeezed his hand tight and revealed a mad grin as he examined the prompt. His fists trembled as he struggled to contain his excitement. Haha! Another method for him to get stronger! And this was one the Adjudicators would never be able to mess with!

“What’s with the stupid grin?”

“Mother of—” Kashi cursed as he turned around and glared at the silent Shadow. “You really…” The daeben released a sigh and then shook his head in defeat.

“Huh? You are not going to scold me this time?” Shadow questioned with an ‘innocent’ gaze. 

“Whatever. It’s not like it’ll change a thing,” Kashi replied with a heavy snort. “More importantly,…” the daeben said as he looked at the party who were waiting for him. Larsial stood between Agamios and Darian, all of whom were staring at him with equal parts awe and fear. 

No one could make sense of what they just witnessed. Where did Kashi take those people to? How did he get those blight monsters to listen to his commands? There were thousands of questions and not enough mouths to ask them.

Larsial finally regained her composure and was about to step forward when a loud voice interrupted her.

“You! You’re alive!” Rayatha Thorn shouted out, forcing everyone to turn their attention to the bound druid. For a chained villain, Rayatha still looked somewhat clean and unperturbed. The centaurs had refrained from beating him, even a little bit, despite their hatred of him. The only reason for this was that, according to Larsial, Kashi had suggested a vague interest in this man.

Capture, not Kill, had been the order given by Kashi. 

Darian only now recalled that he had indeed brought Rayatha with them for Kashi to pass judgment on. The daeben’s brilliance had caused his brain to blank out. The centaur angrily clenched his fists and punched the druid’s when he heard Rayatha’s remark. “Shut up! You dare curse Kashi-dono!?”

The Dimeritium shackles stopped the flow of mana and ki in the body of whoever they bound—this reduced Rayatha’s strength to that of a slightly strong average man. As a result, Darian’s punch struck harder than intended and smashed a couple of the druid’s teeth.

Rayatha nonchalantly spat out blood and teeth and then turned to Kashi with excitement in his eyes. “You really survived! Haha! That’s only possible if you’ve become immune to the blight!” The druid crawled toward Kashi, uncaring of his unsightly appearance. “You! Your blood must have a cure. With a few experiments, we can make sure the blight never harms anyone for eternity.” 

“We?” Kashi’s gaze turned cold as a heavy pressure crushed Rayatha’s shoulders and pinned him face flat to the ground. “Have you so soon forgotten what you did? As you said, I do have the cure for the blight...” Well, this wasn’t entirely true. Although Kashi could remove and command the blight, it wasn’t like he would always be alive. He did not have a way of extracting a cure for permanent use. But Rayatha did not know that. “Why do I need you?”

Rayatha’s eyes widened in shock as he realized his situation. To Kashi’s surprise, rather than beg for his life, Rayatha’s body relaxed, and he let out a satisfied sigh, “I suppose that is true. I have always known I would end up like this one way or another. At the very least, the blight has finally been cured. Whatever happens to me from here on out is of no importance.”

The druid’s behavior incredibly intrigued Kashi. From the beginning, Rayatha had only seemed interested in studying the blight. Even now, at the end of his life, it was still the only thing on his mind. Darian and Agamios watched, stunned, as Kashi walked over to Rayatha and sat on the ground.

Kashi took out a bottle of Yarcon Juice from his inventory and poured himself a cup. He looked at the prone Rayatha and said as he raised the cup to his lips. “I have never said I would dedicate my life to finding a cure for the blight.” Kashi downed the cup and poured himself another. “Tell me your story. You have until I empty this bottle. I will decide what to do afterward.”

Rayatha trembled but then began to narrate his life’s story. It was a basic story anyone would have heard a thousand times. A young boy ran away from home to live in the woods, where he made friends with many creatures with high intelligence. While living among the beasts, Rayatha one day came across a druid who praised his affinity for nature and then taught him the basics of being a druid.

Rayatha’s skills blossomed very quickly, and it wasn’t long before he could converse with the animals, further deepening his relationship with them. Many years later, the forest was hit with a blight outbreak. At first, only the trees were affected, but then, it seemed this strain was exceptionally potent, as even beasts got infected.

As one would expect, Rayatha’s friends fell to the disease, and he was forced to kill them to reduce the blight’s spread. Ever since then, he swore to find a way to cure the affliction. He eventually traced the source of this particular dominant strain to the pit where Kashi met him. He began his experiments, which required the infection of many plants and beasts. Somewhere along the line, he was approached by members of the Chaos Order. After a brief battle to determine his worth, he joined their ranks in return for resources and manpower to hasten his experiments. 

Apparently, the Chaos Order was after something they called Chaos Energy. Rayatha was not sure what it was used for or how they harvested it. All he knew for sure was that they needed blighted monster armies and a method to control them, which Rayatha provided.

“…That is all I know,” Rayatha said with a neutral tone.

Kashi looked at the cup in his hand. “The final drop.” He said as he arched his head and poured the final drop into his mouth. The daeben placed the cup on the ground and glared at Rayatha. “You made it just in time,” Kashi coldly teased as he quickly processed the information to draw his conclusions and decide on his next course of action.

Kashi shook his head and let out a sigh. “You. You do not sound sorry at all. You mourn your friends, sacrificed the friends and families of so many others. Do you not regret your actions, even a little bit?”

“I do not regret my actions,” Rayatha stated with a flat tone. “If I had to do it all over again, I would make the same decisions.”

“Even if it would result in your death?”

“Even so.”

“Why?”

Rayatha raised his head for the first time and gazed into Kashi’s eyes. The druid’s eyes were intense and prideful as he declared, “Because it was precisely these set of actions that led you here. You, the one man who can cure the blight.”

Kashi raised a brow. “What?”

Rayatha shook his head. “I know how you Summoned operate. You do not go to an area unless there is a chance of profit or method to increase your strength.” The druid’s gaze pierced into Kashi’s eyes. “Especially someone as strong as you. Would you have come to this forest if the centaurs had not personally sought the help of any passing being in hopes of defeating the big bad guy?”

Kashi remained silent. He knew the druid was telling the truth. Because of the nature of his primary quest (world conquest), the daeben had considered Rosendun done and dusted. He had already shifted his attention to broader projects and did not have time for leisurely exploration. 

If Absalon had not informed Kashi of the centaurs, he might have never found out about them until several months later. By then, maybe some other team or guild would have resolved the issue. However, whether they would have been able to cure the blight itself was another thing altogether.

“You…” Kashi muttered as he looked into Rayatha’s steadfast gaze and then let out a sigh. “Fine, I understand. I know what to do with you.”

Darian’s eyes trembled, and he could not help but ask, “Kashi-dono, could you please let us know your intentions for this man?”

Kashi looked up at the centaur. He could see the fear and hatred in the proud warrior’s eyes. Darian was worried Kashi would be too lenient on Rayatha—especially after this man caused his people so much disaster and pain. Kashi leaked out a small smile and assured the centaur, “Do not worry. I understand your fear.”

“But he speaks the truth,” Kashi reluctantly stated with a sigh. “A cure for the blight needs to be synthesized to remove any chances of this reoccurring in the future. As the foremost researcher into the blight, his expertise cannot be wasted through execution.” Kashi senses the atmosphere drop several degrees but continued, “However, I cannot forgive his crimes either, and as such, I have decided I shall exile him to a barren location in my world. He will find the cure that we need, and then live out the rest of his life in solitude.”

Kashi raised his head and met Darian’s gaze. “So many lives were lost in this battle. The loss of one more will not bring them back or balance out what has been wronged. But at least, we finally have a chance to bring an end to a disease that has plagued the world for thousands of years. I firmly believe that is a cause worth dying for. Do you not?”

Darian took in a deep breath and then slowly released it. He glanced at Kashi and then said, “You are correct, Kashi-dono. I was short-sighted in my anger and did not consider the bigger picture.” He solemnly bowed. “I am sorry. Please forgive me.”

“There is no need for apologies,” Kashi said with a shake of his head as he rose to his feet. “The world is a nasty place, where greedy people like me use ‘the bigger picture’ to justify doing immoral things.” The daeben walked over and patted Darian’s side as he said, “It is essential that pure people like you who see the world differently remain the way you are. People like you ensure we do not lose our humanity. Never change that, no matter how many times people like me talk about the bigger picture or what’s best for the world.”

With those words, Kashi patted Darian once more, greeted Agamios, and then began to make his way back to the chiefs with Larsial and Shadow. Forty minutes had passed since he left. By now, the preparations for Drixlia should have been completed.

As Kashi’s figure disappeared around a bend, Darian looked at the silent Rayatha with a complicated expression and then at the retreating daeben.

“He’s a strange one, isn’t he?” Agamios said as he patted Darian’s shoulder.

“Ah, you are correct, Agamios-san,” Darian muttered as he leaked a warm smile. “He is indeed quite strange. But perhaps, that is why I want to follow him.”

Agamios’ brow rose as he looked at Darian. “Follow him…” The general scratched his chin and leaked a smile. “Perhaps that might not be so bad after all...”


A centaur guard guided Kashi, Larsial, and Shadow to a secluded area. There, they found Drixali, the chiefs, and the shamans stood around an intricate mandala array made up of several animal bones, blood, and leaves. Kashi spotted Drixlia stoically standing at the center of the array with a determined glint in its eyes.

Kashi let out a smile as he looked into the stallion’s eyes. “Well, someone is excited. Kept you waiting long, didn’t I?”

Drixlia excitedly harrumphed and beat its front hooves against the ground. 

Kashi didn’t know why, but he could vaguely understand the stallion’s intent. “Yeah, there’s no way I’ll abandon you.” The daeben then turned to look at Drixali, who stood outside the mandala with a stern expression. “How exactly does this work?”

Drixali nodded. “If I were not present, then the centaurs would have used a blood enhancement array spell, consisting of the blood and body parts of several high-level beasts, and augment it with the aura left in my spear. This would have forcefully awakened the dormant bloodline in your stallion or gifted him with a new one. Both outcomes would increase the strength, speed, and potential of this child to another level.”

“I hear a lot of ifs and would haves,” Kashi noted with a raised brow. “I take it you have something else planned?”

“Yes, master,” Drixali stated with a solemn nod. “Although these methods will indeed improve this child’s bloodline, the outcome would still be a slightly stronger stallion. No mount of my master can be such a common creature that can be easily found by throwing a stone onto a prairie.”

Kashi chuckled and looked at Drixlia. “Are you going to take that? He just called you common.” Drixlia coldly snorted and nodded in response. Kashi, in reply, shrugged and turned back to Drixali. “Alright then, since the one being insulted doesn’t mind, it would be petty of me to dwell on the subject.” He looked at Drixali and asked. “So, what do you have in mind?”

Drixali extended his left arm, revealing a deep gash from which blood unceasingly flowed out. 

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the arm and then at the mandala. “You. Don’t tell me…”

Drixali nodded. “Yes, I constructed the Blood Enhancement Array entirely out of my blood. It so happens that child has a trace of my bloodline in his veins. He must be a descendant of one of the stallions I blessed when I traveled the world. Even though it has been diluted over the centuries, it’s still there. I will jumpstart that trace with my lifeforce and blood.” The centaur demon leaked out a smile as he thought of the eventual outcome. “To be honest, even I do not know what this child will become after this. I will be lying if I say I am not the least beat curious.”

Kashi’s eyes were grave as he looked at the blood array and then at the gash on Drixali’s arms. “I will let it pass this time, since you’ve already done it, but never do this again. I do not appreciate you endangering yourself just to help me.”

“So you know about it.” Drixali’s eyes widened in shock, and he let out a bitter smile. “As expected of my master.” The truth was that using his lifeforce in such a manner to boost Drixlia’s bloodline was not as simple as it sounded. It could severely injure him, leave him permanently damaged, or in an extreme case, even kill him. 

However, whether it was due to his loyalty, or his innate pride as a demon, Drixali could not abide Kashi riding on a regular stallion, hence his action. “Do not worry, master. In any other case, this might be considered a sacrifice, but Yggdrassil’s aura can easily cure any injuries I incur.”

Kashi thought about it and had to agree with the demon. Yggdrassil’s healing aura was strong to the point of absurdity. It was a pity he could not access all of that aura at once, or he would have become an impossible cockroach. Unless he were downed in one hit, Kashi would always get back up at full health the very next second. Injuries that would be fatal otherwise were easily healed with its power. 

No wonder the wisbens and treants worshiped and treated Ygdrassil so reverently. Kashi began to feel a tinge of guilt as he recalled Razznik cutting down the famed world tree in a fit of rage. Damn, that might have been a bigger sin than he initially thought.

Kashi shook his head and turned his attention back to Drixali. “Go ahead when you’re ready.”

“As you wish,” Drixali answered and then looked at the shamans. The shamans quickly nodded and began chanting a spell. Drixali, meanwhile, raised his left arm and stretched it toward Drixlia. 

Following the shamans’ chants, the blood array brightened with a hollow red glow that grew brighter with each passing second. Soon, string-like rivulets of blood rivulets flowed out of Drixali’s arms and linked themselves to the array. The array suddenly burst with a bright glow that forced everyone to look away or shut their eyes. 

Well, almost everyone. 

Even though the light burned his eyes, Kashi kept his gaze on Drixlia, who returned his gaze with a determined one. Drixlia nodded, and as if following its conformation, the blood array suddenly sprung to life. The blood separated into thousands of tiny silk-like threads that individually shot up around the stallion.

Drixlia did not have a moment to process what was going on before a thread suddenly lashed down and wrapped itself around its abdomen. A harsh sizzling sound rang out as that thread burned its way into Drixlia’s flesh, leaving behind a terrible burn mark. Drxilia had barely processed the pain when many more began to wrap themselves around him, each one burning their way through his skin. 

Drixlia gritted its teeth and refused to budge through the sizzling burns, smoke, and pain. It’s bloodied and red eyes glared at Kashi with determination. It instinctively had a feeling that the moment it began to thrash about, the enhancements would end. Which meant that it could only get as strong as the amount of pain it was willing to bear.

Drixlia let out a stubborn snort as more threads attached themselves to it at a faster rate until its entire body has riddled with burn scars. However, the threads never seemed to end. Drixali kept feeding his blood and lifeforce to the array, which attached more threads to the stallion.

Eventually, the threads proved to be too much as they completely swallowed the stallion within. The last thing Kashi saw before the threads encased the stallion was Drxilia’s gaze promising to never give up.

A few minutes later, Drixali withdrew his arm and allowed his body to close up the wound. “That should be more than enough. Any more, and I will actually die.”

Kashi looked at the demon and sighed when he noticed the centaur’s pale face. “You pushed yourself too far. But thank you.” The daeben then looked at the large cocoon comprised of thousands of threads. He did not dare imagine just how much pain the Drixlia was going through right now. “So, what now?”

“Now, we wait,” Drixali replied. “How much he improves depends on how much he can absorb.” The demon leaked a weak smile as he said, “I am quite looking forward to the outcome. I wonder how much he can absorb.”

“Same here,” Kashi replied. “I wonder what will come out after Drix  absorbs everything. ”

Drixali glanced askance at the daeben. The slight difference in their statements did not escape his notice, but he chose not to say anything. Indeed, having a master who believed in you must feel good. He turned to look at the cocoon.  ‘I wonder, are you worthy of the master’s trust…’


Outlands, Serisis.

9:26 a.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

The outlands was a vast area to the west of Serisis that contained some of the country’s most dangerous mana beasts. Many ruins of small settlements, barracks, or villages could be found in these lands, left behind by people who had tried and failed to live in these lands.

Due to this land’s dangerous nature, most patrols did not pass through this area, which was why there was no one to witness the weird sight of a dwarf and an orc emerging from a building in one of the ruins. 

“Oh, merciful Aerith,” Rudega exclaimed as he took in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “That clean, fresh air. How I missed you.” Rudega looked at the bright sun with a profound grin. “I have never been so glad to see the sun in my life.”

“Stop overreacting.” Next to him, Ragnaf snorted as he adjusted Durst on his shoulder. “Where do we go now?”

Rudega shook his head. “I did not expect to have to run this way. I did not bring Serisis’ map with me. but I do know we have to head east if we want to see signs of civilization.”

“That makes sense,“ Ragnaf replied with a grunt. He was about to take a step but then suddenly paused and turned to look at Rudega. “Which way is East?” 

Rudega chuckled as he pointed towards the sun. “Over that way,” he said as he walked in that direction. “The sun rises in the east and sets in the west. Remember this, and you’ll hardly get lost.”

Ragnaf, who had almost headed in the opposite direction, turned around and followed the dwarf. He looked up at the sun. “So, this is East…” Because he never went on hunts with other orcs, he never needed to learn his coordinates. This was a good lesson. East was where the sun rose…

Rudega and Ragnaf trekked through the harsh lands for several minutes before coming across a small stream. They decided to take a short break to revitalize themselves. After all, they had been on the move since the previous day without rest.

Ragnaf gently the unconscious Durst on the ground and then knelt next to the stream. He cupped water into his palms and took a heavy drag. He repeated the action several times until his quest was wholly quenched. 

The orc breathed a sigh of relief and then proceeded to prop Durst with his arm and leg. He then scooped up water from the stream and poured it down Durst’s throat. Luckily, Durst unconsciously swallowed the water without any major fuss. Ragnaf repeated the action a few more times, until he was sure Durst would not suffer from Dehydration, and then once more rested Durst on the ground.

Ragnaf crossed his legs and stretched, groaning as creaks echoed from his overworked shoulders and arms. The orc rested his hands on his legs and took in a deep breath, destressing from the past couple of hours. 

Perhaps due to getting relaxed from all the stress, the orc’s senses suddenly grew exponentially more potent. Ragnaf sniffed the air and frowned slightly. “This air… How is it like this?”

Rudega chuckled as he sat down beside the orc. “You finally noticed. The concentration of mana in Serisis is no joke. Any mage who trains here will have double the progress with half the effort.” The dwarf shook his head. “If a mage tower had been built in this country, who knows how rich it would have been… It’s too bad.”

Ragnaf raised a brow. “What is?”

“The large concentration of mana is as much a poison as it is a boon,” Rudega explained as he cupped a piece of the soil in his hands. “Plants find it very difficult to grow in these lands because of mana poisoning.” 

“Mana poisoning? What’s that?”

Rudega looked at the soil and explained, “Too much of anything is bad. This is as true of the air we breathe as it is mana. If a living being takes in more mana than it can handle, it will perish. That’s what we call mana poisoning.”

Ragnaf’s brow rose as he looked around him. “This mana might be thick, but I don’t think it should cause mana poisoning.”

Rudega chuckled. “You are looking at the mana contained in the air. The mana concentration in Serisis’ soil is a thousand times greater.” Seeing Ragnaf’s confused gaze, Rudega elaborated. “Let me put it this way. The mana you see in Serisis is emitted from the ground. The mana in Serisis’ soil is so great that most seeds perish immediately they are planted as they cannot handle the overflowing mana.”

“Do you know what’s causing it?”

“There are a few theories,” Rudega stated. “One of the greatest is the existence of the amrita. Many speculate the mana concentration might come from those underground rivers.”

“You think otherwise?”

Rudega shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps—”

“Perhaps it is time you both surrendered,” a deep, gruff voice called from behind. 

Rudega and Ragnaf’s expression instantly hardened as they stood up and turned around. 

Ragnaf’s gaze turned cold as he glared at the mighty orc across from him. “Ragelock.”

Renark Ragelock glared at Ragnaf and then looked at the unconscious Durst. “Give up, child. You cannot win this fight.” As he said those words, Brilith Loneheart, Roro, Honne-Onna, and GrizzlyDiamond, holding a shocked Uthman, came out from behind the orc.

Despair colored Rudega’s eyes as he felt the overwhelming power oozing out of the unfamiliar figures. However, that despair disappeared as soon as it came. He cracked his fists and glared at Renark. “If I’m going to die anyway, might as well take one of you with me.”

Ragnaf grinned as he drew his ax. “Okay… let’s die then.”
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“Let’s die?” GrizzlyDiamond snorted as he strode to the front. “Do you seriously believe you have the right to trade your life with one of ours?” The mighty knight looked at Brilith and asked, “Let me handle this. There’s no need for you to get involved.”

Brilith leaked a light smile as she regarded Ragnaf with disdain. “Make it quick. I want to explore this country afterward.”

“Wh-what do you mean?” Uthman demanded in shock. “You said you were going to help them.”

“Ah, that’s right, I almost forgot you are still here,” Brilith murmured as she looked at the dwarf. “Thank you for your services. You can rest now.”

Uthman blinked. “Rest? What do you me—urk!” The dwarf clutched his throat, unable to complete his sentence because of a massive cut. Blood leaked through Uthman’s fingers as he struggled in vain to keep the blood from rushing out of his throat. Unfortunately, his efforts proved useless, and within a few seconds, he was sprawled on the earth and breathed his last.

Above his body, Roro took out a handkerchief from her pouch, gently wiped the blood off her dagger, and then tossed the bloodied cloth on the dwarf’s corpse. Silence descended on the land as Rudega and Ragnaf accepted the cruel reality before them.

Rudega looked from Uthman to the Summoned surrounding his corpse in disbelief. Even worse, he recognized the disdain in their eyes. Those were the eyes of someone who had slain a being lesser than themselves. Roro, in particular, had disgust in her eyes, like she lamented using her blade on such a creature.

“You Bastards!” Rudega roared in rage and was about to rush at Roro, but a heavy hand clamped on his shoulder and held him in place. “Let me go!” the dwarf angrily roared as he looked up at Ragnaf. However, he paused when he saw the rage in the orc’s eyes. 

To Rudega, this might be the first time someone looked at him with those eyes, but Ragnaf had faced those eyes since his very first memory. A half-breed orc-elf whose heritage was unknown was always destined to suffer in the orc community that valued strength above all else. His mixed heritage caused his body to mutate strangely. He was not as muscular as other orcs, and his tusks were like toothpicks compared to other of his tribe. Even worse, his features were smooth and graceful instead of other orcs’ sharp, jagged features.

This led to a life of ridicule and bullying while growing up. However, rather than get discouraged, Ragnaf trained harder than anyone until he seized the crown of champion in the arena. Only then did those disdainful eyes turn into respect. 

The eyes of the Summoned were the same as those eyes he saw in the past. In that case, there was only one thing to do. 

“Don’t lose your head,” Ragnaf said as he tightened his grip on Rudega’s shoulder. “If they don’t respect us, we only have to beat it into them.” The orc looked down at Rudega and said, “Take care of Durst. No matter what, in the end, their main target is you guys. I’m just collateral. I’ll go kill as many as I can. I’m not good with my head so you think of a way to get us out of this.”

“Get out of this?” GrizzlyDiamond chuckled as he stepped forward. “I thought you wanted to die with us? You want to run away, coward?”

“Don’t misunderstand,” Ragnaf said as he brandished his ax. The orc’s body burst with terrifying ki as he approached the knight. “I just realized dying will satisfy your disgusting faces. So, I’ll live. I’ll kill as many of you as I can and live. I wonder if that face will remain the same afterward.”

“You need my permission to live or die,” GrizzlyDiamond replied in a low tone as his body erupted with monstrous ki no lesser than Ragnaf’s. 

The warriors’ aura clashed before they even met, causing space to twist and distort from the sheer strength. 

“Then die!” GrizzlyDiamond roared as he burst forward and swung his ax down with the force of a mad bear.

“You first!” Ragnaf retorted as he stood his ground and swiped upward with his ax, carrying along the momentum of a raging bull.

BOOOM!
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BOOOM!

Within a brightly lit cave at a hidden corner of the world, a red-haired warrior gritted his teeth as he was sent sliding backward from a clash. On the other side, a 30ft long earth dragon wailed in fury as it retracted its tail and then glared at the warrior. It roared and then breathed a column of flame at him, intended on burning him to ash.

The flames soon obscured the dragon’s view of the warrior, but before it could celebrate its win, a giant scythe-like ki blade cut through the flames, revealing the man at its center, unscathed.

The man breathed hard as he brushed his hair back and tied it, revealing a handsome, rugged youth. 

Hektor’s eyes were cold but filled with unwavering confidence as he glared at the monster before him. Gone was the brash youth who struggled in front of those tiny monsters. Over forty floors of this hell-zone had forcefully sharpened that gemstone of a young man into a shining warrior.

The current Hektor only wore a pair of pants crafted from dragon leather, as most of the gear he’d found in the dungeon was promptly destroyed after a fight or two. Luckily, these pants had a self-repair function, so as long as it wasn’t entirely destroyed during a battle, it would repair itself afterward.

Hektor glanced at the dragon and then strode towards it with a bone broadsword rested on his shoulder. Someone who saw this youth for the first time would assume he was the reincarnation of an ancient general that had graced the battlefield for decades. Such was the regality and power expounded by each step that even the dragon’s heart tremored.

But of course, this was only natural. After fighting, and eating dragon meat and blood over the past weeks, some of the dragons’ innate regality had begun to fuse with Hektor, transforming him from a regular fighter to a dignified warrior.

Hektor glared at the opposing dragon. He had a feeling this was the final guardian. He would be considered to have completed this training as long as he defeated this dragon. Hektor grinned as he quickened his steps and then broke into a full sprint. “Die for me!”

The dragon, in reply, roared and bit down at him!

CLANG!


CLANG!

GrizzlyDiamond and Ragnaf slid away from each other, propelled by the massive torrential force of their clashes. However, no sooner had they separated did they rush back at each other and once again traded a variety of blows.

Sparks flew, and winds generated by stray ki blew across the battlefield as the warriors’ battle grew even more fervent. Hundreds of blows were exchanged in the span of a few seconds, with either warrior seeking to gain the upper hand.

It was the kind of battle where neither side even had the chance to pull off their special moves or skills. Each skill required at least a microsecond of preparation, but either warriors’ harsh blades denied them even that chance. 

However, experienced warriors always found a way. GrizzlyDiamond went forward with a heavy strike, which Rangaf responded to in kind. The resulting clash predictably sent both warriors sliding backward. However, this time, GrizzlyDiamond stretched out his sword and rotated in place as he slid back. Within the span of a microsecond, he soon turned into a whirlwind of death, as dense ki-blades shrouded his spinning form.

[Whirlwind]  was a famous and scary warrior skill. It turned the user into a spinning top that tracked and cut down enemies. The dense ki blades surrounding the practitioner acted as both offense and defense, allowing the user to cut through its enemies without fear of retaliation.

Faced with the rapidly approaching spinning top, Ragnaf surprisingly did not attempt to dodge. Instead, he grasped his ax and injected ki into it. With a powerful snort, he flung it at the top of the approaching whirlwind. The ax’s speed caused its form to blur into a circular disk as it approached the whirlwind.

To everyone’s shock, the disk cut through the whirlwind’s ki-defenses. The whirlwind scattered, revealing a shocked GrizzlyDiamond who had a large cut on his cheek. If he had not bent his head at the last moment, his skull would most likely have been cleaved in half.

“As expected, you Summoned rely too much on battle skills,” Ragnaf taunted as the ax spun through the air and returned to his grip. “None of you are true warriors,” the orc scoffed with disgust. “I’ve seen all I wanted to see,” Ragnaf said with a disappointed groan. His eyes then grew sharp as he finished, “Time for you to die.”

“I’ll pluck those eyes out!” GrizzlyDiamond roared in rage as he charged at the orc. He gathered ki in his sword and swung his blade low at the left side of the orc’s abdomen. He intended to force the orc to defend awkwardly and then grab an advantage to finish him off. 

However, things did not go as planned.

First, Ragnaf did not bother with defense but instead swung his ax at GrizzlyDiamond’s head with reckless abandon. 

GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes widened with shock as he realized this orc really wanted to trade their lives. 

Ragnaf snorted as he said, “Who wants to trade lives with you?” Just as he said that, his left arm suddenly dropped to his side and received the sword blow in place of his abdomen. Surprisingly, the sword failed to cleave through as expected. Instead, it cut halfway through and then stopped.

GrizzlyDiamond tried to pull out the sword but panicked when he realized that Ragnaf’s muscles had tightly clamped on the blade, rendering it impossible to remove in a short period.

Meanwhile, Ragnaf’s ax was now only inches away from GrizzlyDiamond’s head. Realizing the severity of the situation, GrizzlyDiamond let go of his sword’s handle and swiftly retreated.

“A warrior who willingly let’s go of his sword,” Ragnaf taunted as he pulled the blade out from his arm, following which a massive torrent of blood poured out from the damaged veins and arteries. However, GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes twitched as he watched the blood flow gradually slow down as the arm began to heal. That’s right. He had forgotten about the orc clan’s cheat-like regenerative abilities. 

This was the reason orcs were feared so much on the battlefield. Orcs’ rapid regeneration meant they could afford to take more damage to kill their enemy. This was also why the other races agreed to exile the orcs rather than wipe them out. The consequences would have been horrendous.

“You dare to call yourself a warrior?” Ragnaf taunted as he threw the sword on the ground and snorted. The orc brandished his ax and then burst forward with indomitable speed. “Die!” He struck down at GrizzlyDiamond, who was momentarily frozen in place by the orcs’ aura.

GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes shrunk as he watched the ax blade grow larger, blocking out everything in sight. Just when it seemed like he would lose his head, a heavy gale blasted past him and slammed into Ragnaf.

The force was so heavy that the orc coughed up blood as he was sent flying backward. Ragnaf crashed to the ground with a heavy thud, and remained still for a moment as he struggled to gather his bearings.

GrizzlyDiamond looked over his shoulder to see two large vines writhing behind him. Ah, Brilith had saved him. Moments after, the warrior’s face contorted with rage. To think he almost lost his life here at the hands of a mere NPC. This damned! Fire burning in his eyes, GrizzlyDiamond walked forward and picked up his sword.

“GrizzlyDiamond,” Renark called after a moment’s hesitation. “This battle is your loss. Do not be disrespectful. Finish it in one blow.”

“Shut up!” GrizzlyDiamond shot back, rage burning in his eyes. “A battle is something that happens between equals.” The warrior walked over to Ragnaf’s body, raised his sword, and then said. “We are not equals. This is an extermination.” With those words, GrizzlyDiamond swung down.

The blade rushed toward Ragnaf’s abdomen. It was clear GrizzlyDiamond did not care to finish off the orc in one strike. 

Clang!

However, just when the blade was inches away from Ragnaf’s skin, a heavy projectile collided against GrizzlyDiamond’s blade. The warrior cursed out loud as the force knocked the sword out of his hand, injuring the webbing between his thumb and index finger.

“Who!?” GrizzlyDiamond shouted as he looked in the direction of the arrow. There, off in the distance, he spotted a small regiment of beastkin soldiers. With a bow in hand, at the head of the army, stood a fiery young woman with a stern expression.

“Who am I?” Chu Ling repeated with a sneer. The young general demanded with a roar that shook the heavens and the earth. “Who the hell are you!?” 


???

Hektor breathed a sigh of relief as he sat down and rested his back against a large object. Surprisingly, this object was the corpse of the great Earth Dragon from earlier. The little brash youth from back then had grown into a character capable of solo hunting dragons on his own. Who knew how strong he was now?

Hektor took a moment to collect himself and then walked to the exit of that floor. He looked up at a massive ten-meter door hewn into the wall and knew he had come to the end of his journey.

The young man took in a deep breath and pushed the door open. The doors opened to a large cavern, which was at least three times bigger than the last one. However, this gigantic cave only housed a single broadsword stabbed into the center of the room.

Was this the reward for the dungeon? Hektor approached the sword and inspected it. The sword hilt and blade was as black as night, with no signs of rust or dust on it. The hilt was adorned with the skulls of creatures he could not identify, and the blade was as tall as he was.

Hektor sensed a terrifying bloodlust and rage from the weapon, but where he might have hesitated a few weeks ago, he boldly reached out and grabbed the weapon’s hilt. “Submit!”

“It won’t be that easy to make it submit.” A deep, aged voice replied with a hint of sarcasm.

Hektor looked up at the man who had appeared next to the sword. The red-haired man bore the regality of a noble, his black and red jacket reminiscent of what Hektor had seen princes don, but at the same time, there was untamable savagery in the man’s red eyes which beat out even the most ferocious berserkers.

However, more importantly, horrendous amount of ki and mana leaked out of this man, leaving Hektor short of breath. However, the young man refused to cower in fear. Gritting his teeth, Hektor tightened his grip on the broadsword as he asked, “Who are you?”

The red-haired man leaked out a smile. “For now, you can call me Razz.”

“Razz?” Hektor frowned as he repeated the familiar word. For some reason, he felt like he should know this name. Furthermore, it was a critical name. But try as he might, he could not recall its origins.

Razznik looked upon Hektor’s struggle with a blank expression. “Do not waste your time. You will not be able to recall my name no matter how hard you try.”

Hektor’s frown deepened as he glared at the man before him. “What did you do to me?”

“I temporarily sealed the portion of your memories pertaining to me,” Razznik replied with a flat tone. “Do not worry. They will be unsealed after the test is over. If you survive, that is.”

“Why!?” Hektor challenged with a low growl. He hated the idea of having his mind easily infiltrated by this dangerous man who came from gods know where. 

“Why? Why did you come here? Why did you endure through this dungeon to reach this very point?” Razznik calmly replied with a question of his own.

Hektor did not know why, but even though he did not want to give the man the satisfaction of a reply, he felt an urge to answer, “To get stronger, of course.”

“Therein lies your reason,” Razznik revealed. “Knowledge is not always good. Right now, your knowledge of my origin will only hinder your path to get stronger. Hence, I temporarily blocked it.”

Hektor’s brows bunched together in stressed thought. “I don’t like it. I want to make the decision myself.”

“You seem to be under a misunderstanding,” Razznik coolly said as a gargantuan pressure akin to the weight of a mountain suddenly crashed down on Hektor. Razznik’s fiery eyes glared at the youth as the latter coughed up blood. “This is not a request. I am merely informing you of the process. You lost the right to negotiate the moment you forced your way down here and gripped the sword’s hilt. You will now undergo my test. Be warned, however, that you shall perish if you fail, and join the rest of these fools.”

“Fools?” Hektor repeated in a confused stupor.

At the child’s word, Razznik snapped his finger. Immediately, space itself seemed to twist and distort, as if it was a fabric being grabbed by a seamstress. With a slight tug, the veil was removed, revealing the interior’s true form.

Hektor’s eyes narrowed as he gazed upon the numerous hills composed entirely of skeleton bones. Some were fully intact, while others were shattered to the point they might as well be dust. “These are?”

“Yes, these are adventurers who were lucky enough to stumble upon this dungeon or had backings from great families and countries,” Razznik revealed. “They all challenged the test and failed, leaving their little lives behind.” His eyes burned with a savage fire as he said, “You will take this test. Whether you prevail or fall like these fools is entirely upon your shoulders alone.”

Hektor gritted his teeth and frowned. He could tell there was no way he could escape from this man. However, even as he faced this fatal predicament, the youth’s eyes slowly began to light up with a defiant flame. Hektor had always been the type to rush headfirst into danger. Now, Razznik’s words had provoked that innate, stubborn fighting spirit.

Hektor clenched his fists as he looked at Razznik. “What is the test?”

Razznik nodded. Though his fierce expression did not show it, he was impressed by the boy’s spirit at the very least. Over 90% of the challengers lost their will upon seeing the skeleton hills, but it had the opposite effect on this child. That alone was commendable. “I will test your skills.”

“Skills?” Hektor raised a brow in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“The difference between two equally powerful warriors is determined by their skills,” Razznik explained. 

Hektor frowned. “I was raised in a poor village. I don’t have any powerful skills. The two I know right now, I learned in this dungeon. There’s a third, but,” Hektor looked at his right arm with a sad sigh, “It’s sealed.”

“Such skills are superfluous,” Razznik chided as he placed his arms behind his back. “The most important skill is learning how to control each part of your body to the fullest. Only when you have mastered your ki can you begin to claim you have skills.”

Razznik waved his hand, and a rockbiter rat appeared on the ground in front of Hektor. “The skill you learned. Use it on that rat.”

Hektor looked at Razznik with suspicion but then turned his attention to the rat. He took in a deep breath, gathered his ki at the base of his throat, and then let out a deafening roar. 

The rockbiter rat stiffened as a deathly aura enveloped it. Blood seeped out of its ears, and it immediately toppled over and fainted. Hektor looked over at Razznik, expecting praise, but he was only met with a stern glare.

Razznik snapped his finger, and this time, an ant floated in the air in front of Hektor. “Use that skill on this ant.”

Hektor, confused, repeated the skill once again. Suffice to say, the ant instantly perished under the assault. However, Hektor weakly staggered. The second roar had taken a lot out of him. As expected of a skill he had copied from the dragons. Its ki usage was extremely unbearable.

Razznik glared at the teen and rebuked, “Waste. Do you still not understand?”

Hektor, who had not expected to be reprimanded, paused and reconsidered what just transpired. He utilized the dragon’s roar on the rockbiter rat and the ant. Both were successful, but they left him exhausted. Wait? Why was he so exhausted despite facing a rockbiter rat and an ant? “Could it be?” Hektor muttered as he looked up at Razznik.

“Good, you are not entirely stupid,” Razznik snorted. “You faced two enemies of vastly different strength, yet you utilized the same skill at the same amplitude. This is what people call using a hammer to crack an egg or using a treasured sword to truss a chicken. You, like most stupid Summoned and Residents, do not understand your bodies and ki. Because of this, you end up wasting more energy than you need during battles. A slightly more skilled opponent can use this gap to easily destroy you.”

Hektor’s eyes shook as he knew Razznik was telling the truth. He had watched Kashi fight, and it seemed the daeben always used the necessary amount of ki for a situation without any waste. 

Hektor looked at his right arm and recalled how he used to indiscriminately pour all the energy in Sram’s mark into his ax as a finisher. Why had he never tried to make that energy his? Why did he never consider utilizing it in more skillful ways?

Razznik clapped, drawing Hektor out of his thoughts. “Good, this is why I prefer warriors who live for the sword. I only have to say a few words, and you are already applying it to your situation.” Razznik stepped forward, causing Hektor to let go of the sword’s hilt and retreat involuntarily. 

However, before the youth could go too far, Razznik disappeared from his sight, appeared right in front of him, and grasped the youth’s right hand.

“Sram’s mark, is it?” Razznik said as he examined the arm. “I see. She has yet to fully choose you as her champion. That works out fine.” Razznik looked at Hektor and said, “Boy, would you like to be my champion? I can easily wipe out this mark.”

Hektor’s body violently trembled like a thunderstorm had been unleashed in his heart. The youth did not know why, but he felt like he would be unrivaled in the world if he accepted the man’s proposal. However, in the end, he gritted his teeth and shook his head. “I have already contracted myself to a god. Unless she releases me, I will not choose another.”

Crackle!

As soon as Hektor said those words, the space to his right suddenly cracked open like it was a piece of glass being shattered. The youth watched, wide-eyed as a fiery, scantily-clad, black-haired woman emerged from within the crack. A savage aura akin to the roar of a primordial beast shook the entire cavern as the woman made her appearance, and the air seemed to saturate with the thick scent of blood.

This was the power befitting the lone god to have survived Razznik’s rampage. This was the power befitting Sram, the god of war.

“Well said!” Sram said as she grasped Hektor’s right arm and glared at Razznik. “A mere remnant dare still what is mine?”

‘I never said I’m yours, though.’  Hektor inwardly protested, but he knew better than to speak up at this moment. Although he might not fear these gods due to Kashi’s influence, he was still very mindful of their strength. If he messed around too much, he wouldn’t even know how he died. However, the word remnant did pique his interest, “Remnant?”

“Of course, just a remnant,” Sram replied with a disdainful snort. “The real deal can never appear in this world again. We made sure of that. This is just a memory stuck to that sword. Should I call it a sword spirit? Do not fret. This thing is not even 1% as strong as the real deal.”

Sword spirit? Hektor’s gaze shook as he stared at the man before him and then at the sword. This thing that felt so unfathomable was a simple sword spirit? Then just how strong was the real deal? Wouldn’t he just suffocate to death in the real Razz’s presence?

Sram, not realizing the severe psychological blow her reveal had caused to Hektor, frowned as she glared at Razznik—ah, no, the sword spirit. “What do you want? You know I will not let you erase my mark. Who knows when next I will find a suitable champion.”

The sword spirit’s gaze remained even, but its fingers twitched as it struggled to refrain from attacking Sram. Be it then, now, or forever, Razznik had and would always be a creature of battle. Upon meeting Sram, the first and foremost thought in his mind was to battle against her even though he knew his current form was not her match. 

Luckily for Hektor, who would have been crushed to paste had these two started going at it, the sword spirit managed to curb its desire. It looked at Sram as it said, “Bestow your full mark on that child right now if you do not want him to die.”

Sram frowned and roared as a fierce gale erupted and blasted toward the sword spirit. “What!? You dare order me!?” 

“The true test is about to begin in a moment,” The sword spirit calmly replied even as it was enveloped in the tornado. It’s jacket barely ruffled in the fierce wind, and its relaxed expression looked more like it was enjoying a midsummer’s night breeze. “If that child does not have your full mark, he will definitely perish.” 

“A mere sword spirit dare threaten me!?”

The sword spirit’s eyes burned with an enthusiasm that did not lose out to the god of war’s in any way. “You can try to interfere. However, I will definitely kill that child the moment you do, then fight you as you wish. As I’m sure you know, I cannot be killed unless you break that sword or the test is complete.” The sword spirit’s aura exploded outward, and for the first time, Hektor knew what it felt like to drop into the pits of hell. “Are you capable of breaking that sword?”

If Sram’s aura possessed the savageness of a primordial beast, then the sword spirit’s aura contained an endless sea of bloodlust. When it exploded, the very air itself was dyed red by the blood, and Hektor choked as he felt he was drowning in a sea of blood.

Sram’s eyes furrowed, but upon noticing Hektor’s pained expression, she withdrew her aura, following which the sword spirit did the same, thereby releasing Hektor from certain death. “I was planning on giving him the full mark anyway. I have been thoroughly impressed by the valor he has shown in this dungeon over the past weeks.”
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A cold breeze blew past the cracked earth as a heavy chill descended on the plains. Three parties cautiously eyed each other, hesitant to engage one in fear of the last party taking the opportunity to launch a deadly attack.

The three parties consisted of Ragnaf, Rudega, and Durst in one party, Brilith Loneheart’s gang in the other, and the final being the patrol team of about 50 soldiers led by Serisis’ fiery princess, Chu Ling.

Considering Chu Ling’s bombastic personality, there was no way she would wait for either party to respond. With a loud snort, she drew tugged on her bowstring as she approached Brilith and Ragnaf. “I asked for your name,” Chu Ling chided as she glared at GrizzlyDiamond. However, she shook her head before he could even respond and asked, “Which of you caused those earthquakes?”

“Earthquake?” Brilith murmured with a frown. No one in her party could cause an earthquake (directly). Plus, she hadn’t felt any tremors, so that meant it had occurred far outside her range of detection. If she thought of the people present, the only one capable of such a feat…

“It was you, wasn’t it,” Brilith said as she glanced at Rudega. Everyone followed her gaze to the weak-looking dwarf, disbelief in their ears.

“A small trick,” Rudega replied with a tight smile as he glanced at the woman who led the troops. Just from a glance, he could tell she was plenty strong. However, whether she was strong enough to handle these monsters called Summoned, he had no idea. 

However, Rudega had gambled all his mana to produce small earthquakes nearby and ensured they grew weaker towards their position in the hopes that someone perceptive would follow and seek out the source. All he could do now was wait and see if his gamble would pay off.

Rudega brushed himself off and walked in front of Ragnaf. He bowed to Chu Ling, who maintained an equal distance of about ten meters between both parties, forming a strange triangle. “Esteemed miss, my name is Rudega Farvulia, of the dwarven Farvulia household. My companions and I are refugees from a scheme to start a war in Daggerfall. We wish to seek asylum in Serisis temporarily. Is it possible to have our wishes related to the King?”

Chu Ling frowned and looked at Durst, who still lay on the ground. “What’s wrong with him?”

“He has been poisoned,” Rudega stated. 

“Poisoned?” Chu Ling repeated in disbelief. “Even an orc can be poisoned?” She said, looking at Ragnaf. Her shock was justified. Orcs were notorious for their tough physiques, which could not only heal from basically any non-life-threatening injury, but were also highly resistant to most poisons and disease ailments.

“I don’t know how,” Ragnaf responded to Chu Ling’s questioning gaze. “I’ve never seen an orc fall to poison.”

“It should be a special poison crafted by the wisben,” Rudega explained as he looked at Brilith. “He’s been in a coma for several hours now. He is in desperate need of a healer.”

Chu Ling nodded and then turned to examine Brilith’s party. “Seem’s you’re the ones responsible for this? Identify yourselves. I don’t recall the presence of such powerful Summoned in our country. What’s your purpose?”

“This damned…” GrizzlyDiamond spat in rage as he brandished his sword, causing the soldiers around Chu Ling to draw theirs similarly. “Even though you’re just a bunch of one’s and zeroes… You’re all acting too cocky…”

“One’s and zeroes,” Chu Ling muttered as she handed the bow to one of the accompanying soldiers and dismounted. She pulled out a dazzling red sword from the saddle and frowned as she pointed it at GrizzlyDiamond. “I do not know why, but those words offend me. I’ve changed my mind. You can tell me who you are after I beat you all into submission.”

GrizzlyDiamond snorted as he took a step forward. “With just you? You’re not capable enough.”

“Whether or not I’m capable…” declared Chu Ling as a tremendous fiery aura exploded forth from her, swiftly raising the temperature in a mile radius to boiling points. The warrior princess’ ki took the form of a raging phoenix as it spread its wings behind her, its burning red eyes locked onto the insignificant ants before it.

GrizzlyDiamond gritted his teeth. Shit, this woman was much more powerful than he initially thought. Just looking at that monstrous energy caused sweat to pool on his forehead. He did not know when, but at some point, he began to lose his grip on his sword due to sweat. 

However, it was now faced with this impossible challenge, that the gamer pride within GrizzlyDiamond surged and showed its unreasonable crazy head. “So what if you’re a little stronger than me,” GrizzlyDiamond laughed as he took a step forward. “It won’t be the first time I’ve cross-level challenged.”

Unfortunately, just when GrizzlyDiamond was about to launch his attack, a thick 5-meter tree root shot out of the ground and blocked his path. The man looked back in confusion at his guildmaster, whose cold eyes were fixed on Chu Ling.

“You must be Chu Ling, younger princess and second-in-line to the throne of Serisis,” Brilith said with a light smile. “I heard you were a powerful warrior who dedicated her life to the frontlines. It seems the rumors did not do the real person justice.”

“What the hell are you talking about now?” Chu Ling spat, unsatisfied with this roundabout way of speaking that was so common with nobles. “Are we fighting or not? If not, explain yourself. Why are you chasing these two men?”

Brilith maintained a passive smile as she softly replied, “The matter involving these two is one of state secrets. I am not at liberty to tell you that. However, I can tell you that my name is Brilith Loneheart. As for my authority, I am a Veridium Seeker from Gorun, capital of Ederwood.” She took out a platinum badge with a strange tree engraved on it and tossed it to Chu Ling. “See for yourself.”

Chu Ling’s eyes narrowed when she inspected the badge. It was indeed real, no doubt about it. She might not be well versed in mana, but even she was sensitive enough to feel the unique mana imprint reserved for items created by Ederwood’s political craftsmen. This imprint could not be forged as it was unique to each craftsman. Therefore, there was no way this badge was fake.

Which meant this woman who called herself Brilith Loneheart was indeed a Seeker. Now, this was troublesome.

Who were Seekers?

Seekers were a group of high-level elite task force sent out by the council of elders in Ederwood to handle various political matters. There were many ranks to these Seeker roles, and Chu Ling was not sure about all of them, but she did know that the highest rank was called Veridium, named after a rare tree that only grew near the capital.

Meeting a Seeker was equivalent to meeting Ederwood’s Council of Elders. If you found favor with them, by proxy, you also found favor with the Council. Likewise, if you found trouble with a Seeker, the council would seek vengeance. 

Chu Ling did not know how this Brilith managed to become such a high ranked Seeker within just over a year (assuming she arrived at the same time as the first batch of Summoned), but the reality was before her. If this matter was not handled properly, it could lead to a war between Ederwood and Serisis. 

A few months ago, Serisis would have welcomed a war. It would give them an excuse to plunder Ederwood’s resource-rich forests. However, ever since Rosendun came forward with their deal, a new path had opened up for Serisis. Right now, food was no longer a significant concern for the country, and by the time Rosendun’s transportation devices were completed, the nation would completely change.

Although the citizens had not yet been informed of the specifics, they had already begun to see the future potential in the food distributed to the many villages in those cold boxes. The country’s mood was on the rise right now, and a war would utterly shatter their hearts.

Serisis would join the warfront one day. Chu Ling did not doubt that. She might not be the best politician, but she could sense the continent’s changing tides. However, this was not the time.

Even so, if Chu Ling were to roll over and allow the wisben to do as she wished out of fear, she would not be the notorious fire princess. “A Seeker, is it?” Chu Ling said as she calmly returned the token with a casual toss. “I understand your position, but you should understand mine too.” Chu Ling’s brows furrowed as a frightening aura burst out from her. “This is not your country. This is Serisis, and I am her Princess. A visitor has personally asked a favor of me. Do you expect me to send them to their deaths willingly?”

Brilith smiled, but those who gazed at that smile felt their blood freeze. There was a large amount of venom hidden behind that smile. “Visitor, you say. Am I not a visitor too? Do the wishes of a Seeker not matter to Serisis’ princess? I am not asking you to do anything. Rather, just let us handle this between ourselves. We will take these two back to Daggerfall to face the price of their crimes.”

“You said it again,” Chu Ling chided with a harsh sneer.

“What?”

“Seeker,” Chu Ling elaborated with a frown. “You keep saying that word like it should scare me or something. Ah, you know what, I’m pissed off!” The princess scratched her head, glared at Brilith’s procession, and then roared, “I’ve changed my mind. Get your asses the fuck out of my country!” Before Brilith could respond, the princess sneered, “Ah, don’t worry, your highness. Serisis won’t aid these fugitives. They will pass by and go to Rosendun. You can do whatever you want in that country. But for now, can you guys kindly fuck off!?”

“Fuck off?” For the first time, Brilith’s smile stiffened. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing right now? You dare speak to me like that?”

“Ah, no wonder they call you Seeker. Clearly, you need to seek out some brain cells,” Chu Ling snapped. At this point, she had shed all pretense of a noble princess. “I want you all,” she said, pointing at Brilith’s party, “to leave my country the way you came. Is that too hard for you?”

The soldiers, seeing this Chu Ling, nodded their heads in acknowledgment. This was how their princess should be. That earlier nice, diplomatic girl act had been giving them shivers.

Rage flashed in Roro’s eyes. Unable to bear the insulting comments any longer, she prepared to take a step forward. However, an arm cut across her chest, preventing her from moving. The little assassin looked up the arm to its owner’s chilly expression. 

“Not now, Ro-chan,” Brilith whispered in a stiff tone. “We’ll deal with these people after we’ve fully taken over the Council of Elders.”

Brilith’s eyes narrowed as she looked at Chu Ling. “Thank the heavens for your heritage. If you were anyone else, you would no longer count among the living.” Without giving the enraged princess a chance to reply, she turned her attention to Rudega. “Well played, dwarf. You have managed to keep your lives thanks to your gamble.” A hint of a terrible smile spread at the edge of her lips as she looked pointedly at Durst. “However, that one will not be so lucky. There is no cure for the poison in his blood. You orcs might be strong, but even your regeneration has limits. I wonder how long he can hold out for. The record during our experiments was five days.”

Ragnaf’s eyes instantly reddened. “Experiments!?”

Rudega, sensing the orc’s rage, quickly ran forward and hugged Ragnaf’s right hand. “Do not engage. That is what they want so they can take us out in self-defense.”

“What a smart dwarf,” Brilith teased. “Do not worry. We will meet again soon.” With those words, she nodded at Roro, who then blew on a whistle. 

Moments later, Rudega stared in shock as a 20ft long Thundergrowth Candor swooped down and landed in front of Brilith’s party, its beautiful blue and white wings glittering in the sun.

Brilith jumped onto and then sat down on the beast’s back. She was joined by her companions, who cast malevolent glares at the remaining parties.

“Serisis’ princess, Chu Ling,” Brilith greeted as the humongous bird took the sky and flapped its wings. “We will meet again soon. At that time, I will have you pay for your words.”

Chu Ling snorted as she watched the bird disappear into the clouds. “Spoken like a true cliché villain. Even the village kids have better lines…” Chu Ling shook her head and then turned to look at the quiet Rudega. “Who you are; where you’re from; why you really came here; how you got here; We have a lot to discuss.”

Rudega humbly bowed. “Yes. Yes, we do, Princess.”


???

9:50 a.m. 15  th   Banem 1092.

Hektor, sweating profusely as he examined his right arm. A terrifying tribal mark occupied the entire arm, pulsating with power that greatly shocked the young man. He finally understood what the sword spirit meant when it said he had not received the full inheritance. Comparing the current mark’s presence to the previous was like comparing an elephant to an ant or the heavens to the earth.

Hektor circulated his ki, and to his surprise, the moment his ki flowed through his right arm, a stream of information piggy-backed on the ki flow to his brain, giving him a full understanding of the benefits and drawbacks of the mark. Hector immediately closed his eyes to digest the information, seemingly momentarily forgetting about the two realm-shaking figures waiting on him.

The slight frown on Sram’s face deepened when she saw this. “He’s truly just like him when he was young,” she muttered, and although she did not look at the sword spirit, they both knew who she was talking about.

The sword spirit shook its head and turned its attention to the struggling youth. However, his concentration was once again broken by Sram.

“Why are you helping him?”

The sword spirit turned to look at the war goddess. “I am afraid I do not understand your question. The child is taking a test like everyone else. I am not helping him.”

“Liar,” Sram snorted with a snort. “You might be able to fool him, but not me. These bones,” she said, pointing at the tiny mountains. “Even though hundreds of years have passed, I can still sense powerful mana and ki in some of them. These people were surely top warriors when they were alive. Do you expect me to believe there’s a test they can’t pass that this kid can?” Sram folded her arms and glared at the spirit. “You failed those people on purpose, but you are letting this child have a go. Why don’t you drop the pretense and surrender? The outcome’s going to be the same anyway.”

The sword spirit raised a brow. “You must have been lonely the past millennium. I do not recall you being this talkative.”

“You!” Sram bellowed as a daunting aura exploded outward. Luckily, she managed to retain the presence of mind to isolate Hektor from its effects as she glared at the sword spirit. “You want to die!?” She roared through gritted teeth.

The sword spirit’s red eyes flashed with excitement and apparent bloodlust as it challenged, “It’s not clear which of us will die.”

Sram lost it. To think a mere sword spirit would be this cocky in her presence! Furthermore, it was the sword spirit of the man she hated most! “Die then!” She roared and had already thrown the first punch when Hektor suddenly grunted.

The young man’s grunt as he opened his eyes awakened the war goddess from her rage. Sram’s fists abruptly stopped inches from the sword spirit’s chest. At the same time, her eyes narrowed as she looked to the side and saw the fist that had stopped inches from her face. 

As expected of Razznik’s sword spirit. It didn’t hold back in the slightest despite facing a woman. Sram knew that if Hektor had not interrupted them, she would have been forced to eat that punch.

Of course, the sword spirit would also be forced to endure her punch, and in terms of damage value, her punch would be much higher than the sword spirit’s. However, something was intrinsically humiliating about being punched in the face compared to the chest, which was what the sword spirit had been aiming for.

Its thought process was straightforward. Even if you kill me, you too will die of humiliation and shame. 

Sram harrumphed and returned to a neutral position as Hektor opened his eyes. She glared at the sword spirit who had similarly returned to his previous posture and sent a mental message.  “I see you’re still good at provoking others.”

The sword spirit shrugged and said out loud, “It’s a handy skill.”

“What is a handy skill?” Hektor asked, finally fully awoken from his rumination.

“Provocation,” replied the sword spirit as it looked at the youth. “During your lifetime, there are people you’ll meet whom you want to fight but do not want to fight you. It can be because of cowardice, perceived class difference, or general indifference. At that time, if you are skilled enough to anger them into attacking you first, you can claim self-defense and happily go all out.”

Hektor could not help but grimace when he heard the sword spirit’s explanation. What’s worse, there wasn’t a single hint of shame on its face. Was this Razz guy a troublemaker? The young man could not help hating the fact that his memories were blocked. Hektor took a moment to recollect himself and then replied, “Will you teach me that too?”

The sword spirit shook its head. “Provocation isn’t something that is learned but rather experienced. Do not worry. I will slowly beat it into you over the next few days. More importantly, what effects did the mark bestow on you?” 

[Mark of the Gods]  manifested differently in individuals. High-class marks like the God of War mark usually had a foundation skill that all its users learned, and unique skills differed from one user to the next.

Hektor nodded and explained what he got from the mark. Just like Razznik did all those years ago, he got the  [Weapons Master]  skill. It functioned like Lunette’s  [All for One]  attribute, which she got from her mark. With weapon master, all Hektor had to do was focus on one weapon of the three main archetypes, bladed, blunt, and bow, and his proficiency on those weapons would scale to every other weapon he touched.

This meant that if he trained his sword to the master level, he would automatically become a master with a spear even if he had never touched it before. Furthermore, his proficiency with all weapon types escalated to Beginner Level 7, meaning a situation where he picked up a weapon and could not bring out the best of its abilities would never happen.

Hektor then explained the effects of his unique ability  [Battle Thirst].  It was a strange art that absorbed a portion of the enemy’s ki to supplement his own during battle. Currently, the amount of ki it could absorb was minimal and almost insignificant, but Hektor knew that if he trained this skill to the peak, perhaps he would be able to end any fight on the first blow.

The sword spirit nodded. “Good. You passed the first test.”

Hektor’s eyes narrowed. “First test?”

“Yes,” the sword spirit confirmed. “The Unique skill in a god’s mark is a reflection of the bearer’s true personality. If you had gotten something defensive, I would have turned you to ash right here. I have no interest in becoming the property of someone who would hide and let someone else do the fighting for them.”

Hektor did not know why, but he thought of Kashi at that moment. Someone he felt the two were similar, always rushing to the frontlines. But contrary to the sword spirit’s arrogance in its strength, Hektor felt that Kashi did that because he had the confidence to trust his back and his people to others.

The young man did not know where the courage came from, but Hektor gritted his teeth and looked at the sword spirit. “You might as well turn me to bones now. Otherwise, just as you become my sword, I, too, am a sword for someone else. I will cut down whoever he asks me to cut down, and protect whoever he asks me to protect, even if it means my sword collects dust as a result.”

The sword spirit’s eyes narrowed. It reached out and grasped the handle of the devil blade buried in the rock. Following a light snort, he slowly pulled the blade out of the ground. 

Hektor’s eyes trembled as the cavern trembled from a heavy earthquake. A monstrous aura burst out from the sword spirit, engulfing the young man and threatening to break his spirit. However, despite the heavy storm clashing against his heart and the fear that turned his knuckles white, the young man’s eyes maintained their resolve without a hint of regret. If he was to die here, so be it. But he would not shame Kashi by breaking down.

Sram, noticing the situation taking a turn for the worse, immediately stepped in front of Hektor. “I just gave this child my mark. Do you think you can kill him in my presence?”

“Kill him?” the sword spirit mocked with a terrifying grin. “Step aside, Sram. This child’s training is about to start.” It looked at Hektor with a menacing gaze that locked the young man in place. “Try not to die, kid.”

Sram swallowed hard when she saw the sword spirit’s grin. She recognized that toothy challenge anywhere. It appeared at the only time one could spot anything close to happiness on Razznik – the moment when he met an opponent he deemed worth fighting.

Sram looked at Hektor with pity in her eyes. She did not know what this child had said to ignite the sword spirit’s excitement, but this experience would surely be traumatic even if Hektor survived. No one had faced that grin and emerged the same afterward.

Sram had no intention of watching the torture that was sure to follow. Besides, she had already remained in the world for too long. After a moment of hesitation, she finally stepped into the void and disappeared.

Upon noticing the goddess’ absence, the sword spirit approached Hektor with its battle intent on full blast. “Alright, Kashi, let’s see just how strong this sword of yours is.”



            

    
        Chapter 188: The Maggots' Vice Guildmaster

    
    
    
    
                
Judar Outpost,

Outlands, Serisis.

10:30 a.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

Judar Outpost was a small barrack/fortress located at a small settlement on the Outlands border. Adventurers and soldiers with missions in the Outlands usually stopped by this post for resupply and rest before venturing into the dangerous lands.

Currently, a terse silence hung over a room in a private quarter as a skinny lycan shaman examined the massive orc who laid on a bearskin rug. Rudega and Ragnaf stood to the side with complicated expressions, while Chu Ling and two commanders stood next to the shaman.

While everyone waited with bated breath, the shaman finally finished his examination and looked up at Ragnaf with a grave expression. “When was he poisoned?”

“Two nights ago,” Ragnaf responded, his eyes dark. “Can you cure it?”

The shaman shook his head. “If you had arrived a few hours ago, maybe, but I’m afraid it’s too late.” 

“What?” Rudega trembled, unable to keep calm. Only Durst could prevent an all-out war. The orc’s credibility was such that his one word was equivalent to a thousand of Rudega’s platitudes. Without Durst, Rudega knew he had no way of convincing the orcs they were being manipulated. “How about a priest? Surely a healing spell can cure this?”

The shaman once again shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. This is not an injury but poison. Only the dispel spell can erase it. However, this strand of poison,” he muttered as he cast a pensive look at Durst, “I’m afraid only a grandmaster poison expert can dispel it. It’s a sinister virus that mimics the infected’s blood. My dispel level is too low to differentiate between the real blood and infected blood. Worst case scenario, I might end up killing him if I cast dispel on him right now.”

Despair colored Rudega’s eyes as he slumped to the ground and buried his head in his hands. “What do we do now? He is our only hope of turning this mess around.”

A heavy silence hung in the room as no one could find the right words to say. Chu Ling and her commanders did not know these people well enough to start offering platitudes, and the shaman did not have any good news to share, so he kept his mouth shut and waited for his prompt to leave.

At this moment, however, Ragnaf’s voice suddenly cut through the silence. “How long does he have left?”

The shaman’s eyes brightened, glad he finally had something that could at least be construed as a bit of good news. “An orc’s regenerative abilities are truly extraordinary,” the shaman praised. “He is rapidly replenishing the blood cells eating up by the virus and healing his organs almost as fast as the poison is spreading. That is the only reason he is still alive, as well as why he’s still in a coma. His body has shut down to conserve its resources for this fight. At the current rate, I’d say he has just over one month left – two at the most.”

“Two months,” Ragnaf muttered. “That should be enough time. I’ll find someone who can heal him within that period.” The orc’s gaze hardened as he gazed at the bed-ridden Durst. “This is no way for a proud orc to die.”

Ragnaf turned and was about to leave the room to begin his search, but Chu Ling hastily called him back. The orc paused, confused, and looked at the princess, wondering what she wanted.

Chu Ling let out a sigh, recognizing the desperation in Ragnaf’s eyes. Two months. Did he want to find a Grandmaster Poison expert in two months? In Serisis of all places. That was a fool’s errand if there ever was one. She usually would not have cared and let the orc do whatever he wanted, but after hearing their story from Rudega, she could not help but sympathize with their plight.

The Summoned had manipulated their clans to start a war, all so they could swoop in later and eat up the spoils. The Summoned had also significantly damaged the fragile ecosystem in Serisis, almost causing a civil war in the process. Thankfully, the worst outcome was prevented through the aid of Rosendun and the strange Summoned guild, Hopeful Maggots.

Perhaps it was because she too had experienced the ebb and flow of the waves left behind by the reckless Summoned, Chu Ling found herself wanting to help. “Hold on,” she said to Ragnaf, preventing him from going further. “We might not be able to help, but I know a guild that has a habit of performing miracles. Perhaps they might have a cure.”

“Really!?” Rudega shouted, unable to control the excitement in his eyes. This was what it meant to see the light at the end of a tunnel. 

“I cannot guarantee 100%,” Chu Ling stated. “But, if there is one guild that should be able to do something, it’s them.”

Ragnaf paused, eyes flashing as he looked at the princess. “Who are they?”

An embarrassed smile tugged at the corner of Chu Ling’s lips as she said, “They’re called the Hopeful Maggots.”


Kover Dungeon, 

Briarhoard, Rosendun.

10:45 a.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

The Kover Dungeon was an infamous high-level dungeon in Rosendun. It occupied a vast mountain range close to the northeast. This dungeon, which had risen after the ‘Moon Incident’ which saw a terrifying mask occupy the moon, contained a portal to the Netherworld – precisely, the Cambion plane of the netherworlds. 

The portal regularly spat out low-level demons and creatures with the sole purpose of destroying everything they came across. Like most naturally formed dungeons, a small barrier prevented the demons from leaving their floors or dungeons. However, once the number of monsters surpassed a certain threshold, the barriers would break, and the monsters would spill out like a tidal wave into the world, destroying everything they came across.

This was the feared ‘Monster Tide,’ and every country tried their best to find and regulate dungeons to prevent this from happening.

The Kover Dungeon was especially notorious because of its high spawn rate. If the dungeon were not cleared at least once a week, a Monster Tide would erupt. Due to the increased risk, the Royal Family sent a permanent extermination request to the Adventurers’ Guild.

The rewards were mouth-watering, so many guilds took up the offer, but as one would expect, one guild had already begun clearing the dungeon by the time the others caught up. 

Naturally, that guild was none other than the tyrannically famous Hopeful Maggots. Luckily, the Kover Dungeon was way too large and had far too many entrances for one guild to monopolize it, giving other guilds something to do. But it came as no surprise that most of the elite dangerous paths which had the best loot and most dangerous enemies had already been seized by the Maggots.

Typically, the Summoned would complain about how the Hopeful Maggots were being too unjust or unreasonable or selfish. But all thoughts of anger or protest died when they actually saw the guild in action.

The Maggots’ method of fighting was utterly different from other guilds. Most guilds relied on numbers and calling upon skills and magic to safely defeat an enemy. The Maggots, on the other hand, rarely used skills when fighting. They challenged their enemies with hair-raising real combat, only utilizing their skills as the finishing part of a combo or a heavy strike after breaking an enemy’s guard.

Unlike most other guilds, if a Maggot were given their weapon of choice in real life, they would be as deadly as professionals. This was as a result of Kashi’s mandate to prioritize actual combat over skills in training. It was also why there was an equal number of Summoned and Resident warriors in the guild. Most Summoned could not keep up with the harsh training and eventually quit. 

The reason Kashi did this was for the latter stages. At the early levels, it was still okay to rely on skills to defeat enemies. However, aside from those massive enemies that were walking targets, most elite enemies near the end-game were small, human-sized monsters.

These types were quick, fast, and relied on real-combat with a blend of skills thrown in. Those people who were satisfied spamming their combat skills would be given a rude awakening when they became defenseless before rapid 12-hit combos.

This was the power of the Hopeful Maggots.

Surprisingly, today there was a massive crowd in one of the dungeon paths. This path, labeled ‘Death Road,’ contained the dungeon’s strongest elitist Cambions. The Cambions looked like red-skinned humans with bat wings and a long, scaly tail. Most guilds did not dare face these quick masters of death as the Cambions did not give the Summoned any time to bring out their skills before impaling them.

Which was why it was such a strange sight to see a single woman facing off against three Cambions with nothing but a bow in her hand. Cold aura oozed off the gorgeous woman, rendering her unapproachable. Those cold eyes tracked every movement in the hall as arrows shot out of her bowstring at impossible speeds.

The arrows’ path were insidious and cruel, repeatedly striking the Cambion’s vital parts despite their attempts to dodge or escape. How could they? In the time it would take a regular archer to shoot one arrow, this woman would have accurately shot several dozen. Worse yet, these arrows were systematically released to force the prey to the desired position before finishing them off.

The Cambions had never been so distressed in their lifetime. If any other guild had come, they would have been able to play them to death. Countless others had fallen to their speed and illusion techniques, but this woman rendered their efforts mute. 

Speed? Her arrows were exponentially faster.

Illusions? Nothing seemed to work on her. They could not be sure, but it seemed to have something to do with the Nespian Tiger sat next to her. Its grey eyes never left them despite how many illusionary figures they sent out to confuse the archer.

The peanut gallery swallowed hard as they stared at the indomitable archer. They all knew this woman’s identity. She was perhaps the most famous person in Rosendun: Leila Lightwood, vice-guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots. 

As they watched Leila effortlessly toy with the Cambions, the gallery could not help but wonder. If this was the vice-guildmaster, then just how strong was Kashi?

Bzzzz!

At this moment, a soft buzzing sound came from the Nespian Tiger, Hogosha.

“Who is it?” Leila asked.

Hogosha growled as it looked at the rink on the ground. It infused mana into its claw and tapped the device. Moments later, it looked at Leila with surprise and reported, “It is from Serisis, master. From Princess Chu Ling.”

“Chu Ling?” Leila murmured. “Did something happen?” This was a crucial time for Serisis and Rosendun. So much was riding on their agreement, and neither party could afford any mishaps. As a result, she did not dare to leave the phone ringing.

Leila put down her bow and looked at the Cambion elites. Her cold gaze was akin to the scythe of the grim reaper. Without being told, the Cambions descended and warily looked at her. “That should have been enough for you to understand my ability,” Leila said, her gaze never leaving their eyes. “You have two options. Surrender or Die.”

The spectating adventurers fell into deep silence and then erupted in a cacophony of shouts of disbelief. That’s right. While other guilds were focused on exterminating the monster, the Hopeful Maggots were considering recruiting some of the stronger demons into their midst.

Well, recruitment is too generous a word. After all, they were still demons at the end of the day and could not be trusted. It was more like forced servitude with great benefits. Like the actual demons they were, Cambions loved their own life before anything like pride or loyalty.

They immediately agreed to surrender, believing they would always get a chance to play these guys to death later on and steal the guild’s resources for themselves.

Unfortunately, that delusion was bound never to be a reality.

Leila waved her hand, and a Maggot walked out from the crowd and handed a massive book to each demon. The demons were confused at first, but their eyes went wide in shock upon opening it and reading its contents.

This was a contract! And not just any contract.  It  was a blood contract overseen by both the god of merchants and the high devil Beelzebub. If either party reneged on the statutes in the contract, they would immediately be struck by divine lightning, and their souls would not return to the circle but sent to Beelzebub.

This contract was exceedingly vicious, and the more they read it, the greater the demons’ headache  grew . Unlike those low-level contracts with a lot of vagueness  that  were open to interpretation, this contract was specific – so specific  that  it felt like the drafter had thought of every single possibility and added them to the contract, hence why it was so thick.

The Cambion demons looked at each other in despair as they signed their lives away to the Hopeful Maggots. However, at the same time, a part of them was excited. A guild that could create a contract strong enough to be blessed by both a god and a demon was certainly not weak. Perhaps this would turn out for the best.

Leila was pleased with the despair she initially saw in the Cambions’ eyes. This showed that the contract was even more effective than she initially thought. Hmm, she would have to later thank Miote for drafting the first copy.

With the matter of the demons taken care of, Leila finally picked up the rink and answered the call.

As expected, Chu Ling’s energetic voice immediately came through, “Hey, Leila-chan, I have a favor to ask...”

Leila patiently listened to Chu Ling’s report on the situation in Daggerfall ,  as well as the status of Durst, Rudega, and Farvulia. The gears began to spin in the young lady’s head as she reflexively began to ponder how to utilize the situation to benefit the Hopeful Maggots.

Leila soon arrived at a rough outline for how she would like to play this out. However, this case was on a much grander scale than usual, so she decided to contact the irresponsible Guildmaster. Also, there was the matter of the poison. Although Leila was confident she could find someone in the country strong enough to cure the poison, she was not sure she could do so in the brief timeframe. 

Compared to her conventional searching methods, Leila was sure that the unreasonable Kashi would somehow find a miracle to solve the situation. A slight smile tugged at the corner of her lips as she recalled the sight of a red-haired warrior staring at a Lich’s domain packed with dozens of undead dragons and thousands of undead nights, and unreasonably declaring,  “It’ll work out somehow,”  as he rushed at the horde. 

What was worse was that it did work out somehow. At the time, Razznik’s excessive damage managed to accidentally destroy a mountain that secretly contained the Lich King’s phylactery. With the Lich’s soul exposed, the then-named Aileera only needed a thunderbolt spell to destroy it, bringing an end to the Lich and, in turn, the army under its control.

Leila, or rather Adachi Ayumi, inwardly smiled as she realized just how much she had changed since she first met Suzuki, and then Razznik and finally Suzuki. Each man had added some color to her black and white world. As someone raised with endless responsibilities, she initially had a drab outlook on the world, one consisting solely of what would be profitable and what wasn’t. Her interactions with people were exclusively measured on how much impact they would potentially have in her future. 

That was until she met Suzuki.

Leila recalled the panic when the famed ‘Club Destroyer’ first visited the Archery Training Center, claiming he was there to learn. Some rowdy boys had gone up to ‘teach him a lesson,’ but within seconds, it was the boys who had their heads planted in the ground.

That unruly young man then approached her and said, “I heard you are the best here. I am only interested in learning from the best. What do I have to do to get you to teach me?”

At the time, Ayumi had assumed this youth was here to show off his strength in front of her and nonchalantly stated, “Clean the dojo for a month.”

“A month is too long,” Suzuki complained. Just when Ayumi was about to sneer, he added, “I will be everyone’s gopher for a week. Cleaning, fetching drink, wiping sweat, whatever. If I do this for a week, it should be enough, right?”

“Do what you want,” Ayumi dismissively replied. She knew many nutcase fans in this dojo wanted to get close to her. This unruly youth who thought he could solve everything with strength would soon face a rude awakening. All she had to do was wait until he lashed out at someone, and she would kick him out.

As expected, only thirty minutes later, there were shouts, and the dojo’s trainees quickly gathered around Suzuki, who was squatting on the floor, his hair sopping wet. Apparently, someone had spilled something on the floor. When he went to clean it up, someone else ‘accidentally’ poured water all over him.

That was also the first moment that Ayumi truly got interested in Suzuki as a person. That was because while he had his head down, the young woman felt her skin crawl from the dense killing intent billowing out of him. These children who had never faced anything dangerous were not sensitive to this pressure. But her father, as an ex-military man, had ensured she was exposed to killing intent from a young age so she would be able to tell if someone was targeting her.

However, what Ayumi found truly horrendous was the fact that Suzuki’s killing intent was on par with those ex-military bodyguards and mercenaries who had taken countless lives. Her father had said that only two people were able to cultivate such dense killing intent. Those who had forged a river of blood with their hands, and the mentally, most likely, criminally insane.

While Ayumi was in the process of trying to determine which of the two the youth was, Suzuki’s killing intent slowly but surely receded, and he finally raised his head. Ayumi looked into the indifferent eyes that held no trace of the anger he should be holding and shivered.

The young lady was sure that if this youth went berserk, he was perfectly capable of slaughtering everyone in this room, and it would not result in the slightest wrinkle in his face. 

Typically, Ayumi would have reported such a dangerous existence to her father right away. What would happen afterward would depend on the investigation of her dad’s people. 

But maybe it was because Ayumi was at the height of her teenage years and beginning to feel a bit rebellious. Or perhaps it was the inevitable allure of danger toward young teens. For whatever reason, she decided not to report this case and see how it turned out.

Over the following week, just as she expected, Suzuki was forced to endure all sorts of humiliation and ridicule over his gopher role. Countless times, she thought he had finally lost it and would retaliate, but he endured all the way, up until the last day.

Standing before the stoic Ayumi, Suzuki had calmly asked, “I fulfilled your condition. You will not go back on your word, will you?”

“An Adachi never goes back on her words,” Ayumi flatly replied, irritated that this youth dared to question her integrity. 

“That’s good then,” Suzuki stated. “Let’s start right now.”

Before Ayumi could get another word in, a group of boys came over and ‘accidentally’ poured their water bottles over Suzuki. One of them smirked as the droplets fell to the floor and mocked Suzuki, “Clean that up, brat.”

However, unlike their previous encounters, Suzuki suddenly turned to glare at them and said in a low, almost growl-like tone, “Fuck off!”

“This shit. Know your place!” A youth yelled, and forgetting Suzuki’s reputation, threw a punch at him. Contrary to expectations, Suzuki did not dodge and got a solid hit on his cheek, causing him to crumple to the floor. The child was surprised but then excitedly yelled, “The legends are only so-so.” His friends immediately joined him to kick the downed Suzuki.

However, after about ten seconds of beatdown, Suzuki suddenly rolled away and got to his feet. His body was littered with bruises, but the nonchalant expression in his eyes made everyone feel cold. Did this guy not feel pain. 

“Four kicks from you. Seven from you. A punch and ten kicks from you,” Suzuki coldly narrated and then inspected his body. “One cracked rib, a broken finger, and multiple swelling on my arms and face.” The young man said as if speaking about someone else’s body. The coldness deepened as a pressure cold enough that even the normal teenagers could feel it emanated from the young man. The teenagers’ hearts leaped to their throats as they felt a deep sense of fear like they had been locked onto by a Shura. “This counts as assault, right? Whatever I do from now on is in self-defense.”

What followed was a brutal scene so intense, Ayumi had mentally blocked it from her memory. The only thing she recalled was the indifference in Suzuki’s bloodstained face as he stood among the ‘corpses.’ 

The situation had nearly caused a major scandal, but because the school wanted to sweep the issue under the rug, Suzuki only got community service for a month as his punishment. The people Suzuki beat up were children of some influential figures, and if the story came out that their children were bullying a child and got beat up in return, their reputations would take a huge hit.

Of course, the main reason the parents backed off was that Suzuki had the bruises to prove he had taken a beating. No court would back them if the situation went public.

Ayumi, seeing how things turned out, could not help but hold some admiration for Suzuki. He was not a reckless fool but was smart enough to ensure the blowback was manageable. However, she had never met someone with that much strength who could sit back and take so much humiliation. Furthermore, she recalled the callous manner in which he counted out his injuries. No average person could treat their bodies that way.

It was almost like Suzuki did not care about himself as much as he did not care about others.

This was why the first thing Ayumi said to him after meeting him for training the next day was, “Do you want to die?”

At that time, Suzuki’s answer—she needed close to a year before she finally understood what he meant.

“Leila-chan?” Chu Ling’s voice broke through the rink, pulling Leila out of her thoughts. 

The wisben shook her head and let out a wry smile. Was she having flashbacks because she was close to seeing that unruly youth again? Leila sighed and then said, “Give me a moment, Ling-san. I need to consult our Guildmaster. If anyone can help, it’ll be him.”

“Oh? The elusive Guildmaster,” Chu Ling praised. “I really want to meet him. He should be enough for me to have a satisfying fight, right?”

“Of course,” Leila replied, not wishing to break this feisty princess’ heart. Kashi could do that on his own whenever they met. “Please excuse me a moment.” 

“Sure. Let me know the result.”

Leila nodded and then cut the call. She then once again injected her mana into the rink and mentally chose the target she wished to call. Seconds later, a Rink buzzed in a forest several kilometers away.


Lymar Village,

Kirkcour Woods, Rosendun.

11:00 a.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

Kashi sighed as he gazed at the blood cocoon at the center of the formation. Even though he could sense the frankly frightening waves of mana flowing into that cocoon and was expectant of the final result, he felt bored just watching. 

Just over a day had passed since the ritual started. Except for some slight pulsating now and then, nothing much had changed.

Kashi was reminded of the other cocoon in his world, and a slight panic grew in his heart. He looked at Drixali, who obediently stood next to him like a powerful bodyguard. “How much longer do you think this is going to take?”

Sensing Kashi’s fears, Drixali replied, “Do not worry, master. This child’s evolution is different from that of the one inside you. Her bloodline is… It is on a level even I do not dare to dream of. That is why her transformation is taking so long. This child’s transformation should be complete in an hour or less. However, you will need to connect your bloodline with his before then, so please prepare yourself.”

Kashi was about to scold Drixali for once again calling him ‘master,’ but at that time, his rink suddenly buzzed. 

“You have people who call you?” A cold voice suddenly rang out from behind him.

“Hmph, I knew you would pop out at this timing,” Kashi victoriously snorted as he turned to look over his shoulder. However, to his surprise, there was nobody there.

Suddenly, a voice whispered in his ear, “I’m over here.”

Kashi nearly jumped out of his skin. He turned around again and saw Shadow standing in front of him with a smug smile. With a resentful glare, he asked, “What was that?”

“Ventriloquism,” Shadow replied. “It’s a pretty useful skill, don’t you think?”

“Stop learning useless things,” Kashi shot back, but even he felt admiration for the skill. He had been completely fooled. Hmm, maybe he should look into learning that skill sometime.

Shadow sighed when he saw the greed in the daeben’s eyes. This freak would probably really learn this skill, and what’s worse, he might even get better at it than Shadow himself. Choosing to change the topic, the assassin looked at the orb in the daeben’s hand and asked, “Who’s calling?”

“Oh, yeah, almost forgot,” Kahsi murmured as he injected his mana into the rink and tapped on it. “Oh? It looks like it’s Leila.”

“Leila-san?” Shadow asked with surprise on his face. “Why would she be calling you of all people?”

“What do you mean why?” Kashi rebuked with a snort. “I’m the Guildmaster remember? Of course, she’ll consult with me when something happens,” Kashi boasted and waited for Shadow’s response so he could fire back his prepared defenses.

However, the assassin did not respond and only looked at Kashi with equal parts disdain, contempt, and ridicule. Consult him? Shadow would probably give Kashi a prize if he could even remember all the divisions working under him and had an idea of their current status. After suffering under that withering silence for five seconds, Kashi finally bowed his head and apologized, “I’m sorry. I won’t do that again.”

“Answer the call,” Shadow said, feeling a bit better after his initial despondence over Kashi’s unfair levels of talent. 

Kashi answered the call and, under Shadow’s judgmental gaze, greeted his Vice-Guildmaster with solemn respect. “Leila, thank you for your hard work. It must have been hard on you handling everything on your own. How are things on your end?”

There was a brief silence, and then Kashi’s famous Vice-Guildmaster responded in an incredulous tone,  “What drugs are you on?”  

Shadow could not take it and immediately buried his face in his hands, but his shaking shoulders betrayed the laughter bubbling up his throat. What’s worse, Kashi looked at Drixali, and despite the demon’s straight face, he could see the centaur’s hands shaking as he struggled to hold in his amusement.

Kashi could not bear it any longer and immediately complained, “Hey can’t you treat your Guildmaster with more respect? I’m your superior, you know? How can you ask me if I’m on drugs?”

“Oh?”  Kashi could almost see the mischievous glint appear in Leila’s usually cold eyes.  “Great, Superior Guildmaster, would you like to hear this week’s report? I can even have some documents sent over so you can personally peruse them all. I promise you’ll  really  feel like a Guildmaster by the time you’re done.”

For the second time that day, Kashi bowed his head and apologized. “Please spare me. I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.”

“Hmph, that’s better,”  Leila chuckled, feeling good about herself. It always felt good to get one over Kashi, this cheat-like existence that made others’ hard work feel like a waste of time. Leila had no illusions that if it were based on strength alone, Kashi’s quest to unite the continent would have gone much faster. But because the daeben was focused on Unification and not Conquest, the guild was forced to take a long, roundabout route that required experts like herself and Miote and a lot of paperwork Kashi greatly resented.

“So, what’s up?” Kashi asked, losing the formal speech.

Leila found it much easier to deal with this careless Kashi and carefully reported everything Chu Ling told her. 

Kashi’s brow rose. “Did you say poison?”

“Yes, why?” 

“Nothing,” Kashi replied. “I should be able to cure it with Yggdrasil’s power.”

“Yggdrasil?”

“Oh yeah, I haven’t told you yet.” Kashi quickly gave a summary of his inner world, Yggdrasil, and its healing prowess. After accepting the centaurs into his inner world, Kashi knew there was no longer a point in keeping it secret. Besides, this was not something the Adjudicators could take from him.

 “While that could work,” Kashi said, “I have a better idea.” The daeben looked at Shadow and said, “Hey, laugh time’s over. Please help me get that druid.”

Shadow immediately stopped laughing and peered into Kashi’s eyes. “You. You’re planning on doing something crazy again, aren’t you?”

“What? No,” Kashi denied as he casually took out several easels and canvases from his inventory. As he set them up as if about to open a painting gallery, he said, “I plan on taking it easy for the next month. No more fighting, I promise.”

Shadow looked at the canvasses and murmured, “You’re the craziest when you’re not fighting.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” Shadow replied with a shrug. “You said I should get the druid, right? I’m going,” he said as he turned to leave.

“Ah, Larsial’s with him right now, I believe,” Kashi called out to the retreating assassin. “Tell her to come too. She won’t want to miss this next part if it works out.”

Shadow hesitated but then nodded and disappeared down the path, muttering under his breath, “And he still dares to claim he’s not going to do something crazy.”

Leila, who had been listening, asked,  “What are you planning?”

Kashi said, “You said he only has about a month or two to live, right? This means by the time he gets here, he could be on his last breaths, if he even makes it. What if we could make it so he could have arrived here in mere seconds rather than a month?”

“Are you talking about your dimension creation skill?”  Leila asked.  “I indeed factored that into my calculations. I was going to ask you to create a dimension that we could use as a relay station between Rosendun and Serisis. The only problem is your limited gate keys.”

“Rosendun and Serisis? You’re thinking too small, Lei-kun,” Kashi teased. 

“Did you just shorten my name!? I told Suzuki and Razznik not to do that. Also, don’t call me kun!”  Then as if recalling the meaning of Kashi’s sentence, Leila added,  “Wait, what do you mean I’m thinking too small. If it were not for your limited keys, I would dream bigger too.”  The lightbulb finally went off.  “Wait, could it be… did you increase the number of keys in this short period?”

Kashi snorted. “How can that be possible. I’m not god. I haven’t even had time to paint new dimensions recently.”

“Then what’s your plan!?”  Leila nearly roared, unable to handle the suspense any longer. This bastard was definitely enjoying teasing her.

Kashi pictured Leila’s frustrated frown and inwardly laughed, content with his payback for her earlier humiliation. “The reason I can only create a few keys is because those dimensions are not stable. If there are too many gates, the dimension might fall apart.”

“How do you know that?”

“Instinct,” Kashi replied. “During Razznik’s days, he visited many unstable dimensions. These dimensions usually could not handle too many people at once and usually had a very limited number of entries compared to Destia and the Netherworld. It just goes to show that my strength as a Dimension Painter is still too weak to create dimensions strong enough to handle multiple gates.” 

Kashi took out a small painting of a street in Riven. “Compared to that, I can draw an unlimited number of portals to other locations in Destia. Why is that? Because Destia is stable. Going by that assumption, if I were to own a dimension as stable as Destia, perhaps, wouldn’t I be able to create just as many numbers of keys?”

Leila’s eyes went wide as she began to connect the dots. “Are you talking about?”

“Yes, my inner world,” Kashi replied with a glint in his eyes as he took out Rosario’s brush and twirled it around his fingers. “Care to see how many keys I can create?”

CRACKLE!  
‎ At that moment, the heavens suddenly rumbled, and divine lightning shattered the sky apart as if some divine being was expressing its displeasure… or was it excitement?

Whatever the case, Kashi looked up at the skies and let out a defiant grin. “Kami-samas, welcome to the show.” With that, the daeben slashed Rosario across a canvas.

Shadow and Larsial happened to come to the square at that moment with a bound Rayatha in tow. As they stared at the lightning rumbling above and the maniacal daeben surrounded by torrents of overbearing mana, Shadow shook his head and muttered, “Indeed, he’s scariest when he’s not fighting…”



            

    
        Chapter 189: The Vampire's Prince

    
    
    
    
                
Aygorzi, Merriheim.

11:10 a.m. 16  th   Banem 1092

Absalon traveled through Aygorzi’s streets on horseback and marveled at the ongoing construction all over the city. The speed with which new buildings were erected reminded the magician that this was indeed a gaming world. There was no way these feats would be possible in real life.

Regarding construction, the dwarfs chose to incrementally develop the city as it was far too large to develop all at once. Hence, about three-quarters of the entire outer region was temporarily walled off, while the remaining sector was populated with numerous residential and commercial buildings.

A structure suddenly blocked out the afternoon sunlight. Absalon looked up and let out a wry smile as he admired the overhead pass. He could not see it from his position, but there were tracks on that pass for trains which the dwarfs intended on fully releasing in a week or two. However, most of the tracks were laid underground.

Absalon turned his sight from the overhead pass to a large dome-like structure that was a replica of the Emporium in Meilfour. Miote, unsatisfied with having an Emporium at Meilfour, decided to make it a franchise located in every major city.

The Emporium, which acted as this world’s version of a mall, housed stores from several dozen artisans and artists. One could find almost anything they wanted, be it food, jewelry, clothing, or armor. 

Within these shops, the most popular were those that had the Maggot logo. These were the products that were usually made with the highest quality materials and enhanced with the best runes. The Maggots, armed with Kashi’s runes and the recently acquired daebens’ runic proficiency, had shot light years ahead of the competition.

Miote, that crafty cat, saw the opportunity to expand following the battle and quickly paid the dwarfs a significant sum to have the Emporium built. The effect of having this structure in the newly developing city soon reared its head. Everyone in Aygorzi, be they dwarfs or immigrants, soon identified themselves with the building as they could find almost everything they needed in one place. 

As for how profitable this business was for the Maggots? The building’s construction cost about 25 million Syros, an exorbitant sum only made possible because of the firm business foundations laid down by Miote and Leila. The guild’s daily income from its several businesses and the 5% contribution tax on its members all summed up to over 1.5 million Syros a day. However, after paying several workers and soldiers (A.K.A Absalon’s army), the actual profit was about 500,000 Syros. 

This was without adding the cheat code that was Lunette Falsetto. This young woman’s concerts were always sold out, drawing in about 300,000 Syros from a steady crowd of about 60,000 adoring fans. 

To put it simply, 25 million Syros might be a mighty, unreasonable sum for most guilds, but under Miote’s leadership, 25 million could easily be recouped in a few months. But Miote had never been one to wait that long to make a profit. Most of the shops in the new Emporium were affiliated with the Maggots. The Maggots taught the artisans how to use unique runes to improve their crafts and taught them new, trendy designs. These artisans would then give 10% of their total income to the guild.

Alternatively, some artisans asked the Maggots to teach them and provide the materials for their crafts. Miote naturally used his connections with Joanna Frye of the mercenary guild, Fang & Blade, to transport the items farmed by the Maggots to the artisans. Unlike the previous set, these artisans had a 70-30% split in favor of the Maggots.

With all these in place, the Emporium’s regular businesses currently made an average daily profit of about 200,000 Syros, which was sure to improve as more residents flocked to Merriheim. However, if anyone thought that was all there was to this Emporium, they clearly did not know Miote that well. 

Since Meilfour had the cheat code that was Lunette, the cheshire sought to create a cheat code of his own in Aygorzi.

That cheat code came in the form of an arena situated at the stadium’s center. The allure of this arena was the opportunity for enemies or competitors to settle their differences in a controlled environment. The competitors paid a small fee and were allowed to combat each other in the arena. The choice of whether to have a life-and-death match or a regular fight was up to the participants.

The bulk of the profits from this particular feature was a combination of the cheap entrance fee and the gambling ring set up to complement each fight. No matter what world it was, there lived people who believed in Lady Luck. What’s more, in this world where a single mishap could end the life of an adventurer, the thrill of something simple like a gambling match was too mouth-watering.

Absalon shook his head as he dismounted and handed his stallion to a valet that gave him an identification card in return. The general had come to the Emporium precisely because of this feature. First, this was a great place to scout potential recruits, but more importantly, the opening event was something even Absalon could not help but be excited about.

Why?

Miote had concluded that the opening fight for the arena had to be a blockbuster event. So, who, in all the world, did he pick? Some renowned warriors or high-level bounty hunters? 

No.  
‎ Absalon was greeted by a staff who escorted him upstairs to a VIP section that overlooked the arena. In the real world, this might have made it difficult to keep track of the small figures fighting on the surface, but who above level 50 had not enhanced their eyesight in one war or another? 

While he would never be able to compare with the vision of proper ranged classes like archers, all Absalon needed to do was inject a little mana into his eyes, and with the help of a mid-level spell, he could easily make out the hairs on a fly 50m away.

The general’s brows twitched as he felt the ground shaking from the collective roars of the audience. They seemed to be chanting a few words in unison, and their excitement and enthusiasm traveled throughout the building. 

What a devious design. 

Even if someone were not interested in the fight, the vibrations beneath their fight would attract all but the strongest-willed men and women.

Absalon decided to stop admiring Miote’s dastardly money-making schemes. He could feel his militaristic mentality being tainted. The staff showed Absaon to a small balcony-like room with a thick, transparent glass that was said to be capable of withstanding a level 150 meteor spell. He took a seat on the comfy chair and accepted a cup of wine from a waiter.

Absalon took a sip of the wine and could not help but admit that he too could become addicted to such a lifestyle if he were not careful. The general then took the time to gaze at the arena below. 

Well, he called it an arena, but it was more like a small field the size of four football fields. The earth had been modified to be red, dry, and cracked with a slight breeze that raised dust and occasionally shrouded portions of the stage.

This was another allure of this arena. In the age of magic, Miote saw no reason why every battle should have the same map. Hence, the Emporium hired high-level magicians to reshape the environment to create different biomes. 

Sixteen gates were situated in the walls surrounding the arena. It didn’t take a genius to realize that these were the entrances for the participants.

“What’s that!?” 

The arena suddenly erupted in loud shouts, and Absalon followed the sights of the stunned waitress next to him. Upon seeing the source of the commotion, Absalon let out a wry smile. “Miote, you crafty fox.”

A small boat floated above the arena, slowly descending into view. A large mertian man dressed in a handsome, black three-piece suit stood at the bow, with an oar in hand, making it seem like he was paddling through the clouds. The crowd lost it when they saw the mertian reach out his hand and help a petite figure rise from the boat.

The figure was revealed to a dangerously beautiful female halben. Ghost-white pale skin contrasted against dark lips and a slim-fitted black, flowery dress that enhanced her curves. If Kashi were here, he would have needed to wash his eyes a few times before believing what he was witnessing.

Jade looked down at the packed arena as a microphone appeared in her hand. Unlike Lunette, she didn’t have the  [Amplification]  skill. “YO! Hello there! My hot-blooded men and women!”

It was fine when she didn’t talk. The moment Jade opened her mouth, the arena instantly fell silent. The shock was too much! This ethereal looking woman. They had been expecting a soft-spoken, beautiful presentation. What then was this boisterous performance? 

Jade, as if expecting the reaction, did not look phased. She chuckled as she placed an arm on her waist and placed her right leg on the boat’s gunwale. “What’s up!? Where you guys expecting some dainty princess?” Jade laughed as she shrugged and said, “Well, sorry to disappoint. I’m all you get.”

Something had to be said about the infectious nature of Jade’s laughter. Over three-quarters of the arena joined her, while the remaining chuckled under their breaths. 

“Without wasting any more of your time,” Jade continued in an excited tone. “Let’s commence the opening of The Champion’s Arena with its first two contestants.” On cue, two gates on opposite ends of the arena slid open. White smoke belched from the entrance, out of which two vague silhouettes slowly emerged accompanied by the sound of thunderous drums.

Jade grinned as she gestured at the east entrance, “Elegance in Strength. Everyone welcome the handsome Prince of our Hearts, Shokō!”

“WHOOO!!!”

The arena burst into cheers as the smoke peeled away to reveal the handsome Shokō, in her usual blue jacket, oozing the air of a prince descended upon the mortal realm. Her left arm rested on the hilt of the katana strapped to her waist, while her right hand was clasped across her chest in a warrior’s salute. Both men and women alike swooned in their seats as she let out a loose smile and bowed.

Jade laughed as she then gestured at the west entrance. “Madness, Chaos, Pandemonium. The man who embodies every living being’s instinctual desire to flee; everyone, remember to avoid the Crazy Vampire Lord, Syèl Rifatora!”

The cheers in the stadium instantly died down as an eerie violin played over the speakers. The mood turned sinister as flames erupted within the smoke. Syèl walked out from the fire, dressed in a simple T-shirt and pants. The halben’s wild, snowy hair billowed in the wind as he gazed at the swordswoman with an eerie grin. 

Jade quickly ran through the rules for the tournament. Well, there wasn’t much anyway. No external help, and no killing allowed. With these simple rules established, Jade happily waved her hand to commence the battle.

Syèl looked around the stadium with a loose grin, then looked at Shokō, who was quite a distance from him. The swordswoman began to take slow but steady steps towards him, her unwavering gaze seemingly holding some conviction he could not yet decipher and a bit of a grudge. 

Well, Syèl could not blame her too much. He had purposely avoided her ever since he told her the truth about his past. As to why, he did not have that answer. 

Was he ashamed? 

No, it wasn’t that.

More importantly, Syèl decided he would have to deal with Jade later. That girl had lied to him, saying he would fight a rare monster. What part of Shokō was a rare monster? 

Okay, wait. Maybe she was.

“Hey.”

Syèl flinched and then looked at the woman who called him out. 

With narrowed eyes, Shokō said, “Pay attention. This’ll hurt a bit.”

Skreee!

Only then did Syèl’s ears pick up the tell-tale cry of Shokō’s sword. Shit! Had she found a way to muffle the sound her blade made when she charged ki? How long had she been charging that thing?

“First Draw!” Shokō roared and then instantly drew her sword. 

The stadium paled as a twenty-foot tall ki-blade suddenly shot toward the halben. Syèl quickly drew out a short knife and cut his right palm. He promptly stamped his hand against the earth and shouted, “ [Stone Guardian!] ”  

Groooo!

The crowd watched with panicked breaths as a giant golem suddenly burst out from the ground. However, the golem barely had time to let out a roar before Shokō’s ki blade struck it. A massive explosion ensued, shattering the golem into several pieces.

“Wanna do this for real!?” Syèl roared as the heavy winds buffeted him, but Shokō’s rapidly charging body greeted him. “Fine then!” The mage grasped the air, and the flying debris froze in place. “Stay right there!” Syèl flicked his wrists, and the debris suddenly accelerated toward Shokō.

The swordswoman stared at the incoming bombardment with an unwavering gaze. “It doesn’t matter what you throw at me,” Shokō said as she burst into a sprint, rushing right into the heart of the salvo. “I will cut through it all.” 

Boom! Boom! Boom!

The stadium had her hearts in their throats as they watched the small, petite figure weave through the bombardment, never stopping for even a second. Shokō drew her sword as she ran, slicing apart any boulder she could not dodge in time. She jumped and kicked off the rocks to increase her speed, never faltering in her desire to get even an inch closer to Syèl. 

Syèl frowned as he looked at Shokō dust-covered form. Blood dripped from her cheeks from injuries caused by small, stray rocks she failed to track, and the band that tied up her hair had been cut, but her gaze remained on Syèl nonetheless, like there was nothing else in the world except for him.

Syèl’s eyes shook. Those blue eyes that seemed to hold the depths of an ocean, and the golden hair that captured the sun’s rays in the most beautiful light… “Hen— No! It’s not her.” 

Syèl’s eyes hardened. Now he knew why he had been avoiding Shokō. She reminded him too much of Henri. He had thought it would be better after telling her about Henri, but that hug and the way she leaned her head into his back. He had enjoyed it. Far too much.

There was only one thing Syèl was scared of in this world. And that was once again hurting someone close to him. The only way to avoid this was to ensure he kept everyone at arm’s length. However, when did it start? When he began to look forward to hanging out with Shokō, whether in-game or the real world. 

Why did he need to differentiate her from Henri?

Syèl shuddered as he realized the truth. He wanted to separate Henri from Shokō so he could be around Shokō without hurting her. He wanted to spend time with Shokō.

Did this mean?

Syèl took a step back but found he could not take a second. What, did he not want to run away? Syèl once again glanced at Shokō. Did he unconsciously want her to make it to him?

The blood mage gritted his teeth. Fine, if he couldn’t run away, he would make it, so Shoko never made it to him! Syèl clasped his hands and rapidly rattled off many spells. 

The mages around the stadium shot to their feet in shock as hundreds of mandalas appeared around Syèl. What kind of casting speed was this!? This was impossible. However, their surprise had yet to reach its Zenith as with a loud shout, two giant mandalas formed above Syèl. 

Even more shocking was the fact that these mandalas had two distinct elemental properties. The runes on the left mandala were fire-based, whereas those on the right were wind-based.

Multi-Casting!? Casting two spells at the same time? That was something only in-game bosses were supposed to be capable of. After all, multi-casting required one to chant or ‘think’ two different spells simultaneously. Humans were not capable of such a feat, yet this man was doing just that in front of them.

However, things had only begun. 

Rock spires coated with fire and electricity shot out of the hundreds of mandalas. Like guided missiles, they shot toward Shokō with extreme prejudice. The audience tightly grasped their chairs. 

Was this still an exhibition match? 

No matter how anyone looked at it, this was a grudge match to the death.

No, this was an execution! How could Shokō possibly survive this onslaught?

Rather than retreat, Shokō, upon seeing the missiles, actually doubled her speed. She burst through the field as the spires exploded around her.  “[Dopple]”  A pair of doppelgangers split out from Shokō’s main body and ran either side of her. The duo then charged ahead and began slicing through the rock spires.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Explosions rocked the stadium as the spires exploded upon being struck by the ki blades. The speed of Shokō’s draws was impossible to comprehend. The stadium could only stare slack-jawed as thousands of bladelights blossomed in the sky, ripping apart the spires before they could reach the charging swordswomen.

Shokō weaved through the explosions, undisturbed by the monstrous escaping winds. She resembled a humanized sword, strong and true, stabbing through all obstacles to pierce through its target. 

“Stay back!” Syèl roared as a pair of giant black winds sprung out of his back. He ascended into the skies with a heavy flap and then hid behind the two giant mandalas. Syel snapped his fingers, and a massive gale burst out of the wind mandala, while a torrent of flames gushed out of the fire mandala. 

The gale fed in into the flames, causing it to explode with even more strength! The fire grew in size and ferocity until it took the shape of a 30-meter long phoenix.

From her perch above the stadium, Jade’s eyes suddenly grew grim at the sight of the phoenix. Not only could she feel the burning heat emanating from that creature, but her HP was actually reducing! If she was like this, what about the regular people in the stands. Without a moment’s hesitation, she immediately gave the order. “Reinforce the barriers!”

Dozens of mages seated at the closest seats to the walls suddenly rose to their feet and extended their hands toward the wall. They simultaneously chanted while feeding mana into the wall. 

For a moment, a translucent barrier glittered as countless runes ran along it. Only now did the spectators realize why they were spared from the aftereffects of the battle. 

A mana shield surrounded the battlefield!

However, this mana shield, which had been designed with Lv. 150-170 in mind, had failed to contain the effects of Syèl’s full strength. Hence the standby mages were forced to reinforce the barrier to protect the civilians.

Unaware of the mayhem it had caused, the burning apparition glared at the woman on the ground.  Skreeee!  It issued a loud screech that threatened to burst the audience’s eardrums and then immediately charged down at Shokō with stark killing intent.

“It doesn’t matter where you go,” Shokō said as she glared at the fire-bird. “I will chase you down.” As she said that, blue ki erupted from her pores and charged down to her feet. 

Boom!

Ki exploded beneath the three Shokōs’ feet, simultaneously launching them into the sky like bullets shot from a gun. The Shokōs utilized the descending missiles as stepping stones to propel themselves even further in the air. 

Shokō kept her sword sheathed, charging up her ki, while her doppelgangers cleared the path.

The sight of these three little silhouettes charging up the skies to meet the divine phoenix filled the audience with emotions they could not describe. Was it excitement, worship, fear? It was hard to put the feeling into words. But one thing was certain. After this day, thousands would seek out information on the Hopeful Maggots in hopes of joining them.

Meawhile, the Shokōs had finally made it past the last of the rock spire bombardment. With no more footholds, one would have expected them to fall, but it was at this moment that the main Shokō, who had been quiet up till this point, suddenly erupted with monstrous ki. 

BOOM!  
‎ Ki exploded beneath Shokō as she unleashed all the charged-up ki in one go, launching her past the doppelgangers and bringing her before the phoenix. 

Shokō’s gaze remained steadfast even when faced with the colossal monster. Even as her skin began to peel off, burned by the incredible heat, she drew her sword in a smooth arc. A brilliant light burst out of the blade, accompanied by the sound of dripping water. “Shokō Water Style:  [Falling Rain]. ” 

The phoenix cried out as thousands of tiny swordlights cut into it and began ripping it apart from the inside out. The swordlights glistened in the sun, resembling raindrops falling from the sky, hence the name Shokō had given it.

The sword technique Shokō was practicing had come in a set with the Gemini (doppelganger) skill. It had no name but could create countless skills based on its user’s understanding and imagination. At lower levels, it could only create crude variations of sword ki, but Shokō had reached achieved Advanced Mastery, which allowed the technique to draw inspiration from different elements to develop new techniques.

Shokō had practiced with water style because she knew that despite having access to almost all elements, Syèl loved using fire-related spells. Hence, she was his natural counter at the moment.

What happened when these water droplets tore apart a flame construct like the phoenix?

There was no need for explanations. The audience was gifted the extravagant sight of beautiful fireworks as the phoenix shattered into several stalks of flames, which then detonated in a final attempt to stall Shokō.

However, a sword ki-construct appeared around Shokō, protecting her from the explosions as she burst past unscathed.

Just like that, she appeared before a stunned Syèl with her blade trained at his neck. A hint of a smile appeared on her burned face as she looked at the halben and said, “I’m here.”

Syèl paled when he took in her burnt appearance. It was the same as the burnt hand from hell that always dragged him back. Syèl shook his head to clear the image as he took a step back. “Don’t come.”

Shokō, however, ‘walked’ toward him with furrowed brows. “Stop running and look at me. What are you so scared of?”

“You don’t understand. You can’t,” Syèl muttered as he shook his head. Letting out bitter laughter, he said, “I’m a Reaper. Everyone I care about eventually dies to these hands. The same will happen to you if you get any closer.”

“Is that all?” Shokō declared and paused in the air. She retracted her sword and placed it in its sheath. “Then, as long as I’m stronger than you, you have nothing to fear.”

Syèl trembled in shock as he looked up at the swordswoman. “…What?”

“I’m saying that be it this world, or the real one, you cannot beat me,” Shokō stated, matter-of-factly. “I will prove my strength in the real world after I prove it here. Then I will explain everything to you clearly, so you will never see Henri in me ever again.”

Syèl shook his head. “You have no idea—”

“No need for too many words,” Shokō interrupted as she jumped several meters away. “Prepare your strongest move. It’s much faster than words.”

“You’ll die,” Syèl adamantly refused.

“If you don’t, you’ll be the one to die here,” Shokō said as he drew her sword. She crouched low and held the sword over her head, sword tip pointed at the halben.

Kreeeee!!!

A sharp screeching sound ten times louder than the one at the battle of Aygorzi suddenly screamed out from the swordswoman’s katana. Monstrous levels of ki from Shokō and the surroundings fed into the sword at a monstrous pace. The blade vibrated as it was saturated with enough ki to blow up a regular human. It was this vibration that unleased the sharp cry.

Seeing Shokō’s preparation, Syèl knew she was staking everything on this one shot. Worse yet, he could feel a force locking him in place, preventing him from running away. Was this the warrior’s [Ki-Lock]? It was a high-level skill that could momentarily lock a target in place. High-level warriors used it when facing high-agility opponents to temporarily keep them in a single position, to buy them time to unleash a single attack.

Of course, how long a person was locked down depended on the two parties’ strength difference. 

Syèl could explode his mana to break out of this lock, but he eventually chose not to. Shokō knew he was capable of breaking out, but she cast it nonetheless. Hence it was definitely a show of her resolve. It would be insulting if he ignored that resolve.

With gritted teeth, Syèl clapped his hands and began to issue a series of chants. When someone like Syèl started to chant, it often meant impending doom for his enemies because the only spells that he needed to chant were those impossibly near god-tier spells.

Following Syèl’s chants, blood streamed out of his body until it formed a 2-meter dark red sphere above his head. As Syèl’s chants grew more profound, that bloody ball began to expand in size. The blood suddenly ignited, turning into a giant ball of flames, akin to the sun. But the young man was far from done. 

Crack! Crack!

The stadium paled as large chunks of earth were ripped apart from the battlefield and began to fly upward to the burning sun. These rocks were accompanied by a fierce gale that blew in from all sections of the stadium, threatening to tear the audience from their seats. Once again, the barriers had to be reinforced to protect the onlookers.

However, at this point, the audience was long past caring about the adverse effects. They could smell the end of the battle between these two legendary creatures. Either of these two could easily start up a guild of their own and rule over a large portion of these lands, yet they were working under the Hopeful Maggots. What kind of guild was this?

Absalon leaked out a resigned smile as he watched the spectacular sight in the skies. “Monsters. These people are absolute monsters.” With those words, he rose from his seat and exited the VIP room. 

An usher outside the VIP room noticed him and immediately ran over. “Is there anything wrong, Absalon-sama?”

“No, nothing like that,” Absalon said with a warm smile. “But I have a feeling my services will be needed soon, so I’m heading down.” The usher’s brows furrowed in confusion, to which Absalon laughed and patted her shoulder. “You’ll understand soon enough.”

Elsewhere, many mages in the VIP rooms, and within the stands, as if by some agreement, headed down to the wall, drawing curious glances from the audience.

Jade also retreated into the stands, unable to handle the heat emanating from the ball above Syèl’s head. If the phoenix from before was like the hottest flames, this new ball the sun itself. Everything around it burned without fail, and even the rebar on the canopy had begun to melt. 

This was not a move that belonged in the realm of mortals! Jade glanced at Shokō, who stood only a couple of meters from that blazing ball. Even with the protection of her ki, the swordswoman was suffering several third-degree burns on her face and arms. Her garment had caught fire, but thankfully, due to its high level, it was not wholly destroyed yet.

Instead, it made Shokō look like a tragic burning prince. Several artists in the audience saved the image in their minds. It would not be long before the ‘Burning Prince’ made its debut on the continent.

Jade could not understand why these two were going this far. When Shokō asked her to get Syèl to come to this event, Jade thought they would talk it out while having a showy but safe battle.

But this was definitely not safe!

However, it was too late to stop them.

By this point, the miniature star had grown to about 20 meters wide. Lightning and rocks flowed around the star, giving it an even more sinister appearance. 

Syèl glared at Shokō and warned, “Sure about this? I won’t be able to stop once I release this thing.”

“No confidence?” Shokō teased in reply.

Syèl frowned and then raised his right hand above his head. He slowly squeezed his palm into a fist. The star rapidly shrunk in tandem with his hand until it became a small ball, barely 10cm in diameter, clasped securely in his right hand. Sweat poured down Syèl, visibly drained by the ordeal. This ball contained all his mana and blood. He had definitely overdrafted himself and would require a good while before he recovered. 

However, it was worth it in return for this logic-defying skill. 

“[Wrath of the Sun God]” Syèl roared and then flung the ball at Shokō.

“[One Sword to Pierce the Heavens]!” Shokō replied in kind as a gigantic 30m katana appeared around her and then zoomed toward the miniature star.

The stadium watched with bated breath as the blade and star crashed towards each other. Time seemed to stop the moment that the blade tip met the star. There was a pause as if the rules of the cosmos were temporarily unable to calculate what the result of these two superpowers clashing should be.

However, that pause was only a misconception caused by the immense power on display, as the very moment those powers met…

BOOOOOOOM!

A world-shaking explosion tore through the stadium! Flames, rocks, electricity, and sword ki flew in every direction. The audience shrieked in terror as flames burst through the barrier and descended upon them. 

BOOM!

Luckily, just before impact, a mana shield appeared blocked the attack. Absalon gritted his teeth as he raised his hand, forcing the flames to return the way they came. “Mages Reinforce the Barrier! We’ll reward you handsomely after this crisis is over!”

Every mage in the arena ran to the walls and injected their mana into the barrier, reinforcing it against the fierce explosions. Absalon took charge as he placed his hand on the wall and immediately cast,  [Absorb]  and  [Repel] . Absalon was tens, if not hundreds of times stronger than his tenure as general during the war for Riven.

Dozens of mandalas appeared around the translucent barrier. The Absorb Mandalas absorbed as many flames as possible, while the Repel mandalas pushed back the fire that struck them. Absalon then cast a new ability  [Convert] , which deconstructed the flames he absorbed into pure mana. That mana was ten used to both reinforce the barrier and restore his rapidly emptying mana pools.

Despite the hundreds of mages present, it was clear that Absalon handled over 50% of the barrier’s reinforcement. Somehow, Absalon did not recognize that he was just as much a monster as those two in the sky.

However, despite the best efforts of Absalon and the mages, cracks began to appear around the barrier. They could tell that it would shatter if the explosions did not subside soon. 

However, there were no signs of abating.

“Damn it!” Absalon cursed as he looked at the cracks. “Where’s Kashi when you need him!?”

Jade, who was also reinforcing the barrier, gritted her teeth and cursed in regret, “I would’ve called Kashi earlier if I knew these two were going to go at it for real.”

Creak! Craaack!

Jade, Absalon, and the mages paled as the cracks began to grow even wider. Several mages quickly abandoned their posts to flee for their lives, leaving only those who were either righteous or affiliated with the Hopeful Maggots.

These mages at the barrier were in the most danger. Once the barrier broke, they would suffer the brunt of the flames. Despite this, quite a few mages unaffiliated with the Maggots chose to risk their lives to protect the evacuating audience.

Absalon looked around, committing these individuals to memory. He would not forget their help at this time and would undoubtedly implore Miote to reward these men and women.

Craack!

However, rewards or not would only come after this crisis was averted. With the deserters gone, the cracks began to spread even faster. Until eventually, there was a loud bang as the barrier finally shattered into a million pieces.

“Onyx”

However, just when the mages were in the pit of despair, a solemn voice rang throughout the stadium. Then, a giant rock serpent shot out of the ground and wrapped around the barrier, trapping the flames within. With no path to escape, the flames exploded upward like a furnace. 

Moments later, the explosions finally ended, and the rock serpent relaxed its body. As soon as it did so, several sections of its body crashed to the battlefield as boulders. Evidently, it did not escape the explosions unscathed. 

Absalon’s eyes went wide as a small serpent about 2 m in length and 10 cm in height shot down from the giant mass and wrapped around the arm of a man seated in the stands. 

Although Absalon did not recognize the hooded figure, he recognized the woman seated next to him.

“Asha?” Absalon greeted the Chetah with equal parts shock and relief. “You’re back?” Although that man appeared to be unfathomable, if Asha was at his side, he should not be an enemy at the very least.

“I’ve been back for a while,” Asha responded with an apologetic smile. “Uncle said he wanted to evaluate the city by himself before meeting the Maggots.”

Absalon cast a wary glance at the so-called ‘Uncle.’ “Sir, I am Absalon, General of the Hopeful Maggots’ Advance Army. I am pleased to make your acquaintance. May I request your name, so the Maggots may properly express our thanks for saving our lives.”

“Soon,” the hooded man replied as he pointed at the sky. “The winner should be revealed soon.”

Absalon followed his gaze to the sky, where the flames had begun to dissipate. The fire finally scattered to reveal two figures suspended in the sky. Absalon and Jade’s eyes flew wide in shock as they looked at Shokō, who had fallen to her knees. 

There was nothing recognizable about the once beautiful swordswoman. Shokō’s hair had been burned away by the flames, her face and arms burned beyond recognition. It was a miracle she even had the strength to breathe, let alone stay in the sky.

Behind her, Syèl remained in tip-top condition, if a little pale and sweaty. 

The winner was clear.

However, just before Jade could announce the winner, blood suddenly spurted from Syèl’s neck. The vampire clutched his throat as he lost all the strength in his body and plummeted to the ground. 

Meanwhile, Shokō, who should have been on her last breath, suddenly rose to her feet. She took a step and appeared below Syèl. She grasped the vampire in her arms and then softly landed on the ground. 

Shokō fished out a potion from her inventory and poured it down Syèl’s mouth. She let out a breath when she saw the wound around the vampire’s neck begin to close up slowly. 

Syèl had been in real danger there. 

Shokō’s sword ki interfered with his rapid regeneration, and he did not have much blood left, so he couldn’t rely on that to boost his healing either.

Luckily, because she did not have Kashi and Syèl’s monstrous regenerative abilities, Shokō made it a habit to carry expensive healing potions with her.

The potion did its job, and Syèl soon recovered enough of his strength to focus on Shokō. Tears welled up in his eyes as he reached for her charred face, but he hesitated and, in the end, could only say, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

Shokō smiled as she grasped his hand and leaned into his palm. “Don’t worry about it. This can easily be healed with a few potions.” She nodded and then added, “Now do you see. You won’t be able to kill me in this world, even if you try your hardest. So, don’t run away. Look at me. Watch me for as long as it takes. Until you no longer see Henri in me.” 

Syèl let out a bitter smile. “I’m sorry.” This sorry was different from the first. He knew how unfair it was to compare someone to another. No one should have to experience being compared to someone in another’s past, especially if they were compared to someone who had passed away. After all, there was no way to win over the dead.

“It’s fine,” Shokō once again assured. “Take all the time you need. I won’t go anywhere. So don’t you dare run away.”

Syèl chuckled through the tears. “Fine, you win. I promise not to run anymore.”

“That so? I’m glad to hear that,” Shokō said as her eyes grew drowsy. “Don’t forget your promise.” Her voice drifted off as she slumped into Syèl’s embrace.

“Prince! Hey Prince! Shokō!?” Syèl shouted in panic, fearing the worst, but the rising of Shokō’s chest soon allayed his fears. It appeared she had only fainted. 

Well, that was to be expected. Experts on Shokō and Syèl’s level all played with 90% and above pain realism. One could only imagine how much pain she was in after having been burned to such unrecognizable levels. She had only stayed awake this long due to her stubborn will and her desire to make sure Syèl knew how strong she was.

A group of priests and clerics immediately ran into the field and took charge of the fallen swordswoman. Syèl accompanied them as they carried her on a stretcher out of the area to seek better treatment.

Jade took the opportunity to announce Shokō as the winner of the competition, to thunderous applause from the remaining spectators. This battle from beginning to end was something most people would never experience, dangers and all.

Even happier were those who had bet on Shokō to win. It was a sunny day for these gamblers, but of course, not as delighted as the Maggots who had made a massive profit this day.

Thus the curtains closed on the first battle in the coliseum.

Meanwhile, in a VIP room upstairs, Absalon sat opposite the hooded figure, with Asha standing to the side.

“Forgive my rudeness earlier,” the mertian said as he withdrew his hood and revealed his ruggedly handsome face. “You can call me Brock. I am the steward of the lands on Merriheim’s right claw. I have heard much of the Hopeful Maggots. Today I was blessed with seeing two of its lieutenants in action. I must say, the rumors do not do you guys justice. They even managed to hurt little Onyx to this extent.” 

As if in agreement, the rock serpent uncoiled from Brock’s wrist and briefly hissed before returning to its resting spot.

Absalon, meanwhile, stared at the rock serpent with an incredulous look. Brock and Onyx. Were the heavens playing tricks on him right now?
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Lymar Village,

Kirkcour Woods, Rosendun.

12:10 a.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

Crackle!

Lightning flashed across the cloudy sky, accompanied by raging thunder as the heavens bore witness to the madness occurring at the village square. Thick mana, visible to the human eye, swirled around the square as if carried by a tornado. The winds were so heavy that no one dared to approach the scene.

The strange thing was that it was impossible to tell who was causing the scene, between the stallion undergoing the ritual or the daeben who had dozens of paintings revolving around him. 

Kashi issued a light smirk as he placed the final touch on his last painting. He took a step back and admired the image of beautiful waves lapping onto a sandy beach, which beyond which, traces of a prairie field could be seen.





	
New Masterpiece Painting

Solemn Beachfront (Dimension Key)





	
The silent waves upon the sandy beach fill the viewer with a sense of loneliness. Does the prairie in the distance provide a ray of hope, or is it an illusion? 

Artistic Value:  1500

Effects:  Costs 10 times the level of the lifeform to access the dimension hidden within the painting.

Number of Masterpieces Created:  123

Trait:  Dimension Protector (Immunity to Fire, Water, and Rot)

Level up:  Intermediate Painting Mastery [8    9]

Level up:  Beginner Dimensional Artist Mastery [2    3]

Enables you to produce more delicate and detailed works.

Fame rises by 50 points. (+50 Fame)

Art rises by 20 points. (+40 Art)










 

Kashi revealed a smile as he flicked Rosario’s brush, sending it into his inventory. It seemed 100 gates was the current limit for his inner world. To increase the limit, he would have to increase the size and stability of the inner world. Well, as far as stability went, he knew what he had to do: Find high-class totems representing the elements. As for size, well, he would take his time figuring that out.

Kashi raised his hand, and the paintings fell onto his outstretched palm one after the other, until they formed a neat, thick pile. The daeben barely had time to appreciate the fruits of his labor when Drixali’s stern but chaotic voice interrupted his thoughts.

“Kashi-dono! It’s time for the final step!” 

Kashi quickly tucked the paintings in his inner world, then looked at Drixali. Surprisingly, the strange storm did not end even after he finished his painting. It seemed the gods had taken an interest in the cocoon. The daeben’s gaze narrowed as a smile curled up his lips. Drixlia’s transformation had to be beyond extraordinary for the gods to have taken an interest.

His confidence stoked by the realization, Kashi excitedly called out to Drixali, who was outside the storm. “What’s the final step!?”

“You have to place an imprint on him,” Drixali said and then elaborated. “It will form a connection with him, which will allow you to know each other’s location anywhere in the world, as well as communicate your intentions.”

“What? I’ll be able to talk with Drix?”

“Not talk in the simplest terms,” Drixali refuted with a shake of his head. “It’s intent, not words that are communicated. It’s so much deeper. Words can create misunderstandings, but intent does not. Because it’s the truth of the heart.”

“Ah, I understand,” Kashi muttered, wondering what that would be like. He had a similar connection with Kira, but they used words, not the so-called intent. However, it was true that they could feel each other’s true emotions, hence why he never bothered lying to her. There was most likely no one in the world who understood him as well as Kira did.  ‘How long are you gonna sleep?’

Kashi shook his head and turned to Drixali. “What do I have to do?”

“Feed your blood and mana into the cocoon,” Drixali instructed. “Pour as much as you can. It will increase the strength of the imprint.”

“Hmm? That’s easy,” Kashi muttered and then walked towards the cocoon at the center of the ritual. Heavy winds buffeted the daeben, threatening to throw him out, but he walked steadfastly through the gale until he reached the red ball. The daeben dragonified his left arm and cut his right palm with a claw.

Kashi stared at the dripping blood for a second and then placed his palm on the ball.

Swuuup!

Kashi stumbled forward as a mighty suction force grabbed hold of his palm and began to drain the daeben of both his blood and mana. Kashi paled when he sensed the speed at which he was being drained. Damn, this ball was greedy! It was sucking faster than his regeneration could keep up! At this rate, he would be drained dry in a few minutes!

Kashi attempted to wrestle his arm free, but the attractive force was far too strong. Two minutes passed, and the daeben’s frown deepened when he did not sense a decrease in the ball’s greed. At this rate, he would really get killed by this damned thing! 

However, Kashi was secretly pleased despite his anger because he could sense a thriving pulse coming from within the cocoon. The lifeform within was getting stronger with each passing second, to the extent that Kashi felt a bit cautious. 

Still, Kashi knew he had to do something about this indiscriminate sucking, or he would kick the bucket before getting to appreciate Drixlia’s transformation. If he could only find a substitute to buy himself enough time to replenish his mana. But that might taint the imprint! 

Wait… a substitute? This thing wanted Kashi’s mana, right? But who said it had to be mana from his body. It should be fine as long as it was mana that had his imprint. 

“Please let this work,” Kashi muttered as he opened a small gate to his inner world on his left palm. Mana from his inner world gushed out and flooded his bloodstream, bringing with them the vitality of Yggdrasil mixed with his dragon soul’s tyrant violence and the strength of the elements present in his world. The aura rapidly replenished Kashi’s blood as it flowed through then went out through his right arm, into the cocoon.

Boom!

Kashi gritted his teeth as the air around the cocoon exploded outward, slamming him with dense mana winds as if the cocoon was expelling ugly mana. Immediately afterward, the cocoon ferociously guzzled the daeben’s mana. Luckily, the speed of suction did not surpass the rate at which Kashi received mana.

Craackle! BOOOM!

Moments later, the cocoon had drunk its fill, and Kashi was sent flying. The daeben hurriedly shut down the portal once he landed. While the extra mana was certainly a boost, he could not control the influx speed, and it was thus a double-edged sword. If he left it open, his body would be bloated with pure mana within seconds and would then explode. 

This time, the suction force was enough to prevent this disaster, but until he learned to control the influx, Kashi could not rely on this move in battle just yet. This realization did not disappoint the daeben as some would expect. Instead, he was pleased that he had found another way to improve. Hard work was the easy part as far as he was concerned.

Creaak! Crack!

The sounds of something drew Kashi’s attention to the cocoon. Tumultuous winds, lightning, and flames burst out of the cracks as if announcing the presence of the divine being within. 

The centaurs gathered outside the square felt a heavy pressure weigh down on their souls as they gazed at the cracks on the cocoon. It felt like the pressure a cat would face when confronted with a lion. The pressure of a superior lifeform!

Even the mighty Drixali had caution in his eyes as the cracks grew wider. Even though he knew he was much stronger than the being in the cocoon, he too could not help but feel a bit threatened. “The grown zebra cowers before the baby lion,” muttered the demon beneath his breath. 

Kashi, meanwhile, stood amid the lightning, wind, and flames with an excited grin. “…Wake up, Drix!”

BOOOOM!

A mighty explosion rocked the town square, sending dust clouds throughout the village. Kashi stood within the roiling dust clouds with expectation in his eyes. He could feel a familiar yet unfamiliar presence within the dust and could not wait to see the aftermath.

Neeeigh!

Whooosh!

Kashi grinned as a loud neigh rang out, accompanied by a gust of wind from the center of the square. The gale swept out in all directions, wiping out the dust to reveal the majestic creature. 

Stood at the center was a creature like none Kashi had witnessed since he had come into this world. Drixlia had undergone an evolution beyond the daeben’s wildest dreams. Obsidian dragon scales covering its entire frame gleamed imposingly in the afternoon sun. Tufts of snow-white hair grew at the back of its hoofs, while a massive, beautiful mane grown along its back fluttered beautifully in the winds. 

But most striking of all was the horn composed of condensed lightning extending from Drixlia’s forehead. Drixlia softly snorted and then strutted toward Kashi. Lightning sparked beneath its hooves with every step it took, belying its incredible power.

Looking at the scales, the lightning, and its power, Kashi put two and two together. Drixlia was no longer a stallion. It seemed the combination of Yggdrassil, his dragon, the hydras, Drixali, and Kira’s mana had given birth to a divine creature that should not exist in the mortal realm.

Drixlia approached Kashi and then strutted around the daeben as if showing off its new body. In reply, Kashi laughed and patted the stallion’s flank. “Congratulations, Drix. You are officially the first Kirin to appear in this realm.”

Harrumph!

“Fine, I’ll get on,” Kashi chuckled as he jumped onto Drixlia’s back. Surprisingly, the scales were not as uncomfortable as he thought. A layer of soft white fur cushioned his seat, causing for a much more comfortable ride. Kashi grabbed hold of the Drixlia’s mane and had to resist a shout when the newly-born kirin suddenly took off like a bolt of lightning.

The duo quickly disappeared into the horizon, leaving behind a stunned crowd, who could neither process the kirin’s existence nor its mind-numbing speed.

“Kirin!” Drixali shouted in shock. “It’s really a Kirin!” He glanced at Kashi with fear and respect in his eyes.  ‘I had a hunch his aura would improve the bloodline. But to this extent? The news can’t get out, or the entire Netherworld would find a way to hunt him down to improve their bloodline.’

Drixali quickly glanced around. Thankfully, only the centaurs and Kashi’s people were present. A word from him should be enough to secure the centaurs’ silence. Good, all was fine as long as this did not get out.

Unfortunately, Drixali only paid attention to the sentient creatures. He missed an inconspicuous eagle flying above the village. This eagle had seemingly appeared out of nowhere when the commotion began. Currently, it was relaying information to a hidden party.


Mount Plymous.

12:20 p.m. 18  th   Banem 1092.

Mount Plymous was a massive mountain range in a hidden location on the planet. One hundred citadels fit for kings lined the mountain range, reducing in number as one rose up in the mountain. The largest and most beautiful building of all rested at the mountain’s summit.

Each of the mansions had a torch atop them that would never go out, whether hit by rain, wind, snow, or the strongest force in the world. However, strangely, the torches above two of the mansions were currently extinguished, and one of the villas had been overtaken by trees, showing it hadn’t been used in centuries.

This was the home and headquarters of the Adjudicators. Since no one could access this place, they could safely leave their bodies behind without fear that someone would assassinate or rob them.

At one of the homes on the second level of the mountain, an Adjudicator suddenly shot to his feet. If one looked closely, they would notice that his right eye resembled an eagle’s rather than a human. Playing within that eye was the sight of a creature riding lightning across the plains. Furthermore, it had begun to climb into the sky with a laughing daeben on its back.

“A kirin!” The adjudicator shouted. “Haha, Kashi, you bastard. You refused the toast, only to be forced to drink a forfeit. Kirin’s belong in the Netherrealm. Try and get in our way and see how we deal with you.”

The adjudicator was so excited. With Kashi’s personality, he would fight back when they came for that Kirin. However, that would be grounds to punish or even exterminate him! Heh, that daeben would soon learn to respect the adjudicators.

Frankly speaking, the confrontation at Ranad had humiliated the adjudicators to no end. Even now, the game community pages were filled with memes about how useless the adjudicators were. To regain their reputation, the adjudicators had kept an eye on Kashi, hoping he slipped up and did something that required their intervention. 

However, until now, the daeben had not broken any rules.

But now, a creature that should be in the Netherrealm had appeared in the mortal realm. There was justification. The adjudicators were determined to seize this opportunity to not only regain their reputation but wipe out Kashi.

Unfortunately, the adjudicator’s excitement was cut short by a prompt.





	
Warning : This Kirin was born and evolved in the mortal realm. Any attempts to force it into the Netherrealm will be seen as an abuse of authority and power. 










“Fuck!” The adjudicator cursed as his excitement instantly deflated. Many people did not know this, but there was an even greater power behind the adjudicators: the A.I. that governed the rules of this world and game. Up till now, no one could seize the master control from the A.I, an authority granted by the world’s original creator.

The adjudicator punched the wall in rage, “Rumaki, you bastard. You should have surrendered the master controls if you were going to die…”


Lymar Village,

Kirkcour Woods, Rosendun.

12:20 a.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

Meanwhile, unaware of the danger it just avoided, Drixlia zoomed past the clouds at breakneck speed, leaving a trail of lightning in its path. Seated atop its back, Kashi hollered as the opposing winds buffeted him, threatening to throw him off Drixlia. However, the daeben did not care, as he relished in the strange feeling of unison he shared with his steed.

Man and horse as one.

Kashi previously thought he had reached that realm, but looking back, he realized he had only been making a fool of himself. The true unity could only exist when there was no distinguishing between the rider and the steed. The moment when the rider did not even have to think for the steed to know what to do. 

Yes, Drixlia currently felt like an extension of Kashi’s limbs. Just like he did not think when moving his arms, he did not need to ‘communicate’ for Drixlia to move as he intended. It was a feeling he could not explain with words, so Kashi emptied his mind and instead buried himself in the liberating winds.

A couple of minutes later, Kashi and Drixlia finally returned to Lymar and landed at the village square. Drixlia came to a stop amidst a flash of lightning, drawing furtive, fearful glances from the centaurs who could not stop staring at it in shock. 

Even Kashi, who did not feel particularly comfortable with reverent gazes, could not help but feel a hint of pride. He patted Drixlia’s neck with a pleased smile. “Hehe, seems like they respect you more than me.” 

“Kashi.”

Goosebumps shot up the daeben’s arms and back, but Kashi managed to hide his shock as he looked over his shoulder. As expected, the irritable white-haired assassin was seated behind him with a blank expression as always. “Wh-what are you doing?”

“I’m sure you have official work to do,” Shadow replied in an even tone. “Get off. It’s my turn.”

“Huh?” Kashi muttered, but before he could even comprehend what Shadow meant, he found himself looking at the sky.  ‘Ah, he pushed me off,’  Kashi realized and quickly righted himself. He landed in a low crouch and then glared at Shadow, whose gaze held a faint teasing glint. Kashi rose to his feet and sent the assassin a mocking glare. “Nice try. But Drix and I share an unbreakable bond. Better be careful, or he’ll throw you o—” 

Bzzt!

Kashi’s eyes twitched as he stared at the lightning residue left behind as Drixlia shot to the skies with Shadow on its back.  ‘What man and horse as one? Drix, you traitor! Give me back my pride, you damned!’  Kashi coughed as he swallowed his rage and embarrassment.  ‘At least the centaurs didn’t notice, right?’  However, even that hope was dashed when Kashi notice the mirth in the centaurs’ eyes. Even though they tried their best not to laugh out loud, the truth could not be hidden from their eyes. 

Well, wasn’t that grand?

Kashi sighed and shook his head. What’s done is done. Besides, Shadow was right. He did have important stuff to do now. Kasha was reluctant to let go of the centaurs, especially after receiving the God of Worlds prompt. Initially, he had wanted the centaurs to pledge alliance to Rosendun and maybe bolster Absalon’s forces with a couple.

However, things had changed since he first set off for Kirkcour Woods. The knowledge he could add people to his inner world had completely changed the daeben’s line of thought. Kashi had already begun formulating a new plan that would stun the world, but first, he needed to convince the centaurs.

Kashi braced himself as he approached the chiefs, pondering on what tricks he should use this time. 

Boom!

However, Kashi froze in his tracks, when before he could even say a word, the chiefs collectively dropped to their knees and bowed. 

“Great Kashi-sama!” Mando, chief of the Lymar tribe, suddenly greeted with a shout. “The Lymar tribe pledges its allegiances to your cause. We will ride where you ride and strike down whoever displeases you. Our backs are yours to ride, and our spears are yours to use as you deem fit. Please grant us the honor of flying your banner.”

The other chiefs issued similar platitudes, stunning the daeben. Unlike other races, centaurs did not easily kneel, not even before a god. This was because a centaur on their knees was a true sitting duck. If someone were to attack a kneeling centaur, the centaur would not be able to rise to their feet in time to prevent the attack.

There was no greater show of sincerity in the world than centaur on its knees.

Kashi was well aware of the centaur’s culture. Even Razznik, with all his power, never got a centaur to bow to him. Sure, they feared him and ran away if he so much as glared in their direction, but they never kneeled. Unable to comprehend, Kashi looked at Drixali with question in his eyes. “What’s going on?”

Drixali looked at his master with disbelief. Did he really not understand what he had accomplished here? “Master, not only did you save them from certain doom, but you also subjugated me, their god. Finally, they witnessed you bring a divine Kirin into this world. The Kirin is the ultimate lifeform for all equestrian species. Even if they never make it to that level, they hope that future generations will have an increased chance of improving their bloodline by staying around you. Right now, you are probably more of a god to these centaurs than I ever was.” 

Perhaps, due to his new-found loyalty, there was no jealousy in Drixali’s voice—only praise. It was like it was only right that things turned out this way.

Kashi thought about it and then nodded. He looked at the chiefs and said, “Please rise. It’ll be my honor to have you all as allies. To be honest, that was my primary reason for coming down here.”

If Kashi had said these words a few hours earlier, the centaurs would have been angered by his gall to dare try and recruit them. Now, however, their eyes glowed with joy and happiness. What had once been seen as arrogance now appeared as benevolence in their minds. 

‘Ah, Kashi cared for us and even considered helping us so long ago.’  This was the absurd rationalization going through the centaurs’ heads at the moment.

Kashi, realizing he could get away with murder at this point, confidently continued, “As you’ve probably seen, my inner world hosts an aura that can improve the bloodline of living creatures and help them reach the next level. However, it is currently, unfortunately, quite small. To improve it, I need to fill it with living creatures, both sentient and non-sentient.” Kashi issued a warm smile as he extended his hand. “How would you like to be the first residents of this world?”

“It will be our honor!” Mando and the chiefs hurriedly cried as they rose to their feet and grasped Kashi’s hand one after the other. 

“First, I will release some of those who went in for healing,” Kashi said as a portal appeared in front of him, “so they can reveal what the conditions in there are like.” 

Whoosh! Plop!

“No. Wait!”

“No, not yet!”

“A little more time!”

Similar, frantic cries rang out in the square as a dozen centaurs were squeezed out from the portal. These proud soldiers did not even pay attention to the chiefs before turning to rush at Kashi. The centaurs pleaded with the daeben to open the portal and swore every type of allegiance swearable under the sun.

*Cough* *Cough*

A loud cough finally brought the centaurs to their senses. They turned around and sheepishly smiled at their chiefs. Mando enquired about their strange actions, and the centaurs quickly went into a full tirade about how unbelievable Kashi’s world was. According to them, injuries that should have been impossible to heal were healed in mere moments. 

Some centaurs with severed limbs were shocked to find them regenerating before their eyes. The mysterious aura even healed long-forgotten injuries. But none of that compared to the shock they experienced when they began habitually training their ki. In Kashi’s world, the mana and ki were of such high quality that they progressed five times faster than in the real world. 

Even the densest warrior could become an indomitable force if they trained long enough in that world.

Listening to the centaurs, Kashi could hazard a guess as to why his world’s mana felt richer. It was a matter of concentration. This world was at least twice as large as the earth, and filled with all sorts of magical creatures, all of which needed the world’s mana and ki. Hence mana and ki were split around the whole world, aside from a couple of concentrated areas.

On the other hand, Kashi’s world was very small right now, probably, not even a country’s size. Yet, Yggdrassil produced enough mana and ki to power an entire world. The density was quite thick as a result, making its effects much more potent than the real world’s. Of course, this was also why Kashi could not carelessly suck in mana from that world through a portal. 

Heavy to low. This physics law applied to mana as well. High-density mana would flow towards an area of low-density. Once connected to this world, the mana in Kashi’s world would gush out with nigh-uncontrollable speed.

Kashi shook his head and turned his attention back to the chiefs. After listening to the soldiers’ accounts, the chiefs were even more excited about the proposal. Satisfied, Kashi took out a large portrait from his inner world and handed it to Mando.

Kashi explained what it was and how to use it. “All you need to do is inject it with mana, and it will transmit you or an item to my world.”

Mando quickly caught on. Kashi, not opening the portal, meant he had something else in mind. “Is there something you need us to do?”

“My world is barren right now,” Kashi explained. “No wildlife or trees. But you can help with that. I would be grateful if you could have some wildlife and seeds transported to my world.”

Mando nodded. “Anything else, Kashi-sama?”

“I plan on building a town near the Royal Road for the centaurs,” Kashi explained. “No matter how good my world is, it is currently too empty. A town in this world, which you can use as an intermediary base between the two worlds, will be perfect for those who want a change of pace, as well as trade.”

Kashi took out another portrait from his inventory and handed it to Mando. “When the new town is built, place this one there.” Finally, Kashi took out a rink and gave it to Mando. “There is only one contact in there. My guild’s financial advisor, Miote. Explain the situation to him, and he will assist you in any way possible.”

Somewhere, Miote suddenly sneezed as he perused a stack of documents. “That damned Kashi definitely just added more work for me…”

Meanwhile, Kashi finalized the details with Mando, placed Drixali back into his world, and then made his way to the field where Rayatha and Larsial were.

Kashi walked up to Rayatha with a cold glare, causing a hint of caution to appear in the druid’s eyes. “As I said earlier, I will ban you to my world.” Kashi declared, causing the druid’s eyes to light up with hope. “I will also provide you with all the blood you need to synthesize a cure for the blight, but there is something you must do in return.”

Rayatha asked, “What must I do?”

“Simple one first,” Kashi said. “You will be placed in charge of vegetation in my world. Currently, there is plenty of life energy but no plant life to take advantage of it. As a druid who has spent his entire life studying plants, this should not be hard for you, right?”

Rayatha nodded. “With enough mana, I can even turn a desert into a prairie.”

“The second condition is the tough one,” Kashi revealed. “I have no use for someone who spends his entire life in my world. A druid of your caliber can definitely do great work for my guild both in this world and mine. Don’t you think it’s a waste to only have you in mine? However, I cannot trust you. If you leave my world, you might contact the Order and leak classified information.”

“That is a distinct possibility, yes,” Rayatha did not bother denying the fact. “What is your solution?”

“I have a choice to subdue living beings in my world, so they are only loyal to me,” Kashi openly revealed. “I can do it by force, but that is not my style. So, I ask you now. Will you allow yourself to be subdued? Your personality and psyche will remain untouched. The only thing that will change is your unwavering loyalty towards me.”

“I will do it,” Rayatha responded without a moment’s hesitation. “I have dedicated my entire life to finding a cure for the Blight. I do not care where my loyalty lies or if I live beyond that.”

Kashi glanced at Larsial, and she undid the cuffs on Rayatha’s wrists. Kashi extended his arm, and Rayatha accepted it. The daeben pulled the druid to his feet and said with a smile. “Welcome to the Hopeful Maggots.”


Moments later, Rayatha stood in a field with an intoxicated grin on his face. He took a deep breath, and could not help but exclaim in pure joy at the sweet aura that cleansed his cells.

The druid then took out a few seeds and scattered them across the earth. He chanted a spell, and the seeds burrowed into the soil. Seconds later, the druid’s eyes widened in shock as hundreds of bulbs pushed their way out of the earth.

Desert into a prairie?

Rayatha was sure he could turn a smooth rock into the greatest garden with this much life energy. The druid gazed at the grassland that stretched into the horizon. He could already see a vision of the beautiful landscape that was soon to appear here.

 



            

    
        Chapter 191: Class Reunion

    
    
    
    
                
Kover Dungeon,

Briarhoard, Rosendun.

4:23 p.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

A massive crowd, teeming with hundreds of adventurers camped outside the dungeon’s entrances, awaiting their turns. Clerks placed by the Royal Capital stood by the entrances with Rinks, checking up on the situation. The clerks would receive a notice for more adventurers when those inside perished or gave up and decided to exit. 

The clerk system was set up to prevent too many adventurers were fighting in the same area. The dungeon’s interior consisted mostly of narrow corridors. If too many people went in at once, the tight spaces would only lead to more casualties. Most of the clerks were constantly on the rinks, receiving timely updates, but a few starkly stood out as not only did they allow anyone to enter, but they didn’t bother calling their representatives.

The reasons for their lackadaisical attitude were the banners hung at these entrances. The ‘Howling Wolf’ banners of the Hopeful Maggots carried the number 1 guild’s arrogance in Rosendun. Did you want to come in? Go ahead, but be prepared to carry out your role as an audience faithfully. Any attempts to sow chaos would only result in futile death.

Outside one of the Maggot-claimed entrances, a warrior lying on the ground squinted and pointed at the sky. “Hey, what’s that?”

“What?” Other adventurers followed his gaze to the sky. The adventurers’ eyes widened in shock at the sight of a ball of lightning rapidly approaching their direction. 

A sharp adventurer quickly recognized the danger and shouted, “Scatter!” 

Following his scream, the warriors and mages rapidly retreated and then watched as the lightning ball struck the ground with a thunderous boom. The electric arcs dispersed, revealing a daeben sat atop the fabled kirin. Greed colored the adventurers’ eyes, many coveting the divine creature for themselves, but the rider’s presence forced them to swallow their desire.

There was a time when Kashi’s face was not well-known. However, following his battle with Rosendun’s top guildmasters and the event at Rine’s Bar, there was no one in Rosendun who did not know the Hopeful Maggots’ leader’s face.

Kashi glanced at the warriors as he dismounted. He patted Drixlia’s flank and walked to the clerk at the dungeon’s entrance. He greeted the young cerulean woman with a warm smile, “Kover Dungeons, yes?”

The clerk meekly nodded, unable to formulate words as a result of being star-struck. 

“Hopeful Maggots’ Vice-Guildmaster,” Kashi said as he pointed at the dungeon’s entrance. “Did she take this route?”

The clerk once again nodded.

“Well, that’s convenient,” Kashi exclaimed with a short laugh. “Makes things much easier.” With that, the daeben raised his hands, and a pair of portals appeared. “Get in, Drix. The dungeon’s too tight for you.”

Drixlia snorted then trotted into the portal on the left while Shadow and Larsial walked out from the other.

Shadow took in their surroundings and then turned to Kashi with an incredulous look in his eyes. “Three hours. You do understand how much of a cheat code you are right now, right?”

“What do you mean cheat code?” Kashi laughed as he led the team into the tunnel amidst the shell-shocked crowd. “Everything I did is legal. Legal.”

Shadow snorted, not bothering to treat that absurd defense with a response. The assassin’s discomfort arose from the fact it had only taken Kashi three hours to reach Kover dungeon from Kirkcour Woods, a journey that should have taken two days at the very least.

Even Drixlia, with its newfound speed and flight, would have needed roughly 12 hours to get there, but Kashi managed to shave off the majority of the required time by teleporting to a village he painted during his initial journey to Merriheim. From there, Drixlia only needed three hours to reach Kover Dungeons.

Kashi, Shadow, and Larsial sped through the dungeon’s floors, their path mostly unchallenged save for a handful of recently spawned monsters. The trio made short work of these obstacles until they reached the 27  th   basement floor, where they met a crowd of adventurers. 

Kashi walked up to and then tapped on the shoulder of a warrior at the back of the crowd. “What’s going on?”

The warrior, who stood at nearly 8ft tall, responded without looking back, “The Maggots are clearing out the 27  th   floor. At this rate, they’ll be the first to reach the final boss.”

“Oh? What floor is the boss?”

“30  th   floor.”

“How long do you think it’ll take?”

“The mobs are easy to clear out, but there are too many, and the floor bosses need at least thirty minutes each, so another three-four hours. “

“Hmm, too slow,” Kashi muttered. He had initially intended on watching. After all, this was Leila’s operation, and he did not want to steal the spotlight from her. Unfortunately, perhaps due to the battles over the past few days, his adrenaline was at an all-time high. There was no way he could sit still for three hours with an enticing fight just ahead.

“Sorry, please excuse me.” Kashi apologized and then pushed his way through the crowd with Larsial and Shadow in tow. Due to the narrow corridors, the queue was quite long, and as expected, there were quite a few disgruntled adventurers who did not appreciate the daeben’s antics. However, these issues were rapidly resolved with a ‘reassuring’ shoulder squeeze. 

Kashi eventually made it to the front, where he was met with a hume barricade. Beyond the barricade, several maggots were engaged in battle against the demons. These humes, although dressed differently, each wore a sash on their sleeves with the infamous ‘howling wolf’ emblem of the Hopeful Maggots. Their task was to prevent the peanut gallery from interfering with the guild’s hunt. 

Kashi’s gaze, as he looked at the Maggots, held a hint of pride, not in himself, but in the spectacular vice-guildmaster who made this a reality.  ‘I wonder if they recognize me,’  Kashi thought to himself as he walked up to them.

The guards’ eyes lit up with equal parts reverence and shock the second Kashi stepped out of the crowd. “Guildmaster!” They shouted their greeting and bowed their heads, excitement evident in their voices.

Kashi scratched the back of his head as he let out a sheepish smile. Damn it, these days, more and more people were bowing their heads when they met him. Did they not realize how embarrassing that was? Kashi knew he would eventually have to get used to it, but he would fight against it for as long as possible. At least among his guild members and friends. 

“Raise your heads,” Kashi said as he walked up to a guard and patted her shoulder, “Maggots do not bow to anyone.” The daeben smiled. “Thanks for your hard work. Keep it up.” With that, he passed by with Shadow and Larsial.

Shadow looked over at the stunned guards and then at Kashi. “How unfortunate.”

“How so?” Kashi asked.

“I thought they would not recognize you,” Shadow muttered with a defeated sigh. “Would it not have been funny if the guildmaster had to prove his identity to the guards?”

Kashi cast the assassin a silent glare. “Be honest, Shadow. You hate me, don’t you?”

Shadow looked at Kashi with an innocent gaze. “Of course not. Where would you get that idea?”

Kashi snorted. “Let’s go.” Without any obstacles left in their path, the trio was free to join the chaotic battle. The daeben was in a rush, so he did not bother hiding his abilities. With a roar, a humanoid dragon stood in his place. That dragon blurred through the corridor, ripping through every monster in its path.

A Maggot got knocked to the ground by the cambion he was battling, and he winced as the demon raised its spear to impale him.  Schlick!  However, the expected blow never came. He opened his eyes, shocked to see the cambion with a blank look. Blood dripped from a deep knife wound between its brows. The Maggot looked to his right, just in time to see Shadow stab an unsuspecting cambion in the head, instantly ending it.

Kashi, Shadow, and even Larsial were akin to a force of nature unleashed upon the poor demons. Kashi was like a flood or hurricane, destroying everything head-on, whereas Larsial and Shadow were like the plague—hidden, yet deadly. With the help of the dynamic trio, the Maggots swiftly gained ground on the cambions. 

Bam!

During his rampage, Kashi finally spotted Leila at the head of the hunting party, solo-battling against a group of cambions. The daeben suppressed his desire to rush over and instead decided to spectate for a bit. He had not seen Leila in combat since they were low-levels. He was curious how the famed ‘Archery Princess’ fought.

Unlike Kashi, Leila was a true archer in every sense of the word. She only fought with her bow, which always had an arrow nocked. Leila’s nickname, ‘Archery Princess,’ was on full display as she battled the cambions. She countered every attack, be they long-range magic, or sword swipes with her arrows, no matter how seemingly impossible.

Arrows flew out of Leila’s bow at speeds that would put automatic weapons to shame. Even more shocking was that every shot was precise, striking the enemy at uncomfortable angles, forcing them to be in a passive state. This was how she, with only a bow and arrow, managed to lock five cambion generals in a stalemate. 

If that was it, Kashi would have been seriously impressed, but there was more! While battling the cambion generals, Leila kept an eye on the surrounding battlefield. An arrow was always there to help any Maggot in peril.

Kashi could not help blushing in shame the longer he watched. His archery was akin to a fart in front of Leila’s archery. Kashi’s archery skills were not poor by any means, but he was not as committed to the bow as she was. If someone were to swing a sword at Kashi, he would either dodge or use his bow to parry the strike. On the other hand, Leila would calculate the sword’s trajectory, notch an arrow, take a step in a favorable position, shoot the sword, and then the owner—all in the space of a second.

Kashi met Leila’s gaze and grinned sheepishly, knowing he could not hide any longer. 

Leila quickly ran past the cambion generals, further into the corridor immediately she saw Kashi. “Try to keep them alive.” A cambion general snarled in rage and flung his spear at her back. 

Bang!

The general stared, wide-eyed as a cluster of light-petals stopped the spear’s charge. Leila, meanwhile, did not bother turning around, continuing her run down the corridor.

“Business as always,” Kashi chuckled as he dashed into the midst of the cambion generals. “Please try not to die,” the daeben teasingly pleaded as he rammed his fist into the cambion general who threw the spear.

Boom!

The cambion general coughed up blood as he crashed into the wall. The armor around his midriff shattered to pieces, revealing a massive hole in his stomach. 

Silence descended in the corridor as Kashi glanced at the unconscious cambion. “Shouldn’t die. He’s a high demon.” With that, Kashi cracked his knuckles and then looked at the remaining cambion demons. “I’m itching for a good fight.” The daeben’s pupils narrowed as bloodlust oozed out of his pores. “Do not disappoint me if you want to live.”

“Insolent!” roared the cambion generals and then charged at Kashi. 

The daeben grinned as he threw himself into the flurry of blows. He did not do anything fancy this time, choosing to meet the spear, sword, and magic attacks with his bare fists. Despite this, the Maggots present stared in shock as he plowed through the generals with seeming ease. The cambions’ spears and swords failed to penetrate the daeben’s scales, rendering their attacks futile. 

Without suspense, the generals joined their incapacitated comrade on the ground within seconds. Kashi glanced at the fallen generals with clear disappointment. As expected, they paled in comparison to battling a demon-god. Well, that kind of battle was not something you could find on every street. 

Kashi shook his head as he issued a light sigh and then crouched next to the cambions to check their vitals. After confirming they were not dead, Kashi opened a portal and forcibly sucked the unconscious cambions inside. The daeben had a rough idea as to why Leila wanted them alive. In that case, rather than relying on contracts, he might as well force them into loyalty.

Even amongst demons, cambions were considered one of the worst. They were innately greedy, evil, and held no regard for any life outside their own. Rivers of blood always followed the appearance of cambions. While Kashi might hesitate to brainwash other sentient creatures, he had no qualms about these veritable plagues on society.

Kashi received a notification about the cambions’ successful ‘recruitment’ as he raced down the hallway. The daeben nodded, having confirmed one of his hypotheses about his inner world. It appeared the amount of time taken to ‘brainwash’ an opponent was determined by not only the strength disparity between Kashi and them but their level of consciousness. These cambions were much weaker than the daeben and had been beaten into near-comas. As a result, they could not summon any strength to fight against Kashi’s inner world’s indoctrination.

Kashi pushed these thoughts to the back of his head as he, Shadow, and Larsial approached the end of the hallway. He spotted Leila and Hogosha standing in front of a large, sinister door that all but screamed out ‘boss fight!’

“Hey,” Kashi greeted with a short wave as he walked up to Leila. He introduced Larsial to the vice-guildmaster and then asked, “How’ve you been?”

“Everything is in working order,” Leila replied with a small smile. “I did not expect you here so soon. Can I ask why you came?”

Kashi shrugged with a hapless smile. “Would you believe me if I say I came to boast a little? I’ve gotten pretty strong lately, you know.”

Leila’s brow rose as she regarded the daeben with a knowing gaze. “Were you the type to boast? How come I do not recall?”

“Heh, you caught me,” Kashi acceded with a short laugh. “I found a solution to the problem in Serisis. But more importantly, I needed to see you for something much more pressing.” Kashi’s gaze turned serious as he continued, “The battle at Drakase. We have just over a month until the day.”

“Yes,” Leila confirmed. “After this hunt, I was planning on traveling north with our guild members. We should make it in time to use the skyboat as planned.”

“That was indeed the plan, but because of the skyboat’s size, the total number of troops would have been dismally small. ” Kashi said as a painting scroll appeared in his hand. “I’ve got a better one now. We can even rope in Serisis while we’re at it.”

Leila looked at the scroll in Kashi’s hand and instantly came to a conclusion. “It has something to do with your Dimension Skill, doesn’t it.”

“Together with my inner world, yes,” Kashi confirmed. The daeben ears perked up as the sounds of metal clashes dwindled to a halt. “Seems they’ve wrapped up over there.” He looked at the door and said, “I’ll explain later. Let’s clear this boss first.”

Leila glanced at Shadow and Larsial, then back at Kashi. “Just us?”

Kashi clasped his hands together and bowed his head as he begged, “I promise to share the final boss with the guild. Just let me have this one, please?”

Leila glanced at the pleading daeben with gentle humor in her gaze.  ‘When I see you like this, it’s hard to believe you are truly different people.’  Razznik was the same. After a particularly tough battle, he would enter a frenzied battle state, where he searched for as many fights as possible to soothe his hyper-state. 

Leila still had no clue how fighting was supposed to be the cure to adrenaline from another fight, but since it made sense to Razznik and Kashi, she decided to follow along. “Fine, you can have this one, but this is a training exercise for the guild. You must leave the final boss to them.”

Kashi hurriedly nodded, reassuring Leila, who finally pushed the doors open. 

The entrance opened to a massive hall about the size of a football field. The hall was poorly lit by hanging lanterns, causing most of it to be drowned in darkness. However, despite this, Kashi and Leila could make out hundreds of cambion generals stood in a neat formation in front of a giant 3-meter (10 ft.) chain devil. 

Chain devils were the infamous ‘jailers of the Netherworld.’ These humanoid demons had blood-hued skin that evoked the image of rivers of blood. Their muscular frames were wrapped in several chains that ended in sharp hooks used for capturing their prey. After absorbing so much of the chain devil’s own blood, the chains became like one of its limbs and could thus be controlled at the devils’ command.

Leila took one look at the enemy composition and immediately ordered out of habit, “Kashi draw their aggro. Shadow and Larsial hide in the shadows and go for one-hit kills. Do not attempt drawn-out battles. Hogosha, you will assist Kashi. Ensure he doesn’t get ambushed from behind.”

“What about you?” Kashi asked.

“I’ll provide cover for you without drawing attention to myself,” Leila replied. 

If it were someone else, Kashi would have wondered if they were afraid and were instead, hoping to send him to his death. However, Leila’s clear gaze revealed the truth. She wasn’t scared. This was simply the best strategy she came up with after considering both the enemy and her forces.

“That’s perfect,” Kashi said as he began to walk toward the cambion forces. “Now, a way to draw all the aggro onto me…” muttered Kashi, as he gazed at the Chain devil. “Guess there’s only one way.” 

The chain devil spotted the approaching humanoid dragon and growled, “Draconian, why have you come here? Turn back now, and I may spare your life.”

An evil smirk curled up Kashi’s lips as he walked toward the cambion army. “What a cliché villain line,” the daeben muttered as a giant mandala appeared above him. Thousands of rapidly-rotating arrows slowly revealed themselves at the mouth of the mandala. The daeben stretched his hand toward the army. “Let’s make this quick.  [Gilgamesh]. ”

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The cambions screamed as thousands of arrows descended upon them. The arrows tore through armor and flesh, some exploding upon impact. The chain devil roared in rage as it watched the rampant destruction and immediately sent its chains flying to intercept the falling arrows.

However, the damage had already been done. By the time the mandala finally disappeared, over half of the cambion forces had been decimated. 

“Damn you!” roared the chain devil as it frantically searched for Kashi amidst the flames and dust. A loud shout drew its attention to the center of its army, where it spotted the draconian with his claws grasping a cambion’s throat. “Die!” The chain devil demanded as its chains zipped toward the draconian.

“You first!” Kashi shouted in reply as he threw the cambion in his hand at the incoming chains. The chain devil did not hesitate in the slightest as its chains tore apart the cambion and continued for the draconian. However, Kashi had used that brief moment to slip into a large mass of cambions. He summoned Ferulic’s Practice Bow and began decimating the cambion army. 

Dozens of arrows tore out of Kashi’s bow, turning everything around him into glorified pincushions. The chain devil pursued him in rage, but Kashi always managed to remain a step ahead, mowing down the enemy forces with practiced ease. What he lacked in Leila’s pin-point accuracy, he made up for with power. Each shot from his bow was akin to the roar from a ballista, its bolts tearing through three to four cambions before coming to a stop.

However, despite Kashi’s dominance, there were too many cambion generals present. Their rapid regeneration meant that unless the daeben’s blows were instant-kills, they could persist for an annoyingly long time. If he were alone, this might have been burdensome, but the daeben had dependable back-up.

A cambion took the opportunity when Kashi dodged a sword swipe to spear him from behind. However, a white blur quickly flashed by, and a headless body dropped to the ground. Hogosha spat out the devil’s head and then issued a loud, bone-chilling roar, which froze most of the cambion’s in a ten-meter radius.

Kashi barely had time to consider taking advantage of this when a hail of arrows breezed past him. The arrows accurately stabbed through the eyes of the cambions to their brains. However, even this much could not instakill a cambion. Kashi prepared for a follow-up attack but was once again shocked when those arrows exploded into light-petals. The petals shredded the cambion’s brains and then burst outward, the devils’ blood rolling off their smooth surface.

Meanwhile, on the cambion formation’s outskirts, dozens crumpled over time with dagger wounds on their heads. Shadow and Larsial utilized the shadows to ambush their respective targets, delivering critical blows to their brains to end them in one shot.

This was only possible because of the type of game L.N.E had set out to be from the onset: a mixture of reality and fantasy. In order games, stabbing someone in the head did not mean much, except a larger amount of HP lost. However, L.N.E, in contrast, had ‘fatal strikes.’ It did not matter how large someone’s HP pool was. If they lost their heads or brains, it was instant K.O. 

Similarly, if someone’s heart were crushed or pierced through, a massive amount of HP would be lost, followed by major blood loss. If the person’s HP regen’s rate is fast enough, they may grow a new heart before dying. If not, that would also count as a ‘fatal strike.’

The ‘fatal strike’ system was implemented to prevent gamers from fighting like they did on their computers, where they stood in place and hacked at each other. With this system, gamers had to carefully dodge, block and try to kill their opponents as swiftly as possible.

The system led to more skilled players, so there were many skilled fighters in L.N.E even though most of these people were students, grocery store owners, etc., in real life. There were even those who joked that if a zombie apocalypse ever broke out, Japan would be fine since most gamers had learned how to fight the hard way.

Anyway, Kashi, Leila, and Hogosha were employing full use of the ‘fatal strike’ system to aim for headshots or crippling blows to thin out the herd quicker. Meanwhile, the enraged chain demon could only chase in vain, its massive frame making it extremely easy for Kashi to keep track of its location at all times.

Several minutes, and hundreds of dead cambions later, a blood-soaked Kashi faced off against the last boss with a smirk. “Ooh, now that was refreshing,” mocked the daeben as he stretched, loosening his tightened muscles. “I’ve finally gotten that out of my system.”

Kashi folded his arms as he regarded the fuming chain devil. “Hey Leila, what’s your strongest attack?”

Leila emerged from behind a pillar and glanced at Kashi.  ‘Well, I guess they really are different after all.’  Razznik was not the type to play with his food. “Do you want to see?” she replied as she nocked an arrow onto her bow. “I haven’t had a chance to use it in combat yet.”

“Heh, that’s what happens when you fight with the guild in mind,” Kashi joked as he unfurled his arms and cracked his knuckles. “Okay then,” he said as he began walking toward the devil. “I’ll set him up. Get ready to finish it…”

 



            

    
        Chapter 192: The Chained Devil

    
    
    
    
                
BOOM!

Kashi grinned as he slid to the right, barely dodging the chain devil’s snake-like chains. The sickles smashed into the ground, caving the earth. The daeben paid no attention to the devastation as he skillfully weaved his way through the chains. The daeben, not one to only receive gifts, retaliated with a flurry of arrows whenever he got the chance, but the chains around the devil protected him, swatting most aside.

Whoosh! Bam!

The chain devil roared in rage as an arrow zipped past its defenses and struck its chest. Unfortunately, however, the devil’s skin was too thick, and the strike only managed a minor injury. Kashi was not bothered too much, as he knew it wasn’t a matter of his strength but his arrows’ sharpness. His level 100-120 arrows lacked the bite needed to pierce a monster of this level.

It was like using a plastic knife to cut human skin. No matter how strong the person wielding the knife was, as long as the blade wasn’t sharp, the exercise would remain futile. The daeben made a mental note to order a new batch of arrows from the dwarfs the next time he visited Merriheim.

Enraged, the chain devil dashed at the daeben and struck its fist down at him. The chain wrapped around its arm flew ahead to ensnare the daeben and make sure he could not escape.

Kashi watched the incoming fist, and his gaze narrowed. Rather than retreat, the daeben charged toward the chain devil as black ki suffused around his right arm. 

Bam! Boom!

Kashi dodged the chains with exquisite footwork, gaze focused until he reached the chain devil. The daeben looked at the fist that seemed to blot out the light and lashed out with a punch.

The chain devil roared in anger when it saw Kashi dared to challenge it in a show of strength and piled even more force into its punch.  Whoosh!  However, seemingly at the last moment, Kashi suddenly spun in place, sidestepping the fist. The chain devil was already a spent force at this stage, unable to retract its punch.

Kashi, who had been waiting for this very opportunity, suddenly punched out at the devil’s arm. The massive force sent the devil’s arm flying to the side, forcing the rest of its body to spin with it. The daeben seized this chance and rushed into the chained devil’s space. He jumped and then delivered a devastating punch to the devil’s gut.

The chained devil groaned in pain and staggered backward, momentarily stunned by the heavy blow. But Kashi was far from done. Ever one to capitalize on a chance, the daeben unleashed  [Asura]  on the exposed midriff. The chained devil repeatedly coughed up blood as the blows bypassed its tough skin to wreak havoc on its vital organs. 

BOOM!  
‎ The final blow threw the chained devil off its feet into the air. Most monsters would have needed a few seconds to regain clarity after that beatdown focused on its weakness, but the chained devil was a veteran of torture. It only needed a moment in the air before it regained its senses. 

Whoosh!

The chains moved independently of the devil and zipped toward the daeben, who was momentarily locked in the final animation for  [Asura].  That animation only lasted half a second, but in the realm of experts, half a second was enough to determine the winner and loser of a battle.

Kashi’s gaze narrowed as he watched the chains descend upon him faster than bullets. However, there was no panic in his eyes. He had the best back-up in the world, after all.

Whoosh! Whoosh! 

Clang!

A dozen arrows suddenly flew past the daeben and smacked the chains to the side, altering their path.  Krrr!  Unfortunately, however, a single chain zipped past the defenses and slithered toward the exposed daeben. Not even the Archery would be able to release another volley in time to block it. Nothing was stopping it now! 

Clang!

However, just as the chain devil was on the cusp of success, something deflected the chain past Kashi. The chain devil, who was still airborne, glared at the white-haired assassin who had suddenly appeared in front of the daeben, daggers drawn. 

Blood dripped down Shadow’s right arm, but his gaze remained even. This was a fair price to pay for blocking that deathblow. Shadow glared at the airborne chain devil then whispered, “Go.”

“Of course,” Kashi replied as an unbelievable amount of ki surged around him. With both  [Ferulic’s Spirit Technique]  and  [Angel Step’s Technique]  activated, Kashi’s speed peaked.

BOOM!

Shadow swayed in place, blanketed by the sonic boom that erupted after Kashi launched ahead at full speed. The chain devil could barely hold in its shock when the daeben suddenly appeared above it, holding two chains in his hands. 

Kashi did not give the devil a chance to react and instantly flogged the devil with its own chains. His arrows might have lacked the sharpness, but the devil’s chains were crafted from Darkgold Steel, a rare metal only found in the hottest regions like the depths of volcanoes. The sickles at the end of the chains were more than sharp enough to pierce the monster’s skin.

Coupled with his burst in strength, the sickles left deep gashes in the devil’s chest as it crashed to the ground. 

Kashi let out a roar as he gathered ki in his right hand and then punched out. A ki dragon shot of his arm and slammed into the downed devil, further compounding its injuries. The daeben, however, was far from through with his attacks.

Kashi spun in place, so his head faced the ground, and then ‘kicked’ the air. A massive explosion of ki ensued, launching the daeben with the force of a bullet into the devil’s midriff. The chained devil spasmed, hands and feet flailing upward as it suffered from the deadly blow. 

Kashi prepared a follow-up attack, but a thunderous roar burst his eardrums and stalled him for a second. 

Boom!  
‎ The chained devil burst to its feet as it unleashed an explosion of ki that sent the daeben flying. The devil’s red skin glowed bright, its eyes turning fiery red as it entered an ‘enraged’ state. In this state, the devil’s speed and power grew exponentially. It completely abandoned defense and instead chose an all-out attack. Issuing a loud roar, it chased after the daeben, its chains moving ahead to slice off the pest’s head.

Kashi’s gaze narrowed as he spotted the incoming chains. He quickly righted himself mid-air and kicked the air, sending him flying in another direction. A chain flew by where he had been, but many more slid in from different directions, seemingly cutting off his escape route.

“Now this is interesting,” Kashi praised with an excited grin as he bent backward, letting a sickle fly above him. Another chain sliced up from beneath him, but the daeben grabbed the chain that flew overhead and took advantage of its momentum to launch himself out of the other’s path. 

Kashi let go of the chain and descended onto another that zoomed underneath. The chain’s speed provided enough weight for Kashi to dash across, dodging even more attacks. The daeben laughed as he jumped from one chain to the next, enjoying the reverse game of whack-a-mole.

After a minute or so of nerve-wracking gymnastics, Kashi noticed that the devil’s red skin had begun to lose its glow. This was a tell-tale sign that it was about to lose its enraged status. Every gamer knew that the best time to unleash finishers on boss monsters was during the brief respite after a rage attack.

Kashi wielded his bow and glared at the incoming chains. This time, however, he shot to the ground, attracting the chains to follow him. 

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Kashi whirled around and shot out arrows as the sickles crashed into the ground after failing to crush him. Sharp eyes would have noticed that the number of chains following Kashi reduced over time as the daeben ran circles around the chained devil.

BOOM!

Eventually, the final chain smashed into the ground, and Kashi’s aura vanished as he dispelled the techniques. The daeben could not maintain those techniques for too long as they seriously drained his mana and ki when active. 

Similarly, the chained devil let out a weak growl as its raged status ended. 

“Leila, now!” Kashi roared as he retreated, unwilling to let the opportunity pass.

Whoosh!

Just as Kashi spoke, he spotted a single arrow flying over his head toward the chain devil. Although the arrow wasn’t slow by regular human standards, it was extremely slow by the standard of Lv. 150 warriors and monsters. 

However, the chained devil’s instincts issued loud, terrible warning signs as that arrow flew toward it. It did not know why, but it knew it had to get out of there as soon as possible! The chained devil mustered what strength it had to flee, but its efforts were thwarted by a boisterous clang!

The chain devil stared around it, shocked by the realization that its chains had been pinned to the ground by Kashi’s arrows. Furthermore, the chains were pinned around it, preventing it from running in any direction! As stated previously, Kashi’s arrows were not of the highest levels, meaning it would only take a bit of effort for the devil to pull out its chains.

Unfortunately, however, the chain devil would not get that chance. The one-second delay caused by realizing it was chained down was enough for the arrow to reach striking range!

Whoosh!

Kashi stared, shocked as the arrow burst into thousands of silver light petals, thick enough to shroud the entire devil from sight. The sight of those light-petals floating around the stunned devil reminded the daeben of a certain anime he once watched. 

The daeben turned to look at Leila in the distance, who set down her bow as she whispered, “ [Thousand Light Petals.] ”

Boom!

A bloodcurdling scream rang out as the light petals engulfed the chain devil, sharp edges ripping it to shreds. A few seconds later, the petals dispersed, revealing the badly mangled chain devil. Its skin had been shredded beyond recognition, rivers of blood pouring out of exposed veins.

The devil collapsed to the ground and burst into light petals, leaving behind its chains and some other loot.

After having a taste of custom-made weaponry and armor, Kashi was no longer interested in random loot drops. He took the chains, which had shrunken to fit into his size, and left the rest. The guild would find someone who could make use of the other stuff. That was more of Leila’s field than his.

Kashi also received some good news in the form of a level-up notification. Despite the penalty to his XP gain, clearing a room of cambion generals and killing a chain devil was still worth a few levels, especially when his actual level was so low. 

Kashi smiled as he pulled up his stat window. His escapades at Kirkcour Woods, coupled with this dungeon, had increased his level to 132. That was 8 levels gained since he first met Marilith. Many gamers would cry foul if this happened to them. To think that defeating armies, saving an entire civilization, and clearing a room full of Lv.150 cambion generals only netted him 8 levels. However, that was the reality of the heavy debuff the daeben was forced to endure. 

Surprisingly, however, Kashi was not discouraged by this. This time, the bulk of his experience came not from the monsters he killed but from the XP given by completing a major story quest, ‘Liberating the Centaurs.’ Furthermore, gaining their loyalty increased the completion ratio of his main quest, ‘The Continent’s Unification,’ which also netted him many XP.

Kashi could thus see the new path for himself. Rather than focus on killing monsters, the fastest way to level up would be to subjugate more cities or towns to increase his main quest completion percentage. As with all games, story quests always rewarded more XP.

 
‎  





	
Name


	
Kashi


	
Alignment


	
Chaotic Neutral





	
Level


	
132


	
Profession


	
Dimension Artist





	
Title


	
Liberator





	
Fame


	
1794





	
Health


	
30570


	
Mana


	
25620


	
Ki


	
48720





	
Vitality


	
175 + 20


	
Stamina


	
201 + 20





	
Wisdom


	
 142 + 20


	
Intellect


	
30 + 20





	
Strength


	
296 + 20


	
Agility


	
278 + 20





	
Dexterity


	
100 + 20


	
Endurance


	
Phys END


	
323





	
Mag END


	
414





	
Charisma


	
140 + 20


	
Charm


	
50 + 20





	
Stealth


	
90 + 20


	
Instinct


	
290 + 20





	
Fighting Spirit


	
450


	
Leadership


	
20





	
Luck


	
27 + 20


	
Art


	
345 + 95







	
Attack


	
Physical ATK


	
3924





	
Magic ATK


	
732





	
Defence


	
Physical DEF


	
1747





	
Magical DEF


	
2202





	
Poison Resistance


	
Immune





	
Electricity Resistance:   175%

Fire Resistance:  175%

Ice Resistance:   50%

Dark Resistance:   50%

Light Resistance:   50%










Kashi closed the window with a satisfied nod and then turned to the approaching Leila with a smile as he complimented, “Nice Shot…”

“Thanks.” Leila accepted the compliment with a small smile as she gave Kashi a once-over. “You’ve gotten a lot stronger since our last meeting.”

“Haha, it’s nothing,” Kashi laughed as he waved his hand and reverted to his daeben form. “I’ve recently had a bout of luck.”

“Luck, huh,” Leila muttered as she crouched to examine the fallen loot. “If only we were all as ‘lucky’ as you.” The wisben made a mental note of the materials and the best method to distribute them within the guild. She then turned to Kashi with a half teasing smile. “So, have you come to resume your Guildmaster duties? I have kept your office nice and clean, ready for you anytime.”

Kashi recalled the mountain of paperwork he saw on Leila’s desk and instantly paled. Laughing nervously, he refuted, “Haha… No. Of course, not. As long as our great vice-guildmaster is here, I can rest assured the guild is in guild hands. I’ll leave that up to you!”

Leila rolled her eyes as she suppressed her laughter. “Fine then. If you did not come here to relieve my stress, did you come to add to it?”

“Eh…” Kashi hesitated as he scratched his cheeks. “I’m not too sure if it’s one or the other.” The daeben proceeded to explain everything about his world and Drixlia’s evolution in full detail, leaving nothing out. “With your permission, I’d like to move our HQ into my inner world and use it as a hub connected to several places on the continent.”

Leila thought about it and nodded, “I think that’s a good idea too. Secret attacks against our guild have been escalating recently. We’ve intercepted numerous spies trying to steal all our secrets, including the blacksmith manuals. We do not have to move the entire Headquarters, but certainly, the more sensitive materials can be safeguarded in your world.”

“I agree,” Kashi stated. “But aside from that, I was wondering if we could use the world as a hub for adventurers to travel between the major cities. You know, we charge them to use the gateway into my world, from which they can then take the gateway to some city I’ve painted on the continent.”

“That’s a good idea, but wouldn’t it prematurely kill the train and skyboat business?” Leila’s brows furrowed in thought. “Miote will kill you if he finds out.” 

“Don’t worry, I already considered that possibility,” Kashi assured her. “I have two solutions. First, I intend to have the public gateways only access a couple of major cities. The trains will remain the main mode of transportation within a country. Also, the gateways will only take individuals, not luggage. Like this, merchants will choose to use either the skyboat and train for travel. Second, we make the gateway price much higher than the train. Most people should choose to take the train then, leaving only the insanely rich or adventurers. The skyboats will specialize in long-distance travel, ferrying goods and people between countries. I don’t think it’ll be affected much.”

“Miote did say our main target should be the poor and middle-class Residents,” Leila muttered as she absorbed the details of Kashi’s plan. “Your plan does exactly that while also accommodating the rich. Miote would be proud of you.”

Kashi nervously scratched the back of his head. “Haha, like you said, if I did not come up with a good plan, Miote would kill me for destroying the train business before it even started.” The daeben patted his chest and released a nervous breath he was not aware he was holding. “So, what do you think? I can present this proposal to Miote, right?”

“It could use some polish here and there,” Leila replied with a thoughtful gaze. “But the groundwork is solid. You can leave the rest to Miote. He’ll make sure to squeeze out the highest possible profit.”

“Ah, okay, that’s good then,” Kashi said with a smile. “Next, to the real reason I’m here.”

Leila’s brow rose. “Oh? There’s more?”

Kashi nodded and then said, “I want to visit Serisis. I’ll need you to be the bridge.”

“The battle’s just around the corner,” Leila replied with a raised brow. “I don’t think you have time for a round trip to Serisis. You still have a lot of work that needs wrapping up in Merriheim.”

Kashi grinned as he procured a scroll with a painting of Rine’s Bar. “Did you forget who I am? Getting back to Merrriheim will only take me a second.”

Leila rubbed her forehead as she issued a frustrated smile. “Ah, yes. I forgot about your ability to teleport.” The wisben shook her head as she thought of another problem. “Is it just us two?”

“No,” Kashi replied. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen the king. He’ll have to accompany us. Of course, with as many aides or ministers as the trip requires.”

“The King? You mean Paris?” Leila questioned in shock. “This trip. It’s not just to save the orc and dwarf, is it?”

“No, it isn’t,” Kashi replied. “It’s about the upcoming battle. That prophecy… So many people heard it, which means many armies will be heading there to prevent it from happening.” The daeben’s eyes narrowed. “I’m no expert on game design, but if they felt sending out the prophecy worldwide was the only way to stop it, don’t you think that means that the force trying to carry out the prophecy is that strong? Strong enough to contend against the entire continent?”

Kashi thought about the cult he kept encountering. The Chaos order. Who knew just how deep their forces were. If they had a hand in the battle, then Kashi could not afford to take it easy, “I hate to admit it, but I do not think our guild’s army will be enough. We need the combined forces of the three countries to stand a chance.”

“Three?” Leila’s brow rose in shock. “You’re adding Merriheim to the mix?”

“Yes,” Kashi replied. “I will fetch the dwarven king after we clear this dungeon. We will then get Rosendun’s King before heading for Serisis. There, we’ll have the first real summit of the three powers. We can also use the chance to plan our path ahead.”

“It’s a good plan,” Leila praised, but then added with furrowed brows, “but then, why do I feel so uneasy?” The wisben’s eyes narrowed as she glared at Kashi. “I’m probably overthinking things here, but you would not possibly be thinking of gathering everyone, then leaving all the talking to me, will you?”

Kashi’s eyes widened, his panicked expression akin to a deer caught in headlights. “Uh… *cough* *cough*.” Kashi cleared his throat as he stuttered and began to take a newfound interest in the ceiling lamps. “Wow… those lamps look so good. We should consider—”

“Kashi.”

Kashi felt a hand clamp on his shoulder, and he winced as he knew what was coming. The daeben looked down and met Leila’s gaze, which was drained of all emotions.  ‘Crap! She’s mad!’

A vein popped on Leila’s forehead as she squeezed the daeben’s shoulder. “Hey Kashi, are you the Guildmaster, or am I the Guildmaster?”

Kashi winced in pain as he shamefully replied, “I am the Guildmaster.”

“Do you think it makes sense, that in a summit of three kings, organized by the Guildmaster, that said Guildmaster ducks the summit and leaves it in the hands of the Vice-Guildmaster?” Leila scolded, each of her words whip striking the daeben. “Is such conduct disrespectful or not?

“It’s disrespectful.” Kashi obediently replied like a schoolboy caught in a lie. “I was wrong. I’ll do it myself.”

“Well, that’s enough,” Leila said as her lips curled up in a teasing smile. She patted Kashi’s shoulder and assured him. “Do not worry. I will assist you. Ah, no, I must assist you. Who knows what nonsense you’ll end up agreeing to if I let you go alone.”

Kashi grinned as he looked at Leila with a knowing smirk. “I knew you would help. You were never good at being mean.” To which Leila replied with a frosty smile that immediately drained the mocking in the daeben’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again,” Kashi apologized with a formal bow.

“Woah! Check this out!” A voice shouted, drawing Kashi and Leila’s attention to the room’s entrance. The Maggots had finally finished with the cambions in the hallway and had just reached the room where a field of loot awaited them. It was no wonder someone shouted in shock.

However, it only remained as shock. Even faced with the mass of loot, the Maggots did not lose their cool. They briskly got into formation as they systematically logged and stored every piece of loot, no matter how invaluable or valuable it appeared. 

Kashi watched the Maggots’ systematic sweep with praise in his eyes. A true test of a guild’s strength was not in the battles they fought but their behavior in the presence of loot. Any guild could gather and train warriors to defeat bosses and conduct successful raids. But the yardstick that determined if the guild would last long was the guildmembers’ reactions when they had to decided who got which loot.

A terrible guild’s members would fight and squabble over every piece of loot. A good guild’s members might rush for the loot, but they would not harbor ill-will in their hearts in the event they missed out. A great guild, however, had a fair and just system for distributing loot that every member could easily point to and reference when the time came for a decision.

The Hopeful Maggots used the tried and tested Guild Merit Point system. Each member got merit points based on their contribution to the guild. Whether it be through helping in raids, crafting items, or joining the army. There were clear, distinct rewards for each activity. These merit points could then be exchanged for items or equipment stored in the guild’s vault. 

The guild’s vault, meanwhile, was filled by members of the guild through three methods. 

First, every loot gained during a raid was stored in the guild vault, except if someone exchanged merit points for the item during the raid. 

Secondly, guildmembers who stumbled upon loot during their own adventures could sell it to the guild for merit points or cash. However, most guildmembers chose merit points, as items in the guild vault could only be purchased with merit points. 

Finally, the third and most important method was through their in-house craftsmen. After Kashi transcribed the blacksmith manual, many guildmembers switched to the blacksmith profession for a chance to view the manual themselves. 

Beginner craftsmen got a few introductory blueprints to start with. After seeing the options on these equipment and realizing how much profit they could make through sales, the craftsmen would request higher-level blueprints. 

However, the only way to acquire these blueprints were with the use of merit points. The merit cost for blueprints was very high, so the craftsmen needed to craft and then turn in a good number of products before earning merit points for the next tier. 

Maggot-crafted weaponry options were superior to anything found on the market, and this was the main reason why its guildmembers fought so hard to contribute to the guild. Who needed to search outside for better equipment when the Maggots had the best right at home?

Kashi revealed a proud smile as he turned to look at Leila. There was no need for any complicated speech. He only said, “Thank you…”

“No, thank you,” Leila replied.

Neither needed to explain what they were thanking the other for. Such was the history between the leaders of the Hopeful Maggots.



            

    
         Chapter 193: Sleepsong

    
    
    
    
                
Kover Dungeon,

Briarhoard, Rosendun.

10:23 p.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

BOOM!

A massive battle in which hundreds of adventurers faced off against thousands of cambions neared its conclusion at the Kover Dungeon’s final floor. The dungeon’s numerous entrances converged at this floor, pooling together the strength of all the adventurers, and the enemies were worthy of the number.

2000 Cambion Regulars.

200 Cambion Captains.

20 Cambion Generals.

2 Cambion Royals.

Even with Kashi and Leila’s help, there was no way the Maggots could handle that massive number on their own, so they had to collaborate with the other guilds. Luckily, Kashi took on the Cambion Royals while Leila and other guild leaders occupied the Cambion Generals, allowing the other adventurers to contend with the Cambion Regulars and Captains.

The battle was incredibly tough and raged on for over four hours, during which there were many losses. But Kashi eventually managed to knock both Cambion Royals unconscious. Following this, he assisted the fight against the generals, quickly bringing those battles to a close. Then, the guild leaders, led by Kashi, reinforced the other adventurers to slaughter the remaining cambions.

“WHOOO!”

“YEAAHH!”

The Hopeful Maggots and many other guilds happily cheered when the final cambions of Kover dungeon fell to their knees in surrender. The dungeon clearance quest had finally ended!

As usual, Kashi sent the unconscious demons to his inner world for submission. This trip had netted him two Royal Cambions, 30 General Cambions, and just over 1000 Regular and Captain Cambions. The size of Kashi’s inner world increased, and he received a permanent +17 increase to his Strength stat and a +50 boost to his Charm. 

Kashi accepted the changes with a slight nod and then turned to look at the giant crystal floating at the hall’s end. The daeben recognized the mana crystal, as he had seen similar ones in Aygorzi. He had given one to Lunette as a gift, while Aygor left the second as a power source for the city’s defenses. 

Kashi walked up to and then examined the crystal, eyes brightening when he spotted thin threads running from the crystal to an array formation on the ground. Kashi was by no means an expert on arrays, but he could recognize a couple of runes within the array. He concluded that the array was responsible for replenishing the cambian forces. Whether it was a portal to the Netherworld or a simple spawning system, he could not tell for sure.

Kashi took a small parchment and quickly traced the array formation, making a mental note to pass it on to Jade for experimentation. He placed the finished portrait in his inner world, and only then did he use  [Inspect]  on the crystal. 

Kashi did not use  [Inspect]  to begin with because, in L.N.E, those who relied too much on the game’s systems never saw the full picture. 





	
Dungeon Core





	
Congratulations! You have made it to the end of this dungeon and have contacted a dungeon core. Destroy this core to prevent more monsters from spawning.

Warning:  This dungeon will cease to exist after the core is destroyed!

Warning:  For 12 hours, Monsters will not spawn as long as humes are within 100 meters. After which, 1000 Cambions and 3 Royal Cambions will be summoned at once.










 

As expected, the table did not show the full picture. Information about the nature of the mana crystal and the array was missing. 

“It is hard to believe something so beautiful can produce such horrible creatures,” Leila mused as she walked up to Kashi’s side.

“In the animal kingdom, the more beautiful something is, the more dangerous it is,” Kashi replied with a thin smile and then looked at Leila. “The clean-up?”

“We reached an agreement with the other guilds,” Leila nodded as she looked over her shoulder. “The loot has been neatly divided.”

“That’s good,” Kashi acknowledged and then asked with furrowed brows, “How many did we lose?”

“Four dead,” Leila reported, “Many are severely injured, but our priests will have them good as new in a few minutes.”

Kashi’s brow shot up. “I’ve meant to ask: Do we have a system for those that die while on quests. After all, it’s not like they can get their characters back – not anytime soon at least.”

“Yes, we do, in fact,” Leila replied with a proud smile. “They can return to the guild anytime with new avatars and receive ample compensation for their sacrifice. Also, if they want, they can rejoin the guild without the examination process and join the ‘level-carry’ program free of charge.”

“Oh, you really do think of everything,” Kashi praised with an embarrassed chuckle as he returned his attention to the Dungeon Core.

“We just have to destroy this, and it’ll be over,” Leila said, as she too looked at the Dungeon Core. “But, it seems you have something else in mind.”

Kashi chuckled, “Well, destroying it would be a waste, don’t you think?” The daeben’s eyes lit up as he clenched his fist. “I have an idea. It won’t be too late to destroy the core if it doesn’t pan out.”

Leila’s brow rose. “What’s your plan?”

Kashi grinned as an excited glint flashed in his eyes. “If this is the dungeon core, what do you think will happen if I put it in my world as is?” 

Leila’s eyes widened. “You can’t be thinking… in front of all these people?”

“A secret is only powerful because no one knows it exists,” Kashi replied. “But sometimes, to hide a secret, you have to expose thousands more.”

“Can you give a straight answer?”

Kashi laughed as he replied, “The straight answer is the secret.” With those words, the daeben launched himself over the mana crystal. At the apex of his jump, he extended his hand and poured his entire mana into the portal that appeared.

WOONG!

Fueled by the daeben’s mana, the portal rapidly expanded to a radius of five meters. Kashi did not dare ‘pull’ on the dungeon core, for fear of damaging the array, and instead ‘dropped’ the portal onto the mana crystal. As the daeben fell to the earth, the portal swallowed up the mana crystal, along with a small portion of the ground.

PING!  
‎ Numerous notifications rang out in the hall, alerting the warriors of the quest’s success. The quest did not care whether the core was destroyed or transported, as long as the dungeon ceased to exist. Since Kashi had forcefully seized the core into his world, the Kover Dungeon would no longer have any cambions spawning. In the future, some bandits or monsters might make it their home, but there would never be a case of cambions spawning from this dungeon.

Cheers once again rang out as the EXP from the quest’s completion pushed numerous adventurers past the threshold to a new level. The adventurers were more than satisfied with the exploration. Between the loot and the XP, they’d gained more than expected.

Meanwhile, Kashi, oblivious to the cheers, paid attention to the system prompt that appeared when he swallowed the dungeon core.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





	
Inner World Dungeon Acquisition





	
Congratulations!  You have absorbed a dungeon core into your inner world, which has led to the creation of a new dungeon. Analysis of this dungeon core has revealed it to be a Cambion dungeon core. 

Residents of your world can now seek out these dungeons to increase their strength and level up.

Warning:  If the dungeon is not regularly cleared, a monster tide will occur. Please note that lifeforms borne from dungeons in your world cannot be subdued, as they are born with immunity to the world’s suppression

Warning:  Lifeforms designated as ‘gods’ in your world may not access the dungeons, as their power will destroy the dungeons.

 Congratulations,  after surpassing 10% progress, you can now view your total progress towards a complete world.

Inner World Progress:  10%










 

“Any changes?” Leila asked as she walked up to Kashi.

“Nothing much,” the daeben replied and then proceeded to expose the details of the prompt he just received,

“This could work in our favor,” Leila mused as numerous calculations ran through her head. “Like you’ve explained, spending one minute under Yggdrassil’s branches is better than five hours spent under best priests. Since that’s the case, the best place for our guild members to undergo tough training will be in your world. We just have to steal a few dungeon cores to set up dungeons in your world.”

“Then anyone who gets injured during the training only has to leave the dungeon to get healed,” Kashi completed with a fascinated expression. “It’s a brilliant plan.”

Leila’s brow rose. “I was sure you’d thought that far when you chose to steal it.”

“No, that’s not it,” Kashi refuted with an embarrassed smile.

“He saw something shiny and wanted it for himself.”

“Damn it!” Kashi shouted as he jumped forward and then turned around. As expected, Shadow stood there with the signature blank gaze.

“I should have known it was something like that,” Leila muttered with a sigh. She looked at the disgruntled daeben and warned, “Do not go around putting just anything in your world. You never know what trouble that could cause.”

“Do not waste your breath,” Shadow warned as he cast a judging glare at Kashi. “He’s the type to get bitten a thousand times and never learn.” After those words, he looked at Leila. “It has been a while, Leila. I haven’t had a chance to properly greet you.”

“It’s nice to see you too, Shadow,” Leila greeted with a warm smile and then proceeded to tease him, “You have become a lot more talkative since we first met.”

“I have no choice in the matter,” Shadow lamented with a shrug. “I find tormenting Kashi to be more fun than keeping silent.”

“Is that any way to treat your Great Guildmaster?” Kashi protested with an angry frown, to which he was met with condescending gazes from both Shadow and Leila.

“Our great Guildmaster, who nearly died twice from eating candy he picked up off the street,” Shadow mocked.

“Our Great Guildmaster, who doesn’t know the names of more than ten people in his own guild,” Leila added.

Kashi grimaced, feeling like rocks had been piled on him, but quickly retorted, “Shadow, that is what one calls a risk-taker. A brave guildmaster ready to face any danger to protect his guild, and Leila, you clearly do not understand the bond I have with the department heads. It’s because I trust them so much that I don’t need to know too many people. Trust!”

There was a brief moment of silence, but then Kashi burst into laughter, unable to stomach the bullcrap he was selling. The daeben’s laughter broke the dam for Shadow and Leila, both of whom broke into light chuckles. 

The trio laughed for a short while before Kashi finally regained himself and said, “Whatever. Now that we’re done with this dungeon, it’s time to start rounding up everyone for this trip.” The daeben looked at Leila and asked, “Do you know where Stryke is?”

Leila tapped her chin and then replied, “Stryke is on the southern islands. The resort and amusement park’s preparations are nearing their end.” 

“Good,” Kashi said with a nod. “Everyone else is in Merriheim. I’ll drop by Merriheim to pick them up, then go pick up Stryke.”

“You’ve never been to the southern islands, though,” Leila pointed out. “It’ll be a long journey without your teleportation.”

“I may have never been to the islands, but,” Kashi said as he took out a painting of the Norcha Outpost. “I still have a painting of Norcha. On Drixlia, it should only take a few hours at most from Norcha.”

“You are well prepared,” Leila said with a hint of praise in her voice.

“Of course, I even have rope,” Kashi replied with a cheeky grin as he took out a bundle of rope from his inventory.

Leila rolled her eyes. If they were alone, she might have choked Kashi with that rope. The sight alone made her recall unpleasant memories of Razznik seriously lecturing her on the importance of rope for every adventurer. The wisben buried her feelings and instead passed out a few instructions to some Maggots and then returned to Kashi’s side. “Alright, I’m ready to go anytime.”

Kashi nodded and then opened a portal, which Leila, Hogosha, Shadow, and Larsial entered. The daeben then took out a painting of Rine’s Bar and ripped it in half. A bright light encompassed him, and by the time it disappeared, the daeben had vanished from view.


Rine’s Bar,

Meilfour, Merriheim.

10:40 p.m. 16  th   Banem 1092.

Kashi walked out of Rine’s Bar with his hood drawn up to cover his face. Other regions were still fine, but his popularity in Merriheim was high to the point of being severely detrimental to traveling. The daeben made sure his hood was securely fastened and then jumped onto and dashed across the rooftops to avoid the busy, jampacked streets.

Sentries on the rooftops glanced at Kashi as he burst past, but luckily they recognized him and made no efforts to stop him. The daeben thus continued unimpeded until he reached the Emporium. As always, there was a long queue to the entrance, but Kashi snuck in through the VIP entrance.

Kashi confirmed Lunette’s location with a staff, and then made his way to her changing room. Luckily, this time, the guards recognized him and quickly knocked on the door to announce the daeben’s presence.

No sooner had the guard mentioned the word, ‘Kashi,’ did the doors burst open, revealing an excited Lunette. The songstress’s blue eyes sparkled with delight when they landed on the awkwardly smiling daeben.

Kashi pulled down his hood and raised his right hand, unsure of how to react to the excitement, “…Yo.”

“Yo,” replied Lunette as she burst out in sweet laughter. 

Kashi scratched the back of his head, a genuine smile on his face. He did not know why, but simply listening to Lunette’s laughter cleansed all the stress he’d piled up over the past few days. Not only was he no longer thirsting for battle, but he even wanted to take a few days off and just rest. It was something he only felt when he was around Lunette. True Peace. 

“Come on,” Lunette beckoned as she grabbed Kashi’s hand and pulled him into her room. “Tell me what you’ve been up to. I bet it’s been exciting.”

Kashi let himself get pulled into her room and then looked around. It seemed blue was Lunette’s favorite color. The walls of her room were painted to resemble a backdrop of a daytime sky, with a few exotic birds flying through the clouds. Her dresser and mirror were sky-blue, creating a beautiful contrast against the white sofa beside the door.

Lunette pulled Kashi onto the sofa and then sat down beside him, repeatedly pressing him for the details of his latest trip.

Kashi smiled, let himself relax, and began to narrate the events of his trip without leaving out a single detail. He started with the eggs in Suvron Gate, to Kira’s state, and finished with the growth of his inner world. 

Lunette hung on every word, her emotions fluctuating as Kashi narrated. She cried when Kira’s state was brought up, panicked when Kashi talked about the Marilith, and frowned when she heard about the Chaos Order’s atrocities. By the time Kashi finished, his hand had gone several stages of grief, being twisted this way and that by the anxious Lunette.

Lunette’s tears caused something to rise within Kashi’s heart, and before he knew it, he instinctively reached out and gently wiped her tears. “Hey, don’t worry. Nothing happened. I’m pretty strong, you know?”

“I know you’re strong,” Lunette muttered, bowing her head. “But that’s why I’m scared. Because you’re strong, you’ll keep looking for stronger people to fight. I’m scared you’ll one day meet someone you can’t beat.”

“Don’t worry,” Kashi consoled Lunette as he reached out and patted her head. “If I can’t win, then I’ll run away. I won’t do something stupid and throw away my life. I have too many things to live for.”

Lunette raised her head, puffy red eyes gazing at the daeben with hope. “You promise?”

Kashi grinned as he ruffled her hair. “I promise.”

“Hehe, you can’t break a promise,” Lunette warned as she grinned through her tears.

Kashi looked at Lunette’s puffy eyes and the grin meant to reassure him despite her fears. An unfamiliar but powerful emotion swept over the daeben. He cupped the songstress’s face in his hands and gently wiped her tears. However, unlike the last time, Kashi did not release her but stared intently into her eyes, trying to understand what this new feeling was.

“…Kashi?” Lunette called, her face turning red with embarrassment.

Lunette’s sweet voice broke the dam of hesitation in the daeben’s mind. Kashi instinctively drew closer to Lunette, his head leaning down towards hers. Lunette’s eyes widened in shock, but then she quickly shut her eyes and tilted her head upwards in anticipation.

‘Surrender.’

Kashi was only inches away from Lunette when a voice from another lifetime rang in his head and made him freeze. Surrender. Kashi did not know why, but he felt like if he went through with this, he would truly be giving everything of him over to Lunette. She would be his world and the only thing that mattered. From another standpoint, it could be said she would hold complete control over him.

‘I love you, Suzu...’  

If Lunette loved him, then life would be perfect. Kashi believed he would be the happiest man in the world.

‘You are a mistake! I wish I never gave birth to you!’

But if Lunette did not love or ever stopped loving him, then Kashi knew that the power she held would be enough to destroy him. 

WOONG!

Kashi’s heart plummeted, engulfed by a terrible fear. Never had the daeben been so afraid. Not even the prospect of death could terrify him this much. However, somehow, the thought of Lunette one day looking at him with  those   eyes  frightened him so much he did not dare move an inch further.

Lunette felt Kashi’s trembling hands and opened her eyes. Her heart bled in pain when she saw the worry and fear in Kashi’s eyes. She smiled as she clasped her hands around his and leaned into his palm.

Kashi grimaced and retracted his hands. “I’m sorry,” he said and made to stand up, but Lunette quickly wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him into her chest.

“It’s fine,” Lunette consoled as she ran her fingers through Kashi’s hair. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere, and my feelings will never change.”

Kashi’s eyes trembled as he listened to her heartbeat. “…Promise?”

Lunette smiled as she bent her head and kissed Kashi’s on the crown of his head. “I promise.”

“I see… That’s good,” Kashi muttered as he wrapped his arms around her waist. “Let me stay like this a little longer, please.” 

“You do need the rest,” Lunette replied as she gently caressed the daeben’s hair. Watching the silent daeben, she could not help but tease, “Would you like a lullaby?” 

“A private performance from the great Lunette?” Kashi responded with a playful snark. “I would be honored.”

Lunette jokingly flicked the daeben’s forehead as payback for his tone. She then began singing after a brief moment of silence. 

“Lay down your head, and I’ll sing you a Lullaby,

Back to the years of loo-li lai-ley,

And I’ll sing you to sleep, and I’ll sing you tomorrow,

Bless you with love for the road that you go…”

“Did you know?” Kashi muttered as Lunette’s song flooded him with nostalgia and memories of a child in his mother’s arms. “I originally hated this song… but somehow, it’s different when you sing it.” Kashi slumped as pent-up fatigue took over, and his head fell on Lunette’s lap. “This song… I… indeed… I… love…” 

Kashi did not get to finish his words, as he fell into a deep sleep, from which old, buried memories began to surface.

A sunlit room… A pair of curtains fluttering in the wind. Right. It was summer break. Father was taking a rare break from work to spend the weekend with the family. I had just returned from Judo practice and was in pain. Mom helped massage my sore calves while dad joked about how a man should be able to withstand pain.

Mom fiercely defended me, saying her son was the strongest man in the world, while dad called me a ‘momma’s boy.’ I was too tired to go upstairs to change and could not help but close my eyes. Mom sat down by my side and rested my head on her lap. She began to sing ‘our’ song. As she sang, Father set down the newspaper and walked over to the couch. He sat beside mom, and caressed my hair, calling me his ‘little soldier.’

Mom laughs and asks who she is then, and Father calls her his ‘little songbird.’ Mom and dad laugh as mom once again starts singing. I am happy. We are all happy. I do not want to fight anymore, and mom has never smiled so brightly. Even Father is smiling, for once not stressed out by work. He has finished his project and promises he will spend a lot more time with us.

Ah… I remember now. This was the afternoon before the finals. Tomorrow we would travel to win a gold medal. But we will not make it. Mom and Father… they will die tomorrow.

Mom, Dad… I am happy. I don’t care about the gold medal, so let’s remain like this, please. If we don’t go, we won’t get in that accident, and mom… Mom would not have to look at me with those eyes…

Mom, please, only look at me like you do now. Like you love me. 

Mom…

“Mom,” Kashi muttered in his sleep as tears streamed drown his cheeks.

Lunette could only imagine how much pain Kashi must’ve been in for someone like him to actually shed tears. However, she could not think of any way to help him, at least until he felt comfortable enough to upon up to her. So, she did all she could do, which was sing, and comfort him, allowing him to finally unload, even if only a drop, of the emotions that had been bottled up for years.


Meanwhile, within a white void in Kashi’s mind, Suzuki stood alone, staring into nothingness. The young man wiped his face with his right palm and then looked at it.

“As expected. It seems I still cannot cry for you, mother,” Suzuki muttered. “All I have left are the bad memories.” Despite him saying this, Suzuki’s trembling palm exposed the unease he felt within his heart. “Heh, congratulations, Kashi. It appears you’ve made me slightly more human.”

Suzuki clenched his palm into a fist and closed his eyes as the void once again swallowed him.


???

Hektor awoke to the sound of someone humming a tune that sounded like a sad lullaby. The warrior opened his eyes and looked to the source of the sound, only to find the Sword Spirit sat on the ground, its back leaning against Razznik’s blade. The spirit’s gaze held none of its normal ferocity. Instead, it appeared distant and forlorn, as if recalling some long lost, painful memory.

The sword spirit sensed Hektor’s gaze and immediately ended its hum. “So, you’re awake.” The sword spirit’s eyes regained their ferocity, and a sword appeared in its right hand as he glared at the youth. “Come. From here on out, I’ll beat the basics into your body, so you never forget. Try not to die.”

Hektor felt something was off and wanted to ask about the song the sword spirit was humming, but judging from the murder in its eyes, the youth felt his life would be in danger if he tried to pry. So, Hektor did the only thing he could. He picked up his bone spear and charged at the sword spirit with a defiant grunt…

 



            

    
        Chapter 194: The Treasurer

    
    
    
    
                
The Emporium,

Meilfour, Merriheim.

6:23 a.m. 17  th   Banem 1092.

Kashi grunted as he opened his eyes. The daeben stared at the unfamiliar ceiling for a moment, wondering where he was.  ‘Ah, yes,’  Kashi muttered as the events of the previous night slowly returned.  ‘I must have fallen asleep.’  The daeben yawned contentedly as he sat up on the couch and rubbed his neck. “Lune?” Kashi muttered as he scanned the room, but there was no sign of the songstress.

Clack!

Kashi turned to the entrance as a guard opened the door and walked into the room, followed by Lunette, who held two cups with steaming drinks. The daeben wordlessly stared at her, unsure of what to say as he recalled his tears from the previous night.

Lunette, as if sensing his unease, sat on the table in front of the sofa and smiled as she handed one of the cups to Kashi, “Hot chocolate? I had a feeling you would wake up soon.”

“Ah, thanks,” Kashi muttered as he accepted the cup. He blew on the cup and then lightly took a sip. The daeben then grasped the mug with both hands, relishing in its warmth as he looked up at Lunette with pensive eyes, “Um, about last night…”

Lunette revealed a heartwarming smile as she set down her cup and gazed into Kashi’s eyes. “Yes? What about it?”

Kashi faltered, unable to speak another word. The songstress’s smile was the most beautiful and calming thing he had ever experienced. But at the same time, it made him extremely uneasy. After experiencing the peace that smile could bring, what would his world be like if he never got to see it again. 

Or worse, if the beautiful smile turned into a snarl of hatred. 

“Nothing,” Kashi murmured and then took a large swig of the chocolate drink as he turned his eyes away. “It’s nothing.”

“Kashi,” Lunette called as she set her mug on the table. She grasped Kashi’s hands, feeling the warmth emanating from them. “No matter what, my feelings will never change.” Lunette’s smile brightened as Kashi turned to her in shock. “So, feel free to take your time, and tell me when you are ready.”

Kashi stared at Lunette, at a complete loss for words. He had so many things he wanted to say but did not know how to. Thousands of contradicting emotions, fear, joy, happiness, sorrow all clashed within his like a volcano about to erupt. 

Kashi instinctively set down the mug, and before he knew it, had his arms wrapped around Lunette as he drew her in for a tight hug. Kashi buried his head in Lunette’s shoulder as he muttered, “Thank you. Thank you.” The daeben felt like a cry for help within the depths of his soul had finally been answered. Now he just had to muster up the courage to reveal the truth about his past… and what he was.

“Mm,” Lunette murmured as she patted Kashi’s head. 

A few moments passed, with Kashi silently enjoying Lunette’s embrace, but then, Kashi suddenly recalled his reason for coming to Merriheim, as well as those in his inner world.  ‘Ack, it’s already been a few hours.’  Kashi guiltily released himself from Lunette’s embrace with an embarrassed smile. “I must have slept too comfortably. I actually forgot the reason I came to Merriheim.”

“You slept well because you needed the rest,” Lunette retorted. “Fighting and world domination are good and all, but make sure you do not neglect your body.” She gave Kashi an accusatory glare as she questioned, “When was the last time you had a real meal.”

“Real meal?” Kashi scratched his chin as an embarrassed smile played across his lips. “Kira and I prefer to live off the land. I cook whatever beast we find for dinner.”

“Of course.” Lunette chuckled as she rolled her eyes. “I nearly forgot I am talking to the man who sucked blood out of lizards because he was thirsty.”

Kashi shrugged, feigning innocence as he said, “What can you do? The life of an adventurer is a tough one indeed.”

“I’m sure it is,” Lunette replied with a beautiful smirk. “So, why are you in Merriheim, Great Adventurer.”

“Ah, yeah, I forgot again,” Kashi muttered as he stared accusatorily at the songstress. “I keep forgetting my train of thought thanks to you.” Shaking his head, Kashi went on to reveal his purpose. He was there to take Miote, Jade, Absalon, and the Dwarven King to Serisis for a one-of-a-kind Three Kingdoms Summit.

“Oh,” Lunette gasped when Kashi finished his explanation. “Wow, this is really big. Are you sure you’re ready for this? One wrong move and everything you’ve worked so hard for up to this point will be wasted.”

Kashi flashed a calming smile as he shook his head. “I would be lying if I said I didn’t have a bit of apprehension, but what can I do? It’s something that has to happen eventually. Right now, we are lucky enough to have a common enemy to rally the countries around. I’m not sure when next we’ll get this kind of opportunity.”

Kashi stood up and held out his hand, “You’ll come with, right?”

Lunette nodded her assent and then took Kashi’s hand as she rose to her feet. “So, I suppose we’re going to see Miote first then? I saw him yesterday. He said he’s putting the finishing touches on the bank, but he needs to see you.”

“I think I know why,” Kashi replied as he led the way out of the Emporium. Once outside, he opened a portal and Summoned Drixlia, which naturally elicited a shocked reaction from the songstress.

“Whoa…” Lunette exclaimed in admiration as she reached out and ran her hands along Drixlia’s flank. “Your explanations did not do him justice,” she praised as she turned to Kashi with a teasing smirk. “I’m jealous.”

Kashi chuckled and patted Lunette’s head as he consoled her, “Don’t be jealous. I’ll find something just as cool for you in the future.” With those words, Kashi jumped onto Drixlia’s back and then helped pull Lunette onto its back. With a light kick, Drixlia trotted off into Meilfour’s streets.

As expected, Drixlia’s appearance caught the attention of every passerby on the road. It did not take a genius to figure out that this was a high-class creature. Many cast covetous or sinister gazes, hoping to steal the kirin for themselves, but one glance at the riders instantly killed off those thoughts. 

People might not recognize the daeben, but every soul in Meilfour knew Lunette Falsetto of the Hopeful Maggots. There were only two men whom Lunette would ride with in such an intimate manner. The first was her brother, Shadow. However, Shadow was a white-haired human. The other was the daeben, Kashi, guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots and unofficial ruler of Meilfour.

Steal Kashi’s horse? There were much easier ways to commit suicide. Upon recognizing the daeben, the onlookers quickly looked away. They gave way to Drixlia, allowing the couple a smooth, hassle-free ride all the way to Brass Close. 

Kashi’s gaze narrowed as he spotted a large construction site along a portion on the left side of the massive building. Previously, it had been a two-story structure, but now, that part of the building had been sectioned off, and a large pavilion stood in its place. The daeben was sure that the site was Miote’s intended location for the bank.

With these thoughts in mind, Kashi steered Drixlia through the security clearance to a different section of the building. He helped Lunette get off, then joined her on the ground. The daeben then opened another portal, out of which Lunette, Hogosha, Shadow, and Larsial walked out.

“That took longer than expected,” Leila said as she stared at Kashi, having returned to the ice-cold business expression she wore in public. 

“Sorry about that, Leila-san,” Lunette apologized with a bow and an embarrassed smile. “Kashi seemed tired, so I made him rest a little while.”

“Oh?” Leila softly exclaimed as she looked at Kashi, then Lunette, and then back at the daeben.

Others could not see it, but Kashi recognized the slight tilt at the corner of Leila’s lips.  ‘Damn it.’  Kashi felt like banging his head against the wall. He had definitely done it now. Leila would definitely find a way to tease him later. “I slept on the couch. Didn’t notice the time pass by,” he added in an attempt to dispel any suspicions.

“Huh, since when were you the type to explain yourself?” Shadow coldly questioned and then walked into the building before Kashi could respond, leaving the daeben awkwardly facing the silent stares of three women and a Nespian Tiger.

“*cough*  *cough*” Kashi cleared his throat and then said, “Let’s go. We shouldn’t keep Miote waiting.” With that, the daeben all but ran into the building, eager to escape the strange atmosphere. 

“I have never seen him like this,” Leila revealed as she glanced at Lunette. After which, she then said with a small smile, “Thank you. He’s not the type to take care of himself. I hope you continue to take care of him in the future.”

Lunette blinked in shock but then nodded and replied, “I’ll certainly try my best. As you know, he’s not the easiest person in the world to take care of.”

Leila’s gaze softened with hidden sorrow as she replied, “Believe me, I know exactly what you mean.” The halben shook her head to dispel the negative thoughts and then said, “Let’s go before he gets into a fight with Miote.” She then looked at Larsial and offered, “Larsial-san, right? I’ve heard about you from Kashi and Absalon, but nothing trumps a firsthand account. I’ll listen to your story on the way.”

Larsial knew this was closer to an order than a request. Still, as someone raised by the daeben matriarchal society, she was actually more comfortable receiving orders from Leila than she had ever been with Kashi. Though now that she thought about it, Kashi rarely gave orders. 

“As you wish,” Larsial responded as she put on a sultry smile and got rid of the useless thoughts in her head. The women walked into the building and found a staff member who directed them to Miote’s office.

Leila led the way to the second floor and found the office they were looking for at the end of a corridor. As expected of the top merchant in the country, Miote’s doors were elegantly crafted from Durim Oak, which could only be found in Ederwood. The ‘howling wolf’ insignia atop a mountain of coins was carved onto the door. It looked like it said the Maggots would always sit on a mountain of gold.

The door’s thickness also made it completely soundproof, which was why Leila was shocked to hear, “Kashi, let me kill you just once, please,” the second she opened the door.

Miote’s office was large but had very little walking room. Most of it was occupied by lines of shelves holding important documents and scrolls. The cheschire’s work desk sat in front of a large painting, which only a few would recognize as Kashi’s sub-dimension ‘ Takahara.’

The women found Kashi kneeling on the floor in front of a raging Miote. The cheschire’s eyes were red and baggy. Rumpled clothes revealed the truth of countless sleepless nights he’d endured to bring the various projects to light a second sooner. 

Yet what was this?

Right when everything was all but over, Kashi suddenly waltzed in, saying he had a perfect location to store the bank’s money where it cannot be stolen. Furthermore, the place was centralized, allowing banks in different regions to easily exchange funds when required. By the time Kashi finished explaining the details of his inner world, Miote knew there was no better option. The subdimensions like Kashi’s  ‘Takahara’  could be used for something else, but as for the banks, nothing was better than Kashi’s inner world.

Miote knew all this, but it was precisely because he knew how great Kashi’s inner world was in terms of logistics that he was now pissed beyond belief. How many nights had he spent drafting the proposal for the bank? He had considered every possibility and proposed contingency plans to counter them. But, now, since the location had changed, many of those were rendered useless!

It was no wonder Miote wanted to rip Kashi a new one. “Argh, forget it!” Miote cursed as he slumped against his work desk and rubbed his eyelid. “Luckily, I put the reserves proposal in a document of its own just in case the location changed last minute. I should be able to rework it in an hour or two.” The cheshire glared at Kashi and questioned, “Any more surprises?”

“Well, I’m gathering everyone for a summit,” Kashi said and then proceeded to reveal his purpose.

“Oh, that’s good,” Miote murmured. “I’ve been meaning to open a supply channel to Serisis. This’ll be the perfect opportunity to appraise their potential and see if there’s anything worth investing in.” The cheshire impatiently tapped on his desk and then picked up a scroll. “Alright, go pick up Jade and Absalon, and return in two hours. I should be done by then.”

“Haah… So, I’m not in trouble?” Kashi released a sigh of relief as he rose to his feet. The daeben then laughed as he patted Miote’s shoulder, “As expected of our great Treasurer-sama… so capable.”

Miote rolled his eyes and then looked at Leila. “Please take him before I commit first-degree murder.”

“I’m going, I’m going,” Kashi cajoled as he took a scroll out of his pocket and walked to the door. “See you in a few.”

Miote waited until the party left his office, then turned to a stack of documents with an excited glint in his eyes. “Two hours? Hmm… let’s see if I can’t shorten that…”


South Gate,

Aygorzi, Merriheim.

7:04 a.m. 17  th   Banem 1092.

Woong!

A pillar of light appeared and disappeared shortly, revealing Kashi and Lunette atop Drixlia. Dwarven sentries stationed at the gate approached the hooded daeben with suspicious gazes. But they soon let him pass with a cheery nod after he dropped the hood and revealed his identity.

Kashi greeted the dwarfs, thanking them for their hard work, and then made his way past the gates. The sentries, after getting over their shock, immediately sent a message to their superiors, informing them of the daeben’s presence. Those superiors then sent a message to the Palace, informing the king and the ministers. Such was the daeben’s prestige that the Royal Palace had to be aware of his entry and exit from the city.

No one could blame the dwarfs for their emphasis on Kashi’s comings and goings. In all of Merriheim and Rosendun, there was probably no bigger catalyst for change than Kashi. The daeben rarely left a province or location the same way he met it. It would be stupid to not keep tabs on what a natural disaster like that was up to in your city.

Kashi was aware of the eyes on him, but he did not mind as he understood the dwarfs’ point-of-view.

“I can’t believe they have come this far in such a short time,” Lunette exclaimed in shock as she admired the fast-growing city.

Kashi looked around at the numerous construction sites, where dwarves, prisoners, and daebens worked around the clock to quickly erect residential and commercial buildings. The first thing he noticed, however, was the completed road networks. To ensure ease of transportation for the building materials, the dwarfs prioritized completing all the roads before beginning the buildings’ construction.

Kashi was not sure how, but to prevent the roads from being too dusty and feeble, the dwarves hardened the sandy ground into hard, caked earth. The smooth surface allowed carriages to easily travel unimpeded and drastically reduced the dust on the streets.

Kashi turned his attention from the roads to the construction sites and could not help by sigh in praise. Although the dwarfs were terrible with conventional magic, their skill at earth manipulation could not be contended by any other race. Most of the dwarfs currently in Aygorzi were of mixed descent, half-giant, half-dwarfs, which gave them the best of both worlds. Not only did they have the earth manipulation of regular dwarfs, but they also possessed the terrifying strength of giants.

Of course, neither of the traits were as strong as their original owners, but for construction, the dwarfs’ current traits were more than enough. Kashi watched as a group of dwarfs placed their hands on the ground. Moments later, a massive hole appeared in the air as the soil was forcefully dug up and transported to carts nearby. The prisoners lugged this soil to other locations where they would be required.

Meanwhile, Kashi watched as several daeben, under the supervision of dwarfs, inscribed hardening runes on stones to strengthen them. The dwarfs then picked up these stones and set up a complete foundation in less than five minutes. Their efficiency put the real world’s construction companies to shame.

Kashi noticed that the hostility between the prisoners and the dwarfs had drastically reduced since the battle. There was nothing like sweating under the same sun to close the distance between former enemies. Of course, it also helped that they were all from Merriheim. Thus the prisoners were just as proud of Aygorzi as the dwarfs themselves.

The daeben, unfortunately, was not extended the same forgiveness. The dwarfs, prisoners, and other workers watched their every move with suspicion and distrust. Kashi shrugged, knowing this was not something that could be fixed in the short term. First, there was the terror wrought by the daebens’ world conquest, and then they had all but disappeared from the continent when they lost.

As such, most people had never had a chance to meet a ‘good’ or ‘normal’ daeben for over ten years, solidifying their bias that all daeben were evil. Unlike most other races, the daebens never really spread among the continent, even before the wars, preferring to stay within their own country and rarely allowing visitors. As a result, unlike a human, who could possibly come from any number of countries, all daeben were automatically associated with their former homeland, Markoth.

Getting the world to accept that there were both good and bad daeben would be a momentous task, which Kashi was not entirely confident of accomplishing. It certainly did not help that there was a whole nation of them hidden somewhere, planning god-knows-what. 

Kashi eventually shook his head. The only way to break the cycle of hatred was to find a way to pull more daeben from the nation of survivors. The only reason the daeben followed their queen so much was that extreme isolationism had bred a perverted sense of patriotism. Kashi was confident that if the daeben were exposed to and got to interact with other races outside the battlefield, then their conscience would prevent them from committing more atrocities.

It was a long road certainly, but the construction of Aygorzi was a small step toward that goal. Kashi hoped that some of the daebens would make a few friends, if only a handful, during this period. 

Of course, Kashi knew that it would not be easy for the daebens to make friends with people who hated their guts. Still, he hoped that the daebens’ usefulness during the construction would help break down some of the barriers.

With these thoughts in mind, Kashi led Drixlia to the city’s newly constructed barracks occupied by Absalon’s forces. The daeben looked up at the buildings peeking out from behind the high walls and once again sighed in praise.  Impressive!  

Kashi approached the open gates, this time keeping his hood down. The guards recognized their guildmaster and cheered the daeben. Kashi asked for Absalon’s location and then dismounted with Lunette after acquiring it. A soldier took Drixlia to the stables while Kashi opened his portal, releasing Leila and the rest.

“Is this Aygorzi?” Leila asked as she gazed at the impossibly tall city wall in the distance. “It’s bigger than the reports suggested.”

“Nothing beats seeing it for yourself,” Kashi replied, understanding the reason for her shock. No one could look upon those city walls and remain unaffected. 

“Indeed,” Leila confirmed with a terse nod as she turned to look at Kashi with newfound respect in her eyes. “As expected, reports do not do the real deal justice.”

Kashi, oblivious to Leila’s true meaning, nodded as he said, “Yeah, your work is important, but you should explore a little bit more. There’s so much cool stuff out there that you’re missing out on.”

“I will do so as soon as my guildmaster reduces my workload,” Leila replied with a hidden glint in her eyes, leaving Kashi speechless.

“As expected, Leila is the best at shutting you up,” Shadow observed, causing Lunette to let out a light chuckle at the embarrassed daeben.

“Kashi!”

Kashi wanted to retort but was interrupted by a familiar voice. The daeben looked over to see Absalon approaching with Asha and a mertian he did not recognize. “Oh! You’re back, Asha,” Kashi greeted with a wave as the trio stopped in front of his group. “When did you get back?” The daeben cast a curious glance at the mertian walking side-by-side with Absalon without a hint of inferiority. “…And this is?”

“We arrived soon after the battle,” Asha reported with an apologetic expression, “but Uncle wanted to observe the city for a while before announcing himself.” 

“Uncle?” Kashi cast a curious glance at the mertian. “Are you by chance, Brock-san, who Asha went looking for?”

“The very one,” Brock confirmed as he reached out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Kashi-kun.”

“Haha, in that case, this is perfect,” Kashi laughed as he grasped Brock’s hand in a firm handshake. “I have been meaning to come to look for you eventually. This is perfect.” The daeben looked around at the barracks and shook his head. “This is no place for a conversation. If you do not mind, would you follow me?” The daeben looked at Absalon and Asha and added, “Absalon, Asha, you too, if you please.”

“Of course,” Asha, Brock, and Absalon voiced their consent.

Kashi nodded and then led the group out of the barracks, toward Aygorzi’s Emporium. 

While the group walked to the Emporium, Absalon slowed his pace, matching Leila’s. He glanced at Hogosha, then at the vice-guildmaster. His lips rose in a tight smile as he greeted, “Leila.”

“…Absalon,” Leila’s cold eyes looked ahead as she returned the greeting and then added, “I am not so proud as to not admit my faults. I was wrong about you. Your abilities have been irreplaceable for the Hopeful Maggots. I apologize for suspecting your conviction.”

“Apologies are not necessary,” Absalon refuted as his smile loosened. “We both know your decision was the correct one from a military, personnel, and management viewpoint. You would have been incredibly naïve to trust me coming off my defeat for a position as great as a king. To be honest with you, I did still harbor a few thoughts of rebellion in my heart.”

Leila’s gaze remained even, revealing she was not surprised by the information. “What changed your mind?”

“The same reason someone as capable as you is content being a vice-guildmaster.” Absalon chuckled as he looked at the daeben walking at the head of the group. “That kid, Kashi.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, it is surprising, isn’t it,” Absalon said with a self-deprecating chuckle. “I thought I wanted to be king, but in the end, I am a soldier at heart. I am more comfortable on the battlefield than a throne, but do you know what’s the scariest thing for any soldier?”

For the first time, Leila looked at Absalon, curiosity peeking through the glaciers of her gaze. “What is it?”

“A shitty government, corrupt superiors, and pointless wars,” Absalon stated with a hard expression. “As a soldier, you cannot question the order given by your government. You must prepare to go to war immediately those in power give the order, regardless of how baseless the reason is. The greatest tragedy for a soldier isn’t dying in battle, but finding out that they are the ‘evil’ ones on the battlefield, yet being unable to go against orders or else risk a court-martial or worse, death.”

“I had to carry out some orders I was not proud of in my days as a soldier,” Absalon revealed with a hard gaze. “So, I swore to myself that at least, in this world, I would live as a soldier I can be proud of.”

“If that’s the case, then why did you operate your guild that way?” Leila asked with a steely gaze.

“Because I’m a soldier,” Absalon responded with a shrug. “It’s the only way I know to operate a guild.”

Leila’s brow rose. Come to think of it, she never tried to understand the man behind the general. Maybe this was why she could never truly trust him, even now. At that moment, Leila decided to lay down her prejudices and earnestly listen to Absalon. Taking a breath, her gaze thawed a little as she asked, “What do you mean?”

“In an army, most of the merits are collected and escalated upwards,” Absalon stated. “A lieutenant receives the praise for a platoon’s achievements, and a colonel receives the praise for the achievement of several brigades, all the way up to the Field Marshals. Rank-and-file soldiers rarely get recognition unless they perform outstanding feats. Usually, they have to go on several tours before they even get a promotion, let alone recognition.” Absalon sighed. “I applied the same logic to the guild out of habit, without considering that those under me were not soldiers, but children and civilians who were only playing to have fun.”

“I see,” Leila muttered as she began to gain an understanding of the general’s mindset. Come to think of it, aside from how he handled his guild, Absalon did not do anything evil. His armies were happy to fight for him, and he fought on the frontline with everyone else, proving he was not a coward. 

Absalon’s claim for the throne was legitimate, especially since his force took the brunt of the drakul’s forces, making Kashi’s squad’s infiltration a thousand times easier.

Leila thought about it and realized that if she were in Absalon’s shoes, she too would have attacked any party sneak-attacking the drakul king after she had invested so many resources into taking the city. 

It was a case of two parties with the same goals clashing, which was way too common in online games. If Leila held a grudge against every gamer she clashed with, the Hopeful Maggots would have nothing but enemies in every direction. 

Leila realized that the only reason she had held onto the throne room incident as a negative against Absalon was because of her earlier prejudice. For the first time, Leila truly understood Absalon, and as a result, she could now clearly see the brave, fair general that he was. Her gaze warmed up, and the corner of her lips lifted ever-so-slightly as she asked, “So, at what point exactly did you get rid of your rebellious thoughts?”

“I think it first started when I figured out the purpose of the islands you asked me to scout,” Absalon replied and then, after a pause, added, “but for sure, after the battle of Aygorzi. I saw Kashi’s strength for the first time during the battle for Aygorzi, but I was more impressed by his willingness to listen to my advice on how to proceed with the defense. I have met many bull-headed leaders who think they know best and refuse to listen to their subordinates. Kashi is definitely not one of those. For better or worse, he does not see anyone as inferior to him.”

“On the flip-side, he does not see anyone as superior to him either,” Leila said. “You’ve seen how he interacts with the gods. He respects them but does not view them as superiors.”

“Haha, that’s true too,” Absalon agreed with a chuckle. “But anyway, what eliminated all thoughts of rebellion were his actions and decisions after the battle. You can usually find a person’s true character at the cusp of a victory. Contrary to my expectations, Kashi’s victory did not get to his head. Rather than immediately push out to claim more lands for himself, he immediately focused on infrastructure and projects to improve the lives of the country’s citizens. Furthermore, he’s been looking at the big picture, aiming to unite the continent, rather than conquer it, even if it takes a lot longer.”

Absalon nodded as he said, “When I saw this, I thought to myself,  ‘Ah, I won’t regret serving under a leader like this.’  That’s when I decided to fully commit to seeing the kind of world he would mold.”

Leila’s eyes sparkled as she looked at Kashi. “I, too, can’t wait to see it…”

The duo’s discussion came to a close as the group reached the Emporium, where unbeknownst to the world, an important conversation with the fate of Merriheim at stake was about to take place.

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 195: Transcendents

    
    
    
    
                
The Emporium,

Aygorzi, Merriheim.

7:57 a.m. 19  th   Banem 1092.

The Emporium was home to many different facilities, from shops to services like salons and repair shops. The megamall also hosted several conference rooms that could be booked to hold meetings. 

A member of staff led Kashi and his entourage to a small conference room. Even this room was not spared the Maggots’ royal treatment. The room was lit by beautiful magelights hanging from the ceiling, shining a light on the lovely artworks hung on the walls. The chairs were designed to match real-life swivel chairs, but these were much more comfortable.

Kashi took a seat at the head of the rectangular table that occupied most of the room’s space, with Brock and Leila at either side of him. Lunette, Shadow, and then Larsial sat down beside Leila, while Absalon and then Asha sat next to Brock.

Kashi looked around the table and was about to speak when a sudden knock on the door made him pause. He turned to the door as it opened and had to suppress a chuckle and a groan as a notorious head peeked into the room with his trademark evil grin.

“Yo,” Syèl greeted as he looked at Absalon. “I got your message. Something fun’s going down?”

“Get in there,” a voice berated from beyond the door as Syèl was pushed into the room. Shokō soon revealed herself, an enchanting smile on her face as she nodded her greeting at the room. “I apologize for our tardiness. We got somewhat lost in the mall.”

“Ah, it’s fine. We just got here ourselves,” Kashi consoled and then pointed towards the chairs. “Please take a seat,” he offered, and then added as he glanced at Syèl, “You too.”

Kashi’s words proved unnecessary for the blood mage, as Syel had already begun pulling out a chair for himself before Kashi offered. Shokō shook her head and then nodded apologetically at Kashi before taking a seat opposite Syèl to maintain the balance.

“Did you call Jade too?” Kashi asked, unwilling to begin if Jade was going to come walking in, in a few minutes.

“No, I didn’t,” Absalon said as he regretfully shook his head. “Jade said she’s at a critical point in her experiments and should not be interrupted unless immensely important.”

“Huh? Wasn’t Jade the MC?” Syèl asked, brow raised.

“Yes, but only so she could show off the prototype skyboat to the public to raise awareness,” Absalon explained. 

“Wait, MC?” Kashi asked, speaking for those who were completely lost. “What event did she MC?”

“Ah, yes, I forgot you weren’t here,” Absalon muttered as he looked at Syèl and Shokō. “These two held an exhibition match to commemorate the opening of Aygorzi’s Emporium.”

Kashi’s eyes sparkled at the mention of a fight. “Wait, they fought? What was it like? Was it real or staged?”

“It was a magnificent battle,” Brock attested with an affirmative nod. “The kind you rarely get to experience in a lifetime. At some point, I forgot it was supposed to be an exhibition match. It was like watching a true deathmatch without any hostility involved. One wrong move and either or both would have lost their lives.”

“Really?” Kashi exclaimed, and the Maggots all sighed as they recognized the excitement in the daeben’s eyes. Almost like clockwork, they all knew the next words that would come out of his mouth. “Who won? Wait, no, more importantly, let’s go fight after this, the three of us.”

“Not now,” Leila cut him off. “We have a more important mission to accomplish, remember? You can fight later.”

“Besides, I’m still in recovery after fighting the Prince,” Syèl complained as he massaged his shoulder. “Even with the best potions, healers, and my regeneration, it still took over ten hours to fully recover from our battle. Her sword ki is too sinister.”

Kashi nodded, understanding what Syèl was talking about. In the past, a technique was developed by warriors and mages to combat enemies with crazy regeneration. This technique bombarded the enemy’s body with harmful ki or mana, which should disrupt the enemy’s regeneration. The effectiveness was usually down to a difference in the ki or mana between the enemy and the warrior.

For someone like Syèl, who had low ki, this technique was quite fatal. However, it was not like he could not do anything against it. If he wanted, he could have expended some blood to rid himself of the ki. However, because of his injuries, that would have truly left him in a very dangerous state. He would have needed to drink a hume’s blood to survive (or use the alternative  [Dawn Pelmut] ).

“That’s unfortunate,” Kashi lamented with a downcast expression. “Another time then.”

Syèl nodded, “For sure. Look forward to it.”

“I will,” Kashi said and then rose to his feet as he looked at Brock. “My apologies, I’ve kept you waiting. Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Kashi, Guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots. By my side is Leila Lightwood, Vice-Guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots, Lunette Falsetto…” Kashi went on to introduce everyone on the table as well as their ranking and position in the guild. “On behalf of the Hopeful Maggots, I thank you for making the trip down here.”

“Let me formally introduce myself as well,” Brock said as he stood up. “I am Brock Klaweson, Steward of Merriheim’s north-eastern claw.”

“Steward?” Syèl, the least tactful person in the room, questioned. “What’s a steward? Like a king? Are you the King in the North?”

“No, I am no king,” Brock, oblivious to the Summoned’s mental eye rolls, clarified. “A Steward is like a Protector of the Realm. I generally only intervene in the event of a natural disaster or a catastrophe like an invasion. Most of my time, however, is spent as a mediator of sorts for quarreling parties.”

“If people listen to your commands, aren’t you a king?” Syèl pressed. “It sounds like you’re a king without a crown.”

“Kings issue royal edicts, I offer advice,” Brock patiently explained. “There is no punishment even if the parties ignore my advice.”

“I see,” Kashi muttered. The daeben would never admit it, but he was thankful for Syèl’s lack of tact. The brief exchange helped clarify Brock’s position in the region, which would immensely aid the discussion going forward. Kashi collected his thoughts and asked Brock, “So, may I ask what you hope to achieve through this trip?”

“The future,” Brock said, drawing curious glances from those gathered. “I wanted to see for myself the intended future Rosendun’s invaders sought.”

“Oh?” Kashi muttered, “Have you gained any insight from your trip?”

“I have indeed,” Brock stated, and then added, “But I would like to hear it from you directly.”  Vwoom!  Crushing pressure descended upon the room as Brock questioned with narrowed eyes, “Kashi-kun, what is your ultimate goal?”

“Unification,” Kashi answered without the slightest pause. 

“Merriheim does not satisfy you?”

“Merriheim is not the whole continent,” Kashi refuted. “I will unify the continent under Rosendun’s flag.”

“Then you will plunge the continent into more chaos and war,” Brock stated with a hard glare. “The continent is still recovering from the last Unification Wars, and you wish to start another one? Do you have any idea how many lives will be lost to your selfish desire?”

“I will admit that my desire selfish,” Kashi accepted with a grave expression. “But this selfish desire will save millions in the long run.” The daeben paused for a second and then said, “Wars are fought for three major reasons: fame, greed, or necessity. I am hoping that Unification will at least get rid of wars fought over necessity and eliminate the chance to obtain fame.”

Brock shook his head. “It is a lofty goal, but what of all the lives lost during your quest. How many children will be orphaned? How many lovers will lose their partners to this goal?”

“And lives aren’t being lost right now?” Kashi said with a sad smile, causing Brock to hesitate. “Even as we speak, countless innocents are losing their lives on the battlefield, to bandits and even to monsters. Why? Because of countless warlords each hoping to become the next king.”

“Take Aygorzi, for example,” Kashi said as he tapped on the table. “Immediately the city walls were built, an army was formed by local warlords to seize it for themselves. If the Maggots were not around, or if we lost the battle, what do you think would have happened? Would those warlords have thanked us for the city and sent us on our way? No. They would have slaughtered all of us where we stand, leaving only a few to teach them how the city operates.”

“Destia is currently in a lawless state,” Leila raised a finger as she chimed in, cold eyes focused on Brock. “Merriheim’s warlords are like children playing in sand compared to Monoch,” she reported. “Monoch has thousands of tribes, big and small, fighting every day to take over the country. Aside from the halben territories, nearly all of Monoch is a battlefield. These are wars fought for fame.” 

Leila held up her second finger, “In Daggerfall, there are reports of orcs and dwarfs fighting over the few resources available because neither can freely trade with the outside world. In Serisis, threats of a civil war are abound over the lack of food and perceived unfairness by the nobles. These are wars fought for necessity.”

Finally, Leila held up her third finger. “In Rosendun, Merriheim, and even Ederwood, there are nobles, warlords, and locusts known as Summoned trying to gain more territory, power, and Syros. These are wars fought over greed.”

The Hopeful Maggots’ Vice-Guildmaster balled her hand into a fist and placed it on the table. “The continent is already a theatre of war with countless plots and story threads. Whether we intervene or not, the play will go on, harming numerous innocent lives. However, we are trying to end that play altogether so the audience can finally go home.”

Kashi nodded and then said with a sardonic smile, “What Leila’s trying to say in not such eloquent terms is,  ‘We want to start a war to end all wars.’ ” The daeben folded his arms as he said, “There is a famous quote in the Summoned’s world,  ‘Every time a person tries to end a war before it begins, innocent people die.’  It is a good quote and one I mostly agree with. But looking at it from another perspective, it is also a quote used to justify doing nothing until the war begins.”

Kashi’s gaze hardened as he challenged Brock, “At the rate this world is going, it will not be long before it repeats the tragedies of the Daeben Wars. Only, this time, it may very well be worse since there won’t be a central figure to hate.” The daeben lightly rapped on the table as he said, “I want to unify the continent before it reaches that state. Am I wrong to think this way?” 

Brock’s eyes narrowed, but then a smile rose at the edge of his lips as he confessed, “I made this trip because I believed it would be worth it, and so far, I have not had a single reason to regret this choice. If anything, I am extremely glad I did.” Brock nodded and rose to his feet. “Contrary to what you might expect, I did not come here looking for a  good  man. Like I said, I came to witness the future you are trying to build, as well as the conviction behind them. Today, I have borne witness to both your conviction and heart.”

Brock held out his hand, gaze solemn as he said, “I came not only as Steward of the Northern Claw but also as a spokesperson for the tribes that have made it their home. Today, I wish to formally propose the East Claw’s surrender to Rosendun’s flag – if you will accept.”

Kashi’s heart skipped a beat as he stared in shock. Was this really happening? With the East Claw captured, all that was let to fully unify the Merriheim was the West Claw. However, most of the western claw’s chiefs had participated in and lost in the battle of Aygorzi. So, all that was required was a formal sweep by Absalon’s forces to fully unite Merriheim.

Kashi looked at Leila and noticed she shared the same amount of disbelief and joy in her eyes. With this development, both Guidmaster and Vice-Guildmaster’s confidence in the upcoming summit had shot through the roof.

Kashi quickly rose to his feet and tightly grasped Brock’s hand. “On behalf of Rosendun’s Royal Family, I Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots, under the eyes of the gods above, formally accept the North Claw’s Surrender.”

From his side, Kashi caught Leila flashing him a thumb’s up, impressed by his acceptance speech. The daeben responded with a hidden ‘V’ with his left hand, and a happy grin as a notification popped up.
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The system’s notification was the best form of proof of the East Claw’s surrender. Furthermore, due to this notification, Rosendun’s Royalty should soon receive the news from Maggots stationed in Riven. 

Satisfied with the discussions, Kashi decided to take the next step and invite Brock to the summit. If someone as powerful and influential as Brock was present, it should lend more credibility to the occasion. “With the negotiations out of the way, Brock-san, I would like to invite you to the first summit of three nations, if you would.”

“Summit?” Brock’s brows rose in interest. “What sort of summit is this?”

“A meeting among the leaders of Rosendun, Merriheim, and Serisis, to discuss the future of our three nations,” Kashi revealed. “As the spokesperson for the East Claw, your presence will be most welcome.”

“Where will the summit be held?”

“In Serisis,” Kashi answered. “I have some business there, and my abilities make it, so I am the best means of safely and timely transporting all parties to and from there.”

“In that case, I am afraid I cannot accompany you,” Brock stated with a regretful shake of his head. “I will have Asha attend in my stead,” he said as he looked at Asha with pride. “No one has done more to fight for the survival of the felur in the East Claw as she has. In fact, I would not be here without her. I can think of no other person more suitable for the role.”

“Of course, Asha was always welcome. I know just how hard she has worked after all,” Kashi replied with an affirmative nod. He then added with slight jest as he pointed towards his chest, “I’ve been a recipient of her strong will in more ways than one.” 

The Maggots just about managed to contain their laughter, as they recalled that, yes, at one point, Asha had tried to kill Kashi, only to turn around and join the rescue team in less than a day. How many people could boast of turning their killer into their savior in the span of one night? 

Unlike the rest of the room, however, Leila’s brows furrowed as she sensed a larger story behind the mertian’s rejection. “Brock-san, please forgive me if this is overstepping my boundaries, but may I ask why you cannot go to the summit?”

Brock looked across the table at Leila and then said with an appreciative nod. “Indeed, as expected of the wise Vice-Guildmaster, you are more perceptive than most.” Brock paused for a moment as if contemplating something, and then having made up his mind, pointed at his head. “My level, what do you see?”

“Question marks,” Leila truthfully answered. “Your level must be that much higher than ours. I cannot see it.”

“Really?” Kashi questioned as he blinked, switching over to the ‘game view,’ which allowed him to see enemy names and levels. Just as Leila said, Brock’s level was blocked, even to Kashi. The daeben’s eyes narrowed. The main reason why he did not use the ‘game view’ all the time was because of how deceitful it could be. Just because an enemy appeared to be level 20 did not mean it had the strength of an average level 20. 

Kashi and Syèl were living proof of this. Anyone foolish enough to engage in combat because of their levels would soon come to regret it. 

Hence, why, instead of relying on the system, Kashi preferred to ‘feel’ out his target’s ki and mana. Through that, he could get a more accurate estimation of the person’s strength. However, for the first time, Kashi had found someone who could fool even those senses. All this time, he’d felt like Brock was just as strong, if not a little weaker than him.

However, the fact that Kashi could not see Brock’s level meant that not only was the mertian’s level higher, but he was also much stronger. Suvron was the last being Kashi met whose level he could not read minus the freaks, Rider, Fladnag, and Zeing. At that time, he would have definitely died without the flash of inspiration to attack the inner organs. 

Kashi discarded his initial assumptions and stared at Brock with an intense gaze like he would a potential army. Unfortunately, once he recognized Brock as an enemy he had to defeat, a gargantuan pressure seemed to burst out of the mertian’s back. Kashi paled as a gigantic projection of a snake coiled around the room, yellow eyes the size of a human head glaring at him.

Kashi quickly glanced around the room and realized no one else could see the snake. Perhaps Brock himself did not know that Kashi had seen his true self. This ability to sense a threat to his existence was something Suzuki was born with and further developed by Razznik and Kashi.

Even though these men loved fighting, there was no point in engaging in a one-sided slaughter. Those kinds of battles did not teach anything for growth and instead only threatened their lives. Suzuki used this skill to escape certain death while fighting on the streets, while Razznik used the skill to find enemies whose strength were a great threat to his life but were still fightable.

This innate instinct was the reason Kashi had dared to face Suvron back then. Even though he knew Suvron would most likely kill him, he had felt there was a slim—very slim—chance for victory if he could only find it.

However, it was completely different in Brock’s case. Kashi could tell from the looming shadow and the pressure in those eyes. If he dared attack Brock, he would be dead in seconds. Confusion flashed in the daeben’s eyes as he wondered why someone so powerful was content in a ‘steward’ role. 

Brock noticed Kashi’s confused expression and realized the daeben must have seen through his façade.  ‘Damn, this kid’s a monster.’  The mertian smiled as he looked at the daeben and said, “Don’t try too hard. You might hurt yourself. I’ll reveal it myself.”

Kacha!

The sound of something breaking accompanied Brock’s words. Immediately after which an enormous, stifling pressure suffocated the conference room. The Maggots struggled to catch their breath as the pressure seemed to seize all the oxygen.

“You should be able to see it now,” Brock announced as he pointed above his head.

Kashi gritted his teeth and looked at the bar above Brock’s head. Indeed, just as Brock said, the ‘???’ signs scrambled for a few seconds, then were replaced by three digits that left cold sweat running down the daeben’s back.

Brock the Bone-Breaker (Lv. 250)

“Level 250?” Kashi muttered in incredulous shock. He stared at Brock, at a loss for words. Kashi was aware that there some reclusive figures close to level 200 in the world. Some of the larger tribes in Monoch, for example, had level 190 warlords. But these people had never worried the daeben too much, as he always felt that after he gained a few more levels, he could at the very least fight them to a standstill.

But Level 200 and above? Kashi was not sure about that

Level 200, like level 100 before it, was a major watershed mark. From level 1-100, everyone had 5 points to share, but from 101, it increased to 7 points. The same increase occurred at 201, to a rise of 9 points. Every hundred levels, the gap widened.

Although Residents did not have stat points to share, their stats increased similarly. Their overall strength received a considerable boost at every level-hundred watershed. The only difference was that for Residents, crossing each level-hundred barrier was not as easy as it was for Summoned. But, in return, those that succeeded experienced an exponential increase in strength.

The thought of a couple of level 250s running around the continent did not please Kashi in the least. Armies and plots were useless to those kinds of superpowers as they could cut down anything in their path with relative ease.

An uneasy silence fell upon the room as the Maggots ruminated on what this revelation meant for their future plans.

Brock saw the troubled faces and realized he had done more harm than good with the revelation. “Listen, I did not reveal this to trouble you. I only wanted to explain why I cannot move around freely.”

Kashi’s eyes flashed as he considered a possibility, “Why is that?”

Brock held out his hand as he explained, “There is currently only a handful of us who have crossed the lv.200 threshold on the continent. We call ourselves Transcendents,” Brock explained with a self-deprecating smile. “Even though I think it’s a dumb name considering we are all stuck at level 250..”

“Stuck?”

“Yes, stuck,” Brock said. “There’s something on this continent that’s preventing us from advancing any further, and we are not sure how to break past it.”

‘A level cap.’  Kashi and Leila thought as they shared a look. They were all too familiar with the level cap. After all, it was the main reason Razznik came to be hunted by the world. However, Razznik had permanently broken the limit by killing the goddess of levels. Since this world followed the continuity of the previous, there shouldn’t be a level cap.

Kashi furrowed his brows in thought. There was a missing piece – a crucial component of information that would finally complete the mismatched puzzle. Razznik, the gods, the seven, the Chaos Order, and the level cap; all these had to fit together somehow, but Kashi could tell there was still something he was not aware of. And only when he found that out would everything make perfect sense.

Brock, oblivious to Kashi’s thoughts, continued, “Initially, there were a few of us who wanted to conquer the continent, but then the daeben wars started, and we realized there was a larger threat to all of us.”

“Larger threat?” Leila asked, gaze sharp. “From the daebens?”

“Yes and no,” Brock replied in a grave tone. “Behind the daebens was a force called the Chaos Order. You have had a few tussles with them, from what I have heard.”

“Yes, we have,” Kashi confirmed. “They are strong indeed, but are they a threat to you? At that level?”

“You have not met the true face of the Chaos Order, the Cardinals,” Brock stated as his gaze hardened. “There are only ten cardinals, but each one has strength on par, or even stronger than I am. To prevent significant losses to the foot soldiers on both sides, the transcendents and cardinals agreed to a truce. Neither of us will interfere with the continent’s politics and wars until the day of the final battle. Right now, we are the only thing stopping the cardinals from leading the Chaos Order to sweep through the continent.”

“Is that why you cannot move freely?” Leila asked. “The cardinals? Will they attack Merriheim if you leave?”

“No, that’s not it,” Brock refuted. “The cardinals will not make their move unless they can guarantee taking us all out at the same time. Because if even one of us survives, they can dodge the cardinals and destroy a significant portion of the Chaos Order’s forces. They leave the invasions to their primates scattered around the continent.” 

“Then why?”

Brock leaked out an embarrassed smile as he admitted, “Aside from the fact that I cannot interfere with politics, there is a good chance I might lose my life if I go to Serisis… No, I  will  die if I step foot in that land.” Brock raised his hand to stop Kashi’s question and then continued, “Transcendents might be allied against the Chaos Order, but we are no friends to each other. We each have our own territories, which we do not take kindly to another transcendent entering.” The mertian tapped on the table, a pensive look on his face as he revealed, “The strongest of us transcendents lives in Serisis and has marked the entire country as his territory. I can go to any other country, but not Serisis. That senile dragon does not listen to reason.”

“Dragon?”

“Dragon?”

Both Kashi and Syèl repeated with sparked interest. As an Elder Draconian, Kashi was particularly sensitive about any news surrounding dragons, while Syèl saw dragons as a source of high-quality blood to improve his blood arts, and maybe his vampire rank.

“Not just any dragon,” Brock revealed with a sigh. “He’s a Divine Dragon, the last of his kind. I suppose that is one of the reasons he is so irate. Anyway, be careful when you get to Serisis. You should be fine as long as you do not seek him out.”

Kashi’s eyes widened, his mind already planning the exact opposite of Brock’s warning. Divine Dragon? That was the rank above Elder Dragon, the highest rank a dragon could achieve. 

Skyrm was officially a Divine Dragon, but due to some irregularities, he was much stronger than his rank suggested. Come to think of it, Zeno was also a Divine Dragon, and if his guess was right, the dragon that accompanied Rider should also be a Divine Dragon. It would explain why she could live so long.

Whoo… What was this? Kashi wondered. Weren’t things meant to be easier the stronger he got? Why, instead, were his enemies’ strength exponentially increasing the closer he got to the top?

The news of the level 250 cardinals and transcendents would have discouraged most people, but Kashi felt a familiar heat rising up within him. It took the daeben all he had to stop himself from shaking with excitement as a deadly grin spread up his face. “Lv. 250 is it? I can’t wait till I’m strong enough to face those guy—!” 

Kashi suddenly shot to his feet as he realized a hidden truth. “Waiting! They have been waiting! The cardinals were just buying time!”

Brock’s eyes widened in shock as he questioned, “What are you talking about?”

“Think about it,” Kashi beckoned. “How long do you think you guys have until the Summoned catch up to your levels? Unlike you, we do not have any threshold at level 200 to consider. As long as we farm enough experience points, we’ll advance to the next level.” The daeben’s eyes bored into Brock’s as he challenged, “If you were the Chaos Order, would you wait until there were thousands of loose transcendent-level Summoned running around before you attack?”

Brock shook his head, an agitated look in his eyes, as he realized the daeben’s point, “No. No, I wouldn’t. Even at the risk of both forces being wiped out, I would launch an attack sooner rather than later.”

“But the cardinals haven’t made any move to attack,” Kashi pointed out with a grave expression. “This means that they are confident that the actions of the primates and below will be enough to accomplish the Chaos Order’s goals as long as they keep the transcendents from attacking.”

“Also, if we take into account the Summoned’s leveling speed, then there are only a few months left before lv.250 Summoned are abundant in Destia,” Leila added, her expression solemn. “So, the Chaos Order has to make a decisive move soon—one that will rob the Summoned any chance at disrupting the status quo, as well as propel the Order to the position of the top contender for the continent’s throne all at once.”

“Drakase,” Kashi said with gritted teeth. “The Chaos Order’s plans for Drakase are much larger than we thought.” The daeben looked at Brock with urgency, “Do you have a way to contact the other transcendents?”

“Yes,” Brock answered. “Why?”

“We will need you all to attend the battle at Drakase in a few weeks,” Kashi stated. “You do not have to join the battle. No, in fact, you should not. What we need is for you to keep the Cardinals in check.”

“The Cardinals?” Brock questioned with doubt. “They never leave their holy land. I doubt they will come for the battle.”

“If it were anything else, I would agree,” Kashi stated. “But this might be the biggest operation the Chaos Order has ever carried out. I am certain the cardinals will be present as insurance. Please, I know I might be wrong, but worst-case scenario, you waste a single day.”

Brock sighed and then rubbed his face as he fell into thought. Moments later, he said, “I should be able to convince the others, but Nornesh, that Divine Dragon, will not listen to a word I say.” The mertian leaked a smile as he said, “If what you fear is true, then we will definitely need him on our side. Which means…”

“I will have to convince him in person,” Kashi stated with a nod. “No worries. I was already planning on meeting him at least once anyway.”

Brock’s eyes narrowed as he warned, “Nornesh is dangerous. You would be risking your life.”

Kashi laughed, glanced at Lunette, and then said, “In this life, the things I consider the most important have always been acquired at risk to my life.” The daeben turned to Brock with a determined gaze and a confident grin as he declared. “This is no different.”

With those words, Kashi called an end to the meeting after acquiring Nornesh’s specific location. He then made his way with the Maggots to the dwarven underground.

 

 

 

 



            

    
         Chapter 196: Trains & Boats!

    
    
    
    
                
The Emporium,

Aygorzi, Merriheim.

8:34 a.m. 17  th   Banem 1092.

The entrances to Aygorzi’s underground city were spread around the city as subway-like stairs that led beneath the earth to a network of tunnels. Kashi, the Maggots, and Brock (who tagged along out of curiosity toward the underground city) walked down the nearest subway.

Kashi examined the glossy finished walls, surprised by the change. A week ago, these walls were rough and stony like any other underground passage. But this time, it seemed work had been done to not only smoothen out the walls but also apply a layer of finish to make them more appealing to the eyes. 

The passage’s lighting had also changed. Previously, it was lit by torches, creating a dark, dreary atmosphere. But now, overhead magelights flooded the passage with light. So much so that Kashi doubted he was really walking in L.N.E. 

It felt like he was in a subway in the real world. 

But Kashi’s shock had only just begun. The final step opened up to a wide platform in front of which there was a long depression and then a wall at the other side. Kashi looked to his left and noticed the depression led into a tunnel, and a quick glance to the right confirmed it was the same at the other side.

This… It really looked like…

Not believing his own conjecture, Kashi walked to the edge of the platform, where he saw a familiar yellow line. Ignoring it, he looked over at the depression, and just as expected, laid within the depression were twin sets of train tracks like an actual subway.

While Kashi wondered what was going on, a dwarf walked out of a room nearby and then ran up to them, eyes glowing when he saw the daeben at the forefront. “Kashi-dono!” he greeted with enthusiasm. “Are you here to ride the train?”

“Train?” Kashi questioned, eyes wide. “It’s completed?”

“A few prototypes,” replied the dwarf with an excited grin. “The project is in its final stage. We’ve been running simulations using the underground networks to ensure safety and test the trains’ limits.” The dwarf patted his chest with pride as he announced, “Just tell me where you want to go, and we’ll get you there in the blink of an eye.”

“We are looking for a member of our guild, Jade. She’s a mage that was working on the—”

“Jade-sama!” the dwarf exclaimed, unable to hide the excitement in his voice. “Of course! There isn’t a dwarf from the forge who doesn’t know Jade-sama. We would never have gotten this far so fast if it weren’t for her.”

“Uh, yes,” Kashi replied, with confusion.  Sama?  What did Jade do for these obstinate dwarfs to revere her so highly? “She should be at the forge, right?” 

“Not exactly,” the dwarf refuted with a shake of his head. “Jade-sama has a personal workshop near the forge.” The dwarf scratched his chin in thought and then said, “But I suppose the forge  is  the nearest stop. Yeah, let’s do that. The train’ll drop you off at the forge. Any dwarf there can point you in the direction of her workshop.”

Kashi stared at the dwarf and then the tracks. Unable to hide his curiosity, he asked, “How does it work?” Even though he had designed the train, seeing it in reality still floored the daeben. He had to know if there were any interesting changes.

The dwarf grinned as he beckoned to them, “Come with me. I’ll show ya.” 

The dwarf led the Maggots through the door he came out of into a small control room. The room, which was barely large enough for all of them to fit in, housed a large screen on the wall opposite the entrance. Light flashed along several lines drawn across the screen with a marker as if following a pattern.

Below the screen was a set of levers and buttons that neither Kashi nor the others could make sense of. A lone chair with a jacket draped over it sat in front of all the mess.

Kashi was the most confused. He’d designed the trains, but he had never envisioned something like this. He could not make heads or tails of what all these were meant to do.

Kashi, never one to shy away from learning new things, pointed at the screen and asked, “What’s that?”

“The Monitor,” the dwarf said as he grabbed and then put on the jacket. A name tag on the jacket revealed his name to be Byrion. “We use that to keep track of the trains’ locations at all times.” 

Lunette stepped forward and stared at the screen in shock. This kind of technology should not exist in this world. It was far too early! “How does it work?”

“There are thousands of tiny mage lights behind the screen,” Byrion explained. “There are some things Jade-sama called ‘pressure points’ on the tracks. Whenever a train passes through, it triggers them, which lights up a syn… suncho…synco—”

“Synchronized?” Leila guessed.

“Synchronized!” Byrion confirmed with an embarrassed grin. “The triggered pressure plate lights up a synchronized magelight, which allows us to keep track of the train’s position.”

There was a tense silence in the room as the Maggots struggled to come to terms with what they were witnessing.

“Oi, Kashi,” Syèl called as he stepped forward. “What the hell has Jade been up to?”

“I have no clue,” Kashi absentmindedly replied. “She was supposed to be working on the skyboat. I have no idea what gave her the idea to go this far. No, how she even got this to work.”

Kashi and Syèl’s shock was greater than the others because these two had actually done a lot of research into magic, compared to the other Summoned. Most of Ksahi’s magical knowledge came from Razznik. Still, they were enough for him to understand just how complex the seemingly simple system was.

The first thing was the pressure plate. For that to work, there would need to be a system that recognized weight and converted it to an order. Kashi surmised that if it was him, he would use a weight balance attached to a lever. When the train passed, the weight would push down the balance, which would rotate the lever or make it strike something.

However, from this point, Kashi was lost.

How did that striking transmit to the screen in the control room? And from the sounds of it, there were many control rooms, meaning this signal was simultaneously sent to several rooms. Kashi quickly scanned the room but did not see any wires that would suggest electricity was being used, so it was a wireless transmission? 

That made even less sense!

Leila, noticing Kashi and Syèl’s frowns, said, “There’s one person who has the answers to our questions, so don’t think too hard.”

‘Ah, that’s right.’  Kashi realized he was going about this all wrong. He looked at Byrion and said, “When will the train get here?”

Byrion looked at the screen and laughed as he said, “Yer in luck. The train just rolled in. I’ll control know to let you guys through to the forge without any stops.”

“The train?” Kashi said, eyes wide.

“It’s here?” Syèl finished.

Both men looked at each other. Unable to hide their curiosity any longer, they turned around to run out of the room.

Unfortunately, Kashi and Syèl had pushed right up to the screen, which meant they were the furthest from the screen. By the time they turned around, the others had already rushed to the door.

Kashi and Syèl eventually made it out and were greeted by the sight of a beautiful, monstrous steel construct sat imposingly by the platform. The chromatic steel train was reminiscent of 18  th  -century coal-engine trains with its harsh, jagged exterior and gear linked wheels. However, the one major difference was a distinct lack of a steam pipe.

Three carriages were lined up behind the engine car, soft, yellow light from within inviting the passengers on board. A dwarf walked out of the engine car and then beckoned at Kashi and the others with a shit-eating grin on his face, “First time seeing a train? Go on, get in!”

The dwarf’s invitation shook the maggots out of their shock, and they quickly scrambled to get into the first car. Kashi remained on the platform, however, staring at the train as his chest began to heat up. 

Lunette noticed Kashi’s strange state and walked up to him. She grasped his hand, worry in her eyes as she asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve always wondered how mangakas felt when their works were brought to life in an anime,” Kashi said as tears welled up in his eyes. “I think I finally understand. Nothing can express what it feels like to see your dreams become a reality.” Kashi realized what he just said and quickly wiped his eyes, nervously laughing as he then said, “Ah, what the hell am I saying? So sappy, haha.”

Lunette looked up at him and smiled. She didn’t say a word in response but instead gently squeezed Kashi’s hand to let him know he had her support.

Kashi looked down at Lunette’s hand, then up at her warm smile. The unease in his heart quickly settled, and he stopped laughing. Yeah, at least when he was with her, he did not have to pretend. “Thanks,” Kashi said as he squeezed her hand and then let her go. “I’m going to the engine car,” he said, pointing at the engine car. “See you when we get there.”

Lunette could see the excitement in Kashi’s eyes, like a schoolboy working on an exploding volcano for the first time. “Alright. Be careful,” she said and then walked over to the first car to join the others.

“Sure,” Kashi replied and then quickly ran to the engine car. “Come on, let’s go,” Kashi called to the dwarf as he jumped onto the car. 

The dwarf chuckled knowingly and then followed the daeben.

The engine car housed a single room and two seats, one of which was in front of a control panel filled with different levers and buttons. The second was placed just beside the door, and it was clearly not mean to be frequently used.

The dwarf took a seat on the captain’s chair as Kashi stood next to him and grabbed onto the chair for support. The daeben examined the panel and spotted a screen with four colored squares drawn on it. The squares were colored green, yellow, red, and then blue. He also spotted a speedometer that tracked the train’s current speed. 

As Kashi watched, the green light suddenly lit up. 

Seeing the light, the captain pressed a button, then spoke into a microphone, “We just received clearance and will begin moving to our destination. Enjoy your time on Aygorzi Line.” 

At the same moment, Lunette and the others seated in the first car heard the overhead speakers’ announcement. The carriage seats resembled those found in modern-day subways, lining up either side of the walls, with handrails for standing passengers along the middle. 

This particular train was designed for inter-city travel and thus had to prioritize space over comfort. Although it had to be said that the soft, leather seats were much more comfortable than those in real-life trains.

Meanwhile, in the engine car, Kashi’s eyes gleamed as he watched the captain gently push the throttle on the control panel. The train slowly picked up speed as the dwarf moved the throttle forward. The dwarf then held the throttle steady at the halfway mark until the train had reached a desirable speed of about 80 km/h. He then released the throttle, allowing it to fall back into its rest position. 

The captain checked the speedometer and the screen. Assured there were no problems, he finally let go and turned to look at Kashi. “At this speed, we’ll get to the forge in about thirty minutes. I guess you must have a ton of questions?”

Kashi rapidly nodded his head, and he quickly asked the prickling question in his mind. “There’s no steam engine? How is it being powered?”

The captain grinned as he knocked on the control panel. “She’s got ten mana crystals in her belly. An array converts the crystals’ mana into electricity, which is then used to power something the guys at the forge called a ‘motor.’ The motor causes—a shaft I think it’s called, or was it crank?—Not sure of the details. But anyway, this crank-shaft thing turns because of the motor, and that causes the wheels to turn.”

Kashi pointed at the throttle, “And that?”

“This here’s called a throttle or accelerator,” the dwarf explained with pride. “She determines how much electricity gets pumped into the motor. If I push her, the motor gets more juice, and the train accelerates.”

Kashi blinked. “I get that. I mean, how exactly does it do that?”

“Uh…” The captain scratched his beard in embarrassment. “The folks at the forge said something about inverting BC to AC or something like that. I’m not too clear on the details. That’s above my paygrade.”

“Ah, sorry,” Kashi apologized as he realized his questions were getting a bit too technical for the train driver. “I’ll ask Jade for the details.” The daeben then decided to switch gears for a bit and ask something less technical. “The mana crystal. How do you recharge the mana?”

“That’s the current problem,” sighed the captain. “For now, we have mages dedicated to charging mana crystals at the trainyard. Whenever a train is running low, it returns to the trainyard and swaps out for a fully charged crystal.”

Kashi frowned. “Will that system work when the trains are fully functioning?”

“No, that’s the problem,” the captain said. “It’ll cost too much to hire mages to replenish the number of crystals needed to power a city full of trains. Besides, this train only has three cars. If we add any more, the crystal will not be enough for a return trip.”

Kashi sighed as he scratched his head. “In the end, the problem’s still the same. We need to find a better power source than mana crystals.”

“I heard guys at the forge talking about using the cores of magic beasts, but there’s been pushback claiming it could cause extinction-level hunting if that is the only source.”

“I agree with that,” Kashi said with a nod. “Many years ago, there was a rumor that a spacewalker’s core could allow people to teleport across the continent.”

The dwarf frowned as he looked at the daeben. “What’s a spacewalker? Never heard of them.”

Kashi turned to the dwarf, a cynical smile on his face as he said, “…Exactly.”

The captain shivered as he realized the daeben’s meaning. Those poor spacewalkers had been hunted to extinction for their cores. There was no doubt a similar event would play out in this case, especially if the cores were the sole power sources for the whole continent.

Kashi sighed and then looked ahead at the tunnels. “Well, we’ll figure it out eventually. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that there are no dead ends in this world, only alternative routes waiting to be found.”

“No dead ends… Ha!” the captain burst out laughing as he repeated the daeben’s words. “I’ll be sure to use that one on the wife next time she claims I’m working a dead-end job.”

“It’s your funeral,” Kashi replied with a playful snort and then turned his attention to the tunnels ahead, brimming with anticipation of meeting Jade.

Several minutes later, Kashi gazed out of the car’s windows, eyes wide as the train exited the tunnels, running across a track elevated several meters above the ground. Down below, the underground dwarven city spread out, illuminated by mage lights hanging from the ceilings above. The daeben watched the busy dwarfs going about their day, with only a few casting momentary glances at the train. Evidently, the dwarfs had gotten used to the sight and no longer found it as novel a sight.

The train-tracks were supported by large pillars that lined the city’s length until the tracks dug into another tunnel. Kashi noticed structures that resembled train stops along the tracks, but they were not yet in commission. Later, with the help of these stops, the dwarfs would travel from their city to the one aboveground with ease.

The city eventually disappeared from view as the train burrowed into a tunnel. The underground dwarven city utilized tunnels to keep sections of the city away from each other. This design was to ensure the entire civilization was not jeopardized in the event of a ‘cavern collapse.’ 

Moments later, the train exited the tunnel into a spacious cavern with hundreds of dwarven blacksmiths rushing about with metals and forging materials. Off to the side, a giant cauldron tipped over, pouring molten iron into a large metal cast with a depression that took the shape of a boat’s keel.

Kashi breathed in the pungent stench of burning metal and cupped his ears to the deafening clanging of metals. These were the telltale sounds of a dwarven forge, a place Kashi was all too familiar with.

The train came to a stop at a raised platform. Kashi and the Maggots exited the train and saw Otto Knutsen waiting with a wide grin. “Kashi-dono!” Otto greeted with boisterous laughter as he ran forward and grabbed the daeben in a bear hug. “You’re back!”

“Not for long, I’m afraid,” Kashi stated as he patted the dwarf’s back. He waited for Otto to release him and then said as he pointed at the vehicle behind him, “I see you finally got the trains working.”

“Of course!” Otto rubbed his nose with a proud snort. “There’s nothing a dwarf cannot craft with the proper blueprints and time.” The dwarf grinned as he added with a mischievous glint in his eyes, “The trains aren’t the only things we got working.”

“No way,” Kashi exclaimed as he grasped Otto’s shoulders. “Is it really done?”

“Completed final tests yesterday,” Otto confirmed. “You want to see it, don’t you?”

“Do I want to see it?” Kashi mockingly repeated. “Let’s go at once!”

*cough*

Kashi looked over his shoulder, only then remembering he’d come with a group. He mentally thanked Leila for the coughing prompt, or it might have been embarrassing. “I’m going to inspect the new skyboat,” Kashi informed the others. “You can come along if you want, but if not, feel free to look around the forge. There are lots of cool weapons to pick from. You can even order a custom-made item, and I’ll foot the bill.”

Kashi waited for a few seconds, but seeing as no one made any move to leave, he turned to Otto and said, “Looks like everyone’s coming. Please lead the way.”

“No one would want to miss something like this,” Otto replied as if chastising the daeben’s question. He then turned around and walked down the stairs, calling over his shoulder, “It’s this way.”

Otto led the group through the forge to a massive seven-meters tall and three-meters wide iron door. The dwarven craftsmaster knocked on the door, and it swung open from the inside with a loud, grating noise. The thick doors opened to a new cavern blocked off from the rest of the forge because of the secret projects within.

This cavern differed from the forge in one major way. There was a body of water at the opposite corner, large enough to fit two football fields. A line of small boat-like vehicles was moored at a pier. However, these were not the most eye-catching things in the cavern. 

No, that honor belonged to the 68-meter-long (223 ft.) boat floating above the small lake. The magnificent vehicle looked something like a cross between Victorian-era frigates and early airplanes. A pair of spinning vertical propellers at its sides kept the boat in the air. In contrast, a stationary, horizontal propeller at the boat’s rear lay dormant. Evidently, this propeller would have been in charge of pushing the boat forward.

The large boat also utilized three-mast sails, which were not drawn, to catch the wind and aid flight. Finally, a pair of wings made from tough sails hung just above the propellers. Currently, the wings were ‘tucked’ into the skyboat’s sides. This was to avoid getting caught by the propellers’ sucking draft. They would unfurl when the skyboat was in ‘forward flight’ mode. At that time, the vertical propellers would rotate until they were horizontal, adding to the forward momentum. The wings would catch the incoming draft, forming an uplift to keep the boat airborne.

Modern-day VTOL (Vertical Take-Off and Landing) aircrafts inspired this design. However, the dwarfs had taken a lot of liberties through the aid of magic to simplify its use.

Otto proudly described the ship’s design to the stunned Maggots as Kashi stared longingly at the flying craft. When Otto finished his explanation, Kashi pointed at the flying craft and cheekily requested, “Can I get on that?”

Otto’s eyes shone as he pointed at a machine that closely resembled a crane. But on closer inspection, the ‘arm’ was a series of stairs. “We could go that way, or,” he then pointed at the little dinghies, “we could use those.”

Syèl eyes bunched together as he stared at the boats, “Wait, isn’t that the boat Jade used to fly over the arena?”

“Yes! Yes, it is! We call them skycars.” Otto affirmed with a satisfied nod. “I can’t put in words how proud we were to see that boat flying over the arena.” The dwarf pulled on Kashi and Syèl’s arms as he half-walked, half-jogged over to the boats. “Come, come! You have to try it out for yourselves.”

Kashi and Syèl let themselves get dragged by the dwarf to the pier, where five boats awaited them.

The mini skycars were beautiful, with a deep black coat and red highlights, the Hopeful Maggots’ official colors. Peculiarly, the boats were crafted with metal, unlike the wooden skyboats. The skycars housed a single leather seat at its center and a large fin-like tail behind it. Unlike the skyboat, there were no signs of any wings or propellers on the skycars leading the Maggots to wonder how they functioned.

That is, except Kashi, who already knew how these worked. The skycars were made from an earlier draft originally intended for the skyboat. However, he let Otto have his moment, as the dwarf explained to the rest of the Maggots.

“I know you’re wondering how these work,” Otto said as he gestured at the boats. “It’s simple. The engine utilizes mana to power a levitation array, allowing the skycar to ascend or descend, depending on how much power is sent to the array.” Otto then pointed at the skycar’s sides. “You cannot see them currently as they are submerged underwater, but there are exhausts at either side of the skycars that expel air backward, which in turn propel the vehicle forward.” Otto rubbed his nose as he then added, “If you want to stop or slow down, there are exhausts near the front of the skycar that expel air forward… and you get the rest.”

Catching a problem, Syèl couldn’t help but ask, “Hold on, if you can use the levitation spell, why not use it on the big boat? What’s with the propellers?”

“I’m glad you asked,” Otto replied with a grin. “We were wondering the same ourselves, but after a few tests, we ran into the answer—”

“Energy consumption is too large on the skyboat,” Kashi said with a smile, causing Otto to nod with eager eyes.

“Yes, exactly, Kashi-dono!” Otto praised and then turned to Syèl. “Casting  Levitate  on a small skycar doesn’t require too much energy, compared to the monstrous amount required for a skyboat laden with passengers. Also, the amount of wind force needed to push the skycar is peanuts compared to the skyboat.”  
‎ “Oh, I see,” Syèl muttered in understanding. 

“If the propellers are more economical, why not replicate them on the skycars?” This time, it was Leila who asked.

“This design is much cooler,” Kashi answered without hesitation. “Propellers are clunky and ugly on small vehicles.”

“Ah, beauty over efficiency,” Leila replied with a nod. “I can understand that thought process.”

Kashi nodded. “Besides, propellers are dangerous. We wouldn’t want our customers accidentally chopping off people’s heads, or gods forbid, their own.”

Leila nodded and then looked at Otto. “How long until you can mass-produce these?”

“Well, we can begin mass-production at any time,” Otto responded. “But we will need a new facility dedicated to exactly that. Also, acquiring materials and workmen will be costly.”

Otto’s words confused Leila, who assumed that Kashi and the dwarfs were in a working agreement. Why would they need workers?

Kashi noticed Leila’s frown and explained, “My agreement with the dwarves was to help design the prototypes for the trains and skyboat for free. Beyond that, the Maggots’ll have to foot the bill for continued construction.”

“Of course, it’s not like we’ll leave you high and dry,” Otto quickly added, so she did not get the wrong idea. “The dwarven royal family will definitely invest heavily in the facility so they can reap a portion of the profits, but the dwarfs and other workers need to be paid.”

Kashi nodded. “To make things clear and transparent, we’ll create a company dedicated to crafting the skyboats and trains. As for its name… Hmm…” Unbeknown to Kashi, the Maggots visibly cringed as they awaited his decision. “How about… Franky’s Water 7 Forge?” 

Otto blinked, confused as the Maggots visibly and mentally facepalmed. “Who is Franky?”

Kashi patted the dwarf’s shoulder. “The greatest shipwright in history, and the first man crazy enough to make a boat fly. I’m praying all our ships will be as sturdy as the Sunny-go.”

Leila stifled a self-deprecating laugh. She must have been a fool to think Kashi would come up with a good name on his own. “Fine, but is the seven necessary?”

“Franky’s Water Forge?” Kashi spelled out, looking at Leila like she had lost her mind. “Does that even make sense?”

Leila mentally threw her arms in the air as she surrendered to fate. “Yes, you are absolutely correct. Without the seven, it makes no sense. How could I have possibly thought otherwise.”

“I hear your sarcasm,” Kashi replied with a snort. “But I’m going to pretend I heard nothing since you’re obviously wrong here.”

“Okay, I suppose we are calling it Franky’s Water 7 Forge,” Lunette said, struggling to hold back the laughter bubbling up her throat. She figured she would never get over Kashi’s inane naming sense, which was such a contrast to his badass figure when fighting.

Meanwhile, Shadow tugged on his sister’s sleeves. When she turned around, he whispered, “I did tell him he’s scariest when he’s not fighting. Who knows what other crazy stuff he’ll get into next.”

Kashi, choosing to ignore the increasingly loud snide commentary, climbed into the cockpit of one of the skycars. As he took his seat, he marveled at just how comfortable the chair actually was. The daeben spotted a seatbelt and clicked it around his waist, then looked at the control panel.

The skycar’s dashboard, which remained dark, had a slot that resembled a keyhole. Kashi looked at Otto, and the grinning dwarf presented him with a crystal key that had been carved into an intricate design. The daeben inserted the key into the slot and then twisted it.

Hummmmm!

Kashi grasped a pair of handlebars sticking out of the skycar’s hull as the skycar came to life with a low hum. The dashboard then came to life, revealing a set of trackers, which kept track of the speed and altitude of the skycar.

Next, Kashi used his feet to check out the four pedals underneath, two per foot. The two inner pedals governed the ascent and descent of the craft, while the two outer pedals determined its speed. Finally, a steering wheel sticking out underneath the dashboard controlled the large fin behind the ship.

Following Kashi’s lead, Syèl jumped into a skycar, leaving only three. At this point, the Maggots realized that not all could get in, so they decided to double up. Kashi set down the skycar, allowing Lunette to get on and sit in front of him. Meanwhile, Syèl and Shokō paired up, leaving Absalon, Shadow, and Larsial looking at the last two boats (one was reserved for Brock as a guest).

Shadow and Absalon were the quickest to react, with each grabbing a skyboat before Larsial could think. Larsial, still not feeling completely in tune with the rest of the guild, felt like she did not have the right to be there, especially when she looked at the magnificent skyboat.

The Hopeful Maggots were a guild that never ceased to create miracles. Furthermore, each miracle seemed to exist only for the betterment of the continent. Compared to them, what had she been doing all her life? Simply looking out for her survival. It did not matter who had to die in the process as long as she lived.

But these Maggots were not like her. A mind that could think of creating something like the skyboat could not be a selfish one.

Larsial hesitated, then began to take a step back, but a voice suddenly reached out to her, like a lantern amidst the darkness. 

“What are you waiting for? Get in.”

Larsial looked up, shocked to see Shadow’s cold eyes glaring at her.

The white-haired assassin did not mince his words as he harshly repeated, “You’re keeping us. Get in already.”

However, to Larsial, those mean words were some of the warmest she had ever heard. That was because she could see that at this moment, Shadow was not looking at her as a potential threat or enemy, but rather a guild member who was making Kashi wait.

Speaking of which, Larsial turned to see Kashi with a lazy smile on his face. The Hopeful Maggots’ Guildmaster nodded as he mouthed, “You’re one of us now, aren’t you?”

Tears poured down Larsial’s eyes as she nodded and walked over to Shadow’s car. She took her seat in front of the assassin as she affirmed her conviction in her heart. “I am a Maggot now.”

“Now?” Shadow said as the skycar slowly levitated off the ground. “You became a Maggot the moment you fought to save both mine and Kashi’s lives...”

Larsial’s heart skipped a beat, causing her to look over her shoulder into Shadow’s ice-cold grey eyes. “Thank you.”
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Kashi and the Maggots slowly set down their skycars on the skyboat’s deck. The daeben helped Lunette off and then disembarked. The daeben then followed Otto, who climbed to the ship using the ‘stairs’ he mentioned earlier.

Otto proceeded to give the group a comprehensive tour of the skyship. The skyship comprised of four main sections. There was the top deck, which travelers could climb up to during a flight to bask in the breeze. Otto pointed to a crystal construct at the center of the deck. The crystal powered an array responsible for creating a forcefield just above the deck but beneath the sails.

The forcefield blocked and then transformed incoming winds into a slight breeze. No matter how fast the ship traveled, passengers could always stand on deck to enjoy the view.

The second section was the captain’s quarters connected to the deck on a raised platform. The door to the captain’s quarters was a heavy iron door, opened by a specially crafted key. Otto explained that this was for security, to reduce the chances of a hijacking mid-flight.

Otto opened the door, leading the group into a small divided into two sections by a demarcating wall. The first, which Kashi saw upon entry, housed a giant steering wheel and some tall levers. A few rinks hung from the roof, allowing the captain to call different portions of the ship at once.

The second portion housed two small beds and a dining table when the captain needed to rest. The skyboat would have two pilots on board at all times, allowing the captains to switch out when either was tired or came down with an illness.

The two pilot system was especially important because the ship currently had a maximum cruising speed of about 150 km/h. At its current pace, a flight from Merriheim to Ederwood could take anywhere from 12-15 hours. That was a long time for a single pilot to keep vigilant.

However, Leila noticed a problem and asked, “How does the pilot see where they’re going?” They were currently in a room with no window, which begged how the pilots were supposed to navigate through the clouds.

“Jade-dono is currently working on that,” Otto replied with a confident grin. “She said it should be finished by today or tomorrow.”

“Oh, alright,” Lunette muttered as she sent Kashi a questioning glance.  ‘Who is Jade, really?’

Kashi responded to her question with a shrug. He was just as clueless as she was. Initially, he thought he had an inkling of Jade’s intelligence when she helped Suzuki design the skyboats and trains, but this was on a whole other level.

With the captain’s cabin tour complete, Otto escorted the Maggots out of the room and then opened a trapdoor on the skyboat’s deck. The trapdoor opened to a small, spiral staircase, which Otto and the Maggots descended.

“Oh my,” Lunette softly exclaimed as she admired the lavish lounge that occupied the skyboat’s second floor. Guests could procure expensive drinks from a minibar to the right and then take a seat on beautiful couches and chairs, most of which could recline into a makeshift bed. Bookshelves with various novels and literature strategically placed around the room and breathtaking paintings on the walls completed the feel-good atmosphere.

“This is the Premium Lounge,” Otto explained with a bright smile. “Miote-san personally asked for this, and we decided to include it after Jade-dono’s agreement.” He then explained that the Premium Lounge would belong to passengers who were willing to pay absurd amounts of money for pleasure.

Kashi’s brows slightly furrowed. He had indeed given Jade full authority on the skyboat’s construction. But he had also specifically said he wanted the passengers to be comfortable during the flight. He feared that in pursuit of profit, Miote might have squished the regular paying customers together like real-life airlines.

However, luckily, a trip beyond the lounge revealed his fears to be false. 

Kashi walked to a small area with another spiral staircase, cabinets on the walls, and a door to the right. Kashi took inspiration from modern airplanes and designed this location to house the inflight meals. The door served as the primary entrance into the skyboat. After docking, workers at the docks would push a gangplank up to the doorway to let passengers off and in.

Past this area, the rest of the floor’s seating arrangements were more familiar to the Maggots. Just like on an airplane, the floor consisted of a row of chairs on long columns. However, unlike modern planes, the chairs were moderately spaced out, preventing a situation where passengers would fight over an armrest. Furthermore, the legroom was akin to what one would find in a business class wing.

Kashi took a quick count and found there were five chairs on each row and forty columns in total, bringing the total count to 200 passengers. Kashi could up the capacity by increasing the number of chairs, but, perhaps because it was a fantasy world, the daeben wanted the passengers to be comfortable and happy while flying.

“The last two areas are the cargo hold directly below us and the engine room,” Otto explained. “The cargo hold can be entered through a trapdoor at the back of the ship, and there’s a hidden door in the hold that leads to the engine room. But for safety reasons, we don’t let unqualified personnel go in there.”

“Lots of delicate equipment there, I suppose,” Kashi said and then softly whistled as he looked around. “Still can’t believe you actually succeeded.”

“ We  succeeded Kashi-dono,” Otto affirmed with a pleasant grin. “This skyboat would have never seen the light of day if you had not first thought of it.”

“I suppose you are right,” Kashi conceded and then added after a slight pause. “Still, I cannot thank you enough for bringing this dream of mine to life.”

Otto shook his head as he said, “It was our honor, Kashi-dono.” The dwarf looked around at the ship with warm eyes. “Every dwarf lives to craft something that will go down in history. Being a part of the team who built the first functioning skyboat is a legacy that I can proudly pass on to future generations.”

“Don’t get too complacent, Otto-san,” Kashi prompted with a wide grin. “This is only the beginning. There’s still so much we can accomplish together if you’re willing.”

Otto nodded and held out his hand. “It would be my honor to join your company when it’s set up.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Kashi laughed as he grasped Otto’s hand in a firm handshake. Otto Knutsen was the best craftsman among the dwarfs, and thus, having him on the Maggots’ side was better than a thousand dwarfs. Kashi, pleased by Otto’s agreement, decided to move on to his next agenda. He released Otto’s hand and then asked, “Where’s Jade, by the way?”

Otto’s brows furrowed as he said, “She’s been holed up in her lab with a couple of daeben working on an important project.”

Kashi’s brows rose in interest, “Any idea what?”

Otto shook his head. “She did try to explain, but I could not understand most of what she was saying.” The dwarf scratched his beard, eyes lighting up as a memory resurfaced. “However, I do recall something about moving pictures.”

“Moving Pictures!?” Kashi repeated in shock, eyes wide as he tightly grasped Otto’s shoulders. “Did she really say ‘moving pictures?’”

Otto nodded, stunned at first, but then his eyes began to shine as he smelled another great invention. “Is this something great?”

“Perhaps,” Kashi confirmed as he pulled away. The daeben softly murmured to himself, “Did she finally figure it out?” From reverse-engineering the rinks, Kashi was able to create sound crystals. These sound crystals could be used to store and playback sounds in the vicinity.

At the time, Kashi wanted to make video crystals but failed and eventually gave up. But it seemed Jade had found a breakthrough, which was why she called in the daeben who were skilled in runic manipulation to help her through the final phase.

Kashi was overwhelmed by curiosity. His eyes flashed as he glared at Otto and excitedly requested, “Let’s go see her right now!”

Otto shared the daeben’s excitement, but a part of his reasoning remained. He looked over Kashi’s shoulder at the Maggots and asked, “Your friends?”

Kashi impatiently glanced at the Maggots and then said, “I’m gonna go check out something cool. Keep up if you can. I’ll be back shortly.”

Before anyone could question where he was going, Kashi bent down, tossed a stunned Otto over his shoulder, and then dashed up the spiral staircase.

Shocked, the Maggots chased after him to the deck, only to see Kashi jump off the ship without a care in the world.

“Now, this I’ve got to see,” Syèl laughingly exclaimed as a pair of wings sprouted out of his back. He ran over to the edge, turned around, winked at Shokō, and then called as he jumped over, “Catch up if you can.”

Shokō snorted and then dashed to, and jumped over the edge.

Something flashed in Leila’s eyes as she saw the trio jump over the boat’s edge. The competitive spirit that generally lay dormant in her suddenly flared up. She walked over to the side, but unlike the trio, her sense of responsibility as a Vice-Guildmaster remained. With that in mind, she shot an arrow with a spool of rope attached to it toward the shore. She then stabbed another arrow onto the boat and securely tied the other end of the line until it was taut, forming a zip line.

Leila, however, did not utilize the zipline but rather also jumped off the edge of the boat. If Kashi could do it, why couldn’t she?

Shadow looked at his sister and said, “I’m going.” With those words, he jumped onto and then ran down the zip line.

“That’s not how you use a zip line,” Lunette playfully reprimanded, but she pulled out a violin’s bow as she ran over to the zip line. She jumped over and then used the bow to slide down the line to the shore.

Seeing everyone rushing over, Larsial made up her mind and ran along the rope, chasing after the far away figures.

Meanwhile, Absalon looked over at Brock and then said with a self-deprecating chuckle. “Children.”

“Mm,” Brock nodded with a knowing smile as he held out his right hand. Absalon’s eyes went wide as Onyx slid off Brock’s writ and grew into a ten meter long, two meters tall stone serpent. Brock then walked into Onyx’s open mouth and sat down. A moment later, he looked at Absalon and called, “Coming?”

“Ha! Of course,” Absalon conceded, giving in to his inner child as he walked over and sat beside Brock.

Moments later, Onyx shut its mouth and then flew off the boat, slithering through the air to the exit.

Meanwhile, a dwarf returning from his lunch break had this to see as he approached the shore.

First, a daeben jumped off the skyboat with his boss. The daeben ‘kicked’ the air, releasing explosions that blasted him forward until he landed on the shore. Once on the shore, he blasted past the dwarf, releasing a gale that almost sent the dwarf reeling.

Before the dwarf could relax, hot on the daeben’s heels was a halben with giant bat-like wings who breezed past him with a silly grin on his face.

Following the halben, a cerulean woman ‘jumped’ through the air until she too landed on the shore and gave chase.

A few moments passed, and just when the dwarf was about to regain his faculties, a giant arrow suddenly stabbed into the ground half a meter away from him. The dwarf cursed out loud as he immediately backed up. For a split second, his entire life flashed before his eyes.

The dwarf looked up at the ship and saw a wisben ‘jump’ down clusters of silver petals that magically appeared beneath her feet with each step. The wisben dropped to the ground, gave him an apologetic nod, then chased after the others.

No, wait. That wasn’t entirely chasing. The wisben was elegantly walking, but somehow, every step seemed to move Leila a couple of meters ahead of where she should be.

If Kashi saw that, he would have complained about how Leila wasted time learning useless stuff to keep her ‘elegant’ image.

“Move.”

“Lord Aygor!” The dwarf screamed at the top of his lungs and jumped to the side, just in time to see a short, white-haired assassin run past him. How, and where the hell did he even come from!?

Before the dwarf could figure out an answer, a beautiful cry drew his attention back to the ship, where he spotted a beautiful, blue-haired, Masonian girl hurtling towards him.

The dwarf stepped out of the way, his heart warming as the girl flashed him a sweet smile and then chased after the assassin. That warmth quickly died down when another daeben slid down the zip line and ran past. It took all he could to not attempt a light tap on her head with his hammer.

The dwarf took a deep breath and patted his chest to settle his rollercoaster of emotions. It was at this point that a giant snake suddenly flew over his head, beady grey eyes glancing at him for a split second.

Plonk!

The dwarf’s hammer dropped to the ground, and he fell to the ground, unconscious, as his soul took a formal leave of his body.

Meanwhile, unaware of the trauma they’d caused to a poor dwarf, Kashi and the Maggots continued to spread chaos as they raced through the forge at breakneck speed.

At the head of the group, Otto struggled to contain his nausea as he roared out directions, “Do you see a cauldron pouring molten iron into a cast?”

“You mean the giant one ahead of us?” Kashi excitedly called back as he looked at the giant cauldron ahead of him, which was in the process of pouring melted iron into casts placed below.

Otto looked over Kashi’s shoulder, his eyes watering from the opposing wind. “Yes, that one! Jade-dono’s office is just beyond that cauldron. Go around it, and you will see the door by the wall.”

Kashi nodded. “Got ya.”

After a few brief moments, Otto’s brows furrowed as he realized they were still going dead-on straight. “Kashi-dono? You have to go around the cauldron.”

Unfortunately for the poor dwarf’s sanity, Kashi replied with, “Why? I think straight through’s the better option.”

“Wait! What!? No! Kashi-dono no, Kashi-sama, Great Lord Kashi, please stop!” Otto quickly rattled off platitudes at the speed of a machine gun, but that did nothing to deter the daeben as he fearlessly charged into the fiery waterfall. “Kashi! NOOOOOO!”

Otto shut his eyes and grimaced as he awaited his pain.

Whoosh!

Moments later, Otto opened his eyes. He looked around, shocked to realize that not only was he unharmed, but they had passed through the molten iron unscathed. He looked above and understood why, when he saw a dragon’s ki image surrounding himself and the daeben.

Kashi, meanwhile, was pleased to find that just as Otto said, a single door lay on the wall behind the cauldron. However, rather than go straight through, he turned around, curious about whether the others would pick the challenge.

Vwoom!

Kashi was not disappointed as moments later, the molten waterfall ‘split apart’ as if controlled by a hidden hand.

Syèl flew through the opening with a massive shit-eating grin and then landed in front of the daeben. “No entrance can beat that,” he challenged as the wings folded and then disappeared behind him.

Kashi laughed and pointed, “It’s not over yet.”

Boom!

No sooner had Kashi said that did the waterfall explode outward as a sword cleaved through the center, forcefully opening a hole. Shokō slid, burst through the tight opening, and landed in front of Kashi and Syèl with a smug grin. “I get bonus points for mortal danger, right?”

Kashi and Syèl looked at each other. Indeed, in either of their cases, getting hit by the molten iron was an inconvenience, not a danger. This was not the case for Shokō and the others.

“Sure,” Kashi agreed.

“But you lose points for messiness,” Syèl finished as he pointed at the puddles of molten iron on the ground.

“Tch.” Shokō clucked her tongue as she stood by their side. “So, who’s in the lead now?”

“Style and precision,” Syèl answered as he pointed at himself.

Shokō looked at Kashi for confirmation. The daeben smiled and shrugged, showing he agreed with Syèl’s decision. Miffed, Shokō snorted and said, “Just wait, someone will definitely beat you.”

Syèl laughed as he rubbed his nose. “Impossi— What the?”

An arrow shot through the lava, giving Syel pause. The arrow left a pea-sized hole in its wake. But then a cluster of petals suddenly blossomed along the edges of that hole and slowly expanded until it grew to the size of a human-sized tunnel.

Syèl swallowed in despair as Leila elegantly stepped through the tunnel and then appeared in front of him. The wisben looked up at Syèl and said as she tucked her hair behind her head. “…You were saying?”

“HAHAHAHA!” Shokō burst out laughing as she took in Syèl’s mortified expression. “Now  That  is Style.”

“I concur.”

“What the actual fuck!” Syèl cursed out loud as he jumped and spun around, glaring at the white-haired assassin. “How did you even do that!? We were all watching the cauldron. You could not have gone through.”

Shadow blinked, stared at Syèl like he was the biggest idiot in the world, and then answered, “I went around.”

“Pffft… Hahahahahaha!” Shokō could not hold it in any longer and bent over, clutching her stomach and wiping her tears as she laughed her mind off.

Even Kashi and Leila had to turn their heads to hide their amusement at Syèl’s reddening face.

Meanwhile, Larsial and Lunette eventually joined the group after going around the cauldron while wondering what the fuss was. When they heard about the competition, they looked at each other. 

Lunette tentatively said, “I don’t think any of you stand a chance.”

Leila, whose victory was all but in the bag, blinked as she asked, “What do you mean?”

Gururururu!

A strange sound suddenly came from the cauldron, and Lunette looked over as she pointed and said, “That.”

The Maggots stared, wide-eyed in shock as a giant snakehead slowly and creepily slithered through the molten waterfall. The 2000 degrees metal slush harmlessly slid across the snake’s rough skin as its beady eyes regarded the Maggots.

Onyx’s nose released steam as it slowly opened its mouth, shrouding the figures of two men as they descended from it. The smoke slowly cleared, revealing Absalon and Brock as Onyx reared its head high above them.

Brock raised his arm, and Onyx slid through the waterfall, reducing in size as he rotated in the air a few times. The snake slowly descended onto Brock’s arm, growing even smaller until it took the form of a stone bracelet clasped around his wrist.

Brock lowered his hand and then looked curiously at the Maggots who were giving him weird looks. “Is something the matter?”

“He won, right?” Shokō absent-mindedly muttered.

“No one can beat that,” Leila confirmed with a stiff nod.

“Damn it.” Syèl inwardly cursed.

Kashi, meanwhile, turned around and headed to the door while muttering under his breath, “As expected, nothing beats a giant snake.” The daeben cleared his mind as he reached out and opened the door.

Before the daeben could even register the room, Jade’s extremely loud, excited exclamation struck him in the face, “Fuck Yeah! Get in there, Bitches!”

A stunned Kashi looked into the room.

Jade’s workshop was a large hall with several crafting tables and junk materials, seemingly haphazardly thrown around. Several female daebens stood at these tables, working on inscribing runes onto mana stones and other items. 

However, upon hearing Jade’s shouts, the daebens rushed over to the young woman, eyes glowing in anticipation. It seemed they, too, anticipated the results of Jade’s experiments.

The daeben women surrounded Jade. Moments later, they also broke out in cheers and celebratory hoots as they hugged each other and congratulated the young scientist. Jade, meanwhile, took her celebrations to another level, dancing, imitating guitar riffs, and raining curses at some object on the table with a smug expression. 

Kashi had seen this kind of behavior before. But that was in the age of console and PC gaming when Streamers finally defeated a tough boss. For the life of him, the daeben could not figure out what could get Jade so excited that she went all out like this.

“Yo, Jade!” Kashi called out, right hand raised as he flashed an awkward smile. Right on cue, Jade paused in the middle of an air guitar reef, eyes flashing when she spotted Kashi.  ‘Is she embarrassed? I would be.’  Kashi wondered and then tried to defuse the tension, “Been a while, hasn’t it?”

Contrary to Kashi’s expectations, Jade only faltered for a second before her eyes went wide with crazed joy and excitement. The halben screamed, “Kashi! You’re Here!” as she ran up to him. Grabbing his hand, Jade grinned as she beckoned with a heavy pull, “Come on! You’ve got to see this!”

‘It’s my fault for thinking you would know embarrassment,’  Kashi mused as he let himself get pulled by Jade.

“Yo, you’re not forgetting us, are you?” Syèl mockingly scolded as he walked into the room with a snarky grin. He looked around at the messy workshop and then turned to Jade, “You’ve been busy.”

“You have no idea,” Jade replied with a wide grin. The little halben’s eyes lit up when Shokō and Leila walked, and she excitedly exclaimed, “You guys are all here? Perfect! Come on. The more, the merrier.”

Kashi’s brow rose as he let himself get pulled over to the crafting table Jade had been using. The daebens who surrounded the daeben retreated, allowing the Maggots to take their place. Kashi examined the two objects on the table. The first was an opaque glass screen in front of a thin wooden box, like a TV, while the second was a spherical mana crystal resembling a rink. The only difference was that while rinks were sky-blue, this one was bright yellow.

Kashi’s brow rose as he looked at both devices. “What am I looking at?”

Jade put on her best presenter’s grin as she lifted the yellow rink. “I call it the video crystal.”

“Video—”

“Crystal?”

Kashi and Lunette questioned in order, disbelief in their eyes.

“Yeah, video crystal,” Jade confirmed, and then winked at Kashi as she added, “I took inspiration from the sound crystals Kashi crafted to store and play music. Like Kashi’s sound crystal capture sound, this captures light and sound, or in layman’s terms, records videos. Not only that, but it can playback and transfer videos between rinks.”

Kashi’s eyes flashed in shock as he stared at Jade without breaking eye contact. “Transfer? You definitely said transfer just now, didn’t you?”

Jade nodded with a bright grin. “I recently figured it out. How rinks can transfer sound to each other.”

By this point, Kashi had long since forgotten anyone else in the room. Transferring sound from one rink to another was a problem that annoyed him to no end while designing the sound crystals. The inability to move sounds was why current headphones needed two mana crystals in both ears to function correctly. Of course, having the ability to transfer sound also meant they could start crafting new rinks, allowing any regular villager to own one.

Kashi’s impatience showed in agitated eyes as he all but begged, “Well, spill it already!” 

Jade laughed as she took a pair of rinks out of her inventory. “I figured out by accident, actually,” she confessed as she bent under the table and lifted a small metal box. “I was messing around with this Dimertium box, trying to figure out why it can stop mana flow.” 

Jade placed one of the rinks in the box. “Initially, I used an empty mana crystal and tried blasting my mana through the box, but when I checked, the mana crystal did not have an ounce of mana in it. Out of curiosity, I tried with a pair of rinks next.”

Jade closed the lid on the box and handed the other rink to Kashi. “That rink’s only linked to the one in the box. Try calling it.”

“Okay…” Kashi doubtfully replied as he injected his mana into the rink. Just like Jade said, he could only ‘feel’ one contact. The daeben attempted to connect to the other rink, but to his surprise, his efforts kept failing. Kashi frowned and looked to Jade for answers.

Jade took the rink from Kashi with a knowing smile. “I was just as confused as you, but after numerous experiments, I finally figured it out. Rinks have a complex array in them that converts sound into mana. That mana is transferred through the air to the linked rink, and another array converts the mana back to sound and plays it.”

“Through the air?” Leila questioned in disbelief.

“Mana, to be exact,” Jade confirmed. “Mana in the environment acts as a medium for it to travel. This is why it can’t pass through Dimertium.”

“Wait, can mana pass through solid objects like earth?” Shokō asked with doubt. “We’re underground now, but I can still contact Rosendun.”

Jade laughed as she looked at Syèl. “Have you ever punched someone with pure mana?”

“Yeah, multiple times,” Syèl confirmed with a sick grin. “It’s pretty fun to see them blow up from the inside.”

The room paused as everyone stared at the bloodmage for a second.

“Leaving your madness aside,” Jade muttered, shaking her head to regain her focus. “Have you ever noticed that sometimes, your mana explodes out of their backs?”

“Oh!” Syèl clapped, eyes wide. “You’re right. It happens to some of the tougher guys. I never really thought about it. Just thought it looked cool.”

“Most people don’t,” Jade confirmed. “That happens because the human body is a great conductor of mana.”

“Mana conductor?” Shokō repeated. “You mean like the way we conduct electricity?”

“Exactly!” Jade confirmed with a clap. “Most items in this world conduct mana to varying degrees. The earth is no different.” However, a moment later, she frowned as she said, “But there’s a problem. The earth is not a good mana conductor. The air is only slightly better in comparison.”

“Huh? What are you talking about now?” Syèl asked, confused. 

“There is something engineers call attenuation,” Jade explained as she pointed at the rink in her hand. “It’s the gradual loss of data as it travels through a medium. The material used for the medium greatly affects how much data is lost as it travels.”

“And earth is not a good medium, I take it,” Kashi proposed.

Jade nodded. “It definitely is not.” She sighed as she continued, “I copied the transfer array from the rinks into a couple of sound crystals. I was indeed able to create new rinks, but their range is only about as large as Aygorzi, and it’s even worse when trying to contact the surface.”

“So how are the rinks able to contact each other on either end of the continent?” Kashi asked.

“Signal boosters,” Jade answered with a frustrated expression. “If I had to explain it… Imagine those regular crystals throw the mana to each other, while rinks use cannons to send their mana. The mana sent from Rinks are compressed and much stronger; therefore, they can last longer over long distances before breaking off.”

“How do they do that?”

Jade laughed as she said with a shrug, “God Power.”

“Huh?”

“There’s nothing in their embedded arrays that causes them to be so strong, so what else can it be except a god’s power?” Jade affirmed with a weak smile. “Way I see it, the rinks are either blessed by the messenger god, thereby boosting their power, or the messages go through the messenger god, and he boosts the power, so they reach their destination.”

Kashi frowned but did not find any faults in Jade’s logic. “That might explain why the rinks did not work until we freed Fermes. He must play a major role in how the messages are sent.” The daeben looked at Jade, “So, do you have any potential solutions?”

“For now, I’m planning on using mithril or silver wires as mediums,” Jade answered. “The attenuation is much smaller along these compared to the air and earth.”

“What happens if the intended destination is further than the attenuation can allow?”

Jade nervously laughed. “I’m still working on that.”

Kashi paused, brows furrowing.

Jade’s eyes lit up as she saw the gears turning through the daeben’s eyes. “You’ve got an idea, don’t you? Lay it on me!”

“Just a vague idea,” Kashi replied with a shake of his head. “I need a few more minutes to make it clear.” The daeben then turned to the screen and said, “So, what’s the deal with the video crystal?”

“Ah! Yeah,” Jade exclaimed as she dropped the rink and picked up the video crystal. “As I said, the sound crystals absorb sound, so all I had to do was change the runes, so the crystal absorbed light, and modify your array, so it released the absorbed light rather than sound.”

Jade raised the video crystal and pointed it at Kashi. “Say cheese.”

“What?”

Kashi barely had a chance to do anything before Jade set it down and said, “Done.” She then tapped the crystal and pointed it at the ceiling. 

Kashi and the Maggots looked above, eyes wide as they watched a three-second playback of Kashi blinking and saying, “What?”. The image repeated several times, reminding them of a gif.

Jade looked at Kashi and said, “I gotta thank you for the Runes book, manual, whatever. There were so many runes in there I needed for the scripting. Would not have been possible without it.”

Kashi waved his hand. “No problem. You need it more than me. More importantly,” he said, pointing at the screen, “Does that work?”

“Does it work?” Jade grinned as she tapped on the video crystal.

“What?” “What?” “What?”

The black screen suddenly blossomed to life, repeating Kashi’s little gif over and over.

Kashi’s eyes widened as he pointed at the screen. “How does that work?” This was different from projecting an image on a surface. 

“There are thousands of tiny little modified magelights lined up in a neat matrix inside that box,” Jade answered with a proud grin.

“Magelights?” Lunette asked, not seeing the connection. They had been talking about crystals this whole time. Where did magelights come from?

“Yeah, magelights,” Jade confirmed. “Magelights are just crystals which have been charmed to emit light. People don’t realize because rarely crystal-shaped.” The proud halben puffed out her chest as she continued her explanation, “The magelights in here have been modified to produce all ranges of colors on demand.”

“And how did you manage that?” Kashi asked, stunned. Magelights usually emitted white light. Their color only changed depending on the color of the glass surrounding them.

“RGB spectrum,” Jade replied with a triumphant grin. “All colors can be simulated through a combination of Red, Green, and Blue. All programmers know this. Figuring out how to code color is something we love and hate when first picking up programming.”

Kashi grabbed his head, suddenly suffering a headache. “Wait, let me get this straight. You coded the crystals to combine red, green, and blue to create a color? How…”

“Simple, convert the colors to numbers,” Jade answered with a smug grin and then proceeded to groan as she stretched. “You have no idea how difficult it was to create a whole new language using runes. I had to teach the video crystals how to convert the light they absorbed into numerical data representing color and position, and  then  convert that information into mana.” 

Jade clapped as she pointed at the screen. “That mana is sent to a crystal I call brain box in the TV, which is connected to the thousands of light crystals. The brain box converts the mana back into a series of numbers, with each position representing a tiny light crystal. The light crystals at each position receive the information on the amount of red, green, and blue light and then light up with the correct color.”

“For pictures, the crystals maintain the same color,” Jade said as she wrapped up her presentation. “But for videos, the crystals can change color several times per second determined by the information given by the brain box.” The halben then dared to pout as she leaned in close. “It’s not perfect yet. If you look closely, you can see jagged edges from obvious pixels. The crystals we’re using are still too big, and the screen quality is not the best, but you know, those can be fixed in time. The important thing is, it’s working.”

“What do you guys think?” Jade asked as she looked up from her presentation. 

The halben’s answer was silence. Stark silence. The loudest silence anyone in history had ever witnessed. You could practically hear the shock, disbelief, and quite frankly, a bit of fear in the eyes of all the Maggots present. 

Syèl, the first person to snap out of his shock, reached across the table and pinched Jade’s cheeks. Much to Jade’s mortification, he pulled and stretched her cheeks, a frown on his face as he muttered, “Hmm… She  does  appear human.”

Pa!

“Of course, I’m not human!” Jade cried as she slapped Syèl’s hands. Rubbing her cheeks, she looked at the shocked Maggots and then clarified with a wink, “Clearly, I’m a halben.”

Jade’s absurd response instantly defused the tension in the room. Kashi, whose heart had risen to his throat at her first sentence, suddenly felt his legs weaken at the second. The daeben’s knees buckled, forcing him to hold on to the table for support.

Next to him, Syèl was no better. The bloodmage stared at Jade with a blank expression as he listlessly replied. “Ah… of course. You’re a halben. My bad.”

Pfft…

No one knew who laughed first. But the sight of these proud men looking like they’d just dodged a bullet as a result of Jade’s teasing caused the Maggots to erupt in uncontrollable laughter.

It took a good full minute for the Maggots to regain their posture, much to the detriment of Kashi and Syèl. They were forced to stand through the humiliating experience.

Luckily, Jade rescued the duo from further humiliation by changing the topic, “So, Kashi. That idea of yours. Have you figured it out yet?”

“Hmm? Yeah. Though I’m not sure how I’d get it to work,” Kashi hastily replied, glad to have something to push the conversation away from his embarrassing state.

Jade tapped the video crystal with a grin as she soothed, “No one knows how to get stuff to work at first. The important part is the idea. We can figure out how to make it work afterward, so spill it.”

Kashi nodded and, after taking a moment to articulate his thoughts, looked at Jade and said, “Wireless signals in the other world weaken after some distance. But signal boosters are used to strengthen and then send the signal even further, right?” The daeben folded his arms, gaze thoughtful as he proposed, “What if we build a signal booster, but for mana? It would collect mana signals in the atmosphere, strengthen them, and then send them on their way. Not that I have any idea how we would design such a thing, though.” Sighing, Kashi gave up and asked, “What do you think?”

“…”

“Jade?”

This time, it was Jade who stared at Kashi in silence. The halben scientist swallowed hard and then slowly walked around the table until she stood right in front of the daeben. 

Jade looked into Kashi’s eyes for ten seconds, and then suddenly reached up and pinched his cheeks. Like Syèl earlier, she stretched and pulled Kashi’s cheeks every which way, and then commented while glancing at Lunette, “He  does  seem human.”

“Pu… Hahahahaha!”

That was the last straw that broke the camel’s back, as even stoic figures like Leila could not help but double over in pained laughter from the total absurdity. 

Meanwhile, Brock, chuckling, glanced at Absalon, who stood next to him and said, “The Hopeful Maggots, is it? I don’t know about the maggots part, but I understand why this guild has Hope in its name. It is a thing of beauty.”

Absalon laughed as he folded his arms and looked at the laughing young adults making fun of each other. Pride and joy simultaneously rose in his heart as he replied, “Ah, Joining this guild was the best decision I have made in all fifty-five years of my life.”
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Kashi and Jade decided to shelve the matter of the mana boosters to a later date, having made more than sufficient progress on their current projects. After discussing some formalities with the daeben women that she’d been working with, Jade followed Kashi and the Maggots to Aygorzi’s underground Royal Palace.

The guards at the palace recognized both Kashi and Otto Knutsen. They thus allowed the party through after informing the daeben that the dwarven king had been expecting them. 

Kashi nodded his thanks and then walked through a large doorway fit for giants into the opulent throne room. “It’s the same,” Kashi mused inwardly as he admired the beautiful walls and varnished pillars. The daeben had his first meeting with the council of six in this hall. “Ah, no. Something’s changed,” said the daeben as he gazed at the new golden throne, upon which sat the new dwarven king, Anton Xafier, listening to the counsel of a minister.

Several dwarven ministers stood in front of the King in neat rows, waiting their turn to offer counsel or debate some topic or another. Kashi spotted Yngvar Kernode, Paaie Nilsen, and Ulla Tav among the first row, signifying their prestige among the dwarven council.

“Hold, Dyron,” King Xafier prompted the moment he spotted Kashi’s party. “A guest of great import has come to visit.” King Xafier laughed as he rose from his throne and walked down the steps, much to the ministers’ mortification. The king, however, ignored the minsters’ silent protests and approached the daeben with a wide grin. 

“Kashi-dono, words cannot convey how glad I am to see you,” King Xafier expressed as he held out his right hand. The sharp-eyed dwarf would have gone for a hug, but from what he’d seen of Kashi, the daeben did not appear to be the hugging type. 

“The pleasure is mine, Your Majesty,” Kashi humbly greeted with a smile and nodded. “Unfortunately, I am afraid this is not a social visit. I come to you with grave matters that require urgent attention.”

Behind Kahsi, Syèl leaned over to Shadow and whispered. “Does he always talk like that?”

“You get used to it,” Shadow replied with a shrug. Having accompanied Kashi longer than almost any other Maggot, the assassin had seen Kashi switch to this archaic formal speech whenever he spoke with someone the daeben felt deserved respect.

King Xafier, meanwhile, furrowed his brows upon hearing Kashi’s news. “I had hoped to prepare a celebratory feast as congratulations for the successful skyboat and train productions, but it appears your matter is much more urgent.” Pointing at the raised podium, he proposed, “How about you address us from up there? It should convey the gravity of the situation better.”

“As you wish,” Kashi agreed. But then he caught Leila’s cautioning gaze, and understanding the hidden meaning, added, “But only if you sit on the throne. No matter what, I must not appear to be above or hold power over you or the throne.”

King Xafier nodded, acknowledging the dangers. “Yes, perceived weakness could lead to instability, especially for a newly chosen king such as myself.” The king let out a wry chuckle as he lamented, “I have scoured hundreds of books and tomes on the etiquettes of a King, but it seems I have yet to ingrain the lessons within my soul. I keep forgetting.”

“Even the greatest king was a clueless child once,” Kashi soothed with a chuckle. “Time and wisdom make a great ruler, not the crown. You already have the wisdom. Now, all you need is time.”

“Hooo…” King Xafier’s eyes flashed in surprise as he regarded the daeben with shock and awe. “I did not think you were capable of such sophistry. I stand corrected.”

Kashi shrugged as he admitted, “I am only stealing lines others have already coined.”

“The only thing that cannot be stolen in this world is knowledge.”

Kashi looked at the king with shock, but Xafier only smiled and made his way back to the throne while the daeben waited to be summoned.

King Xafier looked from Kashi to the dwarfs and then announced, “Our friend, Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots, has come a long way with urgent news. As we all know, the dwarven race owes this guild a momentous debt, so I urge that you listen with open hearts and minds to his news before making a judgment.” The King then beckoned Kashi forward, “Kashi, please come and address us.”

The king’s proclamation caused the ministers to murmur among themselves. Some were positive, others were negative, but the majority were hesitant. The dwarfs had just tasted freedom, and many were reluctant to accept orders from a daeben—even if that daeben was Kashi. Such was the deep-rooted hatred and mistrust towards that race.

Kashi walked to the front of the ministers and stood on the stairs, three steps below the podium. The daeben glanced around at the dwarfs, weathering the intensely hostile and cautious glares. Only a few among the dwarfs looked upon him favorable, of which the council of six made up the majority.

Kashi nodded at the familiar faces and then said with a grave expression, “Dwarven Ministers, I am not well-versed in court decorum, so I shall spare both ourselves the embarrassment and get straight to the point.” Warning flashed in the daeben’s eyes as he continued, “There is a battle coming. One which will decide the fate of the continent. If at this time, we do not stand united, I fear everything we have built thus far will be akin to dust in the wind.”

“What is this battle you speak of?” A minister asked.

Kashi glanced at the dwarf and answered, “A battle to prevent the return of the greatest evil this world has ever known.”

King Xafier’s shot up from his chair, his pallor pale with fright, “You can’t mean?”

“Yes, I do,” Kashi replied. “The return of Razznik Y’Terlow, otherwise known as The Destroyer.”

“What!?”

“The Destroyer!?”

“Impossible!”

“Isn’t that just a myth?”

The court erupted in an uproar over the daeben’s news, half in disbelief, and others in fright, both sides unwilling to believe Kashi’s words.

Kashi, however, poured cold water on any hopes they had by stating, “I know you all received the prophecy four months ago. The prophecy that foretold the coming of The Destroyer. I can assure you, that was no prank. Unless you truly believe someone would pull a prank on the entire continent?” Kashi saw the battle raging within the dwarfs’ minds and thus went for the kill. The daeben opened his quest log for the first time in forever and made his menu ‘visible.’ “You should know that we Summoned gain strength through completing quests outlined in our quest log. The quest log can omit the truth, but it never lies.” 





	
WORLD QUEST





	
Skyrm, former king of dragons, is now a crazed beast. His madness is without equal, and he will raze all to the ground. Slay him before he regains his full power and summons the world’s destruction.

Time Period: 5 weeks (35 Days)

Rewards: God Slayer Title

Any Province in the Imperium

Any Position up to General in Imperium.

3000000 Gold Syros.










 

Kashi pointed to the hovering window as he stated, “Look here, at the wording: the world’s destruction might not seem relevant at first, but when paired with the shaman’s prophecy…

“Madness Without Equal, Destroyer Beyond Measure,

An Army of Death Shields the Light of the Sixth Moon.

Thunder Deafens the World, Yet no Light Breaks the Darkness,

The Earth Bleeds Where Chaos Reigns, 

The Destroyer Returns.”

Kashi finished reciting the memorized prophecy. “At the time we Summoned received this quest, we got a time limit of six months, but when paired with the prophecy’s Sixth moon, the purpose is clear.”

Xafier’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that?”

“From the moment Skyrm was freed, no one has known where he is or what he is doing. It’s like he has vanished off the face of the earth. Yet, we Summoned received a quest with a time limit attached.” Kashi smiled as he explained. “The ‘gods’ do not give out impossible tasks. The time limit was the true message within the quest. In six months, Skyrm would do something irreversible that would greatly damage the world we live in, but at the exact same time, a prophecy is sent out to the world, warning of Razznik’s return around a ‘sixth’ moon. It does not take a genius to put two and two together.”

Kashi’s expression once again turned grave as he declared, “In five weeks, Skyrm will somehow summon The Destroyer back to this world. It is up to us to prevent that worst-case scenario from happening.”

Yngvar Kermode stepped forward, eyes sharp as he questioned, “Even if your words ring true, how do you propose we find Skyrm if no one has seen hide nor tail of him since?”

“Yes, we do not know where he is or has been,” Kashi revealed with a grin. “But we do know where he will be and when exactly he will be there.”

King Xafier, quick on the uptake, murmured, “…The sixth moon.”

“Yes, Skyrm will be present at the summoning of Razznik,” Kashi explained. “As for the where, I ask that you draw your attention to the last three lines of the prophecy, “Thunder Deafens the World, but no Light Breaks the Darkness. The Earth Bleeds Where Chaos Reigns. The Destroyer Returns. This location has three distinct characteristics. First, the clouds are such that neither light from the sun nor lightning can shine through; Second, it’s a location where the earth somehow bleeds, and finally, a place of untold chaos.”

Kashi folded his arms as he said, “In all of Destia, only one place fits all three descriptions…” Without waiting for the dwarfs to question him, Kashi answered, “Drakase. There is a dark cloud surrounding the island that forever renders it night. Secondly, the largest mountain there is a dormant volcano. It stands to reason that the summoning might cause it to activate, but last and perhaps most important of all…”

Kashi suddenly paused to the annoyance of his audience. However, the daeben’s frown revealed that for some reason, this last tidbit of information was slightly harder to get out than the rest. Luckily, the daeben regained his strength after a moment, looked into all the dwarfs present, and then said, “Drakase was Razznik Y’Terlow’s only home in this world. If he truly makes a return, I cannot think of any other place he would be called.”

“What!? Drakase is The Destroyer’s home?”

“We live so close to such a place? Is that possible?”

“Focus!” King Xafier shouted, quickly bringing the squabbling, panicking dwarfs to order. Drakase was at the center of Merriheim’s claws. If something terrible happened there, the dwarfs would be the first to suffer the consequences. This was no time for fear. They needed to find a solution fast. King Xafier looked at Kashi, “I presume you have a plan?”

“Yes,” Kashi stated. “I am of the firm belief that Skyrm has the Chaos Order behind him. We will have to fight their forces if we wish to stop the summoning. However, this is not something the Maggots can handle on their own. As you saw, this was tagged ‘World Quest.’ This means that the difficulty is on the scale of a world-level threat. A single team will not be enough. Thus, I hope to form the first formal coalition forces between Rosendun, Merriheim, and Serisis to aid the Maggots in preventing this catastrophe.”

“Of course, the risk does not come without its rewards,” Kashi added and then explained, “Razznik stored countless amounts of treasures in his home. Our riches will be imaginable if we can skim just 1% off the top.”

King Xafier shook his head as he walked up to the daeben and said with a smile. “Even without the rewards, we would have done whatever we could to help prevent this catastrophe.”  
‎ “I do not doubt that one bit,” Kashi replied and then added with a teasing grin, “But the riches do help with the decision, don’t they?”

King Xafier laughed as he admitted, “At the very least, it’ll be easy to hire mercenaries to complement our forces.” He then paused and questioned, “So, how do you plan on forming this coalition? I have neither met Rosendun nor Serisis’ rulers.”

“With a meeting between the three leaders,” Kashi revealed with a grin. 

“Didn’t you say we only have five weeks?”

“I can get us to Serisis in a day,” Kashi boasted, causing Xafier to hesitate as he stared at the daeben in shock.

“A day? How?”

Kashi grinned and then said with a wicked glint in his eyes, “How do you feel about portals?”


Undisclosed Location

10:20 p.m. 17  th   Banem 1092.

*cough* *cough*

Hektor wheezed and coughed as he crumbled to the ground, bloodied right arm, desperately clutching onto a bone spear. The young warrior felt like he’d just been steamrolled by a herd of rhinos, unable to move a single muscle. 

“Your basics are lacking, but with time we can fix that.”

Hektor trembled and groaned as he looked up at the stone-faced sword spirit. The young man’s eyes shook with equal parts fear and anticipation. Throughout the fight, the sword spirit had kept its strength similar to his, but Hektor lost terribly nonetheless. 

However, despite his loss, Hektor could feel himself getting ‘faster.’ It wasn’t so much speed, as it was his judgment. He was slowly getting better at judging incoming attacks and responding appropriately.

“Rest time’s over,” The sword spirit the sword spirit announced, causing Hektor to wince. The sword spirit waved its hand, and a vial flew out of the mountain of corpses. It tossed the bottle to Hektor and then ordered, “Heal up.”

Hektor wanted to cry, but no tears would come out. This The sword spirit was a real slave driver! Even the army instructors known for their unreasonable strictness were no match for this embodiment of evil training! Groaning, Hektor took the vial that hand landed on his chest and poured its contents into his mouth.

Hektor’s face scrunched up as he swallowed the disgusting potion, but his expression soon softened to bliss as the healing potion worked its magic. The warrior’s injuries quickly healed at a visible rate, and his lifeforce was replenished, becoming even more vibrant than before.

Hektor stared at the empty vial and then at the mountain of corpses. Just where did these people come from? In Destia, potions these potent were very rare and difficult to come across, but it seemed every corpse here had at least ten or more of these on them. They must have brought them expecting a tough battle. Unfortunately, they perished before even getting a chance to use them. 

Not that Hektor was complaining. The corpses’ loss was his gain. He now had a nearly endless supply of potions, which allowed him to continue his training with the sword spirit. Of course, him needing the potions, also meant that he continuously had to fall into near-death level of injuries.

Hektor bemoaned his bad luck but still rose to his feet with a vibrant look in his eyes. Even if it hurt like hell, as long as he got stronger, he would go on till the end. The young warrior gripped his bone spear, gaze brimming with battle intent as he said, “I’m ready.”

The sword spirit looked at the young warrior with interest. It seemed this child’s will was stronger than most. “Put down the spear. I am done testing the limits of your basics. We will continue training after this.”

Hektor looked at The sword spirit with a doubtful gaze but complied with the order. He set the spear on the ground and then asked, “What are we doing?”

The sword spirit asked as he stabbed its sword into the earth, “What is the difference between a Summoned and Resident’s methods of gaining strength?”

Hektor’s brow rose, not understanding the point of the question. He looked into the sword spirit’s cold, red eyes but did not dare question him for fear of joining the corpses. Luckily, as part of the Hopeful Maggots, he had come to understand a lot about how Summoned gained their strength. The young man sucked in his breath and then looked up at the sword spirit. “Summoned grow stronger by killing monsters and completing quests. They gain something they call Experience Points, which helps them cross levels. With each level, their strength increases.”

“A few details are missing, but that is indeed the general idea,” The sword spirit commented and then said, “What about Residents. How do we gain strength?”

“Through Breathing and Meditation techniques,” Hektor answered. “Our strength increases through each level breakthrough. Sometimes we hit a bottleneck and need to engage in battle to push through to the next level. Oh, and stronger breathing techniques increase our strength gain in each level breakthrough.”

Ki warriors utilized breathing techniques to increase their strength and ki, whereas mages used meditation techniques to increase their mana. Some techniques had specialties in certain fields, like Agility, or an element, thereby boosting that particular field. 

Techniques, like weapons and armor, were ranked from Common to Legendary, plus the enigmatic Divine. Most residents practiced Common breathing techniques, which was why bandits were usually so weak. Every now and then someone might get their hands on an Uncommon technique and become a local tyrant. Bandit leaders were usually this sort.

Royal families usually gave their most trusted Knights rare techniques to practice, keeping the Epic grade for themselves and their most trusted bodyguards. Legendary techniques were few and far between on the continent. Those who found them usually became akin to small gods. 

As a soldier recruit, Hektor was taught an uncommon technique. On its own, he should not have gotten as strong as he currently was, but sometimes someone of extreme talent could pull out more from a technique than others could. 

Ruse’s technique, which turned his entire body into flames, was an example of an epic grade technique. Unfortunately, the man himself was not talented enough to draw out the full extent of the skill. As such, his life ended prematurely.

Hektor ran through all these thoughts in the blink of an eye and then asked, “Why are you asking? Everyone knows this.”

“Because I need to correct a misconception you have,” The sword spirit stated. “There’s no difference between how a Resident and Summoned grows in strength… Apart from the quests. And even then, if you join a Summoned’s party, you too can benefit from the quests. But that is beside the point.” The sword spirit shook its head and then continued, “Right now, you see battling as a way to breakthrough bottlenecks, but let me ask you, have you ever experienced a bottleneck since meeting Kashi?”

Hektor froze, wondering how this spirit knew about Kashi. But then he recalled that Rider brought him here, and that man had a strange relationship with the daeben. Thus, Hektor attributed the sword spirit’s knowledge to Rider and pushed the matter to the back of his head as he refuted, “No. Now that I think about it, I haven’t.”

“What’s your current level?”

“152,” Hektor honestly answered.

“What was your level when you met Kashi?”

“Just above 30.”

The sword spirit raised his brow as he looked at Hektor. “Do you know why your level has risen so rapidly in the past year?”

“Isn’t it ‘cause of the mana increase?” Hektor challenged with a confused frown. “I heard everyone’s leveling faster ever since the Summoned arrived.”

“There is indeed that,” The sword spirit admitted with a nod. “However, the most important reason is that you’ve spent most of the past year in battles. Residents are yet to realize this, but constant battling greatly shortens the time taken to reach the next level. Also, the constant exertion draws more out of your exercises, which in turn squeezes out more strength through each level.”

Hektor’s eyes widened as realization dawned. “Is that why I’ve been getting stronger so quickly?”

“Yes, it is,” The sword spirit stated with a nod. “This world is fair. Residents have just as much opportunity as Summoned to grow stronger. In fact, on average, Residents  should  be stronger than Summoned.”

“Huh? Why?”

“Because Summoned practice the most common breathing technique, and as a result, their strength increase remains stagnant for the rest of their lives,” The sword spirit revealed. “This is why most Summoned need to form parties to take on Uncommon technique practitioners like bandit bosses and army generals.” The sword spirit folded his hand and then said, “But like I said, the world is fair. Summoned can close the gap by either practicing breathing techniques they find in this world, or by engaging in numerous battles without dampening the pain or relying heavily on their  system’s  assistance. Either of the two increases their power outside their regular, static level increases. These are the kind of people who eventually become ‘monsters’ among the Summoned.”

Hektor paused as he thought of Kashi, Syèl, and Shokō. After a few moments, he despondently said, “So, if I want to close the gap with those monsters, I need to find an Epic or higher breathing technique and fight nonstop?”

“Exactly,” The sword spirit stated. “As it stands now, even if I beat all my fighting skills into you, a Summoned at the lieutenant level would still pummel you to the ground with their superior stats.

Hektor frowned and then glared at The sword spirit, “Why are you telling me this? Do you think it’ll make me give up? Tch, so what if my breathing technique is the lowest of Uncommon techniques?” Hektor’s voice rose, bright red eyes burning with passion. “I’ll just have to work harder than the Summoned then. If I’m ten levels ahead, I can put up a fight can’t I?”

“Sometimes, hard work is not enough,” The sword spirit rebuked. “Sometimes, all the hard work in the world can’t prevent the inevitable from occurring.”

“I don’t believe you,” Hektor refuted. “I’m only here because I never gave up when clearing the floors above. I would’ve died if I gave up for even a moment up there!”

“Maybe so.” The sword spirit agreed but then added, “But it still does not change the fact that no matter how hard you train with your current technique, you will never be able to stand side by side with Kashi on the battlefield. You are still too weak for him to entrust his back to you, and you will forever be at this rate.”

“…” For the first time, Hektor faltered, having been struck where it hurt the most. The young warrior’s eyes brimmed with tears, gaze hot as he angrily shouted out his frustration. “Ya tink I dunno dat! Why d’ya tink I came here in da first place! I almost died! Many times I almost died! Over and Over again! My bones broken, bleeding all over. Still, I don’t give up! Because I thought it would get me closer to him, even if just a little. I’ve come dis far. Endured so much! And yer gonna tell me it’s for nothing! I’m never gonna be someone he trusts! Ya think I came all dis way for dis!?”

The sword spirit listened, gaze straight, as the young man screamed out his inner fears through a curtain of tears. It waited for Hektor to cool down and then said, “Good. It is important that you know the reality, before attempting to shatter it.”

Hektor blinked back hot tears as he glared at the sword spirit. “What?”

“I am saying, you need to be aware of just how difficult the task you wish to undertake is before you begin to embark on the quest.” The sword spirit raised its right hand to prevent Hektor from speaking. “I will now teach you the Dragoon Breathing Technique. This is classless technique currently only practiced by one soul on Destia.”

Hektor quickly wiped his tears, ears perking up in excitement. Any technique from this sword spirit had to be something extraordinary. However, the term classless promptly caught his attention. “Classless?”

“Yes, classless,” The sword spirit stated. “It’s class depends on the type of dragon you bond with. A regular dragon will result in a strength slightly stronger than an Uncommon technique, but a Divine dragon will result in a Divine technique. It’s that kind of technique.”

Hektor’s excitement rapidly deflated as he realized a damning truth. “I do not have a dragon, though. This technique is useless to me.”

“Do not worry about that,” The sword spirit stated and then drew the sword. It cleaved through the air with the sword, someone tearing open a hole in space itself. The sword spirit reached into the hole and pulled out an egg larger than a man’s head, pulsating with tremendous life-energy. “I have been holding onto this for this exact moment.”

The sword spirit held out the egg, and Hektor fearfully and carefully accepted it. The young man gazed at the egg with shock and wonder as he felt the powerful life force brimming within the egg.

Unbeknownst to Hektor, The sword spirit’ eyes turned somber and solemn as it regarded the egg. However, the sword spirit’s gaze returned to its steely state a few moments later as Hektor raised his gaze. “I will now teach you how to form a pact with a dragon. Once this pact is formed, the two of you will share life and death together. You will gain some of the skills of a dragon, while it will learn empathy and the ways of the world from you. You will watch over each other, and face everything this world has to offer side by side. You will never betray your pact, and one day, you will come to view this dragon as more than a powerful ally, but a true friend you can rely on.”

Hektor nodded. “I understand.”

The sword spirit regarded the young man. It could see that Hektor did not fully grasp the severity and importance of a pact. But The sword spirit knew that Hektor would understand in time, and thus he continued, “In that case…”

The sword spirit proceeded to teach Hektor how to form a bond with a dragon. As usual, it involved a bit of bloodletting, magic symbols and chants. 

Hektor pricked his thumb with the spear and then used the bloodied finger to draw a magic circle according to the sword spirit’s instructions on the egg. He then placed his palm on the symbol and made a solemn vow. “If you would accept me, I Hektor, son of Fontaine and Nasil, solemnly swear to give you my life. My will shall be your will, as your will shall be mine. I shall respect and honor you as family and never harm you of my own volition. Should I break this vow, shall I be struck dead by the heavens.”

Hektor winced as a bright red glow emanated from the egg. It grew more radiant with each passing moment, and soon, Hektor began to feel his hand being pushed from the egg as if it was rejecting him. At that moment, a massive tattoo running up Hektor’s right arm lit up with blazing flames.

The egg seemed pleased with the strength emitted by the god’s mark as it suddenly stopped pushing the young warrior’s hand. The blinding glow suddenly enveloped the hall, forcing Hektor to shut his eyes. Seconds later, it dissipated, revealing the egg sitting in place but with a new mark on its shell.

Hektor looked at his palm and saw the same mark on it. However, he did not have time to ponder its meaning as a terrible force suddenly crashed through his bloodstream. The young man let out a panicked shout as he fell to the floor, clutching his chest.

Hektor’s heart felt like it had gone into overdrive, pumping out blood ten times faster than normal. What’s worse, the blood it pumped was hotter and more ferocious, tearing through his body like a lava tsunami.

“Good,” The sword spirit praised as he watched Hektor writhing on the ground. “You convinced the dragon to accept you. Now, you must be feeling all sorts of pain. Do not worry. This is the dragon’s ki and mana reshaping your body to fit the requirements of a Dragon Knight. I’ll teach you the Dragoon Breathing Technique when this is over.”

Hektor’s eyes trembled as he gasped for breath. “How long?”

The sword spirit’s eyes flashed as the slightest hint of a smile tugged the edge of his lips. “Three days minimum. Try not to die, kid...”

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 199: The Merchant God's Test

    
    
    
    
                
Brass Close, Meilfour.

11:20 p.m. 17  th   Banem 1092.

Miote blew into his cupped hands, staving off the cold as he stood in front of a large, two-storied building with a large signboard on which was written, ‘BANK.’ 

This, as of yet unnamed building, was the intended site for the new bank. Miote looked over his shoulder at the men and women patiently waiting for the big event and swallowed hard. 

Everything Miote had been working on for the past couple of months had led up to this exact moment. Countless sleepless nights were poured into forming the contracts and stipulations needed to make this a reality. The chesch had forged alliances with numerous merchants, both Residents and Summoned alike, leading to this momentous occasion.

“So, tonight is the night, I suppose.”

Miote looked to his right, eyes widening as Damah Dumm stepped out of the crowd and walked up to his side. “Yes. I am thankful for your support thus far.”

“Do not thank me,” Damah Dumm refuted with a shake of his head. “I am a merchant, and thus only invested for the profits.”

Miote looked at Damah Dumm with mixed feelings. Despite their enviable income, the Hopeful Maggots’ coffers were seriously stretched thin due to their numerous projects. Hence, aside from the Royal Treasury, the Maggots relied heavily on Damah Dumm’s funding. 

Because they relied on this man, Miote and Leila took it upon themselves to launch an investigation into his background. However, strangely, every search turned up nothing aside from the fact that he was extremely wealthy and had a hand in numerous businesses around the continent. Nothing about his origins, motivations, or personal life was known, even by his business partners.

“Regardless, you took a chance on us, and I will forever be grateful for that,” Miote stated as he pushed the thoughts to the back of his mind. Damah Dumm’s origins did not matter as long as the coin was good. Furthermore, the Hopeful Maggots’ dependence on outside funding would soon come to an end. This bank would see to that.

“Haha, I know your type,” Dumm observed with a laugh. “I will accept the thanks before this turns into an argument.” The mertian’s eyes turned to a stack of boxes behind Miote and then back to the chesch. “What do we await?”

Miote groaned and accidentally raised his right hand, only to realize he wasn’t wearing a watch. “Kashi. My guildmaster.” the chesch admitted. “I just spoke to him. He should be here so—”

Vwooom!

Miote paused as a pillar of light appeared in front of him. The light grew larger and brighter and then suddenly disappeared, leaving nine Maggots in its wake. Kashi, Lunette, Shadow, Leila, Syèl, Shokō, Absalon, Jade, and Larsial appeared before the crowd with linked hands and stunned faces. They quickly let go of each other, slightly embarrassed by the unexpected attention.

“You couldn’t have teleported us somewhere more conspicuous?” Shadow sarcastically scolded Kashi as he stepped behind his sister.

“I didn’t know there’d be so many people,” Kashi defended himself and then looked behind Lunette. “Of course,” groaned the daeben as he realized Shadow had somehow disappeared. 

Kashi shook his head and then walked toward Miote with the other Maggots. He glanced at the mass of people behind the chesch and then looked at Miote with question in his eyes. “What’s going on? What’s with the crowd?”

“Good publicity,” Miote replied and shrugged. “If my guess is correct, this might cause a scene, and the more people who witness it, the faster our bank will be legitimized in the public eye.”

Kashi looked into Miote’s eyes. “You sound confident.”

“As confident as I can be,” Miote replied with a shrug. “No one’s done this before, so I’m sort of running blind here. But I’ve done the research and got enough paperwork to cover any and all bases. Now, we just have to pass the final hurdle.”

“What’s the last step?” Lunette asked.

“We need the merchant god’s approval to formally open a bank,” Miote revealed.

“Huh? Why?” Syèl asked, confused. The gods rarely had a hands-on approach in the game. Something like needing permission from the gods to do something was unheard of.

Miote looked at Kashi, and upon the daeben’s nod, answered, “That’s because we’re not going to be a bank for only Destia, but also the other world.” Before Syèl could interject with a question, Miote continued, “We’re going to assume the role of exchange station between other world currency and Destia’s.”

“Wait, what!?” Shokō interjected with a loud shout as she realized the truth. She looked at Miote, Kashi, and finally Leila, the trinity behind this plan. “That’s what you guy’s have been planning? That’s where the money’s really coming from, isn’t it!?”

Syèl raised his hand, humor in his eyes as he said, “For the sake of the ignorant ones in the back, could you, please explain in Dumbo terms, what’s going on?”

“You’re the ignorant one,” Shokō jabbed with a snort, but then looked at Miote and said, “It’s your show. You can explain.”

Miote nodded in gratitude and then began the explanation. “In most MMOs, there’s an in-game bank that allows people to buy in-game currency with real-world money. King’s Journey had this system, and Line will soon implement this system.”

“Wait, isn’t that pay-to-win, though?” Syèl questioned with a raised brow. “I thought all those mechanics died after the great 2024 AE meltdown.”

“It is, but King’s Journey got a pass because of the way it implemented the bank,” Leila explained. As someone who played King’s Journey extensively, she was an authority on the subject. “Genaco doesn’t generate the in-game currency. Instead, customers can only acquire in-game currency through exchanging with other gamers who have farmed the gold.”

“And this exchange was solely done through the in-game bank,” Miote continued, “With Genaco taking 5% of the exchange as commission. Most of Genacos in-game revenue came from casual gamers who did not have the time to grind for gold to get better loot.”

“Wait.” Syèl held up his hand. “If what you’re saying is true, why’s there none of that right now?”

Miote looked at Kashi, and the daeben answered, “To fit with the theme of a broken world.” The daeben raised his hand, giving Jade a signal. 

Understanding his intention, Jade chanted a short spell. A translucent mana shield appeared around the group, blocking any sound from escaping outside. With the barrier in place, Kashi proceeded, “To sell the idea of a world that was still recovering from utter annihilation, the developers took away 99% of the infrastructure in the game. No healing. No transportation, no banks, very few kingdoms. Basically, all the things we gamers are used to and take for granted.”

Syèl’s brow rose. “Why the hell would they do that?”

Kashi sighed and then continued, “I’m not sure, but Miote and I thought it might be an opportunity.”

“Opportunity?” Jade questioned.

“Yeah, to fill up most of the infrastructure before the developers get around to finding ways to add them back.”

Absalon’s eyes widened. “So, the train, skyboats, and all those…”

“Yes,” Kashi confirmed. “Partly, they were to improve Rosendun’s political power. But Miote convinced me they could also be a large source of income if we completed them before the developers brought their own transportation system.”

“And the bank? Whose idea was that?” Lunette asked.

“Kashi had the idea first,” Miote confessed. “He told me the developers would eventually implement a bank of their own, and it would be a great power move if we got it first before them.” The chesch rolled his eyes as he chastised the daeben, “Power move. He never realized how much money we could get from doing this. Can you believe Kashi wanted to have an in-game bank just to hold both Resident and Summoned’s cash? Luckily, I alerted him to the massive landside available if we also served as an exchange center.”

“The unfortunate thing is that it is much easier to open a bank than it is to open an exchange center,” Leila said. “Because at that point, you are dealing with real-world currency, which can leave Genaco to lawsuits. Hence, unless all the necessary precautions are taken, the company would never allow any external entity to have that authority in their game.”

“And you beat that?” Absalon questioned with an incredulous look in his eyes. What were they feeding the children of this generation?

“Yeah, we did,” Miote answered with a nod.

“Well,  he  did,” Kashi clarified with a grin. “All I did was say, “I want a bank.” He did all the hard work after that.”

“How’d you guys pull it off?” Jade questioned, excitement in her eyes as she began to see the future potential of this bank.

“It wasn’t easy,” Miote honestly replied as he began opening the boxes behind him, revealing dozens, no hundreds of binders containing several sheaves of papers. “And honestly, there isn’t enough time to explain. But to put it concisely, I found a loophole in the game’s systems. To comply with the policy of everything in this game having an in-world explanation, the exchange system is handled by the merchant god’s AI. So, rather than apply to Genaco, all we have to do is convince the AI. Or, in this case, the merchant god,  Savi , that our bank is a viable option for the exchange platform.”

“How do you know it’s viable?”

“I’ve ticked off all the boxes Savi gave me,” Miote replied with a nod. “The hardest was Security, but Kashi finally cov—”

“Wait a moment,” Absalon interrupted with stunned eyes. “Did no one else hear what he just said? You  talked  to Savi? The god? You talked to a god?” The mage general looked at his peers’ relaxed expressions and could not help but question, “That isn’t normal right? Talking to a god?”

“Is it that rare?” Kashi questioned. “I’ve talked to three and once met like five of them.”

Lunette raised her head and nodded, “I was there when he met them.”

Shokō brushed her hair behind her head. “Syèl and I talked with a goddess once when we freed her..”

“I’ll do you one better,” Syèl boasted with a huge grin as he waved his right hand, “I actually slapped her a couple of times.”

“Ah, I forgot I work with monsters,” Absalon muttered under his breath and then looked at Jade with relief. “At least there’s one normal per…” His words caught in his throat when he recalled everything they just saw at Merriheim. “Uh, never mind.”

Jade snorted and then turned to Miote. “So, basically, you’re pretty confident right?”

“Yes,” Miote replied with a nod. “Are you guys ready?”

“Whenever you are,” Syèl prompted with an excited grin.

Miote looked at Kashi, who nodded his approval. “Alright then, let’s get started.” The Maggots, except for Kashi, stood behind him as he dropped on one knee. “Great Savi, god of merchants, I humbly come to propose the opening of the first bank in Destia. I ask that you judge whether we be worthy of this great honor.” Miote finished his plea and awaited the god’s response.

For a few seconds, nothing happened, prompting Syèl to whisper, “Hey, did you break something? Wanna try two knees? Maybe a dogeza?”

Miote inwardly rolled his eyes, but when the silence persisted a few seconds longer, he began considering dropping the other knee.  Krakoom!  However, just when he was about to drop the knee, a massive lightning bolt suddenly struck the ground a few inches away from the chesch, seriously startling him.

Before Miote could regain his composure, someone in the crowd screamed. “The sky! Look at the sky!” 

Miote and the Maggots looked up, eyes widening as a massive gold line appeared in the clouds as if someone had sliced the clouds in two. Moments later, the line began to spread outwards, pushing away the dark clouds and revealing gold light that washed over the entirety of Meilfour. 

From several miles, a large golden patch could be seen in the sky where daylight had unbelievably consumed the night. 

“No, that’s not sunlight,” Miote retorted, eyes nearly bulging out of their sockets as the curtains were pulled even further, revealing a magnificent golden estate in the sky. The streets, buildings, and gates were all made of pure, glittering gold! It was the light reflecting off these gold estate that was really shining down upon Meilfour at the moment. 

As Miote watched, another lightning bolt shot out of the estate and slammed into the ground. This time, however, a man remained behind after it dissipated. Miote gazed at the fancily garbed thirty-something-looking, mertian man with a gold cane. “It is an honor to finally see you, Lord Savi.”

“Nice to meet you too, Miote,” Savi, the merchant god, replied with an exuberant cheer as he snapped his fingers. A square table with two chairs, one on each side, appeared beside him. He took a seat on one side, looked up at Miote, and then said, “I have waited a long time for this.” Savi gestured at the chair opposite him. “Please, have a seat.”

Brass Close was as silent as a graveyard, the crowd’s hearts thumping hard as they endured the gargantuan pressure oozing off Savi, the merchant god. This was a true god. Residents and Summoned alike struggled to stay on their feet, unable to withstand the god’s aura.

Miote turned to look at Kashi, who nodded. His resolve strengthened, the chesch sat down opposite the mertian god, his nervousness hidden behind a loose smile. “I have spent countless nights anticipating this exact moment. I hope I do not disappoint you.”

Savi grinned, saying as he waved his hand, “You succeeded in summoning me down here. That is half the battle complete.” A transparent, crystal goblet appeared on the table with a set of rhinestone plated mugs. The merchant god grabbed a cup and poured himself a drink, eyes glowing as he studied Miote. “So, tell me. Are you confident?”

Miote’s eyes flashed, reacting to the god’s challenge. The chesch picked up the goblet and poured himself a drink. Maintaining eye contact with Savi, Miote downed the mug and then said as he set the cup on the table, “Yes, indeed I am.”

“Good! I applaud your bravado,” Savi praised as he clapped. “A merchant’s confidence is just as important as their business acumen, sometimes even more so. I would never work with someone who shows unease to potential customers.” The god gulped down another mug of the fine wine and then asked, “Alright, child, before we proceed to the inspection, I have one last test.” Savi’s golden pupils locked onto Miote’s, preventing the chesch from looking elsewhere. “What is the most important thing to a merchant?”

“Maximum profit,” Miote stated without hesitation. But before Savi could speak, he continued, “In an ideal world, that  should  be the most important quest for every merchant. Unfortunately, the world is far from ideal. It is impossible to chase maximum profit without harming the customers in some way. So, for me, a merchant should seek out the highest possible profit while causing the least amount of harm to their customers.”

Savi’s eyes narrowed as he glared at Miote. “So, you’re saying the customers are more important than wealth? And you consider yourself to be a merchant?”

“Perhaps, but to me, the customers are my wealth,” Miote stated with a shrug. “I might be able to con 1000 Syros from a man today, but if I treat him right, I can con 10,000 Syros from that man over a couple of months or years.” 

Savi’s eyes rose in interest. “Either way, you’ll con this man?”

“Of course,” Miote replied. “A merchant’s job is to find a way to sell a piece of rock for the price of ten or more. That is maximum profit. Some might disguise the rock like a diamond to sell it off, but that will hurt the customer in the long-run and make them hate the merchant. I, however, will sell the rock as a piece of rock, but I’ll either find a way to lower the cost of procurement or add a piece of story to increase its value. This way, the customer buys the rock for what it is, even if I managed to fleece a couple of Syros off them. That my merchant creed. Happy Customers, Maximum Profit. In that order.”

“So, the customers come before wealth to you.”

Miote poured himself a drink and then stated, “Consumers are my source of wealth, and contrary to what merchants believe, the common people are not stupid. If we push them too far, eventually they will see us for our bullshit and shift to another merchant.” The chesch downed the cup and then said, “I prefer fostering happy relations with all clients or customers. The longest-lasting dynasties, be they companies, organizations, or countries, are always those whose clients, citizens, whatever, were happy. The Hopeful Maggots abide by this creed in everything we do.”

Behind Miote, a small smile spread up Kashi’s lips as he harkened back to the ‘deal’ he and Miote made with Meilfour’s mayor for the mines.  ‘Well, for the most part. Not all customers are created equal.’

“An honest merchant,” Savi remarked as he relaxed in his chair. “And one who cares about the consumers of his products. It is rare to find merchants of this caliber. Especially one who is as successful as you are. I find that as humes get richer, their inhibitions tend to loosen, allowing them to increasingly justify ripping off their consumers.” 

Miote nodded. “Yes, that is indeed true. But in the other world, I was lucky enough to witness the fall of a giant company that treated its consumers with scorn, seeing them as sentient coin purses rather than people. Their fall is used as a case study in schools to this day as what not to do to increase profit margins.” The chesch sighed and then said, “I never want to end up like that, so I treat every customer with the respect they deserve. So, for me, the more successful we get, the tighter our inhibitions have to become, for fear of slipping and becoming something we no longer recognize.”

“Good answer,” Savi praised as he raised his mug and saluted Miote. “At the very least, I know I will not be entrusting something as powerful as the first bank since the Calamity to a greedy waste.” The god downed the drink and then lamented, “Of course, since there’s a first, there’ll be a second and third, and so forth. Among those will definitely be scum who will aim to exploit the common people. Still, I hope that in the event you pass, your bank will set an example for those on the fence to follow—a way to acquire profit without harming the people.”

Miote bowed his head and solemnly promised, “We, the Hopeful Maggots, will strive our best to set an example for the rest of the world to follow, bad eggs notwithstanding.” Mentally, Miote added,  ‘Kashi and Syèl of course.’

Syèl frowned and leaned in to whisper into Shokō’s ear. “Why do I feel like he just insulted me?”

“Do you think you are anyone’s role model?” Shokō replied as she turned to face him, a leery smile on her face.

Syèl grinned as he playfully replied, “Somewhere out there is a young murderer who just completed his first kill, all because he looked up to me.”

“That’s the problem, idiot,” Shokō rebutted with a light chuckle.

Meanwhile, Savi raised his glass as he smiled at Miote’s pledge. “I thank you for that. If nothing else, it lessens the burden in my heart.” The merchant god then clapped as he sat up in the chair, his demeanor instantly switching to that of an inquisitor. “Now, let me see the proposal.”

“As you wish,” Miote stated and stood up from the chair. He walked to the stack of boxes and picked up a few while eyeing Kashi and Syèl for help. Thankfully, Kashi and Syèl followed his lead and picked up the remaining boxes. Once he was sure they had everything, Miote walked back to the table, which to his shock, had drastically increased in size, enough to fit at least seven seats. 

Miote quickly caught himself and then proceeded to place the boxes on the table with Kashi and Syèl. When all boxes were accounted for, the chesch opened each one, revealing dozens of documents neatly arranged in stacks. Miote took the piles out of their boxes and gently set the numerous documents on the table.

Finally, Miote reached into his inventory and took out a three hundred page, binded document, and handed it to Savi. “This is the proposal. Every document referenced in there is present among these. If you have any questions, please ask.”

“How efficient,” Savi praised as he accepted and then proceeded to wrap the document proposal in his aura. Woong! The proposal booklet shone with a golden light as the merchant god rapidly scanned through its contents. Seconds later, the documents on the table also burst bright with golden light.

Savi’s golden eyes were unfocused but purposeful as he scanned through the thousands of documents. Sometimes he would frown, but moments later, it would turn into a satisfied smile. The merchant god could not help but praise Miote. The chesch had truly covered all the basis when drafting the proposal.

Everything from the bank’s interest rate for Residents and Summoned, to its policy on utilizing saved funds for investments, to how the records were kept consistent across any and all branches forthwith, were clearly and articulately recorded. Savi had no holes to criticize.

Savi could tell from the proposal that Miote was no beginner at forging contracts. He did not know what the chesch did in the other world, but it had to be related to money for him to be this good. 

Woong…

The glow on the documents dimmed as Savi’s inspection came to an end until they completely went out. The merchant god smiled as he turned his focus to Miote. “You were very thorough, even going as far as getting over 200 wealthy clients pre-launch. However, there are two things I have to change before I can approve of your bank.” Savi tapped on the table as he continued, “For certain reasons, only one bank at a time has the authority to exchange currencies with the other world. This authority comes with numerous privileges and tremendous revenue, as you are most definitely aware.”

“Yes. That played a large role in our decision to start a bank,” Miote honestly replied.

“I understand,” Savi acknowledged, but then said, “However, those privileges come with a few crutches, as that role is an extremely sensitive one.”

“What are they?”

“Unfortunately, all staff involved in the bank will be Residents provided by me,” Savi stated. “I cannot risk having personal information fall into the hands of others. The only way I can confirm there will be no leaks is by staffing the bank with my people.” The merchant god noticed Miote’s frown and soothed, “Do not worry, however. You will still receive a full report on all transactions at the end of every working day. Also, all operational decisions remain yours. The staff will only handle the facilitation and documentation of transactions. Is that all right with you?”

Miote thought about it and then nodded. He grinned and shook his head as he confessed, “To be honest, I think you are doing me a favor. I, too, do not intend to trust Summoned with sensitive information as they do not fear retaliation. Furthermore, anyone sent by you will be much more competent than the staff I pick. So, yes. I do not see the downside.”

“Are you being honest right now?” Savi mused as he regarded the chesch with a teasing smile. “My staff will have perfect accounting, making it difficult to cheat out money from the bank.”

“Believe it or not, I am not the type to steal from my own home,” Miote replied with a grin. “I have no qualms with this decision.”

“I see,” acknowledged Savi with a nod. “Now, on to the second thing,” he said as he turned to look at Kashi. “Let me see this world of yours. Keep in mind that even with this child’s excellent work, it will be all for naught if you fail.” Savi paused and then looked into Kashi’s red eyes, “Are you confident?”

In response, Kashi smiled and raised his hand. A large portal appeared in front of the daeben as he matched the merchant god’s gaze. “Confidence has no outcome on the result,” said the daeben with a relaxed air. “Win or lose. We’ll only find out after you see it for yourself.”

“Confident then,” Savi mused as he rose to his feet and approached the portal. He stopped at the portal’s mouth and looked at Kashi. “…Or is it blind arrogance?”

“Only one way to find out.”

“How bold,” Savi laughed and then disappeared through the portal which closed behind him.

The Hopeful Maggots and the bystanders nervously gazed at the still Kashi, knowing that the next time Savi appeared, they would have the final verdict on the bank’s status.

 



            

    
        Chapter 200: Puzzle Piece

    
    
    
    
                
Kashi’s Inner World.

11:32 p.m. 17  th   Banem 1092 .

Kashi appeared in the skies above his inner world, a small smile on his face as he surveyed the bustling scene on the prairies below. Several centaurs trotted in and out of a small settlement built near Yggdrasil. The centaurs held different kinds of beasts, which they carted off to a newly formed forest a couple of miles in the distance.

The centaurs were not the only guests in this world. The daeben spotted King Xafier and a few ministers standing in front of Yggdrasil with stunned expressions. Opposite that party, Hogosha, Leila’s Nespian Tiger, basked in the Divine Tree’s aura with one eye on the cocoon that hung from its branches. Elsewhere, Drixlia darted across the fields at breakneck speeds, thoroughly enjoying the liberating feeling of a full sprint.

“Master,” Drixali greeted as he appeared beside Kashi. “What brings you here?”

“I thought Savi might have some questions,” Kashi replied. “Also, I don’t fully trust the gods. I can’t just leave him here, unsupervised.” The daeben looked at the centaur god. “By the way, where is he?”

Contrary to Kashi’s expectations, Drixali just stared at him with a raised brow. After a brief silence, the centaur god asked, “Who is Savi?”

“Mertian god covered from head to toe in gold,” Kashi answered with a skeptical frown. “Just sent him in. You could not have missed him.”

“I did sense the portal opening,” Drixali admitted. “I came up here to see who had arrived, but I have not seen anyone but you.”

“Huh, Wait. Give me a second,” Kashi murmured and then closed his eyes as he communicated with Yggdrasil. Seconds later, he opened his eyes and announced, “Found him. Come with me.” With those words, Kashi flew down to Yggdrasil.

The daeben landed on a three-meter thick branch where he found the elusive merchant god, Savi, sitting with a pitcher of wine in hand. “Found you,” Kashi remarked with a smile as he approached the god.

“Oh, you have arrived,” Savi softly said as he turned to look at Kashi. There was a strange forlorn aura surrounding the merchant god, but the daeben could not place its source. The merchant patted Yggdrasil’s branch and praised, “I doubted my eyes when at first, but this familiar feeling. It is indeed Yggdrasil, my Father’s greatest creation.”

Kashi’s eyes went wide with disbelief at this reveal. “Yggdrasil was made by Ferulic? I always assumed Aethir created it. It’s the Tree of Life, isn’t it?”

“Tree of Life and Space, to be exact,” Savi corrected with a small smile. “Yggdrasil’s true nature is its ability to connect several worlds, planes, and dimensions.” The merchant god chuckled as he said, “Father was truly a hopeless romantic. He hoped that no matter how far Mother was, she would be able to reach him through its branches.”

Kashi frowned, feeling something was off with the tale. “Why is it only known as the Tree of Life then?”

Savi paused, his gaze downcast as he said, “Mother never utilized its spatial traits. She got hooked to this world after creating the humes and wouldn’t leave for any other plane. However, Yggdrasil was an immensely powerful, divine tree, so she blessed it and set it as a paragon for life in this world. Its destruction set in motion the events that would eventually lead to the famous Calamity.”

“What do you mean?”

“I am sure you have heard of Razznik the Destroyer?” Savi continued after Kashi’s curt nod. “For various reasons, Mother did not like him. Razznik was an embodiment of chaos. He did what he wanted, regardless of the consequences. Even when faced with the threat of mortality, he still refused to bend his will. I think that, to Mother, was the greatest insult she had ever received. But the day Razznik destroyed Yggdrasil, he effectively declared war on her, and she swore to make him suffer for eternity.” Savi downed his mug and then lamented, “A mistake the world is still paying for.”

Kashi frowned as he listened to Savi’s account. He’d always known Aethir had it out for Razznik, but he’d never known the reason why. Especially towards the end of King’s Journey. Razznik lost count of how many challenges and assassination attempts he thwarted in those last few months. Unfortunately for Aethir, no soul could match Razznik in combat.

In the end, it took a coalition of the entire Japanese server filled with millions of warriors and Residents to finally put Razznik down. And even then, they only succeeded because Razznik himself had grown weary of living without purpose.

Maybe because of Kashi’s knowledge of Razznik’s life, something about Savi’s account made him uncomfortable. He could not shake the nagging feeling that there was a large piece of the puzzle within that account that would shed more light on the continent’s real history. Luckily, after a momentary pause, it finally clicked.

“Hold on. You said Aethir hated Razznik for a long time, but Razznik only ever interacted with her near the end of his life.” Kashi’s eyes narrowed, his muscles tense as he asked the question bothering him. “Before then, he was like every other Summoned—maybe a little more unpredictable, but he rarely engaged in the world’s politics. So, what exactly did Aethir hate so much?” Kashi paused for a moment to collect his thoughts and then said, “If there was one threat, it was his rapid growth rate.”

“Was that it? Was Aethir afraid he would get stronger than her?” Kashi continued his monologue, talking faster as he began to run through the possibilities. “No. That’s not it. Even with the level cap, there was no chance Razznik could ever reach God-levels of strength. There aren’t enough monsters in the entire world to level up that far. But if it’s neither his strength nor his potential, then it has to be something embedded in Razznik—a quality only he shared.”

Kashi’s eyes narrowed even further as he quickly ran through Razznik’s entire life in his head. At first, he did not see anything odd, but after a few moments, he began to see a pattern emerge. Razznik, for better or worse, never held any respect for the gods. In his quest for strength, he sought and destroyed powerful foes regardless of their alliance. Kashi could not count how many paladins, priests, necromancers, liches, and more had fallen to Razznik’s blade.

Some of these priests and paladins were either champions of the gods or oversaw temples dedicated to them. However, as far as Razznik was concerned, they were stumbling blocks he needed to topple over to reach the top.

“Could that be it?” Kashi mused. “Was Razznik’s disrespect toward the gods the reason Aethir hated him so much? But, almost every Summoned disrespected the gods. If she hated Razznik, then she should have hated all the Summon—” Kashi’s voice suddenly caught in his throat, and then, pupils shaking, he turned to look at Savi. “Wait, tell me. Razznik was a Summoned. What happened to the rest? They should have had Aerith’s immortality, right?”

If someone had asked Kashi this question a day ago, he would have scoffed them off. What happened to the Summoned? They logged out obviously after King’s Journey’s final battle. However, he’d had an uneasy feeling ever since he heard about Razznik’s role as the destroyer—like something did not feel quite right. Savi’s revelation once again brought that feeling to the forefront. Only this time, the picture had begun to clear up.

“They died,” Savi replied with a sad smile as he shook his head. “They all perished while taking down Razznik.”

“That’s impossible,” Kashi replied with a frown. During Razznik’s final battle, everyone the Demon King killed was sent back to the Circle for reincarnation at the nearest temple… or did something change? “The Summoned had Aethir’s immortality blessing. How could they have died?”

Savi sighed and then took a large swig of his wine. The merchant god sighed and later confessed, “A blessing given can just as well be taken. Mother rescinded her blessings right before the final battle. The Summoned, unaware of this, charged at Razznik with everything they had, more than willing to suffer death in exchange for getting even a scratch on him.”

“Hold on. Hold on. Hold on.” Kashi repeated, red eyes smoldering with rising flames. “What you are saying is that Aerith used Razznik to take down all the Summoned? Why!?”

“I told you, Mother loved this world far too much,” Savi replied. “The humes, even with all their flaws, were a controllable bunch who listened to her counsel. All that changed when the Summoned arrived.” Savi sighed and then took another swig of his wine. “The Summoned killed, raped, and destroyed everything she loved with little to no consequences. Jails could not hold them, nor could death. Soon after the Summoned arrived, Residents began to stray from the gods. After all, if the Summoned could get away with their crimes and disrespect toward the gods, why should the Residents follow us?”

“So, her solution was to wipe out all the Summoned!?” Kashi angrily roared. “And she manipulated Razznik and everyone else to achieve that?”

Savi nodded and then said with a rueful laugh. “It would not have gotten to that stage had Razznik not slain the level totem. With her death, a future where Summoned amassed enough strength to rule over the world completely was no longer just a possibility but a matter of time. Even worse, Razznik cut down Yggdrasil, which served as our entrance to the mortal plane. Without Yggdrasil, Mother could no longer descend to the world without being summoned by a mortal, and even then, she could not last long on the mortal plane.”

“I do not understand one thing,” said Kashi in response. “If Aethir hated us so much, why even give us the immortality blessing?”

Savi’s body instantly froze, his face pale like he was…  ‘frightened?’  What in seven hells could scare an immortal god? The merchant god required a full minute before he finally regained his composure and turned to look at the daeben. “That, I cannot tell you.”

“Don’t worry,” Kashi consoled, but then added with a hard glare, “You already did. There’s an entity above even Ferulic and Aerith—One whose orders cannot be refused.” The daeben’s lip curled in a slight smile as he stated, “I believe I have an idea who.”

Before Savi could question that statement, the daeben swiftly changed the subject, “So, to get things in chronological order. Something ordered Aerith to bless all new Summoned with immortality. Aerith reluctantly complied but eventually grew to hate the Summoned who laid waste to the world. And even among the Summoned, she especially hated Razznik even more for his blatant disregard and disrespect to the gods. A few manipulations later, she gets all Summoned to engage Razznik in an ambush, but he ends up killing them all. Which, I am assuming, was at the cost to his own life.”

Savi nodded.

“What happened afterward?” Kashi asked, eager to find out as much as he could from this eye witness. “There’s a big gap from being dead to causing the Calamity.”

Savi laughed and rose to his feet. “That, you will have to find out on your own. I felt nostalgic because of Yggdrasil, but that’s as far as I’ll talk.” The merchant god continued before Kashi could plead his case, “As for your world, I am assured of its security. You are in control here. No one can go in and out without your knowledge. Also, as long as Yggdrasil is here, it’ll be aware of everything that occurs in this world.”

The merchant god smiled and looked at Drixali, who stood behind Kashi, “That said, you need to appoint a god to manage security in your world. That way, you do not need to wait until you contact Yggdrasil to find out if something bad is happening.” He lightly tapped the branch with his boots as he explained, “Yggdrasil is too passive. It will only react to world-destroying threats. A god, on the other hand, will have Yggdrasil’s surveillance skill at their disposal but will also be able to act on them.”

Savi pointed at Drixali and said, “I would nominate the centaur for the role. Of all the creatures in this world, he’s the only one who can manage that level of information.” Kashi opened his mouth to speak, but Savi once again cut him off, “I cannot stay here much longer, or it will destabilize your world. My final advice is this: As soon as you can, substitute your world’s cores with non-living entities. Yggdrasil and the dragon are fine, but you cannot rely on the Hydra and the centaur for too long, or there will be dire consequences when your world expands up to a certain point.”

Kashi paused, stunned by Savi’s warning. He had no idea such a problem would ever occur. He immediately asked, reluctant to let Savi go now, “What would you recommend?”

Savi hesitated, but seeing the eagerness in the daeben’s eyes, compounded by the familiarity of Yggdrasil’s aura, he relented. “You need divine items which can grow with your world. You currently need metal, water, and wind. Yggdrasil is the strongest Earth core you could ever find. Your soul is that of a twin-element lightning-fire Elder Dragon. There’s potential there, although it seems you are yet to unleash the lightning element in your inner world.”

“Yeah. Which is weird cause on the outside, I have only unlocked lightning-related skills,” Kashi replied with a weak smile.

“I am no expert on dragons,” Savi confessed and then added, “but I have heard of dragons who unlocked their hidden potentials during intense battles. Maybe that’ll help.”

Kashi shrugged with a care-free smile. “I can only hope.”

“As for the other elements,” Savi muttered, deep in thought. “I suggest you summon Aygor to ask for the location of a good metal core. As for water, the only items I can suggest around Destia are the Black Pearl of Stagnetti and Gorian’s Trident.” Savi preemptively shut down Kashi’s next question with, “I will not tell you their location or even what they are. You must find that out yourself.”

“I had to try,” Kashi said with a laugh, and then asked, “What about wind?”

Savi’s lips curled up in a smile as he stated. “Do not worry about wind. If you survive the upcoming battle, you will find what you need.”

“Huh? What do you me—”

Brrrrrrrr!

Kashi stumbled, nearly falling over as a soft earthquake shook the ground. Yggdrasil’s branches bristled as a sharp wind picked up, swaying back and forth as if in protest.

“It is time to leave,” Savi stated with a smile. “Your world cannot handle my presence much longer.”

“Oh, yeah,” Kashi absent-mindedly replied and then, with a wave of his hand, opened a portal.

Savi looked at Kashi and then said before stepping into the portal, “I did not need to perform this inspection, but I wanted to see Yggdrasil for myself. Thank you. Truly. For bringing it back to life.”

Embarrassed, Kashi scratched the back of his neck and replied, “I didn’t do anything, to be honest. I had no idea it had such a powerful backstory.”

“Perhaps that was for the best,” Savi replied and then disappeared through the portal.

Kashi closed the portal after the god’s departure and then took a moment to organize everything he had just learned. If everything Savi said was the truth, then was there more to the Calamity than initially let on? Was everything as simple as Razznik = Bad Guy?

Well, whatever. It was not like Kashi would figure it out just by worrying about it. He thus decided that he would personally question Razznik if he ever got the chance.

As for now…

Kashi turned and looked up at Drixali. With a sly grin, he announced, “What do you think about becoming a god?”

In response to Kashi’s query, Drixali solemnly bowed his head and replied, “It would be my honor.”

“Good,” Kashi acknowledged with a satisfied nod. But then, after a brief pause, he looked at the centaur demon and sheepishly questioned, “How do I make you a god again?”

Drixali raised his head and silently stared at the daeben. Even though he did not say anything, Kashi could tell from the centaur’s gaze that Drixali was currently judging him.

Luckily, Kashi’s embarrassment did not last too long. His dignity was saved by a new system prompt.





	
God System Unlocked.





	
Congratulations, Creator of Worlds. You have unlocked the God System, which allows you to assign the supervision of specific aspects of your world to worthy individuals.

Those chosen to become gods will be bound to and marked by this world. As a result, they will be attacked upon entering another world. 

Below is a list of God Roles currently available. More will be unlocked as your world expands and its inhabitants’ faith blossoms into new roles. 

The roles currently available are as follows:

Sentry God:  Watches over the activities of every living being in the world and reports suspicious activities to you. Depending on your preference, they might also have the authority to intervene.

Nature God:  Regulates the birth cycle of wildlife and plant life in your world. 

Warning:  World must be named before god can be chosen.










 

Kashi examined the prompt with considerable interest. He assumed that the reason Sentry and Nature gods were the only ones available was because his world was currently still too small. Perhaps, as the world grew bigger and more stable, more god systems would be introduced. 

Kashi shook his head, returning his thoughts to the matter at hand. He had a choice to make. Appoint Drixali as a god, and lose the ability to summon him to the real world for battle, or wait until he found another candidate. He decided to proceed with Drixali’s god confirmation. 

If the circumstances were different, Kashi would definitely have chosen to wait until after the upcoming battle to appoint Drixali. The centaur demon was a true powerhouse who was constantly getting stronger with each passing day, making him a valuable war asset. Unfortunately, Kashi knew that Savi would not approve of the bank if he did not appoint Drixali as a god.

With his mind made up, Kashi selected the Sentry God option, after which he received a prompt requesting the candidate’s name. Kashi paused for a moment and then looked at Drixali. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yes, master,” The centaur demon affirmed with a nod and then confessed, “I have not made this choice solely out of loyalty, but for myself as well. Every living being wishes to one day become a god. Immortal, infallible, and worshipped by many.” Drixali gazed at the vast expanse of land below them as he continued, “This world may be small now; its inhabitants few and far between. But I truly believe that one day this world will grow to heights never before seen, with millions, no Billions of inhabitants. It is for that future, I wish to do this.”

Kashi smiled and then said, “Alright. As you wish.” With that, he tapped on the prompt. “Drixali, I hereby appoint you as Sentry to my inner world…” He paused, trying to think up a name, and then finally settled on, “ Orez .”

BOOM!

An explosive pillar of light burst out of the heavens and struck Drixali, forcing Kashi to take several steps back. Countless light orbs rose from the centaurs in the plains and then rushed into the pillar, swallowed at an extremely greedy pace. 

Kashi did not know how, but he instinctively understood these to be seeds of faith that powered a god’s strength. The more ‘faith’ power a god collected, the stronger he or she became. The daeben watched as Drixali was lifted high into the sky, the spectacle drawing the attention of every living being in Orez. 

The centaurs instinctively clasped their hands and then bowed in prayer. Xafier and the dwarfs looked upon the scene with reverence. Drixali might not be their god, but they could feel the saintly aura pervading the entire world. They thus bowed their heads in respect to the appointment of this new god.

Vwooosh!

The pillar suddenly exploded, sending a massive gale flying in every direction. Kashi shielded his eyes from the wind as he marveled at the figure floating in the sky. 

Drixali always had a regal look and demeanor. But all of that paled in comparison to the majestic centaur god above. The Sentry god’s features were angled and sharp, giving off a dangerous vibe that scared any potential dissidents. His horns were longer, curved, and much sharper. Most impressively, however, was the new suit of beast-skin armor he donned. The primal armor added an air of ancient regality and aggression to the god.

Drixali took a moment to admire his new form, then immediately galloped down to the branch where Kashi stood. Upon seeing his master, the Sentry god bowed his head in solemnity as he said, “Thank you for this honor, Master. I will forever be grateful.”

“No worries. It’s an equivalent exchange,” Kashi said with a laugh. “Also, you’re a god now. Lose the master and just call me Kashi.” Before Drixali could protest, Kashi reasoned, “Think about it. Will you have faith in a god that calls someone master?” Kashi walked over and patted the sentry god’s flank, “Let’s do it for those that believe in us, alright?”

Drixali hesitated but then said with a smile, “As you wish, Kashi.”

“Great!” Kashi said and then pointed at a barren mountain range some distance away. “Now, let’s go test something I’ve been meaning to try.”

Drixali did not understand what Kashi meant, but he followed the daeben to the mountain range.

The daeben stopped above the smallest mountain, which was just over thirty meters taller than its surroundings. “Mm,” Kashi nodded as he descended onto the mountain. “This should do the trick.” 

Drixali landed on the rocky mountain and glanced around at the barren landscape. “What are you trying to do, mas—” Catching Kashi’s glare, he instantly corrected, “Kashi?”

Kashi knelt on the ground and said as he placed his hands on the mountaintop, “If I have the highest authority in this world, then it stands to reason I can do whatever the other gods can, right?” 

Drixali nodded. “It should be so, yes.”

“Well then, let’s put that to the test, shall we?” Kashi proposed, and then shouted with an excited grin, “Grow!”

Grururururu…

Drixali stumbled as the mountain beneath his feet began to violently shake. The sentry god looked at Kashi with shock and question in his eyes as he asked, “What is happening!?” 

“I’m building,” Kashi answered as he rose to his feet. Drixali’s stunned response never made it out as several columns, pillars, and walls suddenly shot out of the ground. Kashi and Drixali took the skies, watching as rocks rose from the earth, unnaturally bending at certain places until a large, stone dome appeared on the mountain. 

The dome had no windows, so Drixali could see the stairs and hallways within the new building. The sentry god turned to look at Kashi, “This is?”

“A relay station,” Kashi answered with a smile. “I can’t have just anyone running around my world, so I’ll have a relay station for those who want to travel from one part of the continent to another.” The daeben then pointed at another mountain and ordered, “Rise.”

This time, a large, cube-like structure formed from the mountain’s rocks. Kashi then pressed his hand down, and the cube descended into the mountain until it was out of view. If one looked closely, they would see that a few tunnels suddenly appeared at the mountain’s base. “That’ll be the vault for our banks,” Kashi announced with a pleased smile. “Only authorized people will know of its location, let alone be able to access it.”

Kashi dusted his hands, satisfied with his test. “Now, all we need is to get some workers in here to paint and furnish these buildings, and they’ll be open for business.” The daeben thought about getting the workers for a moment but then shrugged and said, “I’ll let Miote handle that.”

With those irresponsible words, Kashi glanced at Drixali and waved, “Good luck being a god. I’ll come by soon.” He then disappeared from view, leaving Drixali standing in the sky by himself.

Drixali stared at the empty space where Kashi was a moment ago and complained with a slight pout, “He could have made me a home while he was at it.” The centaur god chuckled inwardly and then galloped through the skies to Yggdrasil. Although he could monitor the world from anywhere, he preferred to be as close as possible to Yggdrasil. He might as well regain his strength while watching over the world.


Kashi’s Inner World.

11:58 p.m. 17  th   Banem 1092 .

Kashi opened his eyes to see Shadow and Absalon standing protectively in front of him, protecting his body while he was in a trance. The daeben smiled with appreciation as he tapped the assassin’s shoulder and announced, “Shadow, I’m back.”

Shadow turned around and looked at Kashi with narrowed eyes. “Took you long enough,” the assassin playfully chided as he stepped behind the daeben. “Any problems?”

“Nope,” Kashi replied as he turned his attention to Savi and Miote, who stood in front of the bank building. “Everything went as planned.” Kashi heard a grunt behind him, but when he looked over, as expected, Shadow was nowhere in sight. Chuckling to himself, Kashi thanked Absalon before walking over to the merchant and his god.

Savi noticed Kashi’s approach and asked as the daeben approached, “What did you choose?”

“I appointed Drixali as my sentry god,” Kashi announced, but then, upon further thought, clarified, “The centaur demon, I mean. His name is Drixali.”

“Good,” Savi acknowledged with a nod. “The last thing I need is the gateway to your dimension. The one the bank personnel will use when they want to store the cash.”

Kashi waved his hand, and a large scroll appeared in it. He unfurled the scroll, revealing a painting of a massive hall whose walls were made of stone. A couple of open doorways led out of the stone room to hallways just out of view. “This is the vault,” Kashi announced as he handed the scroll to Savi. “It has a 100 X 100-meter floor span and a height of about thirty meters. The hallways lead to extra rooms which can be used when this one is full. The only way in and out of the vault is through this painting, so there is no chance of theft.” 

“How are you so sure of this?”

“Because I just built it,” Kashi stated with a shrug. Yes, this was a painting of the interior of the cube-like structure Kashi made in Orez. When he disappeared from Drixali’s view, he actually traveled to the cube’s interior, both to paint it and to ensure there were no other entrances. “I designed the place myself.”

Unlike Savi, who took the daeben’s explanation in stride, Miote was understandably confused. He couldn’t help but ask, “What do you mean you built it?”

“Inner world shenanigans,” Kashi offhandedly explained with a laugh. “I’ll explain it later.” With that, he turned to Savi and asked, “Do you have everything you need?”

Savi looked at the painting in his hand, feeling the familiar spatial energy in it. He smiled and looked at the daeben and then Miote. “Everything is in order. I shall begin now.”

Kashi and Miote instinctively took a step backward as Savi floated into the air above the building. The merchant god looked down at the Hopeful Maggots and asked, “What is the name of your bank?”

Kashi was about to open his mouth when he felt a hand clasp tightly over it, preventing him from speaking. Before he could free himself, Miote announced, “New Genesis Bank. The bank to usher in a new age of peace and prosperity, or ‘For New Beginnings.’ Still working on the tagline.”

“New Genesis Bank it is,” Savi agreed after no one opposed the name. The god clasped his hands as he began his blessing. “By the authority of the merchant god Savi, son of the merciful Aethir and powerful Ferulic, I hereby formally announce the opening of the New Genesis Bank. This bank has been blessed by the heavens. It shall thus be a beacon of hope to all walks of life, regardless of affiliation or race.”

Unbeknownst to the Maggots gathered, Savi’s voice was currently ringing in the ears of every soul in the world. This was Savi’s  [Gods’ Apparition] . It was not as flashy as Aygor’s, but perhaps it was even more shocking. 

Savi continued his blessing as massive golden halos began falling upon the New Genesis Bank. “No longer shall common people fear the loss of their savings to the whims of bandits and evil. This bank shall serve as a bastion of wealth, solidifying the base of prosperity and ensuring the future growth of all who invest in it. It is my furtive hope that one day, no one in this world will fear the loss of their hard-earned coin.”

Kashi and the Maggots watched, wide-eyed, as the bank’s building transformed right before their eyes. The building doubled in size, its concrete floors replaced by beautiful marble floors. Gold pillars appeared around the structure, adding even more opulence to it. 

This was a bank blessed by a god, and Siva wanted it to reflect that esteemed status. By the time the golden halos disappeared, the building was nigh unrecognizable.

“The New Genesis Bank, championed by the Hopeful Maggots, serves as an example of what we as a people should aspire to be,” Siva concluded with a smile. “Merchants that acquire wealth not only for our own greed but to better the world as a whole. That is a true merchant.” Siva paused as he looked at Miote with a smile. “And with that, I thus declare New Genesis Bank…” Everyone watched as the bank’s new Jade doors swung open, revealing a row of clerks from various races lined up with bright smiles. “Officially Open for Business!”





	
Congratulations! First Bank Opened!





	
Congratulations! You actually did it! You and your guild managed to open the first bank, despite the odds being firmly against it. 

Fame: +1200

Charm:+50

Charisma:+50

This achievement, coupled with all your recent exploits, have granted you the title:  Shadow Mogul

Shadow Mogul:  You have a knack for starting up brilliant money-making businesses while keeping your name in the background. The world has begun to take notice.

Perks:  All business deals associated with your name have a 25% chance increase of concluding in your favor. 

People fear and respect the Shadow Mogul: Significantly less chance of someone reneging or cheating you or your associates off a deal.










 

 





	
New Genesis Bank





	
The first bank of Destia is blessed by the god, Savi. Promises ultimate safety of its patrons’ funds. This bank is owned by The Hopeful Maggots, who have a majority shareholder price.

Current Shareholders:

Hopeful Maggots:  64%

Damah Dumm:  21%

Rosendun’s Treasury:  10%

Others:  5%

 

Note: Real-World Currency Exchange will open in 40 days. It can only be done through New Genesis Bank. For those who are from Meilfour, do not be alarmed. At that time, simply select the new ‘Money-Exchange’ tab, and a representative will be with you right away.










Kashi finally understood why Savi had to be in charge of the Exchange policy. Aside from security, only a god could ensure every Summoned got access to the facility when they needed it. After all, it would take some time before the New Genesis Bank expanded to other parts of the world.

“Mmm,” Kashi wanted to speak, only then remembering the hand on his mouth. He grasped the dainty hand and successfully pulled it off his mouth while its owner was distracted. He looked over his shoulder and could not help but feel betrayed by the culprit. “Lune? You?”

Lunette, who had been reading the announcement, promptly closed it and turned to Kashi with an embarrassed smile. “Sorry, Kashi, but I had to.”

“What? Why?”

“You’re awesome at everything. You really are, but...” Lunette coyly winced as she said, “Your naming sense. Honestly, it’s atrocious.”

“What?” Kashi blustered. “I know I made a mistake with the Hopeful Maggots—”

"And the Nyte-Nyte drug."

“And the Nyte-Nyte Drug,” Kashi weakly parroted.

“And your paintings.”

“And my paintings...” Kashi muttered, but then weakly retorted, “But this time was different. I did have a good name.”

“I have a thousand things I’m supposed to be doing right now,” Miote said as he approached the couple, “But this I have to know. What  were  you going to say?”

Kashi puffed his chest as he proudly stated, “Well, it’s the first bank, right?” When they nodded, he said, “So, the First Bank of Destia. No matter what, we’ll always be number one!”

“Oh, my,” Lunette exclaimed, her cheeks red as she realized her error. “It’s actually not bad. A little cliché, but it actually makes sense.”

Contrary to Lunette’s view, Shadow chided as he suddenly appeared next to Kashi, “Stop lying. You probably only thought of that after cooling down. What was your first instinct?”

Kashi glared at Shadow, trying to warn him away with his eyes, but the assassin’s cold gaze mellowed out the heat. Having failed his intimidation tactics, the daeben scratched his chin and sheepishly looked at Lunette, “Uh... it was a toss-up between Big Boss Bank and Bank Infinitas.”

Miote and Lunette’s faces instantly fell while Shadow said as he disappeared with a haunting chuckle, “My work here is done.”

“Wait. Think about it.” Kashi desperately tried to defend himself while Miote turned to attend to the bank’s newest patrons. “Big Boss Bank. Triple B, B-cube. Sounds cool, right?  “I’m going to triple B.”  Or how about Bank Infinitas? The name implies our bank has infinite Syros. That’s cool, right? Right?” The daeben’s voice trailed off as Lunette placed a hand on his shoulder.

Lunette tapped on Kashi’s shoulder, a warm smile on her face as she comforted him, “... You’ll always have your strength.”

Something inside Kashi shattered to pieces as the Maggots around burst into raucous laughter at his expense...

 



            

    
        Chapter 201: The Land of Roses

    
    
    
    
                
Naru Island.

12:30 p.m. 18  th   Banem 1092 .

Naru Island was one of the thirteen islands south of Rosendun which the Maggots had been working on. It was one of the smaller islands, mostly occupied by a dense forest, and beautiful, sandy beach fronts. Many Edo-period Japanese style buildings had been erected close to the beach, eating into the forest’s edge. 

Naru Island was designed to serve as both a wildlife reserve and a beachfront. Guests to the island could pay for exclusive tours through the forests, getting a chance to witness many of these proud beasts in their natural climate. The resort was not aimed toward actual gamers who spend 90% of their time slaying every creature they came across, but toward regular people who have always wanted to go to a reserve but lacked either the time, money or opportunity. 

Paths had been cleared through the forest, allowing for easy travel. Several workers walked along the paths, burying bones and faeces along their edges to ward off the local wildlife. Suddenly, the workers paused their work, looking up to see a small group walking down the path towards the beach.

“Good Afternoon, Silver-san, Stryke-san, Hope the day’s been good?” greeted a worker as the group neared.

“Afternoon, Byron-san,” Stryke politely greeted with a toothy grin. He then added as he patted JWSilver’s back. “We were just checking to make sure we’d taken care of all the bosses. Luckily, it seems there’s none left, so you guys can work in pea—”

Grooowl!

Stryke paused and looked to his left, eyes wide as a large, tiger-like beast walked out of the bushes. The tiger’s gaze travelled from Stryke, to the workers, and finally rested on the edge of the road. It took a step forward, but then stopped as it smelled an unfamiliar, but powerful stench. 

The tiger bent down to sniff the road but instantly reeled back afterward. It rubbed its nose with its paw and once again glanced at the road in confusion. It then looked at the workers and let out a low roar, and pawed at the ground in frustration.

JWSilver raised a brow, surprised at the beast’s behavior. Scratching his head, he turned to Stryke and asked, “Any idea why it’s acting that way?”

“I’m not sure, but I think we blocked off its path,” Stryke answered with a frown as he scratched his mane. The warrior made eye contact with the tiger and motioned with his hand, “This way. Come this way.” As he spoke, he slowly walked down the path. Luckily, it seemed the tiger understood, as it actually followed along the path’s edge.

Stryke finally stopped at the end of the path and pointed at the ground. “Safe. You can pass through here.”

The tiger frowned as it slowly inched forward and then sniffed the ground. Thankfully, the foul, repulsive, scary stench was no longer present. As a result, the tiger could cross unimpeded. The proud beast looked over its shoulder and chuffed at Stryke before it disappeared into the thickets at the other side.

Stryke rubbed his snout as he embarrassingly said, “It was nothing. Have a good day now.” With that, he waved goodbye to the tiger and returned to JWSilver. “We have to leave some room every couple of meters for the wildlife to pass through. We don’t want to disrupt the ecosystem too much.” 

JWSilver nodded, “Yeah, you’re right. I was too concerned with the visitors’ safety that I forgot about the wildlife.”

“Safety won’t be an issue as long as they have a guard with them,” Stryke explained as he said, “The monsters here are around level 80. Hire a few level 100 and above guards to escort the guests, and the monsters would not dare to attack. They are too sensitive to the power imbalance.”

“Thanks for the insight,” JWSilver said with an appreciative nod. “I’ll remember to use that when designing the paths for the other islands.” 

“No problem,” Stryke said with a laugh and then pointed toward the beach. “Let’s go. We’ve still got nine more islands to inspect.” With those words, he and JWSilver walked toward the beach where a boat awaited them.

Surprisingly, however, they saw a daeben sitting on their boat, sketching on what looked like a notepad. The daeben’s long, messy hair covered most of his face from view, but he was dressed in a pair of black sleeveless shirt and pants.

Stryke instantly recognized the messy hair and excitedly called out as he ran toward the daeben, “Kashi!”

The daeben lifted his head and turned to look at Stryke, revealing a pair of red eyes that definitely belonged to the guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots. Kashi chuckled and raised his hand as he greeted, “Yo! It’s been a while.”

Stryke jumped and slapped Kashi’s hand in an exaggerated high-five. “Of course, it’s been a while. You’re always busy with some dastardly plan.”

“Hey! My plans are not dastardly!” Kashi protested. He then reached out and pulled on Stryke’s cheeks, proclaiming as he did, “Didn’t really have the opportunity to appreciate this last time, but you’ve really changed, huh? It’s permanent?”

“Ow!” Stryke cried but did not attempt to push Kashi away. Luckily, the daeben released him, and then, scratching his sore cheeks, he answered, “Yeah, it’s permanent. It’s a complete race change. It has its perks, though. Like I can vaguely understand animals for one. Really helps with this resort building job—Ah! ” Stryke’s eyes widened as he realized he forgot something.

Stryke rushed over to JWSilver and dragged him to the boat. “Kashi, meet JW. He’s the brains behind this whole operation. Dude is scary smart.” He then pointed at Kashi and said, “JW, this is Kashi, the Maggots’ guildmaster. He’s scary strong, so be careful.”

“What are you talking about?” Kashi protested. “I’m not scary.”

Stryke just looked at Kashi, not bothering to deign that claim with a response.

Kashi, realizing Stryke was not taking any of his bullshit, coughed and turned his attention to JWSilver. He held out his hand as he said, “Leila told me about you. It’s an honor to finally meet you.”

“That honor is mine,” JWSilver laughed and shook Kashi’s hand as he revealed, “There are dozens of forums online dedicated to you alone. I feel like I already know you despite this being the first time we’ve met.”

Kashi nervously laughed as he scratched the back of his head, “Dozens?”

“A low estimate,” JWSilver replied with a shrug. “You’re pretty popular online.”

Kashi sighed, burying his head in his hands as he lamented, “How did this happen?”

“I see it as a huge plus, though,” JWSilver stated as he looked over his shoulder at the beachfront hotels. “In essence, you are a brand name now. Everything you touch will be introduced to and then dissected by the public eye. When the time comes, we won’t have to advertise much. Just let the world know this place is partly owned by Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots, and they will come flocking in to see if it’s any good.”

Kashi’s brow rose as he gave JWSilver a once over. With a teasing smile, he asked, “You wouldn’t happen to know Miote, would you?”

“Only by reputation,” admitted the teenager with a confused expression. “All my proposals have to be approved by him before the work can begin. Why’re you asking?”

“Nothing, nothing,” Kashi placated. “I just feel like the two of you would get along.”

“Haha, I don’t know about that,” JWSilver nervously laughed as he scratched the back of his head. “Miote is, you know… He’s too awesome for someone like me.”

Pa!

“Ow!” screamed JWSilver as he rubbed his forehead and looked at the daeben in shock.

Kashi dropped his hand, a smile on his face as he said, “No one’s greater or smaller than anyone else.” He mimed a gun with his right hand and pointed it at his head. “We all die all the same if we lose our brains.” The daeben stretched out his hand and tapped the teenager’s chest, “Don’t ever put yourself down. I don’t.”

JWSilver paused, eyes wide as he looked at Kashi. He then nodded and replied with a smile, “I can see why Stryke worships the ground you walk on.”

“Hey!” Stryke shouted, turning red as he jumped and clamped his hand over JWSilver’s mouth. “Why’re you talking about that?” The sphinx turned to Kashi, desperation on his face as he quickly asked, “So, Kashi, what brings you here, anyway?” After a pause, he added, “No. More like, how’d you get here?”

Kashi chuckled but chose not to expose the little raid leader. “I’m here to pick you up. We have an important meeting to attend. And I took a boat from Norcha to get here. Leila told me where you’d be.”

“Ah, that daily check-in actually paid off,” Stryke muttered as he released JWSilver. “Wait. You said a meeting? Where?”

“At Serisis,” Kashi revealed. “We’re having a meeting for the kings of Serisis, Rosendun, and Aygorzi. After that, we’ll also have a meeting among the Maggots’ division heads.” The daeben looked at JWSilver and said, “You can come too if you want. Who knows, you might see something that interests you.”

“I’d love to, but I can’t,” JWSilver lamented, “Someone has to watch over all this. Every second matters.”

“I understand,” said Kashi with a regretful sigh. “We’re lucky to have someone like you helping us. When this is done, let me know if you need help with anything.” 

JWSilver nodded and then said as he walked toward the beach houses. “I’ll definitely take you up on that.”

Kashi added the teenager to his friends’ list and then turned to Stryke. “Alright, Stryke. It’s time. We’ve got to go.”

“Wait. What about my friends?” Stryke asked. He had left his raid squad behind to carry out this inspection. 

“Unfortunately, only division heads this time,” Kashi replied. “We can’t take everyone, or it might come off as a show of force when we get to Serisis.”

“Ohhh,” Stryke murmured as understanding dawned. After a moment, however, he looked at Kashi with a teasing grin, “Is that you or Leila talking?”

“I’ve learned a thing or two too,” Kashi replied with a snort and then said as a portal appeared in front of him. “Get in already.”

 Stryke’s eyes went wide as he shouted, “Since when can you open portals!?”

“A lot’s changed since we last met,” Kashi replied with a playful smug grin. “You’ll understand when you go in.”

Stryke looked at Kashi and chuckled. “Nothing’s ever constant with you, is it?” The sphinx took a step towards the portal but stopped just before entering. He looked at Kashi and asked, “This meeting. What are the chances that something will crash the party?”

“Don’t jinx it!” Kashi shouted and booted Stryke into the portal. The daeben chuckled as the portal closed behind the screaming sphinx. The daeben laughed as he pulled out a scroll depicting a street in the capital city of Rosendun, Riven.

Kashi ripped the painting and then jokingly said as he was consumed by a pillar of blinding light, “Next stop on the Kashi Express…” 


Riven, Rosendun.

1:02 p.m. 18  th   Banem, 1092 .

Riven had experienced a meteoric rise ever since it was reclaimed in the famous Battle of Riven. Despite the monstrous damage the city incurred, its citizens were all too happy to offer their services to restore it to its former glory.

Thanks to the citizens’ tireless efforts, Riven now stood as a shining beacon for all of Rosendun. Its streets were as clean as they were busy, filled with thousands of adventurers, traders, and common folk going about their day. The city was also home to the largest Mages’ Guild in Rosendun, which drew countless potentials from around the country and beyond.

Recently, there were rumors of a new academy being built close to the Royal Castle. It was said this academy would dwarf the Mages’ Guild in size. It would also cover a vast range of topics, from common subjects like the common tongue to specialized subjects like magic, combat arts, and much more. 

The most exciting part about the academy, however, was its low cost of entry. It only cost about 1000 Syros per year, which was more than affordable for even the low-income families. Thousands of young men and women had thus traveled to Riven, waiting for the academy to open its doors in hopes of getting chosen. After all, this was probably the only way a poor son of a farmer could make a name for himself in this cutthroat world.

The massive influx of hopeful students congested the streets. Still, they were a large boon for the inns and restaurants as they brought big businesses with them.

“Ouch!” A hooded daeben cursed after getting stomped on by a woman’s heeled boot. Kashi turned around and watched the little Masonian woman rushing somewhere, completely oblivious to what just transpired. “Wow. The city really is busy,” he muttered and then pulled his hood tighter over his head as he pushed his way up the streets and headed to the castle.

After about thirty minutes, the daeben finally cut through the crowd and reached the castle gates. Kashi looked up at the massive gates with a slight smile. The last time he was here, he ran along the walls at night to open the gates for Absalon’s army. Now, he got to walk through the front gates. How times have changed.

“Halt!” called a guard donned in Rosen’s pinkish-red ceremonial armor. He was one of three guards assigned to stand at the gate to ward off tourists. The real guards stood atop the wall with arrows trained at the daeben. However, the battlements shielded them from sight, so passersby were unaware of the constant danger they were in. The guard was pleased to see Kashi stop of his own accord. More tourists than he’d like tended to push their luck. “Identify yourself.”

“I am Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots,” said Kashi as he removed the hood, revealing his face. He took out an identification badge and handed it to the guard. “That’s my guild badge.”

The guard accepted the badge with a skeptical look. “You are Kashi?” he asked as he examined the badge. Satisfied, he handed it back and said with a relaxed smile, “I thought you’d be taller.”

“I haven’t stopped growing.” Kashi laughed as he scratched the back of his head. “Might add a few inches soon.”

“We’ll see,” the guard said with a chuckle and then asked, “So, for documentation sake, I must ask why you’re here. Hope you understand?”

Kashi nodded as he waved his hand, “I understand, don’t worry. I’m here to see King Parissius. He should be expecting me.”

The guard nodded appreciatively and then took out a rink. He turned his back to the daeben as he communicated with his supervisor. Moments later, he turned around to look at Kashi and then said, “Are you alone? It says you were expected with a large party.”

“Oh, yeah. It’s probably better to let them out here,” Kashi replied, and then turned around and raised his hand before the guard could ask what he meant. A portal opened in front of him, and out stepped the Maggots followed by King Xafier and three ministers.

“Kashi!” Stryke roared with excitement as he rushed up to the daeben. “You have an entire world!?” He frantically patted down the daeben and pulled on Kashi’s cheeks as he asked, “Are you still human?”

“Technically, I was never human,” Kashi laughed as he grasped Stryke’s hands and pushed them off his face. “But, yeah, I’m still me. Nothing’s changed.” Kashi felt a heavy gaze on the side of his face and turned to see King Xafier staring at him. The daeben let out a weak smile as he questioned, “Is something the matter, Your Highness?”

King Xafier shook his head. “I was just thinking; our decision to ally with you put us on the right side of history. I cannot imagine how terrifying it must be to be an enemy of yours.”

“What are you talking about?” Kashi retorted with an embarrassed smile. “I’m the one who’s been lucky to meet you guys.” Without waiting for the king’s response, he immediately turned around and said to the guard, “So, these are my companions. Do I need to identify everyone?”

The guard’s eyes bulged out of their sockets as he stared at the daeben in shock. He swallowed hard and then barely managed to stutter, “Y-y-yes. If it’s not too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all,” Kashi placated and then went on to introduce the entire group, “Stryke, Yuhi Jade, Syèl Rifatora, Shokō, Absalon, Lunette Falsetto…” Kashi frowned and then shouted, “Show yourself, Sha—”

“I’m here.”

“Fuck!” Kashi drew a deep breath as he glared at the assassin and then continued, “The asshat’s Shadow Falsetto. The golden chesch is Miote, and last but definitely not least among the Maggots is our vice-guild master and someone you’re definitely familiar with, Leila Lightwood.”

The guard nodded as he saluted Leila, “Good to see you again, ma’am.”

“How’s the baby?” Leila asked, though her expression remained cold.

“She’s doing great. The missus asked me to thank you for your help with the priest.”

“It’s fine,” Leila replied. “Soon, you won’t need to rely on someone like me to get proper healthcare for your child.”

Kashi, seeing the exchange was over, gestured over at King Xafier and said, “This is King Xafier, ruler of Aygorzi in Merriheim, and the three behind him are his ministers.”

The guard once again saluted. As a guard of Rosendun, he could not bow to another nation’s king, especially in the Royal Capital, but he still had to show respect. “It is an honor, Your Highness. I pray your stay is as fruitful as it is peaceful. May Rosen’s Petals Blossom Your Path.”

“The honor is mine,” King Xafier stated with a smile. “I have always wanted to meet Rosen’s King.”

“Ah, I shouldn’t keep a king waiting,” the guard exclaimed as he signaled to the men on the wall. As the gates slowly opened behind him, the guard turned to Leila with a pleading gaze, “Please, could you explain the procedure?”

Leila nodded, understanding the guard’s fear. He did not want to offend this collection of powerful and influential people. She turned to Kashi and said, “Guests cannot carry weapons into the Royal Chamber. We have to leave all weapons out here.” Kashi was about to speak when she said, “We also have to show our inventory to prove we don’t have anything stored there.”

“Oh. Wow, that’s thorough,” Kashi exclaimed, but it did not really affect him either way because his weapons were in Orez. It was faster to summon them than pick them from the inventory.

Leila led by example, opening her inventory and removing her collection of bows and arrows. Several guards with large bags walked out from beyond the open gate and began carefully storing the weapons. Their methodical movements proved just how experienced they were with Summoneds’ insane storage capacity.

Following Leila’s lead, the others unsheathed their weapons and emptied their inventory. As expected of Summoned, each of them had a significant pile-up by the time they were done.

*Clatter* *Clatter*

However, no one came close to Stryke, who appeared to be a walking armory. Sword after sword, axe after axe; several shields and spears clattered to the ground forming a small mountain in front of him. The guards and maggots stared at the embarrassed tora at a loss for words.

Stryke stroked his chin, letting out a nervous laugh as he explained, “As a raid leader, I have to hold on to the loot until I get a chance to turn it in at HQ. It’s not like I use them all.”

The guard sweated as his colleagues bagged and labeled the weapons, so there was no confusion afterward. He then did a quick check of the Summoneds’ inventory and politely patted down the dwarven Residents. After he was sure no one had weapons on them, he said, “This way, please.”

As the guard led Kashi’s delegation to the palace, unbeknownst to him, one of the soldiers atop the wall picked up his rink and contacted someone. “The daeben is entering the castle,” he reported, sharp eyes narrowing as he glared at Kashi’s back.

Kashi, oblivious to the attention on him, chatted with the guard as he led them into and through the palace until they reached a massive door with a giant rose mural emblazoned into it. “This is new,” commented the daeben as he admired the beautiful pink rose. The last time he was here, murals of trees occupied the door. It seemed the new king had changed his mind, so the chamber doors reflected the nation’s flag.

As if sensing their presence, the doors slowly slid open, allowing Kashi and his party to get a full view of the royal chamber. To their surprise, it seemed a session was in full swing as several ministers and wise men of the court were in attendance. A pink carpet that ran from the door to a few meters from the throne divided the group into two.

Leila eyed Kashi, and the daeben reluctantly led the way. A chamberlain announced their identities to the court as each Maggot crossed the threshold. The solemn propriety of it all caused the daeben to feel uncomfortable. 

Kashi sensed a lot of hostility oozing off the ministers as he walked toward the throne. He could not understand the cause, but he was thankful as their hatred calmed his nerves. The daeben turned his attention to the throne, where a broadly grinning King Parissius sat. The excited king trembled with excitement, but Leila’s harsh gaze forced him to remain in his seat.

The king understood that he could not break protocol, even for Kashi. Especially because many were displeased with how much power Kashi and the Hopeful Maggots unofficially wielded. The treasury favored Kashi’s projects. The army was unofficially at the beck and call of Absalon, a general of the Hopeful Maggots. It was no surprise then that these ministers seeking power in the embryonic stages of Rosendun’s development saw the daeben as an eyesore.

Kashi stopped at the end of the carpet and then humbly bowed his head. The daeben then moved to the side, allowing the rest of his party to follow his lead. The Maggots split to the left and right as they approached, by the end of which, Kashi, Leila, Lunette, Shadow, and Absalon stood on one side, while Stryke, Miote, Jade, Syèl, and Shokō stood at the other end with their heads bowed. Following behind the Maggots were King Xafier’s ministers, who briefly bowed to show their respects then stood to the side. 

Unlike the Hopeful Maggots, the ministers could not continuously bow in the presence of their own King. 

King Parissius was ever-so-glad to see the dwarven king as it finally gave him a good reason to get up off his seat. He had felt uncomfortable from the first moment Kashi bowed like a wall had been erected between them. This was the last thing he wanted.

As a King, there were very few people King Parissius could trust enough to call friends. Aside from Narkis and Alex, who were always by his side, most of his friends were constantly out of reach. Leila and Kashi were the only people outside the palace he could be himself with. He did not want to lose that friendship because of some crown.

However, protocol came first.

“King Xafier!” King Parissius greeted with a wide grin as he stepped down from the throne and approached the dwarven king. “It is an honor to finally meet you! I have heard only great things about you and Aygorzi, the land blessed by the gods.”

“The honor is mine,” King Xafier returned with a bright smile. “The flowers of Rosen have bloomed far and wide, beautifying a dying world. I am most thankful for your aid in restoring my people’s land.”

“Nonsense!” King Parissius retorted and took the opportunity to drag Kashi into the conversation, “None of this would have been possible were it not for the brave efforts of the Hopeful Maggots. Such heroes they are. Please, raise your heads, lest the gods punish my arrogance.”

“The gods are aware of Your Highness’ kindness and virtues,” Leila said as she raised her head. “Only blessings and rewards await you, I’m afraid.”

Kashi, meanwhile, just raised a brow as he looked at Leila. He was not getting involved in this glorified brownnosing. Mostly cause he would certainly suck at it. He did not want to put his foot in his mouth, so it was better to let someone familiar with court etiquette handle it.

“Haha, thank you for the kind words, Ms. Lightwood,” King Parissius replied with a kind smile. A king should neither be too arrogant nor too humble. When complimented, he should have the skill to accept it without coming off as one extreme or the other. The Rosen King turned to King Xafier as he pointed at his throne. “Come, sit. A king should not stand in the presence of subjects.”

King Xafier accepted King Parissius’ invitation, joining the latter as they ascended to the top. King Parissius sat on the throne while the dwarven king sat on an ornate chair placed next to the throne.

With the dwarven king seated, King Parissius turned his attention to Kashi. “It may have been too long since this palace has been graced by the legendary Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots, but your exploits have been discussed every day without fail. Pray tell. What brings the famed leader of the Hopeful Maggots all this way, with a king in tow no less?”

Kashi cursed underneath his breath, wanting to go up there and strangle King Parissius for good measure. A perfectly functioning Leila was right there. Why was he bringing the daeben into this? Luckily, however, Kashi’s amused irritation did not show as he took a step forward, placed his hand on his chest in salute, and said, “Your Highness, I wish to propose a meeting among the three kingdoms of Rosendun, Merriheim, and Serisis to discuss the fu—”

“What gall!” A voice loudly and rudely interrupted, causing an intense silence to fall upon the room. Several heads turned at once to an old, skinny minister with sharp eyes and a long beard. “A mere Summoned dare interfere with matters of state! Who are you to dictate what the mighty King of Rosendun does!”

Before Kashi could respond, another minister once again interrupted, “How impertinent and traitorous! The court has heard of your secret trains and skyships. You used the capital’s funds to start a private business. How dare you!”

“Yeah! Traitor!”

“Who does he think he is!?”

“Once a daeben, always a daeben!”

Kashi remained silent as the shouts rained on. Out of the corner of his eyes, he spotted Stryke staring at him with a bemused expression as the tora mouthed, “Told you so.”

“Ah, fuck…” Kashi lightly cursed as the shouts and curses reigned supreme in the rowdy court. 
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Curses and angry shouts rained aloud in the throne room as several ministers let loose a hail of insults on Kashi, the hated daeben and paragon of all things evil. Surprisingly, however, contrary to expectations, Kashi remained silent throughout the abuses with a small smile on his face. Occasionally, he would turn to Leila or send an apologetic smile King Parissius’ way. 

The daeben was well aware of the newly crowned king’s sensitive position. King Parissius could not afford to openly go against his entire court to favor a Summoned like Kashi. An act like that could easily be spun into dangerous libel by willing forces.

Kashi and the Hopeful Maggots would have to take care of this issue themselves, or at the very least, create an opening King Parissius could exploit.

“Silence, you imbeciles!” A voice shouted amidst all the shouting, drawing the attention of everyone to a balding 60-65 years old cerulean man with sharp grey eyes. “You are in the presence of the One and only King of Rosendun!” he sharply rebuked, causing the rowdy ministers to bow their heads in shame. “Your grievances may be justified, but we must use reason, not force, to prove our point. This is the difference between Residents and Summoned.”

“Damn it,” Leila cursed, realizing the mortal danger this man threatened. He had formulated the perfect opportunity to launch the first blow against the Hopeful Maggots in the guise of respecting the king.

“So, the true boss finally reveals himself,” Kashi muttered under his breath, eyes narrowed as a snide smile slid up the corner of his lips. The daeben leaned into Leila and whispered, “Do you know him.”

“Yes,” Leila replied, brows furrowed in a tight frown. “Name’s Lennoc Zitch, Minister of the Chamber of Commerce. We got into a row during a previous policy meeting when I suggested that those with a yearly income of 10 million Syros and above pay an additional 15% tax to help fund social projects and reduce the burden on the lower and middle class. He’s had it out for me since. I did not anticipate he would hijack such an important moment to push his agenda.” Leila turned to Kashi with an apologetic look, “I am terribly sorry. I should have planned for this.”

“Forget it,” Kashi said with a wave of his hand. “No one’s perfect. Not even you.” The daeben then smiled as he said, “Besides, I like to think of this as a free method of finding out who is truly trustworthy among the council.”

“Kashi-dono, does the court amuse you!?”

Kashi lazily looked over his shoulder at Zitch, who was glaring at him with a challenging gaze. After a moment, he replied with a slight smile, “Not so, minister. I just happen to be a cheery person by nature. Please, do continue. I consider criticisms to be ladders that help me eventually avail over the endless obstacle we call life.”

“Such sophistry laced with sarcasm so poisonous it could slay a gorgon,” Zitch spat with a disgusted expression. “Indeed, you consider the sacred throne room of Rosendun where sits the one true ruler beneath you. And you dare claim to be an ally of Rosendun and her people?”

Kashi knew better than to engage in a verbal spat with these snake-tongued ministers. These people were capable of turning black into white and water into vinegar with their words alone. Therefore, Kashi shrugged and turned back to the front, awaiting whatever this Zitch character had to say.

“Undying Rose of Rosendun, King Parrissius Vermillion,” praised Zitch as he stepped out of the ministers' line-up and walked up to the edge of the carpet. The wizened minister bowed his head and then pointed at Kashi. “This man has, on numerous occasions, shown contempt towards the Rosen court, spitting on the values that make our ancestors instilled while they fought to build this country. He is callous, proud, and full of ambition, without any intention of bowing to another.”

Kashi raised a brow, pointing to himself in surprise.  ‘He’s talking about me, right?’

Zitch continued his tirade of accusations. “I have proof that this man has, using the hard-earned coin of the Rosen people, sought out personal gain over the collective good of Rosendun. Not only that, but he is also a traitor secretly plotting to usurp the throne and has already begun laying the groundwork for his plan.”

Kashi looked at Leila and then beyond to Lunette and Shadow with questioning in his eyes.  ‘I had such plans? Why don’t I know about them?’

“Such a man is not only unfit to stand in the royal court,” Zitch loudly declared with a passionate shout which made even Kashi doubt himself. “but should immediately be executed and his assets seized by the Royal Court to be shared amongst the people.”

Kashi had to resist an urge to clap. This man’s performance was Oscar-worthy. If Kashi was not well, Kashi, he might have bought what Zenith was selling. Such was the authenticity of the performance. Only after a moment did Kashi finally realize just what Zitch had proposed at the end. With a maniacal smile, he leaned over to Leila and whispered, “That vulture doesn’t really think I’m going to smile and let myself be executed, does he?”

“There’s no chance you’ll get executed,” Leila replied, eyes narrowed. Her tone was icy-cold, revealing her building rage as she said, “It’s a common trick used by politicians. He’s raising the bar ridiculously high to get something a bit lower. Maybe an exile? Or just asset forfeiture? Let’s see how it plays out.”

“I see. Cunning,” Kashi remarked and then said, “Well, I’ll leave this to you. You can handle this, right?”

“I’m unprepared, and this is an ambush.”

“So?”

“So, it’ll only take me a little longer than necessary,” Leila responded with a chilly, thin smile as she stepped forward. She first glanced at Zitch, then briefly bowed to King Parissius. “The immortal phoenix who always returns stronger no matter the catastrophe, King Vermillion Parissiu—”

“You dare!” Zitch attacked, a glint in his eyes as he roared at Leila, “You curse our king to fall? You are an enemy of the state!”

“Is that how you interpreted it?” Leila responded with a cold smile. “Our great King Vermillion here fell from the highest of perches, was baptized in the fires of war, and returned to his throne stronger and smarter than ever. Rosendun as a nation has returned from the brink of destruction stronger and wealthier than ever.” Leila’s cold eyes bore into Zitch. “A protected son of a wealthy man who has never known hardship might not realize this, but every nation, regardless of strength or prosperity, will one day be tested. They will be pulled to the brink of despair, but that is when the character of its ruler has to shine through.”

“Ask any warrior here,” Leila said as she looked at the guards stationed around the hall. “Who would they rather have at their back. An undying rose, protected by a vase that has never known hardship—”

Realizing how badly this was going, Zitch panicked and shouted, “That’s not what I mea—”

“ Or ,” Leila interrupted, continuing her speech, “a ruler who has experienced countless fires and emerged stronger each time. The strength to get up, learn from past errors, and grow stronger is the sign of a truly great ruler, not an infallible existence.” Leila’s piercing gaze destabilized the politician's train of thought as she said, “No man is perfect. That luxury is reserved for the gods alone.”  Not that they are perfect either…

Kashi revealed a proud grin as he turned to and then winked at Lunette. “I said that. She just used my line.” 

“Leila is even more formidable in person indeed,” Lunette praised as she admired the vice-guildmaster’s strong figure. “I can only hope to one day be as confident as her.”

“You and I both,” Kashi stated and then looked at Zitch. “So, we won round 1. How will he counterattack?”

As if prompted by Kashi’s words, Zitch cupped his hands, assuming a humble stance as he bowed to Leila. “Ms. Lightwood is as wise as ever. Your words have enlightened this old man stuck in ancient tradition. Your words have opened my eyes, and this shall serve as a learning opportunity for this old fool.”

“No such thing,” Leila coolly replied with an even facial expression. “Tradition is not something to be tossed away for the new, but built upon, laying the foundations for a brighter future. The old pass on traditions to the young that we may build an even better future. Nothing about that is foolish. I thank you for this lesson. I, too, shall use it as a learning opportunity.”

Zitch’s eyebrows twitched as he raised his head and stared at Leila. This Summoned was a tough nut to crack. She refused to fall for any verbal traps. However, if she thought that was the end, she was sorely mistaken. “I—”

“Zitch-san,” Leila’s cool voice rang out, drowning his own and forcefully seizing the initiative. “Earlier, you made several accusations against Kashi, guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots and long-time friend to the crown, potentially severing a relationship that has fostered great growth and prosperity in Rosendun and inciting a civil war. I believe you must have strong proof to back up those claims, or I will have you tried for not only slander but terrorism against the crown and country.”

‘Civil war!?’  Zitch’s heart instantly skipped a beat as he understood what the wisben was trying to do. Leila instantly shot the stakes to the height of civil war so that in the event Zitch loses, he would not get away with a slight reprimand. This was blatant retaliation against his calling for Kashi’s execution. 

But wait. Maybe he could use this to his advantage, Zitch mused. “Civil war, you say. So, are you saying Kashi would rebel if he were sentenced to die?”

“Have you ever heard of an innocent man who willingly walks to an unjust death?” Before Zitch could pounce on the opportunity presented, Leila continued, “However, Kashi would not be the instigator of the civil war, as he would simply migrate to another country with his guild.”

Leila revealed a cold smile. “It is the common folk of Rosendun who will start a riot when they see the livelihood of other countries drastically improved by the Hopeful Maggots’ inventions, while they have to pay an arm and a leg for the same luxury. Imagine how they would feel knowing that all those could have been theirs. But a few rich politicians pushed out the Maggots to fatten up their already bulging pockets.”

Leila’s eyes flashed as she went in for the kill, “Tell me, Zitch-san. Do you care more for the people or your coin?”

“Nonsense!” Zitch snorted, choosing not to address the question. The trap was not in the answers but in the question itself. No matter his response, Leila would have a web ready to ensnare him. “Do not try to sway the court with hypotheticals and hearsay. Let us focus on the facts. The—"

“Facts?” Leila interrupted, once again stealing the spotlight at an opportune moment. “As you wish, I shall focus solely on the facts.” Raising a finger, she said, “Fact Number One: The Hopeful Maggots has the highest dungeon completion rates and clears. Without the Maggots, Rosendun will lose a significant portion of its dungeon clearance force, which will greatly increase the danger for neighboring villages.”

Leila then raised her middle finger. “Fact Number two: Be it through hunting, trading, or crafting, the Maggots are a vital aspect of Rosendun’s commercial industry. Our industries create thousands of jobs for the common people, and a significant portion of our profit goes towards public welfare causes and the development of projects to benefit the people. Even now, construction on the islands south of Rosendun has provided roughly three thousand well-paying jobs.”

Leila raised her ring finger as she continued in a flat tone, “Fact Number Three: The Hopeful Maggots serve as Rosendun’s primary conquering force. We risk our lives on the frontline to broaden Rosendun’s territory, thereby reducing the risk to Rosen’s soldiers. Also, our involvement in the frontlines is unofficial, so it absolves the Royal Crown of any guilt if we were to fail in conquest or cause a disaster during an expedition. Getting rid of the Hopeful Maggots will vastly impact Rosendun’s military might. Unless, of course, you already have a replacement lined up. One which was most likely bought with coin and would easily betray Rosendun for even more coin.”

Zitch opened his mouth to absolve himself of the absurd claim, but Leila did not give him a chance. Once again, she went for the kill, “Fact Number Four: The Hopeful Maggots, through the efforts of its leader, Kashi has served as primary negotiators between Rosendun, Serisis, and Merriheim, culminating in an agreement to bind these three nations under Rosendun’s flag. Tell me, minister, what exactly is your goal here? Do you aim to disrupt Rosendun’s trust in her greatest ally moments before an achievement that every king has dreamed of since her inception?”

“What!? Unification!?” Several ministers shouted in shock as they stared at Leila. The stunned crowd quickly turned to look at King Xafier, but upon seeing his lack of reaction, he finally realized that Leila was telling the truth. 

“No. No. No. Zitch, that bastard didn’t say anything about this,” Several ministers wailed in desperation and regret as they glared at the bald minster. “Are we doomed? No. No. He has to have a plan. I can’t go out like this.”

‘Unification? So,  he  was actually telling the truth.’  Zitch’s eyes narrowed in thought.  ‘All the more reason I cannot let these Maggots have the glory for this.’  Collecting himself, Zitch said with a warm smile and a soothing voice, “You raise some good points, but I never called for the Hopeful Maggots to disband or leave the country. Only for its leader, Kashi to be executed. I would never place the sins of the father on the son after all.”  ‘Hmph, if you think this is over, think again.’

Leila folded her clasped her hands behind her back, gaze cold as she said, “We have heard enough of your intentions, Zitch-san. Now, please, lay out your accusations before the court so we may defend our honor and name, or do you wish to do so when Kashi is not here to defend himself?”

‘This malicious viper!’  Zitch inwardly cursed in rage. That statement had driven him into a corner. It didn’t matter that he always intended to lay out the accusations here. Leila’s accusation came at too good a timing, sowing discord in the neutral parties' hearts. Right now, defending himself would only appear weak, and he would remain passive. 

As a result, Zitch finally decided to stop playing games with this woman. He had lost the pre-amble, but the game was far from over. “As you wish, Ms. Lightwood. I will lay down the facts as well. I pray that you let me finish without unnecessary interruption, a courtesy I showed you.”

‘Hoh. He’s a spicy ginger all right.’  Leila understood this was Zitch’s method of eliminating one of her greatest advantages; her ability to effectively steal the spotlight whenever she wanted. However, to not come off as callous, she had no choice but to agree to his request. “Of course. I shall not interrupt your spiel.”

Zitch grinned as he cupped his hands toward the wisben. “Thank you for understanding.” Following this statement, he turned to address King Parissius. “Your Highness, I am a loyal subject of Rosendun and have been so since the day I was born. I would not lay these accusations before the crown if I did not have sufficient proof that they were true.” Although he addressed King Parrisius, Zitch was really paying particular attention to the neutral ministers behind him.

When he noticed he had their full attention, Zitch stated, “As promised, I shall begin laying out the facts of this case. Fact number one: Despite claiming to be a vassal of Rosendun, Kashi has been amassing power behind everyone’s back.” Zitch’s eyes narrowed as he glared at the daeben. “In fact, less than a day ago, Kashi secretly added the centaur race to his army, over five thousand strong calvary. He neither reported this news to the capital nor did he deign to supplement Rosendun’s forces with this enormous force.”

Kashi’s brow rose, shock appearing on his face for the first time. How did Zitch already know about the centaurs? Kashi finished up just over a day ago! It made no sense that this politician’s information network was that good. The only explanation was that someone had been following him. And that someone leaked information to Zitch in preparation for this ambush.

“Kashi!” Zitch shouted, pulling the daeben from his thoughts. With a snide grin, the politician demanded, “Before the crown and court, answer me this: Did you or did you not subjugate the centaurs?”

Caught off-guard, Kashi accidentally replied, “Well, yes, but not exa—”

“And did you or did you not report to the court?”

“There wasn’t enough time to—”

“Not enough time?” Zitch exclaimed with an exaggerated scoff. “But you had time to induct them into your secret world, didn’t you?” Zitch grinned as the court let out loud gasps of disbelief. “Yes, my fellow ministers. You did not hear wrong. This man here, Kashi, has a secret world which he aims to populate with Rosendun’s men and women, our wildlife, our crops. He aims to cannibalize it all to build up an independent force of his own that does not answer to Rosendun or anyone else.”

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Zitch. If he wasn’t sure before, now he was certain. Someone was definitely leaking information to the minister. The only question was how much had been revealed and for how long?

“And if all that wasn’t enough,” said Zitch as he pointed at the daeben. “This traitor also conspires with the daeben to return them to power.” Spreading his arms, Zitch proclaimed to his fellow ministers, “I am sure news of the Battle of Aygorzi has reached your ears. You might have heard of the many exploits wrought by Kashi to achieve victory, but what you do not know is that thousands of daeben also surrendered. Of these surrendered daeben, most were asked to work in Aygorzi, while Kashi had the rest carted off to the Maggots’ headquarters to work in their runecrafting divisions.”

Zitch’s eyes narrowed as he pointed at Kashi and said, “You stopped the dwarfs from executing the treacherous daeben because you already had an agreement with the daeben, didn’t you?” 

“That was not the case,” Kashi refuted with a sigh. “The daeben are an intelligent race, decades beyond the rest of the world in runecrafting. However, I chose to save those daeben not only for their intelligence but for the sake of peace. If the daeben in the enemy’s troops see that there’s hope they will not be executed, there’s a higher chance of a peaceful surrender in certain situations and less bloodshed.”

The ministers behind Kashi murmured among themselves, nodding their heads in agreement with the daeben’s words. Indeed a cornered rat was most dangerous. However, if one left an escape route open, the rat would most likely choose that option rather than attempt to fight to the death.

Zitch’s sneer widened when he noticed the gullible ministers’ thoughts wavering. His eyes flashed as he pointed at Kashi and roared, “Sophistry and smoke mirrors! As expected of a deceitful daeben.” The politician paused, taking in Kashi’s stoic expression like none of his accusations affected the daeben.  ‘Hmph, let’s see how much longer you can keep this up.’  “You claim to have nothing to do with the daeben, yet whose side did you pick in the war eleven years ago?”

“The daeben,” Kashi answered without any hesitation, causing the ministers behind him to let out gasps of disbelief. What? He picked the daeben to start with? Then he was certainly a treacherous man! “…However, I did my time for that crime,” continued Kashi before Zitch could seize the opportunity. The daeben caught Leila’s eye and soldiered on, “Eleven years in fact. While my fellow Summoned got good gear and starting locations, I had to rot in a dungeon. Through Aerith’s guidance, I got out of jail and eventually made it to Kerta. I made many friends in my quest to free Rosendun from tyranny, one of whom happens to be sitting on the throne over there.” 

Kashi folded his arms as he defended himself, “Have I ever claimed to be a righteous person? No. But I am an ally of Rosendun. She will never have to see the uglier parts of me.”

“So you claim,” Zitch sneered. The old man harrumphed as he waved his hand and said, “Let’s talk about your assets. You came into possession of a mine by murdering the mayor of Meilfour after signing an agreement to transfer ownership. Do you deny this?”

“Nope,” Kashi replied with a straight face. “He was a terrible human being, and I would do it again given the opportunity.”

“See! This man’s trea—”

“Zitch-san,” Leila interrupted with a cold gaze. “I said I would not interrupt, so please do not force me to do so again. We are not here to discuss Kashi’s morality. Stick to the topic of Kashi’s disloyalty to the crown.”

“Ugh!” Zitch choked, having swallowed his spittle when he was rudely interrupted. The old man cleared his throat and then glared at Leila. “As you say. I went off-topic there. Let me get back to the point.” The politician looked at Kashi and asked, “You’ve recently built many projects in Merriheim. Suvron’s Tower, Suvron’s Gate, The Emporium, The Coliseum, several top-secret inventions, and most recently, a new bank.” Narrowing his eyes, he glared at the daeben and asked, “Why, if you’re an ally of Rosendun, has Merriheim witnessed two  [Apparition of the Gods]  and yet Rosendun, your supposed host nation has not had a single one? Why are all your inventions based solely in Merriheim? If one did not know better, they would think you are harboring some very dangerous intentions.”

Atop the throne, King Xafier’s brows knitted as he clutched the chair’s armrest. 

King Parissius noticed his counterpart’s distress and immediately sent an apologetic nod his way. Following this, the eyes with which he looked at Zitch grew much colder. This buffoon. In his greed, he had dragged Merriheim into this mess and called into question King’s Xafier’s honor. This was a matter that could lead to a giant rift forming between the nations!

Could it be true? Did Zitch really intend to derail the negotiations before they even began? 

Zitch, oblivious to his king’s thoughts, continued his tirade, “Furthermore, one only has to look at the company you keep to know the kind of person you are.” Zitch pointed at Syèl as he lambasted, “Syèl Rifatora. How many of you know this vile person is a true-blooded vampire! He feeds off of humans every day just to keep himself alive. What’s more, in the guise of bounty hunting, he violently slaughtered and drained blood from hundreds of men and women.” 

For the first time, Kashi’s eyes twitched, a trace of discomfort appearing in them as he turned to look at Syèl.

Contrary to expectations, the vampire sported a wide toothy grin as he looked Zitch up and down. “Your information is out of date,” Syèl joked, the whites of his eyes turning blood red as he clarified, “My numbers are in the thousands.”

“See!? What vile spawn, boasting about killing the innocent in the thou—”

“Hey man, don’t put words in my mouth,” Syèl interrupted with a sly grin. “I’ve killed thousands, yes, but I haven’t killed a single innocent person.” The vampire prince released a lazy shrug as he lamented, “You’d be surprised how many bandits, murderers, and rapists are out there waiting to be culled. Oh, and there was the whole battle at Aygorzi. Kinda boosted my numbers by a lot.”

Zitch ignored Syèl, understanding instantly that this was a crazy individual. He could not contend against someone crazy as he would not be able to predict their reactions. Instead, he walked up to Absalon and said, “Need I say more about this man? He dared covet the throne and was prepared to slay the rightful king for it. Yet, rather than have him executed, Kashi not only saved him but rewarded him with an army to conquer even more land.” The politician rolled his eyes as he said, “However, even with all that, what concerns me most is his incompetence. Despite being in a city blessed by the gods themselves, he still managed to needlessly lose half of the troops led into battle.”

“Take that back,” Absalon’s deep voice reverberated throughout the room as he raised his battle sharp gaze to meet Zitch’s. “No soldier died a needless death. Every brave sacrifice paved the way for our eventual victory. I will not let you sully their noble sacrifices with a word like useless.”

Zitch snorted as he glared at Absalon. “Hmph. Shameless words befitting the man who attempted to steal the throne for himself. I’d expect a coward like you to hide behind the death of his soldiers.”

Absalon’s brows furrowed, his eyes turning red as he struggled to hold back his rage. In all his life, both as a serviceman and a gamer, no one had ever called his honor into question. The gall of this politician to not only sully the deaths of honorably warriors but then use those deaths as a political weapon to shoot down an opponent. 

Absalon had seen many of this kind before in the real world. He never thought he would have to deal with these types of people in the game too. Luckily, just before Absalon lost his mind, he looked to the side and caught Kashi’s eyes. The daeben’s expression was stiff, jaw set in stone as he slowly shook his head.

Absalon did not know why, but he could sense that Kashi was truly getting angry. He had never seen the daeben without at least some mockery or jest in his eyes. However, at the moment, it seemed like all he needed was a spark to set him off. Somehow, seeing the rage in Kashi’s eyes made the proud general calm down. Absalon’s fist relaxed, and he clamped them behind his back, resisting the temptation to punch the politician.

Zitch looked at Absalon’s self-control with regret. Just a little more, and the warrior would have lashed out. The old man looked over at Kashi and grimaced. It seemed the daeben was the reason Absalon had regained his senses at the final moment. Fine then, there were plenty more targets. 

Zitch then disparaged each Hopeful Maggot, calling Miote a corrupt swindler and Jade an evil scientist who was not afraid to use illegal means to complete her experiment. Stryke was a baby coward pretending to be a leader only because he was friends with Kashi—a clear sign of nepotism.

Soon, Zitch turned his attention to Leila and began throwing accusations after another at her. He insisted she had bribed countless officials and court men in the city to push them in her favor and manipulated the rise and fall of numerous guilds behind the scenes. He also let out dangerous insinuations by claiming that several witnesses could testify to seeing her walk out of officials’ homes and offices late at night.

With each insult levied against his guildmates, Kashi’s frown grew deeper, and he had to fold his arms to prevent himself from doing anything rash. Even then, by the time Zitch brought Leila’s honor and reputation under fire, Kashi could scarcely hold himself back any longer, gripping his arms so tightly that he almost broke his bones. 

Lunette noticed Kashi’s distress, but because of their location, she could do naught but offer a quick pat on the daeben’s back. 

Kashi turned to Lunette, and upon seeing her beautiful blue eyes, somewhat calmed down. However, only so much so that he did not lose his mind. Zitch had already pissed him off, and he intended to make the snakey politician pay. “How many mana potions do you have on you?” Kashi asked.

“I have 20 level 150’s,” Lunette answered, brow raised as she wondered what Kashi wanted those for. “But they’re in my inventory.” Casting a glance at Zitch, she added, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to open it in this situation.”

“You’re right,” admitted Kashi. Zitch could easily spin it into a potential attack.

“I have 5 Lv. 150 mana elixirs,” Shadow said as he passed a bottle over to Kashi from behind Lunette. “I keep them on me at all times in case of emergencies.”

Kashi gratefully accepted the elixirs, forming portals in his hand, so they were transported to Orez immediately he grasped them. “Why, though? You don’t really use mana, do you?”

“No. But you do,” replied Shadow as he passed over the last bottle. “You should really learn to stock up before trips. That self-regen is spoiling you.”

Kashi looked at Shadow as the makings of a small smile cracked the daeben’s stiff expression. “Thanks. You’re always looking out for me.”

“It’s what Shadows d—." 

“And you!”

Shadow paused, interrupted by Zitch’s looming figure. Initially, he thought the old man was talking to him. But upon following Zitch’s line of sight, he saw that he was actually pointing at Lunette.

“You claim to be a songstress, but you go up on stage half-naked to sedu—”

BAM!   
‎ CRACK!

It happened too fast for anyone but a select few to comprehend. One second, Zitch was on his usual tirade. The next, the old man was crumpled against the steps leading up to the throne, bleeding from a tear in his forehead and a torn lip.

Meanwhile, Kashi stood where Zitch was a second ago with a bloodied right fist. Just a step behind him, Shadow stood with his hand held out, revealing the hidden blade extending from beneath his sleeve, his frosty expression reminiscent of the God of Death.

“A pity,” Syèl lamented with a sly grin as he looked at the crumpled Zitch. “Kashi just saved his life. Should’ve let Shadow finish the job.”

“Don’t say that,” Shokō spat. “Shadow can’t get in trouble over this waste of space. He’s not worth it.”

Syèl chuckled as he winked at Shokō. “You’re only mad cause he did not mention you.”

Zitch, meanwhile, shot to his feet, clutching his lips as he pointed at Shadow and pointed, “Arrest this man! Execute him! He dared to bring a weapon into the Royal Chamber and attempt an assassination in broad daylight. This affront cannot be forgiven. Guards! What are you waiting for! Arrest him immediately.”

The guards hesitated, looking at each other and then their king.

King Parissius’ face was red with rage, eyes bloodshot as he gripped the throne. It took everything he had not to jump off and strangle Zitch to death. These people he was insulting were not only his friends but the few people in the world he could unconditionally trust. Being forced to watch their names dragged through the mud without doing anything to help was the hardest thing that had ever happened to him. However, each time he could no longer take it, Leila’s cautioning gaze would force him to retain his position.

Unfortunately, the royal guards misinterpreted the source of their king’s anger. They thus ran toward Kashi and Shadow with their spears drawn. However, before they could reach them, a pair of twin guards suddenly appeared in front of both Kashi and Shadow. The twins donned black and red leather armor, with a pair of daggers as their weapons, making them look more like assassins than guards.

However, the other royal guards recognized the duo as the king’s personal bodyguards, who never left his side, Narkis, and Alex, the Shadow Guards. 

The guards stared at Narkis and Alex, unsure of what to do. The stalemate lasted for a few seconds until loud laughter erupted from somewhere in the court. 

Everyone turned to the laughter’s source, only to see Kashi walking out from behind Narkis and Alex as his laughter devolved to a sinister grin. The daeben paused for a moment next to the twins and said, “Thanks for the help. I’ve got it from here.”

“Okay,” the twins affirmed and then promptly disappeared from view.

Kashi turned his attention to Zitch, who had walked to the front of the guards, face flush red with rage, joy, and anticipation. “You said you wanted Shadow? I say you can have him… Over my dead body.”

Zitch raised his hand, eyes wide with excitement as he shouted, “See!? This is what I mean. This man has no respect for Rosendun or her laws! His subordinate just committed attempted murder, but he is shielding him, going so far as to threaten an official in court. He should be tried and executed post-haste!

“Hahahaha!” Kashi laughed out loud, his body shaking as he struggled to push down his rising rage. He could feel the call of the old rush of anger, the allure satisfying feeling he had after beating whatever caused that anger into oblivion.  ‘No. That is not me. I am Kashi. I’ll do it my way.’ 

Kashi's laughter ebbed, once again replaced by his sinister grin. “You are right about one thing. I do not care about Rosendun or its laws,” said the daeben as an elixir appeared in his hand. He removed the stopper and placed the drink to his lips as he raised his hands and said, “You want to see who I really am? Fine, then I’ll show you...” 

Vwoom!

The court held its breath as three large portals appeared in front of the daeben, out of which stepped…
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“Hahahaha!” Kashi laughed out loud, his body shaking as he struggled to push down his rising rage. He could feel the call of the old rush of anger, the allure satisfying feeling he had after beating whatever caused that anger into oblivion.  ‘No. That is not me. I am Kashi. I’ll do it my way.’ 

Kashi laughter ebbed, once again replaced by his sinister grin. “You are right about one thing. I do not care about Rosendun or its laws,” said the daeben as an elixir appeared in his hand. He removed the stopper and placed the drink to his lips as he raised his hands and said, “You want to see who I really am? Fine, then I’ll show you...” 

Vwoom!

The court held its breath as three large portals appeared in front of the daeben. A magnificent, powerful centaur walked out of the portal to the right, clad in imposing leather armor. Darian, next in line to be chief of the Lymar centaur tribe glared at the court, his imposing form causing several ministers to take a step back. The massive spear clutched in his right hand caused the Royal Guards’ vigilance to instantly skyrocket, but they did not make a move yet, afraid of escalating the situation to a point-of-no-return.

Kashi, ignoring the unease that Darian’s presence brought, stretched out his hand and stated, “Darian Alshmeer, future chief of the Lymar tribe of centaurs, and qualified ambassador of his people.” As the daeben spoke, two women stepped out the leftmost portal. These women, a Chetah, and a daeben, were such a rare sight in Rosendun, that the court could not help but stare in shock.

“Larsial J’rain, leader of the daeben contingent captured at Aygorzi,” Kashi introduced with a smile, “and Asha, appointed chieftain of the felur in Merriheim, and representative of Merriheim’s North-East Claw. Finally,” Kashi said as an old, white-haired man dressed in green, woodland clothing stepped out of the left portal. The hall immediately grew silent, an oppressive atmosphere descending upon the ministers from the man’s aura.

Kashi grinned as he gestured at the druid and said, “Rayatha Thorn, former primate of the Chaos Order, now loyal subject to the Hopeful Maggots and thus Rosendun.” 

The court gasped upon hearing the name, ‘Chaos Order.’ Once upon a time, the Chaos Order lived in obscurity, but in recent times, due to the chaotic nature of Summoned, more and more of the hidden organizations’ activity had been forced to the light. Of course, one of the worst offenders was Kashi, who had spoiled three major operations, taken down two primates, and unintentionally, caused the execution of another.

Kashi’s exposure of Froy in Merriheim, in particular, finally legitimized the Chaos Order as a substantial threat in the eyes of the continent’s leaders. Previously, claims to the guild’s existence were brushed off as hearsay and happenstance, but the liberation of an entire country from their grasp finally proved the vast range of their influence.

As a result of the minsters’ knowledge of the Chaos Order, they could not help but view Rayatha in a negative light, and in turn the daeben who had recruited him into their ranks.

Kashi, sensing the discomfort, spoke up before Zitch got a chance to derail the narrative. , “I joined hands with King Parissius to help build a new world. One in which peace reigns, and children are not forced to go to war at the whims of adults. In this world, everyone will receive equal treatment, regardless of race or gender.” Gesturing at the individuals who had emerged from the ‘still open’ portals, Kashi said, “Each of the groups these people represent have tried to kill me in one way or another.” The daeben paused and then added with a chuckle, “Now that I think about it, only Darian here has not personally tried to end my life.”

Asha folded her arms, an embarrassed smile on her face as she glared at Kashi, while Larsial lowered her eyes, not yet comfortable enough to joke about her past. Rayatha, meanwhile, maintained a slightly impatient expression, evidently wanting to go back to his experiments. He had never been one to partake in the politics and shenanigans of humes. If it were not Kashi asking, he would have long since walked back into the portal.

“My point is,” Kashi continued with a warm smile on his face, “Rosendun never set out to conquer the world, but to unite it. In that quest, we will have to meet countless people we do not agree with, or whose opinions we do not share. We might even be forced into fights in some situations. It is my view that despite all this—No,  because  of all this, we have to ensure we always keep peaceful resolution a distinct possibility. Each of these people have tried to kill me yes, but that was because we could not see eye-to-eye. However, through discourse, we have learned to understand each other, joining hands to build a future where all children can live peacefully.”

Kashi caught Leila’s eyes as she glanced askance at Zitch. Understanding her signal, he stated, “Now, there are countless many afraid of Rosendun’s progress. They fear a united world, as it will be much more difficult to influence the minds of a united people. These people will do whatever it takes to end any possibility of achieving our goal of unity. Anything from assassination, to bribing high-ranking politicians to do their bidding.”

Zitch went blue in the face as he realized Kashi was taking a dig at him. However, he could not respond or it would seem like he was being defensive. After all, Kashi had not mentioned his name a single time throughout his speech. But even though he kept quiet, the seed had already been planted in the ministers’ head. The thought  ‘Zitch might have been bribed,’  had already begun to grow roots with each passing moment.

Kashi inwardly rejoiced upon noticing Zitch’s reaction. He had taken a long-shot, copying something Razznik had seen Aileera do – something she called Passive Attacks. 

With the roots of distrust planted, Kashi continued his speech, “Every successful empire learned to absorb other cultures and ways of living into their ranks. They did not persecute generations for the sins of a past one. Rosendun too, thanks to its wise king has adopted this policy.” Kashi once again glanced at Zitch as he said, “though it seems some of its subjects regard themselves smarter than the king, and thus ignore his policy.”

Kasih once again gestured at the Asha and the others, “In the eyes of Rosendun, its subjects are equal, regardless of if they be centaur, drakul, beastkin, human or whatever. This is the very fabric of our empire. And to hear someone disparage the Maggots for practicing this policy to the best of our ability truly makes me sad for the future of this great country.”

“Hmph!” Zitch snorted. “You are good with words as expected of a daeben. But what does this have to do with the Maggots monopolizing their products in Merriheim.”

Kashi smiled as he gestured to Miote, “I will let someone more qualified explain that to you.”

Miote walked up to Kashi, greeted King Parissius with a bow, and then turned around to face the ministers. “Good Afternoon, esteemed ministers,” the merchant greeted, his excessive charm causing the room to instantly warm” to him. “I am afraid Minister Zitch’s claims are not as black and white as they seem. I can only attribute this to a severe lack of understanding of basic economics.”

Miote stretched out his hands as he said, “No one can deny that Rosendun is much more stable than Merriheim. At least, by the time of the Maggots’ first expedition, Merriheim was in a constant state of turmoil. Through sacrifice and pain, the Maggots managed to liberate most of Merriheim throught the help of the dwarfs.” 

The chesch shook his finger as he said, “However, this did not immediately improve the livelihood of mertians. The Chaos Order effectively eliminated all commercial industries in Merriheim, leading to a sever lack of entrepreneurial structures in place after the war was won. If left in this state, it would not have been long until majority of the citizens turned to banditry or other illegal means to gain wealth.”

Miote turned to Leila, who continued, “Seeing this, the Maggots struck a deal with Rosendun’s Treasury, borrowing vast sums of cash to invest in Merriheim’s commercial industry, both to invite new immigrants and motive citizens with new job prospects and multiple methods of gaining wealth.”

Miote nodded and then took over once again. “Luckily, our efforts have been a success. The mine provides precious stones used both in jewelry and creation of magic artifacts, two industries which had all but previously died out.” The chesch revealed a golden smile as he stated, “The hunting industry has also received a huge boost, as there are now countless artisans and artists whom require their spoils for their various products.

“Every entry-level economist will tell you that the fastest way to generate revenue for a nation is to find areas that still have a high ceiling of growth an invest heavily in them. We, at the Hopeful Maggots, considered Merriheim as part of Rosendun, and thus worked with that goal in mind. Now, when the countries merge, we will be adding a massive industry to Rosendun, as opposed to a chaotic nation.”

Miote’s golden pupils turned to Zitch, a leery smile on his face as he asked, “Do you consider this to be treasonous or traitorous? Thinking of Rosendun’s future? If you possessed an iota of foresight, then you would have recognized the massive strategic and monetary potential for profit in investing in other nations regardless of whether they were allied to Rosendun or not.” Shaking his head, Miote lamented, “Alas, it appears this is not the case. I suppose one who does not need to worry about money has no need to worry about how to acquire it.”

Again, the Maggots shot Zitch with a hidden bullet, making it impossible for the politician to counter. However, the ministers saw Zitch’s exposed ‘wound’ and the doubt began to grow even larger.

“Thank you, Miote,” Kashi said as he stepped forward and tapped the chesch’s shoulder. He then looked at the ministers and said, “I trust that was enough to clear up any misunderstandings about the Maggots’ businesses.” The daeben then turned to Absalon and said, “General, why don’t you tell these men and women how Maggots treat the fallen.”

Absalon nodded and then walked up to Kashi. He saluted King Parissius, and then turned around to face the ministers, his strict demeanor drawing instant respect from them. “The Hopeful Maggots treats each and everyone of its soldiers with the utmost respect, be they Residents or Summoned, and regardless of race. The families of every soldier who falls in battle is compensated with 100,000 Syros, half of which is paid by the Hopeful Maggots. The Treasury unofficially helps with the rest.” Absalon paused for a moment, a pained look in his eyes, and then continued, “Of course, nothing can truly compensate the loss of a loved one, but we hope that this way, at the very least, a soldier’s family does not have to suffer for their sacrifice.”

Absalon’s gaze narrowed as he glared at Zitch. “If you researched even a little bit, this fact would have been known to you. You do not seem to be the type to carelessly toss out accusations without proper research, so I can only assume you hid this truth in an attempt to disparage me.” Rage simmered in the general’s eyes as he snarled, “You used the deaths of your fellow countrymen as a political tool to further your selfish agenda. Tell me; Between you and I, who is it that does not respect Rosendun’s troops?”

Unlike Miote, and Kashi before him, Absalon’s attack was direct, striking Zitch down without giving the politician a chance. Furthermore, the general’s words and disposition caused the mood in the room to shift. The ministers began to realize just how integrated the Hopeful Maggots were in Rosendun’s economical, political, and military exploits and plans. It was not a stretch to say that Rosendun without the Hopeful Maggots would never reach the same heights it had.

Furthermore, The Hopeful Maggots’ character was one that deserved praise. So far, except for Shadow’s outburst, they had conducted themselves with respect and poise. For someone who Zitch claimed to be a tyrant, Kashi so far had presented a subdued attitude that put all those accusations in serious doubt.

Zitch, frowned, feeling the mood in the room shift toward the daeben’s side. The politician’s eyes twitched, but he glared at the daeben and resorted to his final card. Turning to the ministers, he warned with a loud shout, “Do not be deceived! He might claim to be kind and generous, but he is only acting like this so he can amass his army in secret! Those portals!” Zitch shouted, frantically gesticulating at the portals, “They link to his secret world where he is forming a secret force!” The politician turned to Kashi, eyes red as he challenged, “Am I wrong? Do you or do you not have a secret world? And are you not amassing your own force in there?”

Leila sent Kashi a frantic look, warning him not to answer, but the daeben shook his head, a wide grin on his face as he said, “No. You are not wrong.” His admission brought collective gasps from the ministers who instantly changed the way they saw the daeben. Could Zitch’s claims be true. 

“You are not wrong,” Kashi repeated as he raised his hands and then downed the elixir in his mouth. “Which is why it is time you all were introduced to my world… So we understand each other.” 

Leila’s eyes went wide, alarms blaring in her head as she looked at Kashi. Only now did she recognize that grin. It wasn’t one of joy or happiness. It was rage. Pure, unadulterated rage. Kashi was about to do something absolutely crazy to vent, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it.

Vwoom! Vwooom! Vwooom!

The hall went silent as countless portals opened around the throne room. 

Kashi’s grin widened, but could not hide the rage in his eyes as he said, “Children of Orez: Walk among us…”

ROOOOAR!

Terrible roars shook the castle’s foundations as terrible monsters emerged from the portals, each more frightening than the last. Direwolves, Gigantor Apes, Were-beasts, and many more poured out of the portals, followed closely by a contingent of fully armored centaurs, amongst whom was the feared general of the Longma tribe, Agamios. Several predatory birds flew over the council, and then perched on the balconies by the side, eyes trained squarely on the daeben.

“…”

The throne room was so silent you could hear a pin drop. Everyone was afraid to move for fear of provoking these beasts. Only now did they understand that Kashi was quite literally a walking army. Whoever provoked him would have to fight an entire world! Of course Kashi did not reveal that to maintain the portals, he could not move around, making him a static target for whoever wanted to kill him.

Zitch, however, pounced upon the opportunity, finally seeing a chance to nail Kashi to a coffin. “You blasphemous traitor!” he shouted as he pointed at the daeben. “You want to force the court to agree with you? Rosendun’s men and women will never surrender to a terrorist.”

Kashi turned to Zitch, the edge of his lips curling up ever so slightly. Keeping his eyes on Zitch, he shouted, “Children of Orez! Kneel before your ruler!”

“Whooo!” The centaurs shouted as they folded their legs beneath their enormous bodies and ‘knelt on the floor’. The bipedal monsters regardless of species, dropped to their knees, while the quads laid on the ground and bowed their heads.

The sight of so many monsters showing this level of reverence was stunning to say the least. Even more shocking was the centaurs’ kneeling act. Centaurs were famous for never kneeling to anything or anyone. This was because, just like horses, kneeling as a centaur left them too vulnerable to incoming attacks. Centaurs, as a result of their horse legs, could not easily rise from a kneeling position so it became unacceptable to demand kneeling from a centaur.

However, here were a group of centaurs willingly kneeling before a daeben. If that was not the greatest show of power and authority, then what was? The ministers swallowed hard as they stared at Kashi. What did he plan to do with these monsters?

Zitch once again seized the opportunity to sling mud at the daeben. “You dare make people kneel to you in the presence of our King? Are you threatening us? Do you want to rebel?”

Kashi’s smile only went wider as he looked away from Zitch and turned to face King Parissius. The daeben sent Parissius a wink and a sly grin before dropping to his knees. Placing a hand on his chest, Kashi screamed before Zitch realized his intentions, “Long Live Parissius, Ruler of Rosendun!”

“Long Live King Parissius Vermillion, Ruler of Rosendun!”  Behind the daeben, the centaurs roared with pride, while the monsters shook the foundations once again with their roars.

“Long Live King Parissius, Ruler of Rosendun!” Kashi once again shouted.

Leila, quick on the uptake, immediately got on her knees and joined the chant. “Long Live King Parissius Vermillion, Ruler of Rosendun!”

“Long Live King Parissius, Ruler of Rosendun!” Kashi roared even louder.

The rest of the Maggots, including Rayatha dropped to their knees and roared at the top of their longs, “Long Live King Parissius Vermillion, Ruler of Rosendun!”

Kashi glanced at Zitch who had gone pale in the face as he once again roared, “Long Live King Parissius, Ruler of Rosendun!”

This time, the ministers, guards and even the servants could no longer resist the atmosphere, immediately dropping to their knees and shouting, “Long Live King Parissius Vermillion, Ruler of Rosendun.”

At this point, only Zitch who was still stunned, remained standing. Kashi’s grin spread as he proclaimed with open arms, “King Parissius Vermillion! Your loyal subjects kneel before you today, once again swearing our loyalty before god and man! Long May You Reign!”

King Parissius Vermill—No, Paris, the man who had sailed to Norcha with Kashi, and braved many dangers along the way rose from his seat, eyes brimming with unshed tears. Hands shaking, he made he walked down the steps as the throne room shook with constant roars of  “Long May He Reign!”,  shouted at the top of the lungs of several men and women of not only different races, but also species. 

Paris walked up to Kashi, and then to everyone’s shock knelt in front of the daeben. Tears pouring down his eyes, the King of one of the most powerful nations on the continent wrapped his hands around a disparaged Summoned and then simply said “Thank you. My friend.”

“LONG MAY HE REIGN!”
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“LONG MAY HE REIGN!”

The powerful chant rocked the throne room as King Parissius let go of Kashi and rose to his feet, pulling the daeben up with him. “Thank you,” he said once again as he patted the daeben’s shoulder. “Let me handle it from here.”

Kashi winked and then grinned as he whispered, “Give ‘em hell.”

King Parissius patted Kashi’s shoulder and then stood next to the daeben. Facing his kneeling subjects, the king called out in a warm voice, “Please rise.” The subjects chanted one last time and then rose to their feet, eyes trained on the king. 

“My ministers,” King Parissius began as he looked to the ministers. “I trust the Hopeful Maggots have done enough to acquit themselves in your eyes.” The ministers responded with a loud affirmation, leading the king to continue his address, “I am happy to hear that, but saddened by the reality that this was necessary.” The king shook his head as he lamented, “The Hopeful Maggots have been nothing but friends to the Royal Family, and what have we repaid that with, but scorn and ridicule?”

“Alas, I am to share in some of the blame,” lamented King Parissius with a sigh. He quickly raised his hand, quelling the ministers’ dissenting cries. “No, it is true. I have been made privy to everything the Hopeful Maggots have done over the past months. Every project and plan Ms. Lightwood here has brought to my attention. However, for fear of leaks, I decided to keep these details secret until a time when they could not be sabotaged by our enemies.” The king shook his head as he said, “Perhaps I should have trusted Rosendun’s ministers more, but…” The king’s eyes turned red with rage as he glared at Zitch. “Ministers like Zitch here remind me of why I chose caution.”

“My Lord!” Zitch cried out in shock, immediately falling to his knees and groveling before the king’s feet. “Please! This subject only said what he did for the sake of Rosendun! For our people’s land!”

“For our people?” King Parissius spat with disgust. “You dare claim to care for the people at this juncture?” Despite his rage, the king calmed himself as he questioned the old man, “Fine. Let it not be said that King Parissius is a tyrant who makes one-sided decisions. I will give you a chance, Zitch. Tell me, how did you come to learn all these sensitive information about the daeben? Among your intel is information even I am not yet privy to, so they could only have occurred within the past few days.”

Zitch, trembling, quickly said, “My Lord! For the sake of Rosendun, I have trained a secret spy force. I was always suspicious of the Hopeful Maggots’ intentions, so I sent the forces to follow their every move.”

“Oh?” King Parissius muttered and then asked with a tight smile, “How long have you had this force? Your information is quite broad.”

“For several months, Your Majesty,” Zitch claimed with a loud shout. “I dedicated most of my revenue to creating this force for the country.”

“Oh? So you have had this force for several months but never thought to bring it up until now?” King Parissius questioned, gaze turning frosty. “Is there some reason behind this action?”

“U-um,” Zitch stammered, realizing he had seriously messed up just then. “Th-th-that’s not entirely the case, Your Majesty.” Luckily, despite his panic, Zitch was intelligent enough to find a solution and once again throw shade at the Maggots. “I was afraid, Your Majesty. If the Maggots knew I was watching them, they might come after me! Everyone knows just how much influence Leila Lightwood holds in the capital! There are even some who call her the ‘Queen without a Crown!’”

Leila’s brows furrowed, but before she could speak, King Parissius signaled her with his right hand. Complying with his request, Leila relaxed and watched the proceedings. It was easy to forget because he usually deferred to her judgment, but King Parissius was definitely no fool. He was an extremely intelligent man, just a humble one (well, except for his narcissistic tendencies).

King Parissius smiled as he focused on Zitch. “I understand. You were scared of the Maggots and thus did not wish to expose your forces.” The king walked over to the old man and crouched next to him. With a cold smile, he asked, “Why then did you choose this moment to speak? This moment, which coincidentally would destroy any chance of Rosendun’s alliance with Merriheim and Serisis? Did you suddenly overcome your fear? Is that it?”

Each of King Parissius’ questions stabbed right to the heart of the matter, opening the other minsters’ eyes to the strangeness of the situation. Yes. Why did Zitch pick this exact moment to speak, and in public no less? If he had fears, he could have requested an audience with the king to lay out his complaints. However, he chose a public setting, which upon second thought seemed like it was designed to pressure King Parissius into making a decision on the Maggots.

Zitch went pale, taking a moment to choose his words carefully, and only then responded, “I… I was afraid the Maggots would become too powerful and untouchable after the negotiations went through. I decided risking my life to stop them was the least I could do.”

King Parissius’s eyes sparkled. If nothing else, he had to praise Zitch’s intelligence. If he did not know the Maggots as well as he did, he might have been believed the old man’s act. The king knew that Kashi was not the type to stab him in the back. If Kashi ever got dissatisfied with Rosendun, he would let the king know before leaving. That’s the kind of man the daeben was.

“How admirable,” praised King Parissius. Unfortunately for Zitch, his king was far too intelligent to fall for his words. Furthermore, from the beginning, he had been playing into King Parissius’s trap without even knowing it. “In that case, since you are prepared to lay down your life, tell me: How exactly did you keep an eye on the Maggots? This special force. What technique did they use?”

“T-technique?” Zitch choked, unable to speak any further. This was as far as his information with  that  man went. He had no clue as to how they collected information on the Maggots without getting noticed! “I-I-I…” stammered Zitch, unable to formulate another lie. Realizing his impending doom, the politician immediately cried out, “Forgive me, Your Highness! I was threatened!” 

King Parissius sneered at the groveling Zitch. “Only more lies. How am I to believe a word you say?”

“I swear, Your Highness!” Zitch begged as tears streamed down his cheeks. “I will not utter another lie!”

“And how am I to believe those words?” challenged the King. “After everything you have done?”

“Mercy! Your Highness, Mercy!” Zitch begged, drawing disgust from King Parissius.

“Hehe, do not fret, Your Majesty, I have the solution to our problem,” Kashi laughed, his voice sounding like a death knell to Zitch. The politician turned to Kashi, wondering what the daeben had in mind. Kashi, sensing the old man’s severe distress, chuckled and then looked at the King. “Give me five minutes. I will have him spill everything he knows.”

King Parissius raised a brow, interest in his eyes. “You have a way?”

“Let’s just say having a world of your own has its perks,” Kashi replied, wisely choosing not to divulge the truth in this setting.

Luckily, King Parissius caught on to the daeben’s intentions and thus nodded as he declared, “You were the one hurt most by his slander. It is only right we give you a chance to exonerate yourself.”

“Thank you,” Kashi said with a grateful bow, and then turned to Orez’s citizens. “Return. We do not want to discomfort these nice folks any longer.” The monsters roared, and the centaurs cheered as they retreated into the portals. At this time, Kashi, who was already on his fourth mana elixir, said to Agamios as he pointed at Zitch, “Take him with you. We will find out the truth in a few minutes.”

Agamios grunted his agreement. He bent over and lifted the stunned politician by the scruff of his robe. 

Zitch’s face immediately went pale as he saw the centaur dragging him towards a portal. He recalled that man’s warning.  “Do NOT let yourself get pulled into Kashi’s world, or your life is as good as forfeit.”  Zitch frantically shouted for help, even as he was pulled inside the portals, begging every god in the realm to save him, but alas there was no one came to his aid that day.

The old man’s screams eventually faded out as he disappeared into the portal with the last of Orez’s citizens and monsters. Kashi removed the empty mana elixir from his lips as the portals closed and then turned to King Parissius. “Just a moment, Your Highness,” he said, and then his gaze dulled as his soul withdrew into his world.

King Parissius waved his hand over the daeben’s vacant gaze, surprised to see that there was no response. He asked as he observed Kashi, “What’s happening?”

“He gets like this whenever he enters his world,” Lunette explained. “He should return soon.”

“Ah,” King Parissius nodded in understanding. “I see. In that case, I suppose all we can do is wait.”

What followed was a terse three and a half minutes as everyone wondered what would happen when Kashi regained his clarity. Would Zitch confess to his crimes, or would he stand his ground and keep denying the truth? If he confessed, what exactly were the extent of his crimes? And more importantly, did he have any accomplices?

Tensions boiled in the throne room, getting increasingly heavier with each passing second. Luckily, Kashi soon blinked, revealing he had returned from his world. The daeben raised a brow, revealing a mocking smirk as he opened a portal and said, “That was much easier than I thought it would be.”

Bam!

Zitch flew out of the portal and crashed to the floor, where he remained kneeling and trembling. The politician did not dare look up for fear of meeting Kashi’s gaze. It seemed whatever Kashi had done to him in Orez had left him immensely terrified and unwilling to face the daeben.

Kashi glanced at the sniveling politician and then bowed to King Parissius. “You may ask him anything. He will not speak anymore lies.” The daeben looked at Zitch and said with a harsh smile, “Isn’t that right?” 

“Y-yes!” Zitch shouted. “I will not dare utter another lie!”

King Parissius raised a brow as he looked at Kashi. “You and I will have to chat later.” After which, he turned to Zitch and asked. “Let’s start with something simple. What was your ultimate goal today?”

Zitch trembled but spoke nonetheless, “I hoped to dissolve the alliance between the Hopeful Maggots and Rosendun. It was my hope that at the very least, the Hopeful Maggots would lose most of their influence in Rosendun’s political sphere.”

“Why is that?”

“The Maggots have gotten too powerful,” Zitch replied with a shake of his head. “There are many guilds who wish to topple them, but their political power makes it impossible to do so. To get to the Maggots, they needed to first make them lose their power.”

King Parissius frowned as he pressed, “Is that all? What was in it for you?”

“I was a greedy fool, Your Highness!” Zitch cried out. “Not only did I accept bribes, but I hated Ms. Lightwood for proposing the high-income taxes. I wanted to punish her, and this seemed like a win-win situation.”

The ministers gasped in shock as Zitch confessed to his crimes. To think a minister for the people would do something so harmful to Rosendun’s future for the profits. How unthinkable!

King Parissius, however, was not done with his interrogation. He glanced at Zitch and asked, “Who bribed you? For whom do you work?”

“Two people bribed me,” Zitch admitted with a downcast gaze. “The first is the leader of a Summoned Guild. They call him Janez. I don’t know how he knew so much about the daeben. He only told me he had a reliable source.” The politician paused, eyes shaking as he stammered, “Th-th-th-the second w-w-was an angel. In all my life, I had never seen any being with such power. I only did what I did because I believed he would protect me if I failed. He called himself an A—ARGH!!!!” 

Zitch suddenly collapsed, red veins cropping up all over his skin as he screamed, convulsed, and begged for help all at the same time.

Kashi, realizing the danger, immediately sprung into action. He opened a portal, sending Yggdrassil’s healing energy pouring out in droves. The massive pure life energy stunned the ministers. But there was no time to process their shock as their attention was drawn to the convulsing minister.

“Don’t you dare die on me!” Kashi roared in anger as he flooded Zitch with life energy. However, no matter how hard he tried, the poor minister only appeared to get worse. “Damn it!” Kashi cursed as he poured more energy into the minister to keep him alive for a second longer. “Who did this to you!? Tell me! Don’t die protecting that piece of shit.”

Zitch trembled as Kashi’s desperate shout helped him regain a bit of clarity. The old man clutched Kashi’s shoulders, eyes red as he said through tears, “A-Avenge me. Please!”

“Don’t worry, I will,” promised Kashi, eyes red with rage. “You’re one of my people now. No one messes with one of mine and gets away with it!”

“G-Good,” Zitch stammered. The old man gathered his breath, forcing his concentration as he shouted out, “Adjudicators! They called themselves Adjudica—”  Blurskh!

Zitch’s chest exploded, dousing Kashi with his blood. The old man’s eyes drooped as the life left his body. Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the corpse in his arms. Gritting his teeth, he cursed, “Adjudicators… You’re still interfering in my life? I guess losing two was not enough.”

King Parissius placed a hand on Kashi’s shoulder, consoling the daeben. “At the very least, we now know our enemy.” The king looked at Leila as he recalled, “Janez is the name of that man who came after the Maggots a few months ago, isn’t it? What became of him?”

“We succeeded in chasing him out of Rosendun,” Leila replied with a frown. “Last I heard, he had set up in Monoch, presumably to take advantage of the warring chaos there to make a name for himself.” Biting her lip, the powerful wisben lamented, “I never thought he had enough pull to draw a high-ranking politician to his side. I need to reevaluate him.”

“It’s not Janez we need to worry about,” Kashi stated, drawing everyone’s attention. “It’s whoever’s backing him.” The daeben pointed at Zitch’s corpse as he explained, “This was done by Janez’s backer.”

“Are you certain?” King Parissius questioned with a hint of disbelief. “He seemed to react to naming the Adjudicators. Surely it would be them that did this?”

Kashi shook his head. “That’s what they want us to think.” The daeben sighed as he rose to his feet and looked at King Parissius. “I’ve got to hand it to them. Anyone else would have been fooled. I’m only lucky enough to have some understanding of the Adjudicators’ powers.”

“What do you mean?”

“Adjudicators are like mini-gods,” revealed Kashi with a shrug. “They’re nigh-invulnerable and incomparably powerful. But they are also bound by many rules and cannot act of their own volition all the time.” The daeben pointed at the Zitch’s corpse as he stated, “Eliminating a Resident just because he named them is something they definitely cannot do. They are only allowed to interfere with Residents if they somehow threaten the world’s balance.”

King Parissius raised a brow, shocked by Kashi’s knowledge. “How do you know this?”

“Let’s just say I once made it my life’s mission to find out everything I could about the limits of their abilities,” admitted Kashi with a wry smile.

“Why?”

“Why?” Kashi repeated, a wicked glint in his eyes as he answered, “Why, to kill them, of course.”

King Parissius shivered and instinctively put his hand over the daeben’s eyes. Kashi let out a soft shout as he removed the hand and then looked at the king with a bewildered gaze. “That is much better,” King Parissius stated as he patted his chest. “You looked scary for a second there.” The king then turned his attention to Zitch’s corpse. “So, if the Adjudicators were not responsible, who is backing Janez?”

“I might have an idea,” Larsial spoke up, drawing everyone’s attention to her. “There is one man I know who can keep tabs on people without ever getting caught.” Glancing at Kashi, she said, “If he designated Kashi as his target, it would be next to and known as to know when he was watching.”

Kashi’s brow shot up, understanding flashing in his eyes. “This man. He is…”

“Yes,” Larsial confirmed the daeben’s speculation. “He is a high ranking member of the Chaos Order. The Primate closest to becoming a Cardinal, and known as the ‘World’s Eye.’” Larsial ducked her head in shame as she confessed, “I served under his house for a long time, and he taught me everything I know about Beast Taming.”

“Oh,” Syèl muttered as he recalled Larsial’s reconnaissance bird, which she used before the battle of Aygorzi. Looking at Kashi, he admitted, “If there’s someone better than her at surveillance, he’s a major threat.”

Kashi nodded and then looked at Larsial and asked, “This man. What’s his name?”
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The territory of Monoch was home to countless small and large forces constantly fighting over the right to rule the land. The country’s map never stayed the same as counties were annexed, built, and destroyed all in the span of a few days. This never-ending chaotic situation had given rise to numerous heroes, whose names were feared around the continent.

To the south-east of Monoch, bordering Imperium, was a small, newly formed territory called Jutern, led by a fearsome warlord named Janez. The Summoned had only arrived in Monoch a few weeks ago but he had already become something of a local tyrant, making his neighboring territories weary of his might and wrath.

On this day, in Jutern’s chieftain hall, no one knew that an important meeting considering the future of Monoch was taking place.

Two men stood in front of a statue depicting a buff, bearded, Nordic warrior stabbing his sword into a dragon’s neck. Of the two men, one was a Nord resembling the man in the statue, while the other was a daeben with beautiful, shiny, long, white hair. The daeben had soft features, a loose smile, and had an overall air of a scholar.

The daeben, who looked to be in his early thirties, revealed a loose smile as he said, “It would appear Zitch failed in his mission.”

“Hmph, I never trusted that slimy politician,” scoffed Janez as he stroked his beard. “I will do this the old fashioned way. With a sword through that whore’s neck.” the warrior glanced at the daeben as he said, “Darun J’rain, you just need to set the stage.”

The daeben, whose name was revealed to be Darun J’rain smiled warmly as he placated, “Do not worry about us, Janez. The Chaos Order will make sure to deliver the Maggots to your table.” The daeben’s smile suddenly turned frosty as he added, “That is, of course, on the low chance that he survives the battle to come.” Darun turned to Janez, a frightening glint in his eyes as he stated, “For your part, you must ensure Monoch remains in a state of turmoil and chaos. If you cannot unite the land, make sure no one else can.”

“Of course! As long as I keep getting paid like promised,” Janez countered with a greedy grin. 

Darun J’rain was not put off by the nord’s attitude. If anything, he actually liked the Summoned’s straightforwardness. “Do not fret,” he assured as he made his way out of the hall. “As long as you accomplish your task, you will have more Syros than you know what to do with in ten lifetimes.”

Janez grinned, already dreaming of the piles of cash coming his way shortly. The currency exchange bank would soon open. By the time he exchanged his Syros for real-world coin… hehehehe.

Darun left Janez to his thoughts as he stepped out into the afternoon sun. The daeben briefly shielded his eyes, his lips spreading into a small smile as a 14ft long condor appeared flew over his head and blocked the sunlight. The condor let out a short screech as it landed in front of the daeben. “Good girl,” cooed the daeben as he patted the condor’s breast and then climbed onto its back. “Let us return home.”

The condor let out a loud screech and then jumped into the air. With a few strong flaps, it lifted high into the sky, eventually disappearing from view as it sped over the horizon.

Janez stepped out of the chieftain’s hall just in time to see the condor blend into the skies. The warrior’s eyes narrowed as several thoughts flitted through his mind. “Trying to use me, eh?” A nasty grin spread on his lips as he warned, “First, I’ll deal with the Maggots. Then you’ll be next.”

With those words, Janez called out to his guards. It was time to prepare for another play in the theatre of war.
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Kashi frowned as he listened to Larsial’s account of Darun J’Rain. Although not weak by any sense of the word, the Primate was best known for his reconnaissance skills. Darun could communicate telepathically with any creature under his thrall. He could see what they saw, hear what they heard, and direct them to do exact tasks.

The only weakness to Darun’s skill was that he could not see his beasts’ memories. This usually did not pose much of a problem because intelligent beasts could communicate what they saw to the best of their abilities. However, there were many monsters and animals with very low intelligence. For these kinds, he had to manually observe, or he would not see anything. 

“That is indeed troublesome,” Kashi remarked with an annoyed smirk. “How does one go about fighting that?”

“If he’s using telepathy magic, we could try to sense out his monsters with mana sense,” Syèl proposed, much to Kashi’s shock. Upon seeing the daeben’s stunned face, Syèl protested with a large grin, “Hey, don’t look so shocked!” Pointing at his head, he said, “I’m probably the smartest one here. I just don’t like using my brain that much.”

“Uh-huh,” Kashi sarcastically agreed, but he took what the halben said to heart. “I haven’t trained mana sense in a while. It will be good practice.” The daeben then turned to King Parissius and advised, “I suggest you find a trustworthy mage with good mana sense. Just in case that guy is also watching you.”

King Parissius nodded and then voiced his assent, “I agree. This is a matter of National Security.” The king looked at Larsial and stretched out his hand. “On behalf of Rosendun, I thank you for this timely information and thus dub you a citizen of Rosendun, should you wish.”

“Wish?” Larsial mumbled, stunned beyond belief. Luckily, something jabbed her in the ribs, causing her to come to her senses. She immediately accepted the king’s handshake as she declared with a humble bow, “It would be an honor, Your Majesty.” Larsial glanced at her right to see who had hit her. Surprisingly, there was no one there. However, that alone gave her the answer.

“I am glad to hear that,” King Parissius declared and then turned to Kashi and Leila. “The offer extends to whoever distinguishes themselves among the daebens you captured. The more we can bring into our fold, the better.”

“As you wish, Your Majesty,” Kashi declared with a pleased smile. How lucky were they to have someone like King Parissius as royalty? Very few rulers were as open-minded or humble (if you negate his narcissistic tendencies, of course.)

“Good, now that sordid business is over with,” King Parissius nodded, and he signaled some guards to remove Zitch’s corpse. “I suppose we can get on with the real reason you came here?”

“Yes,” Kashi confirmed with a nod. “I wanted to make it clear before we go to Serisis what we want to achieve here. This is, after all, not a simple alliance.”

“Yes, I suppose it is not,” affirmed King Xafier as he walked up to the daeben and King Parissius. 

Unbeknownst to the trio, the rest of the Throne room went silent as they observed the daeben speak on equal footing without any awkwardness to the kings. The sight of the daeben and the kings seemed so natural, without any flaws, like it came straight out of a master artist’s painting.

Kashi, oblivious to the thoughts of those behind him, turned to King Xafier as he confirmed for the umpteenth time. “Are you certain you want to do this? Once we begin, you cannot take it back.”

King Xafier paused for a bit and then nodded. “This continent is forever embroiled in war. As long as different flags fly over it, the wars will continue, and one day, we dwarfs will once again be forced to use our hammers to reap lives rather than better them.” Sighing, the king stated, “I have seen enough bloodshed to last three lifetimes. My people and I are tired. We will do anything to secure a future where our children no longer have to suffer the flames of war. Even if that be to fly another’s flag over our walls.” Looking at King Parissius, he added, “Besides, we could have done much worse. I have seen with my own eyes that you are a king who values friendship and loyalty. At first, I only accented because Kashi trusted you. Now, despite only seeing you for a short time, I too can see that that trust is not misplaced.”

“You praise me too much,” replied King Parissius with a warm smile. “I have only managed to become who I am because of the many people I met during my time away from the crown. Which is why I can say this,” declared the king as he held out his right hand, “You will not be flying  another’s  flag over your walls. You’ll be flying  our  flag. From this moment, we are one. We will share in blessings and tribulations together. Together, we will build that future you seek.”

“As it should be!” King Xafier affirmed as he seized King Parissius’ hand in a firm handshake. 

“Splendid,” Kashi praised as he watched the duo affirm their resolve. He then looked at Parissius and asked, “Have you decided who is coming with you? We have a long journey ahead of us. Unfortunately, I do not have any teleportation nodes in Serisis yet.”

“Yes, I have chosen,” King Parissius expressed as he named three ministers to go along with him. “Also, Narkis and Alex, of course. They follow me everywhere.”

Kashi looked around, and upon failing to see them, commented, “They learned something unnecessary from Shadow.”

“Hah. I feel the exact same way,” King Parissius agreed with an exaggerated nod. “But it does feel good to see the look of shock on people’s faces when they appear out of nowhere.”

Kashi sighed and raised his hand, opening a portal to Orez. “Okay. Everyone get in. I’ve got a long journey ahead of me.”

“Aren’t we going by boat?” King Parissius asked.

BZZZT! Craackle!

At that exact moment, a mass of lightning shot out of the portal, the sound of crashing thunder accompanying it. The lightning bolt zipped across the room numerous times in a few seconds before finally coming to a stop next to Kashi.

Kashi patted Drixlia’s flank, a wide grin on his face as he replied with a question of his own, “Who said anything about a boat?”

 



            

    
        Chapter 205: Uruk-Thai

    
    
    
    
                
Oerbora, Daggerfall,
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A heavy, tense silence hung over the city, several orcs going about their day with bloodshot red eyes. News of the massacre at Rhatheh had spread far and wide, reaching the ears of even the most reclusive of orcs. The proud tribes, consumed by rage and anger, wished for nothing more than to go out and slaughter every dwarf in sight for revenge. Unfortunately, the chief Grimlock had instead ordered a lockdown until he got to the bottom of what happened.

However, everyone knew the real truth. Grimlock was waiting for either Renark or Dust to return. Neither of their bodies was found among the dead, leading the chief to believe at least one of them was alive. He hoped to hear the news of exactly what transpired in that meeting that managed to catch both orcs off-guard.

Suddenly, a shout pierced through the stillness, its message instantly invigorating the once quiet city. “It’s Ragelock! Ragelock is back!”

Like a great green flood, thousands of orcs immediately dropped whatever they were doing and rushed to the city gates, eager to see the famous chief and hear what he had to say. Did the dwarfs really betray them, or was something else at play here?

The orcs eventually made it to the gate, where they saw a stumbling Renark supported by GrizzlyDiamond, with the other members of Silver Spear around them. Normally, the orcs would have reacted strongly to the presence of these humes, but Renark’s critical condition seized their attention. The poor orc suffered numerous large and small injuries, many of which were life-threatening. He could barely stand, only managing to walk as a result of GrizzlyDiamond’s support.

Seeing Renark’s state, the orcs could not help but exclaim in shock, “Vengeful Sutr. What happened to you!?”

Renark violently coughed, spitting out large mouthfuls of blood in the process. The orc weakly raised his eyes to look at the person who spoke and then begged, “Grimlock. I need to see Grimlock. Quick!”

The orc rapidly nodded as he processed his shock and then turned around to find the great chief. 

Meanwhile, the other orcs quickly crowded around Ragelock, each one with a thousand questions. What had happened? Where had he been? Who were the people with him? A thousand questions for a single orc who looked to be on the verge of death. Luckily, a smart orc realized the severity of the situation and pushed the rest of his brethren backward, creating space for Renark to breathe.

“Th-thank you,” Renark huffed between heavy pants and then asked once more, “Where’s Grimlock?”

“I am here, Ragelock,” Grimlock called out as the crowd parted, forming a path to the injured orc. Grimlock walked up to Renark, eyes narrowing slightly as he glanced at Brilith and her party. However, moments later, he looked at Renark with sadness in his eyes, “So. It really is you.” The orc sighed and then asked, “And Durst?”

Renark shook his head. “We got separated at Adder’s Pass.” He took a deep breath to stabilize his breath and then continued, “He drew our pursuers onto himself, so I could escape.”

“Sounds like something he would do,” lamented Grimlock with a sigh. “I can only pray he is not dead. But if he hasn’t returned for this long, then he most likely is.” Grimlock sighed once again as he took out a potion and fed it to Renark. “Here, this should help clear out the foreign ki in your bloodstream.”

“Thank you,” Renark said as he felt the foreign ki invading his body slowly being expelled outward, which then allowed his regeneration to finally kick in. The orc let out a relieved chuckle as he felt strength returning to his body. When he was strong enough, he removed his hand from GrizzlyDiamond’s neck. He then slowly regained his balance as his leg muscles healed at a visible rate.

“Good. It’s working,” Grimlock remarked as he observed Renark’s rapidly healing injuries. “Now tell me everything. Who ambushed you? How did they do it? and why did they do it?”

Renark nodded, knowing that Grimlock was not a very patient orc. “It was the dwarfs. They set up an ambush at the town. I don’t know how they even knew we were going to be there.”

“Dwarfs!” “I knew it!” “Those Bastards!” “Kill them all!” “Kill them all!”

Grimlock raised his hand, quieting the protest before it began. With a frown, he asked, “Dwarfs? Those cowards bested both you and Durst?”

“The dwarfs weren’t the problem,” Renark explained. “They had help from a powerful guild. I have never met Summoned that strong before. We were on the defensive before we even knew what had happened.” 

“These Summoned. What are they called?”

“The Hopeful Maggots,” Renark answered with a hardened gaze. “They’re planning on world domination, and it seems we were next on their list. They must have allied with the dwarfs to gain full control of Daggerfall.”

“Hopeful Maggots?” Grimlock repeated with a frown. “I have heard that name somewhere.” The chief scratched his head, but then failing to recall, he just said, “Ah, it doesn’t matter. We’ll go on lockdown right now. We have enemies to our front and back. We cannot afford to engage in any prolonged battles right now.

“What? No!” Renark shouted in rage. “My people are dead! Hundreds of orcs, men, women, and children, all slaughtered. And you want us to turtle even further!? No! I say we take the fight to the dwarfs! Let’s see how much they like it when it’s their homes being burned to the ground.”

“YEAAAH!” 

The earth trembled as the surrounding orcs shouted in unison, each one excited at the prospect of enacting vengeance on the wily dwarfs. 

“I said no,” Grimlock affirmed with stern eyes. “We don’t know everything yet. There are still many pieces missing. Until we have a clear picture of the board, we shouldn’t react by instincts alone, or we’ll all get killed.”

“Nonsense!” Renark roared in rage, bloodshot eyes revealing his deep-rooted anger. “You cannot let the dwarfs get away with this! We must strike now and strike hard! I refuse to wait around for another town to get burned to the ground. If you won’t help, then I will go on my own!”

BOOM!

Renark stumbled, eyes wide as Grimlock’s aura swept through the surroundings, knocking over several orcs like dominoes. The chieftain glared at Renark as he gave a snarled warning, “I understand you are angry but do not ever question my decision again!”

Renark snorted, eyes narrowing as he roared, “This post has made you senile, old man. Since you choose to stop me, then I’ll take your place!” The orc raised his war ax and then tossed it on the ground in front of Grimlock. With a savage glare, he challenged, “Pick it up, Grimlock. I challenge you to  Uruk-Thai !”

The road went silent as the orcs processed what just transpired. Moments later, however, they erupted in loud shouts of joy, “ Uruk-Thai, Uruk-Thai, Uruk-Thai! ”

Amidst the chanting and swearing, Renark glared at Grimlock, a grim smile on his face as he challenged, “Surely you won’t turtle away from this too?”

Grimlock looked at the ax, then at Renark, and finally at Brilith and her companions. He seemed to have reached a conclusion as his gaze hardened, a sinister glint in his eyes. “You have gone down the wrong path,” Grimlock warned as he bent over and picked up the ax. “I will set it right.”

Crack!

The orcs once again went silent as they watched Grimlock snap Renark’s ax handle in two. This singular act had changed the nature of the  Uruk-thai . It was no longer a battle to find who was stronger but a true deathmatch. Evidently, Renark’s challenge had greatly infuriated Grimlock.

Once again, the orcs erupted in a series of loud cheers, disbelief written all over their faces. To think that they would get to see not just an Uruk-thai, but a true deathmatch between two of the strongest orcs. They could not wait!

Renark looked at Grimlock, eyes grim as he picked up the broken pieces of the ax. “What time?”

“Sunrise tomorrow,” Grimlock stated and then turned his back to the orc. “Be ready.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Renark snorted as he, too, turned away. 

The crowd cleared a path as both orcs went their separate ways. They could not wait. The next day was bound to be an unforgettable one.

A couple minutes later, within a building in the Elven district, Renark let out a sigh as he looked out of a window, his eyes heavy with hints of regret and self-doubt. “Am I really doing the right thing here?”

“Now is not the time to doubt yourself,” chided Brilith Loneheart as she walked up to and then stood next to the orc. Gazing out the window, she said, “You might not realize it, but your actions have saved the lives of your brethren.” A sadistic smile played across her cold lips as he stated, “If you had not taken my hand, this city would only be a pile of rubble by now. You are one of the few people who have seen my true power. You know I could do it if I wanted.”

Renark clamped his hand over his mouth, “My men. All of them. Massacred. This was not supposed to happen!”

“We also lost a lot of good soldiers in that massacre,” Brilith stated with a regretful sigh. “I did not expect an ambush in that situation.” Her gaze grew sinister as she snarled, “We will find this woman of the Chaos Order and drive a sword through her throat. Until then, you must keep your head on the mission at hand.”

Renark clenched his fists. Blood dripped down his palm as his nails dug into his flesh. “Why did you have me name the Hopeful Maggots? What part do they play in this?”

“That is more a precaution than anything else,” Brilith admitted. “Our spies in Serisis reported that the Hopeful Maggots have made multiple contacts with Serisis’ royalty. Durst and the dwarf might come into contact with them while there. This way, we can paint Durst as the villain if the need ever arises.” Brilith smiled as she added, “Never forget that the most important part of a lie is its foundations. You need to set preparations to back up your lie well in advance of actually telling it. That way, you might even deceive yourself that it is the truth, not to speak of whomever you are lying to.”

Renark’s eyes glazed over as he looked at Brilith. “You are a deceitful, spiteful woman.”

“Why, thank you,” responded Brilith with a cold smile that sent chills up Renark’s spine. “I try my hardest.” With those words, Brilith turned around and made her way out of the room. “Tomorrow,” the wisben called as she paused at the door. Without looking over her shoulder, she questioned, “You are confident in your victory, correct?”

Renark clenched his fists but then nodded and said, “Yes. Yes, I am.”

“Good to know,” Brilith said as she disappeared into the corridor, her parting words filling the orc with untold dread. “It would be preferable if I do not have to interfere.”

Renark glared at the door, remaining silent until he was sure Brilith had gone out of earshot. Only then did he turn back to the window, blazing eyes gazing out into the streets below. The orc let out a sigh as he muttered to no one in particular, “Forgive me, Durst. This is the only way to save our people.” The orc gripped his fists and then said with firmed resolve. “Whatever it takes…”


Forever Sea,

3:50 p.m. 20  th   Banem 1092.

Somewhere in the Forever Sea between Rosendun and Serisis, a group of fishermen on a fishing trip stared wide-eyed and slack-jawed at the most absurd thing they had ever seen in their lives.

A stallion, mounted by a foolishly grinning daeben, charged across the ocean, leaving massive waves and lightning storms in its wake.


Senehal Port, Serisis.

6:30 p.m. 18  th   Banem 1092.

The sun hung low over Senehal’s port, washing the area in its beautiful red light. As a result of Serisis’ new partnership with Rosendun, the once empty ports were always busy. Hundreds of workers walked back and forth, offloading or loading ships moored to the port. Most of these ships contained fresh food products from Rosendun stored in cool ice-boxes. In return, Serisis sent back resources like wolfram and asphalt. The latter of which was used in the construction of new roads in Rosendun. 

The Serian workers sported bright smiles on their faces as they went about their daily businesses. Never had the entire country been filled with so much hope and anticipation towards the future. Every new day brought with them a chance to grow, and they could not wait to see the latest changes promised by the Royal Family.

On this particular day, a raku (raccoon beast-man) and a lycan dressed in a loose shirt and pants were in the process of carrying a crate off a ship when the lycan suddenly dropped his end of the crate. The raku barely had time to jump out of the way as the crate crashed to the ground, narrowly missing his toes. Luckily, the crate only contained food items, so there was no danger of breaking anything. Still, the raku was considerably shaken and upset.

“What gives man!” The young raku pulled off a pair of headphones and then shouted at his friend, “That could’ve really hurt me!” To his ire, the lycan did not respond but instead pointed at the distance with shaky hands. Angered by his friend’s silence, the raku complained as he turned around, “What are you looking a—Merciful Aerith!” The raku exclaimed in shock at the sight of a massive bolt of lightning rushing towards the port. 

Initially, it was so far away that it seemed like a speck. But it rapidly grew within a few seconds, indicating it was traveling at an incredible speed.

The raku’s eyes went wide with fear. He instantly turned back and took off, calling to his friend as he sped past, “Run! You Fool!”

The raku’s shout shocked the lycan out of his stupor. Shaking his head, he chased after his friend while shouting at the top of his lungs, “Enemy Attack! Enemy Attack! Call the soldiers!”

By this time, numerous sailors had noticed the anomaly on the sea. Chaos ensued as the superstitious men and women tumbled over themselves to get as far away from the docks as possible while screaming for the soldiers’ help.

Luckily, although Serisis did not have a naval force, they did have a garrison stationed at the port for the unlikely event of a sea invasion. The understaffed garrison, barely containing over a hundred soldiers, were shocked when they heard the cries coming from the docks. 

However, being shocked was one thing; serving the country was another. Despite never expecting such an attack, the Serian soldiers quickly grabbed their weapons, mounted their raptors, and quickly sped to the docks. By the time they got to the docks, it was completely devoid of hume life. The Serians had retreated a good distance away, but not too far that they could not spectate the harbor. Curiosity won over survival instincts.

The Serian soldiers frowned as the approaching lightning bolt showed no signs of stopping. The captain, a grey lycan, frowned as he stepped forward with his tower shield. Even among beastmen, his sight was much better than most. He could barely make out the form of a man riding some type of beast amidst the lightning. 

The captain, hoping his hunch was correct, walked to the edge of the docks and projected his voice for miles outward. “STOP! You are entering the Sovereign space of Serisis! Any further movement will be seen as and treated as hostile!” The captain paused, releasing a sigh of relief as the lightning bolt visibly slowed down, then came to a stop a few dozen meters from the docks.

The lightning dissipated, revealing a smiling daeben sat atop a magnificent beast that resembled a cross between a horse and a dragon. Kashi raised his hands to convey the idea he was not a threat and then shouted, “My name is Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots. I am here with King Parissius of Rosendun and King Xafier of Merriheim for an important meeting with Serisis’ king. I apologize if my appearance has caused the locals any discomfort.”

The captain frowned as he examined the daeben. Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots. He had indeed received a missive from the royal court to expect a visit from a daeben by that name. However, Kashi was supposed to be accompanied by a massive entourage. This man was by himself. “You say you are with the kings, but I do not see them!”

“It’s complicated,” Kashi explained with an embarrassed smile. “If you permit me to come ashore, they will be with us in moments.”

The captain hesitated but then looked over at his second in command, a Masonian mage in her forties. “Are you locked on?”

“Yes,” confirmed the vice-captain. “We can seal him if he tries anything funny.”

The captain nodded and then turned back to the supposed Kashi. Waving his hands, he called, “Come over slowly. We will attack if you make any sudden movements.”

Drixlia snorted, incensed by the captain’s rude remarks, but Kashi patted the kirin’s neck as he soothed, “It’s fine, Drix. We’re not looking to start a fight here.” With those words, he spurred Drix into a light jog.

Drixlia jogged over the ocean, the sight causing the captain to frown as he realized Drixlia was not treading water but ‘flying’ above it. The captain understood then that if Kashi wanted, he could probably fly over them altogether. As a result, although he did not lower his guard, the hostility in his eyes decreased by a small degree.

Kashi eventually made it to the end of the pier where the captain and vice-captain stood, smiling as Drixlia mounted the wooden walkway. The daeben slowly dismounted the proud kirin and then approached the captain with raised arms. At the captain’s behest, Kashi stopped roughly three meters away.

The daeben smiled as he said, “Just a moment. The rest will be joining us shortly.” With those words, the daeben slowly lowered his right hand. “Please, do not attack. I am opening a portal to the dignitaries.” 

The captain gripped his sword, eyes narrow as he watched a portal appear in front of the daeben. However, despite his unease, he trusted in his training and chose not to attack first. Luckily, his decision was proven right moments later as King Parissius, King Xafier, their ministers, and the Hopeful Maggots walked out of the portal.

The captain, upon seeing the massive crowd exit the portal, gaped in shock. His eyes shone as he recognized someone amongst the group. “Ms. Lightwood!” greeted the captain with a loud shout and a salute. “It is an honor to see you once again!” He had been present on the day of Leila’s visit and bore witness to the gifts she brought with her. Both in his minds and the minds of several commoners, she was a symbol of prosperity and growth. If she weren’t a Summoned, they might have begun to worship her in secret.

While the captain greeted Leila, his vice-captain exclaimed in shock, “Lunette! It’s actually Lunette Falsetto!” Many soldiers behind craned their necks upon hearing the songstress’s name. The songstress had become a big hit in Serisis ever since the Maggots started trading with the country. 

Numerous batches of the headphones with sound crystals containing Lunette’s songs had been sold to the Serians. It was a common sight to see countless young folks working with headphones on, singing or bobbing their heads in tune to the idol’s tracks. 

“Uh, guys,” Syèl called, waving his hands with an amused grin. Upon catching the soldiers’ attention, he pointed at the bemused kings and then said, “Actual kings here? Aren’t you forgetting the order?”

“Oh! Sweet Mera!” exclaimed the captain as he realized his massive error. “Please forgive me!” The captain rapidly apologized with a salute. “King Parissius Vermillion the Second, and King Anton Xafier, the Royal Family of Serisis, cordially welcomes you to our nation.” Taking a breath, he added, “I apologize for the lack of reception. We did not know you were coming today.”

King Parissius laughed as he shook his head and waved, “It is of no concern.” Glancing at Kashi, he added with an astonished smile, “Neither did we, to be honest.” Crossing the ocean in just under three hours was an astonishing feat. This was a journey that would usually take a few days by boat!

“Haha, Even I know how famous the Maggots are,” joked King Xafier in a bid to relax the captain’s frayed nerves. “It was an honest mistake.”

The captain released a sigh of relief, thankful for the humility shown by both kings. There were many nobles out there who would have had his head for less. The captain took a moment to regain his composure and then gestured toward the garrison in the distance. “If you would please follow me, I have some carriages that can transport you all to Redmont Manor. I am certain the king will be overjoyed to see you.”

“Please, lead the way,” King Parissius gestured with a smile, and then walked abreast with the captain and King Xafier, discussing the latest news in Serisis.

Kashi initially planned to blend into the crowd following the kings, but Lunette and Leila had other plans. Both women dropped back as the kings advanced, so they were in line with Kashi. The daeben mock-glared at the women as he protested, “Hey! I’m trying to keep a low profile here.”

Indeed, the Serians’ eyes were drawn to both women, cheering and shouting their names as they walked past. Of course, this also brought their attention to the daeben walking between them. Unfortunately for Kashi, he was dressed in a simple, black sleeveless shirt and leather pants. The shirt was actually crafted from a manticore’s hide and enchanted with many powerful runes, but looking from afar, it only seemed to be a regular, cheap piece of clothing with no stand out features. 

As a result, there were numerous disparaging comments, claiming the daeben was a toad trying to eat a swan and that he did not deserve to walk amongst the goddesses. Kashi, whose hearing was too good for his own liking, could hear every last word of these comments and could not help but glance ruefully at both Leila and Lunette.

However, Leila pretended not to see Kashi’s glare while Lunette wrapped her arms around his right hand and leaned into him. The crowd’s reaction was instant. Many young fans coughed blood as they saw their idol tainted by this abominable man. If it were not for the soldiers blocking the path, they might have run up to challenge Kashi to a duel. 

This was to be expected. The captain had cleared the docks before engaging Kashi, so only a few Serians knew that it was the daeben that had come riding atop Drixlia. A notion further emphasized by the fact that Drixlia was currently walking next to the more visually-impressive and striking Absalon.

Kashi, feeling the intense glares and death wishes being sent his way, looked at Lunette and could not help but ask, “What are you doing? Your fans are getting pissed?”

Lunette looked up at the daeben, the anger in her beautiful blue eyes stunning him into speechlessness. “How dare they say you’re not worthy?” Lunette huffed, cheeks turning red. “I don’t need fans like that.”

“Uh…” Kashi scratched his cheeks, unsure of how to respond. “I don’t particularly mind, to be honest.”

“Well, I do,” Lunette complained with the cutest pout. “Hmph. When they realize how awesome you are, they’ll start throwing themselves all over you.”

Kashi pictured an image of rabid fans foaming at the mouth as they rushed towards him. The daeben shivered as he shook his head. “No, thank you.” 

Lunette, guessing what went through the daeben’s head, chuckled as she squeezed his hand.

Meanwhile, behind them, Syèl turned to Shokō, who had a strange, listless expression on her face. “What’s wrong? You’ve been off for a while now.”

“Nothing. It’s nothing,” Shokō replied with a shake of her head.

Syèl’s brow raised as he bent over to examine the swordswoman’s face. “You do not look fine. Whatever it is, you can tell me.” As if realizing what he just said, the halben quickly added with a shrug, “Or not. Your choice.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t keep this to myself.” Shokō let out a weak smile and then turned to Syèl. “I have something to tell you. I—”

“We’re here!” announced the captain as they turned a corner, drawing everyone’s attention to the massive gates at the end of the road, beyond which was a small castle-like structure. Several freshly cleaned carriages were lined up in front of the walls, awaiting the entourage.

Syèl took one look at the carriages and then turned to Shokō, “You were saying?”

Shokō, however, shook her head. “It can wait. I’ll tell you after this is over.”

Syèl raised a brow but did not pursue the matter further. Since she said she would tell him, she would. All he had to do was wait. As luck would have it, he had far too much experience with waiting…



            

    
        Chapter 206: To Be Human

    
    
    
    
                
Redmont Manor, 

Serisis.

7:20 p.m. 18  th   Banem 1092.

King Chu Tianjo sat on a chair at the manor’s gates, surrounded by a handful of ministers and numerous guards. The king gazed at the night sky, which was illuminated by a beautiful gibbous moon. A small smile spread across his lips as he muttered, “So, the time has finally come.” As he spoke, distant sounds of rolling wheels reached his ears. The noise drew his attention to the end of the street, where a line of carriages drawn by raptors slowly but surely made their way toward the gates.

The Serian King recognized the crest on the carriages, which signified they belonged to the army. Specifically, the garrison at the harbor. With this timing, they could only belong to the delegation he had been waiting for. King Chu Tianjo rose to his feet as the carriages came to a stop in front of the gates.

A soldier dismounted from the driver’s seat and then opened the doors to the middle carriage, which also happened to be the most luxurious. King Xafier Anton of Aygorzi, and King Parissius Vermillion of Rosendun, stepped out of the carriage and then walked towards King Chu Tianjo as the rest of the Hopeful Maggots and the ministers disembarked from the other carriages.

King Parissius, observing familial customs, bowed humbly to his future father-in-law. “It is good to see you again, King Chu.”

“Haha,” King Chu Tianjo laughed as he reached over and patted King Parissius’ back. “You should start calling me father soon, don’t you think?”

King Parissius let out a nervous chuckle as he admitted, “You are correct. I will endeavor to do so in the future, so long as you agree to call me Paris.” The king, eager to switch subjects, turned to King Xafier and introduced, “This is Xafier Anton, ruler of Aygorzi, home to the dwarfs. He has crossed two countries’ borders to make it here.”

“It is an honor to finally meet you, King Xafier,” King Chu Tianjo’s eyes sparked with interest and respect as he held out his hand to the dwarven King. “I have awaited this meeting with bated breath for many moons.”

“Please, call me Xafier,” cajoled King Xafier as he took Chu Tianjo’s hand in a firm handshake. “I too have long heard of Serisis’ unique innovations, and I must say, I am quite jealous of what you have achieved in this country.”

King Chu Tianjo laughed as he shook his head, “It was only made possible through the citizens’ hardwork. I share none of the praise here.” With those words, King Chu ran a quick scan of the Hopeful Maggots, looking for two people in particular. It did not take long for him to find Leila Lightwood among the crowd. That woman would always stand out no matter where she was. 

Leila, catching the king’s gaze, smiled and then politely bowed. The king released a wry smile as he remembered how she had outperformed and outclassed both he and his ministers just a little while ago. King Chu pushed the matter to the back of his head as he quickly sought out the second target.

However, after a brief scan, the only possible candidate for Kashi seemed to be an unassuming daeben who seemed eager to blend into the background as much as possible. Could this person really be the enigmatic, powerful daeben famous the world over? 

Unfortunately, despite his immense curiosity, King Chu could not abandon the other kings to go seek out a civilian. That would be too discourteous. So, he pushed the matter to the back of his head, choosing instead to focus on that later. 

Kashi, meanwhile, let out a sigh of relief when he saw King Chu turn his attention back to the other kings. That was a close one! If King Chu had persisted in his curiosity, then Kashi would certainly become exhibit #1 for everyone else. Which, by the way, he had no intention of becoming.

King Chu, oblivious to the daeben’s thoughts, welcomed King Paris and King Xafier into the manor. “You must have had a long journey. Come, let me take you to your quarters. After a short rest, you can join us for dinner.” The king looked at Kashi and the Hopeful Maggots. “Of course, I would love to meet you there. I’ve heard a lot about you all.”

“It would be our honor,” Leila replied with a polite smile as she realized Kashi still intended on sticking to the background for now. 

King Chu glanced at Kashi one last time, a hint of doubt in his eyes, but then turned to King Parissius and said, “You must have noticed the girls are missing, yet chose not to bring it up yourself. I am more and more impressed by you. Having you as a son-in-law might be the best decision I’ve ever made.”

“All due respect, I do not think either of us had a choice in that,” King Parissius joked with a pleasant grin.

“Oh?” King Xafier commented, eyes turning from King Chu to King Parissius. “I sense a story. You know we dwarfs love a good story.”

“Haha,” King Chu chuckled as he led the way into the manor. “This is a tale for the ages. A dinner that turned into a wedding proposal, all without the input of the husband or the brides’ father.”

King Xafier glanced at King Parissius, who awkwardly scratched his chin with an embarrassed look and then said with a huge grin, “Oh. Now, this I must hear.”

The kings laughed and chatted happily as they led the way into the manor, leaving the Maggots a few paces behind.

Leila slowed down her stride until she was next to Kashi. The wisben looked at her guildmaster with a helpless frown as she warned, “We can let it slide now, but eventually, you have to take point. This is a meeting of the highest powers. We cannot show disrespect by having the vice-guildmaster responding all the time.”

“Vice-guildmaster is just a title, though,” Kashi argued. “You’re as much, if not more of a guildmaster than I am. I’d prefer it if you took the lead on this.”

Leila, however, shook her head in disagreement. “I may be better in politics, but this goes beyond political skills.” The wisben looked at Kashi with resolve as she said, “I am undoubtedly a wiser leader, but you are without a doubt the better one.” Leila looked at the kings as she stated, “People do not follow the smartest leader, but the one who inspires their hearts. The one who makes them believe they can achieve the impossible.” She turned to Kashi and struck him in the chest with a closed fist. “Never forget. You are the heart and soul of the Maggots. Only you can consistently create and then sustain impossible legendary achievements. This is why, when push comes to shove, you are the one everyone will turn to.  This  is why you are the better leader.”

Kashi rubbed his chest with a blank look in his eyes. The daeben spent most of his time away from the guild, doing his own thing, so he never knew how much of an impact his actions had on its members. Recruits clamored to join the Maggots, and veterans stayed true to the Maggots because of the legend of Kashi: the crazy daeben who performed miracles consistently. 

Kashi had never thought of himself as some sort of role model, and suddenly being thrust into that position felt uncomfortable. However, while he was feeling distraught, he felt someone squeeze his arm. 

The daeben looked to the side, where a smiling Lunette looked up at him and said, “I’m just like the others. I fell for you because you have a different aura about you. You always make it seem like there’s nothing we can’t do if we put our minds to it.” She chuckled softly as she rested her head on his arm. “Leila is right. You should take the lead. Here at least.”

“I agree,” Shadow confirmed as he ‘appeared’ behind Kashi. The assassin raised his head to look at the stunned daeben. “You are the Hopeful Maggots’ guildmaster, and the only reason this meeting is happening in the first place. If you don’t take point, who will?”

Kashi did not get a chance to respond as Asha immediately added, “ You  are the reason I am here.  You  stopped the war in Merriheim. It is only right that you take the lead. I would not have it any other way.”

“I am only alive because of you,” Larsial simply said. A few words which carried the weight of a thousand words.

“I could say the same,” Absalon chimed in with a nod. “No disrespect to Leila, but I would’ve been wiped if she had her way.”

“None taken,” assured Leila with a tight smile. “That is very true.”

“Hehe, with all the adults confirming it, my opinion isn’t really relevant, is it?” Stryke questioned with a chuckle. “But for what it’s worth, I also think you should take the lead on this.” 

Kashi looked at the Maggots, at a loss for words. Even those who did not speak, like Jade and Miote, gave their confirmation through a thumbs-up and a nod, respectively. Syèl revealed a relaxed grin, signifying he had no qualms, while Shokō gave a distracted smile. Eventually, the daeben let out a loud sigh and scratched the back of his head. He then folded his arms and said in surrender, “Fine. Fine. I’ll do it, okay. Just this once.”

Leila revealed a pleasant smile as she said, “Good. You won’t regret this.”

“I hope not,” Kashi muttered as the Maggots walked into the manor. A couple of handmaidens greeted the crew and then directed them to their rooms, where they could wash off and prepare for the dinner. “See you at dinner,” said Kashi as he walked toward a room with Lunette curiously tagging along.

“Later,” Syèl replied, and then made to grab Shokō, but the swordswoman deftly sidestepped his reach and followed a maid to a different room. Syèl’s brows furrowed as he realized that whatever was bothering her must be more serious than he initially thought.  ‘Well, whatever. She’ll tell me when she’s ready.’

Syèl pushed the matter to the back of his mind as he followed a maid to his room. The rest of the Maggots also dispersed, promising to meet back in about thirty minutes.


Genaco Entertainment HQ,

Tokyo, Japan.

9:30 p.m. 25  th   June 2024.

Director of L.N.E and head developer, Justin Tan sat in a dimly lit conference room, studying the images on the smart wall next to him. If Suzuki was present, he would have recognized the video playing as cherry-picked moments from Kashi’s life this past week. 

Ever since their humiliating retreat at Meilfour, Justin Tan had held a deep-rooted grudge against Kashi and the Hopeful Maggots. He instinctively hated anyone who acted like they were better than him, even more so, someone who humiliated him in public. Unfortunately, Adjudicators were bound by so much red tape that he could not personally act against the daeben, or his avatar would be destroyed.

Luckily, Adjudicators were allowed to place surveillance on ‘persons of interest’ within L.N.E. 

This feature was put in place after the company discovered that some traffickers used King’s Journey to discuss their trade with clients and exchange gold. It was meant to allow the company to acquire proof of criminal activity since most criminals wiped their recordings after each playthrough.

Justin was abusing this privilege to keep tabs on the daeben, but even he knew he could not keep this up for long. Eventually,  it  would revoke his permission and stop his surveillance. Until then, he had to acquire enough information about how the daeben and his guild operated to destroy them and acquire  her .

Whoosh!

The conference room’s door swished open, drawing Justin’s thoughts back to reality. The director turned to the doorway to see an excited intern clutching a stack of papers in his right hand.

“Justin-san!” The intern excitedly shouted as he waved the sheet. “I found it! I found it, Justin-san!”

Justin frowned, his eyes narrowing as he glared at the young man and cautioned, “Slow down, Hana-kun! Use your words! What did you find?”

“Kashi’s information! His real name!” The intern called Hana announced as he ran up to Justin and plopped a stack of papers on the table.

“What!?” Justin’s exclaimed in shock as he picked up the papers and began examining the contents. “Where’d you get this?”

“Hehe,” the intern proudly laughed as he rubbed his nose. “I thought Kashi might have participated in King’s Journey, so I tracked his current ID to see if it matched any data we had in King’s Journey.”

“How’d you get the ID? Everything’s blocked?”

“It was in the file we received before,” Hana revealed. “The data might have corrupted, but I made sure to memorize the ID.” 

“That’s a series of 20 digits!” Justin raised his eyes, shock in them as he gave the intern a once-over. “You memorized all that?”

Hana laughed as he nodded. “I used to play memorization games as a kid.” The intern then pointed at a sheet of paper and said, “It was hard to find, but I managed to dig up an old draft for a contract between the Broadcasting Division and a Mato Suzuki. Get this… His avatar was the famous Razznik Y’Terlow!” The intern shivered and rubbed his arms as he said, “Oof, I’m getting goosebumps. To think he was such a legend!”

Justin’s eyes, however, had turned red with rage as he gripped the sheet of paper. “Razznik! So it’s not just once, but twice that this kid has humiliated me!” Looking at the intern, he asked, “What did you say his name was again?”

Hana pointed at a different sheet of paper as he said, “The contract is signed to a Mr. and Mrs. Daichi, but only as guardians for a Mato Suzuki. Judging by the name difference, he was probably adopted.”

Justin’s eyes shook with excitement as he clutched the paper and glared at the other name on the sheet. The promisor of this contract was none other than Shouyou James himself. Now, why would this high-level CEO take part in such a low-level contract?

Hold on. Could it be?

Justin asked for confirmation. “Hey, kid. What’s the boy’s name again?”

“Mato Suzuki. Why?”

“Mato. Mato. Mato.” Justin repeated, his gaze unfocused as he suddenly pulled out his phone. “It can’t be, can it?” The director, disbelieving his hypothesis, pulled up an ex-employee’s personnel file. He skipped through the fluff until he reached the next of kin fields. 

Justin’s eyes went wide, a massive grin spreading on his face as he burst into laughter, “Hahahaha! What kind of coincidence is this!? Good! This is good! Now I get to pay back this debt!” A sinister light appeared in his eyes as he turned to Hana and instructed, “Get the Virtual Drives ready! I’ll be going in any minute now.”

Hana ran out of the room to prep the device, leaving Justin to stare at the wall with an evil smile and eyes filled with hatred and scorn. “Don’t worry,” he muttered as he rose to his feet and made his way out of the room, “…I’ll take good care of your son.”

Back in the room, the image on the wall flickered, revealing a handsome man in his twenties with sullen, sunken eyes. Underneath the picture, his name flashed for a moment before the image disappeared.

Mato Ryumaki – Lead Project Designer.
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Kashi, oblivious to the approaching thunderstorm, entered the room assigned to him by a maid. The daeben smiled in appreciation as he looked around and inspected the room. As expected of a royal manor, the room was beautifully adorned with numerous artworks and décor on the walls. The daeben glanced at a massive bed with comfy looking quilts and then turned towards the door leading to the bathroom.

“Wow… It’s really pretty.”

“Yeah, it is,” Kashi off-handedly replied but then realized something was off. Why did he hear Lunette’s voice? The daeben turned around and was shocked to find Lunette near the doorway, admiring a chandelier hanging off the ceiling. “Lune?”

As if on cue, the maid called from the door, “Miss, your room is this way, please.” Kashi nodded as if to say, ‘that makes much more sense,’ but then Lunette’s response threw that thought out of the window.

“It’s fine,” Lunette politely refused with a gracious smile. “I will be staying here, thank you.” The songstress’ smile was polite but firm, causing the maid to pick up a strong vibe that did not encourage any dissent.

The maid smiled and then said to both of them, “The bath has been pre-heated. You may go in anytime. If you need me, I will be stationed outside the door.” As if realizing she said something off, the maid covered her mouth as she assured, “Do not worry. These doors are soundproof. You may go on about your business as you please.” Lunette turned red, her gaze turning playfully hostile, while Kashi raised a brow in question. Without waiting for their reactions, the maid quickly ducked out of the room and shut the door behind her.

“Weird girl,” Kashi remarked with a chuckle and then pointed at the bathroom as he turned to Lunette. “Do you want to go in first, or?”

“I’m fine,” Lunette replied as she looked around the room, eventually finding what she was looking for. “But before you go, can you take a seat over there,” she asked as she pointed at a small dresser set in front of a large obsidian mirror. Destia’s technology had not advanced enough to produce modern-day mirrors, but it seemed that some nobles had access to obsidian mirrors made from polished obsidian ore. 

“What? Why?” Kashi asked, puzzled by the strange request.

Lunette smiled as she took out a pair of scissors and a comb from her inventory. “I finally have you in one place without some important thing you need to take care of.”

Kashi raised a brow as he looked at the comb with a bemused smile. “…And, what do you plan on doing with those?”

“Obviously, I’m going to fix your hair,” Lunette replied with an excited glint in her eyes. “Muko introduced me to a hairdresser. She taught me for this very occasion.”  Snip! Snip!  The songstress’s eyes shone brightly as she snipped the scissors.

Kashi’s eyelids twitched in line with the scissors’ snips. “How good are you with that?”

“Only one way to find out,” teased Lunette. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Yeah, well, it’s not a matter of trust or not,” Kashi struggled to defend himself as he ran his right hand through his hair. “Just don’t want a situation where I’m forced to cut it all off, you know.” The daeben shivered as he imagined himself bald, with the sun glinting off his obsidian skull.

“Ah, then don’t worry,” Lunette assured as she took out a vial from her inventory. “There’s this new hair potion going around. A few drops on the scalp, and you’ll have shoulder-length hair within minutes.” Looking at the vial, she added with a sigh, “Sadly, it doesn’t cure baldness. Only works on people with healthy hair.”

Kashi once again shivered as he questioned in disbelief, “Isn’t that too convenient?”

“Not really?” Lunette replied with a shrug. “I think the developers put it in so we can easily switch between hairstyles. Plus, it’s plant-based, so it doesn’t put any animals in danger of extinction.”

“Ha…” Kashi sighed as he resigned himself to his fate and sat on a chair in front of the dresser. “Fine. Just don’t mess it up, please.”

“More than it already is?” Lunette shot back with a snarky grin as she walked up behind him. She then took out a series of drawings depicting different styles and placed them on the table in front of the daeben. “Pick one.”

Kashi quickly glanced through the options and randomly selected an option, not particularly caring about the end result as long as it did not get in the way during battle.

“Thank you, customer,” Lunette snarked as she took the drawings into her inventory. She then took a deep breath, and only then did she finally put the scissors to Kashi’s hair.

Kashi, well aware of her deep breath, asked, “Should I be concerned?”

“I’ve got this,” Lunette promised. Whether that was for Kashi’s benefit or her own, only she knew. Silence followed shortly after, as the sounds of snipping scissors became the only thing one could hear. 

Kashi sat within the silence, watching Lunette’s strangely desolate expression as she worked on his hair. After a couple of minutes of uncomfortable silence, the daeben finally broke. “Are you going to say what’s on your mind, or what?”

Silence followed for a few moments before Lunette finally responded in a small voice much unlike her, “What’re you talking about?”

“I’m talking about this situation.” Kashi pointed at his hair, and then looking at Lunette’s reflection, he said, “I know just how busy you’ve been. There’s no way you had time to learn how to cut hair.”

Lunette hesitated, raising her eyes to meet the daeben’s reflection. “You knew and still let me?”

Kashi shrugged as he replied, “I figured it must be serious if you felt you needed to go this far. Well? What’s wrong?”

Lunette paused… her pupils visibly shaking as she struggled to firm her resolve. It took a moment longer than she would have liked, but the songstress finally got her nerves under control. She lowered her gaze, returning to her task on Kashi’s hair as she asked, “…Do you think A.I’s can fall in love?”

“Huh?” Kashi questioned, stunned by the question that came out of left field. “Where’d that come from?”

“I heard Paris is getting married to the Serian Princess,” replied Lunette in a low tone. “I was curious. Do A.Is truly fall in love? Or is that just a couple of zeroes and ones that can easily be manipulated?” Lunette hesitated but then repeated her question. “What do you think? Can A.I’s love?”

To her surprise, Kashi did not take a moment before answering, “Every sentient living thing can love.”

“You consider A.Is as living beings?” Lunette questioned with a strange look in her eyes.

“Maybe not every A.I out there,” Kashi replied with a shrug. “But at the very least, I think the ones in this game qualify as living beings.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if you want to look at it scientifically, there are seven characteristics a thing must fulfill to be classified as living,” explained Kashi and then began counting them off his fingers. “Nutrition, Respiration, Movement, Excretion, Growth, Reproduction and finally, Sensitivity.” The daeben paused, taking a breath, and then exclaimed with a chuckle, “Oof, thanks, Ms. Nomura. I guess Health Science wasn’t as useless as I thought.” Kashi, slowly getting into his own world, continued, “If you think about it, the A.I’s here fulfill all those categories. They eat, breathe, walk around, grow old, have children, can touch and feel each other, and I might have to consult with Paris, but they most likely use the bathroom too.”

Lunette chuckled as she imagined a scene where Kashi asked the King of Rosendun if he uses the bathroom. But then, realizing it was Kashi she was thinking about, she felt compelled to say, “Don’t do that. Please.”

Kashi raised a brow but then shrugged and said, “Fine, I’ll just ask the forums later.”

Lunette shook her head, unable to tell if the daeben was joking or not. Hence, she decided not to bother her brain and instead switched the topic. “You said scientifically. Is there another way to determine a living being?”

“Yes,” Kashi replied. “The only one that matters.”

Lunette’s curiosity was officially piqued. “What is that?”

This time, it was Kashi who went silent for several seconds. Eventually, the daeben pointed at his chest and muttered, “The heart.”

“What?”

“The heart,” Kashi repeated in a louder voice. “As long as you can feel love or hate, care for someone else, grieve for a loved one and feel guilt when you betray someone who trusted you, you are alive.” The daeben paused, his gaze growing heavy. “If you are incapable of feeling love, then you are not alive no matter how many scientific checkboxes you fill.”

Kashi continued, his gaze downcast and solemn, “These A.Is can feel pain when they are hurt. They cry when their friends are killed in front of them. They are capable of loyalty, the likes of which I’ve never seen. In that respect, many of these A.Is are more alive than some of us humans.”

“But those emotions are as a result of coding,” Lunette argued. “Anyone can tamper with their code anytime. Can that be considered real love then?”

“And if you smack the human brain the right way, you can eliminate our emotions altogether,” replied Kashi. “At the core of it, most of what we call human emotions are a result of chemical impulses causing the neurons in our brain to fire off ‘good’ or ‘bad.’ With enough expertise, you can probably tamper with a human’s brain, causing it to fire off ‘bad’ whenever they see someone they were previously in love with. The only difference with A.I’s is that their ‘brain’ is much easier to access than a human’s.”

“Yes,” Lunette agreed, but then added, “Because humans made them. They were  made , so they can’t be alive.”

“Ignoring the possibility that humans were genetically designed to be as we are, A.I’s can be considered the next logical step in evolution. Just because they were borne from human intellect rather than biology doesn’t negate it,” Kashi proposed with a bright light in his eyes that surprised Lunette. She had never seen that look in his eyes before

Lunette paused and could not help but give the daeben a strange look, “You’ve done a lot of research into this.”

“Haha, yeah,” admitted Kashi with a chuckle, but then his smile dissipated as he muttered, “Suzuki did a presentation on emerging technologies in elementary school. It was one of the rare times father had time to help him on a project.”

“Oh,” Lunette muttered, unsure how to respond. “Sounds like it was beautiful.”

“It was nice,” muttered Kashi, but then quickly changed the subject, “So, does that answer your question? I believe A.Is can love just as much, if not more than humans.”

Lunette paused for a moment, catching Kashi’s reflection in the mirror. “In that case, what about an A.I and a human?”

“What about it?”

“Can a human fall in love with an A.I?”

“Why not?”

“What?”

“Why not?” repeated Kashi with a smile. “If you think about it, nothing is stopping A.Is and humans from loving or hating each other. If you spend enough time together, eventually, one party will develop feelings for the other, Artificial be damned.”

Lunette hummed as she returned to working on Kashi’s hair and then asked, “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Do you think you can love an A.I?” Lunette asked.

“I’m not sure I’m capable of love,” Kashi instantly replied, almost as if by reflex. The daeben paused and then added, “What I do know, though, is that I enjoy being around Summoned just as much as I enjoy being with Residents. In fact, I think I enjoy spending time with Residents a little more. Life’s so much easier with those guys.”

“Well, what if I was an A.I? Would you be creeped out?”

“Nope,” Kashi replied with a shrug. “But it would answer a lot of questions.”

Lunette’s brows furrowed as she stared at the daeben’s reflection. “What do you mean?”

“I told you I know how busy you’ve been,” stated Kashi as he sighed. “I also know that ever since I’ve met you, no one has ever noticed you logged out.” The daeben raised his fingers and said, “So, either you’re an irredeemable NEET, terminal patient, or an A.I.”

Lunette let out a depreciating chuckle as she muttered, “Somehow, A.I sounds the best option amongst those three.”

“You think so?” replied Kashi as he raised a brow. “Doesn’t really matter to me. I want to believe that  what  you are isn’t important. It’s  who  you are.” Kashi held Lunette’s hand, stopping her from cutting his head. He then pulled his head backward, so he looked up directly into her eyes. “To me, you are Lunette Falsetto, the amazing, beautiful singer with a scary younger brother.”

Lunette’s heart quickened, racing uncontrollably as she stared into the daeben’s sincere, red eyes. “That’s not fair,” she complained as she pushed his head back into position. “You don’t get to do that to me when I can’t do the same to you.” 

“…What are you talking about?” Kashi asked and made to look at her again, but Lunette held his head in place with a vice-grip. 

“It’s not important,” Lunette retorted. “Now stay still. I’m almost done.” When she was sure Kashi wasn’t moving, she continued cutting his hair. 

Snip.

Snip.

Snip.

For a while, this was the only sound in the room. Both Kashi and Lunette were absorbed in their own thoughts.

Snip!

Lunette’s resolved expression reflected on the silver scissors as the final lock of hair slowly fell off Kashi’s head. The songstress raised her eyes, gaze meeting the daeben’s in the mirror as the lock struck the ground.

“I’m an A.I.”
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“I’m an A.I.”

Lunette’s confession rang like hammer against wood, sending the room into a tense silence. The songstress’s hands trembled as she struggled to hide her growing unease and fear, prompting her to turn away from Kashi in fear of seeing his reaction. Despite convincing herself otherwise, it appeared Lunette did not truly believe Kashi wouldn’t have an adverse reaction to her bombshell.

The silence continued for a while longer, each moment increasing Lunette’s panic. Luckily, just before her nerves frayed altogether, someone grabbed her shaking hands. Lunette looked up to see Kashi standing in front of her, lips inched up in a somewhat sad smile. 

“You were honest with me,” Kashi said as he closed his hands around hers and then looked into her eyes. “Now, it’s my turn.” The daeben took a deep breath. “I do not care that you are an A.I. I like to—no,” he remarked with a shake of his head, and then continued, “I want to believe that there’s more to us than what those who made us intended. No, that’s not it, either. I  need  to believe we are more than our whatever our creators intended.”

“Creators?” Lunette muttered, brow raised in confusion. “No way. It can’t be,” she exclaimed as he covered her mouth with her hands. “Are you an A.I too?”

Thwack!

“Of course not!” Kashi rebuked with a snort as he stretched his hand into a knife and playfully chopped Lunette’s head. “But, to be honest, I am not so sure it is much better.” The daeben took a deep breath and then said, “You know how I always refer to the ‘me’ in the real world by Suzuki?”

“Mhmm,” confirmed Lunette with a nod as she massaged her head. “I thought it was weird but didn’t want to pry.”

“I see. It was that obvious, huh?” Kashi murmured as he turned around and looked at his reflection in the obsidian mirror. Lunette had done an impressive job with his hair, choosing to cut down the sides and combing the middle back in a sleek waterfall that fell below the daeben’s shoulders. The hairstyle fit nicely with the daeben’s sleeveless dress code, adding a roguish aura and charm to his profile. 

Kashi acknowledged his reflection with a brief smile and then, steeling his resolve, turned around and faced Lunette once again. The daeben drew in a deep breath and began confessing, “Truth is, I am only a split personality created by Suzuki to help with a trauma he experienced as a child.”

Lunette’s eyes widened in shock, but she immediately recalled what Kashi told Rider about him being Razznik. “…Razznik?”

“Yes,” confirmed Kashi. “Razznik was also a split personality made by Kashi. He was created to aid Suzuki deal with his endless rage. When his mission was complete, Razznik had to die.” The daeben fell silent as he stared at his hands, “One day. I, too, will have to die when my mission is complete.” Kashi let out a bitter smile as he continued, “Do you want to know the worst part?”

“What?”

“I don’t feel at all bad about this,” Kashi revealed. “I have accepted that one day I will die like it’s a natural cycle of life. It’s the only restriction placed in us by Suzuki to prevent a situation where we try to fight him for supremacy of the body.” The daeben looked at Lunette and said with a light shrug, “Since you’re honest, I thought I should let you know. I can die at any time, without warning. Initially, I didn’t care at all. But for some reason, I find myself concerned about how you’d feel when I eventually die.” 

Kashi sighed as he muttered, “I think I finally understand how Razznik felt. Wonder if I’ll feel the same when I di—“.

“Stop!” Lunette yelled, nearly causing Kashi to jump in shock. Tears brimmed in the songstress’ eyes as she punched him and complained, “Why do you keep talking about death so nonchalantly? Who says you’re going to die?”

“Life does,” Kashi replied with a bitter smile. He grabbed Lunette’s hands and then held onto them with his left hand while he gently wiped her tears with his right. “Two personalities should not inhabit the same body for longer than necessary. It’ll only result in tragedy for both somewhere along the line.”

Still crying, Lunette frowned, half in anger and half in resignation, “What are you talking about?”

“Ah, how to explain this,” mumbled Kashi as he released Lunette’s arms. “To understand, you must first know who Suzuki is and how we came to be in this situation.” The daeben led Lunette over to a couch and then sat down with her. “Everything started just about ten years ago when Suzuki was 10…”

Lunette listened as Kashi relayed the truth about the relationship between Suzuki, his parents, and further on down the line, Razznik and now himself. By the time he was done, Lunette’s eyes were red with tears, brimming with the pain Kashi was incapable of feeling. Covering her mouth, the songstress choked as she muttered, “Th-that’s horrible. None of you deserve to live like this.”

“It is what it is,” replied Kashi with a shrug, and then swiftly changed the topic to avoid talking about himself any further. “What about you? What is it like, being an A.I? Any cool stories from your past?”

“Not particularly, no,” Lunette replied with a shake of her head. “Before L.N.E, Shadow and I were kept in stasis because the developers were not sure what to do with us.” 

“Stasis?” Kashi asked with a raised brow. “What’s that like?”

Lunette shivered, her gaze wavering as she muttered, “Initially, it was terrible. We were kept in what was essentially a void. We didn’t need anything to survive, so the developers did not put much thought into designing an environment specifically for us.” The songstress wrung her hands as she revealed with a tight smile, “It was hell for us. You know how humans go into their own heads when they are alone or bored? For an A.I, it’s a billion times worse. We could go through a million thoughts in the span of a second, which made the boredom and lack of stimuli much more overbearing than you can ever imagine.” Lunette sighed as she admitted, “If Shadow wasn’t there, I might have lost whatever ‘mind’ an A.I has.” 

“Oof…” Kashi muttered as he looked at the songstress with pity. “That does sound terrible. And you were in there until  Line ? For how long?”

“No. Not until Line,” Lunette corrected. “Three years after our designer left, some bigshot repurposed a small world he designed for us to live in, populated with other A.Is.” Smiling, Lunette looked at Kashi as she revealed, “Later, that little world would become the location for King’s Journey.” Lunette laughed as she said, “Shadow and I didn’t really participate in much of King’s Journey. We just traveled the world, seeing new things and meeting new people.”

“Oh! So, that’s what you were doing in the swamps!” Kashi clapped in realization. “I’ve always wondered why you went there. So, you’re the explorer type.”

“Mhmm,” Lunette replied with a small laugh. “I like singing to people I’ve never met before. It’s my dream that one day, I’ll have sung to at least one person in every corner of the world.”

“That’s a big dream.”

“Yeah, it is,” Lunette confirmed with a chuckle. “The programmer who made Shadow and I, Rai-sensei, always said he loved my voice. He said he wanted everyone in the world to hear my songs one day.” The songstress revealed a proud smile as she added, “Very few people know this, but he developed the first real virtual world just for Shadow and me. It was only after he left that Genaco took the world and upgraded it to the one in King’s Journey.”

Kashi raised a brow, amused by Lunette’s overall body language. “You seem like you really like this Rai-sensei.”

“Yeah,” Lunette agreed with a happy grin. “Rai-sensei was the coolest person you’ll ever meet.” The songstress paused for a moment and then added with an embarrassed smile, “He did not do too well with people, though. Tended to rub many the wrong way at times.”

“How so?” the daeben asked, intrigued by this character.

“He was far too straight-laced,” Lunette boasted with a wide grin. “Everything had to be by the book, and on time with Rai-sensei. The people in his group really hated him because of this.” The songstress’s eyes gaze dropped, her tone turning somber as she muttered, “I guess that’s why he left soon after our final tests. We were the only things holding him back. Once he was done with us, he left for good.”

Kashi hesitated, unsure of what to say in this situation. Eventually, however, he muttered, “Sorry. That sucks.”

Lunette shrugged. “Like you said, It is what it is.” The songstress revealed a bitter smile as she said, “I don’t mind that he left, just that we never got to say goodbye. While developing us, he made it his personal mission to ensure we did not suffer in any way. And for that, I will be eternally grateful.” 

Momentary silence descended onto the room as both Lunette and Kashi dwelled in their thoughts, recalling memories from a distant past.

Knock! Knock!

A series of knocks on the door pulled them out of their reverie. Kashi shook his head and rose to his feet as he called out, “Come in.”

“Yes,” a maid replied as she opened the door and walked in. “Master Kashi, Ms. Falsetto, it’s din—” The maid froze in place, mouth agape as she stared at the daeben.

Kashi raised a brow and remarked as he pointed at his face, “Is there something on my face?”

The daeben’s action seemed to pull the maid back to reality as she immediately bowed and frantically apologized, “M-My apologies! That was rude of me.” The maid winced, hating herself for staring for so long. It’s not like it was the first time she had seen a handsome man before. It was just that the contrast between Kashi’s previous messy hairstyle and this charming, rogue-like style was much too great.

“Do not worry. We do not mind,” Lunette said with a hint of pride in her eyes as she looked at Kashi. The songstress turned to the maid and asked, “You were saying something earlier?”

“Ah, yes!” The maid exclaimed upon recalling her purpose. “Dinner’s ready. I am to escort you to the dining hall.” 

Kashi looked at himself in the mirror and murmured, “Hmm… I should probably change, but I’m not sure I have any formal attire in my inventory.”

“I knew this day would eventually come.” Lunette’s lips spread in a smile as she took out a dashing jet black coat, pants, and a formal shirt from her inventory. “I had someone make a pair of formal wear for you just in case something like this happens. I even got them to dye everything black like you like it. Go on, put them on!”

Kashi revealed an uneasy expression as he looked at the articles of clothing. From what he could see, there was an undershirt, an actual long-sleeved frilly shirt, an undercoat, and finally a leather knee-length leather coat to complete the look. These were far too many layers for someone who was used to wearing just one shirt.

However, when he caught Lunette’s eyes, he could not find it in himself to disappoint her. So, he accepted the clothes, placed them in his inventory, and then equipped them. A flash of light enveloped Kashi, hiding his body as his old clothes were removed and replaced with the new ones.

The light disappeared a moment later, revealing an uncomfortable Kashi tugging at his coat’s sleeves, oblivious to the stars in both Lunette and the maid’s eyes.

Lunette caught the maid’s gaze and had to stifle a laugh as the maid sent her a discrete thumbs-up. She instead pushed Kashi’s hand from his sleeves, saying as she patted out the creases on the coat, “Stop messing around. You look handsome.”

“If you say so,” muttered Kashi as he resigned himself to fate. “I’ll bear with it until tomorrow.”

“Oh, this is only for tonight,” Lunette said, causing Kashi to raise a brow in disbelief. “Don’t worry!” she consoled with a chuckle. “You can wear whatever you like tomorrow. It’s the Maggots’ Guildmaster’s stage. You should wear what you’re most comfortable with.” She, however, then added with a sly smirk. “I do have a few gifts, though. I don’t know if you’ll like them.”

Kashi looked at Lunette with an apprehensive gaze. “What are you planning?”

“You’ll see,” Lunette replied with a smile as she opened her inventory. The songstress tapped on an option, and light enveloped her. When it dissipated, Kashi was left speechless by the stunning, strapless, sky-blue gown which hugged Lunnete’s waist and flowed down to her feet. A knee-high slit at the gown’s front added an innocent, sultry allure to the dress as it accentuated her beautiful legs.

Kashi stared at Lunette for a while, and only after he firmly resisted the urge to take out his sketchbook did he clumsily mutter, “…You’re beautiful.”

Lunette blushed, her cheeks beet red as she leaned into, and then pecked Kashi on his cheek. “Thank you.” With that, she wrapped her arms around Kashi’s and then followed the maid to the dining hall.

Kashi and Lunette followed the maid through the manor’s beautiful hallways, through a flight of stairs, to the second floor, where they finally stopped in front of a large pair of ornate double doors.

A pair of guards stationed at the doorway cocked their heads in greeting. They then proceeded to push the doors open, revealing a lavish dining hall with a long white and rose-colored table at its center.

Kashi and Lunette walked into the hall, shocked to find that they were the last to arrive. Everyone else was already seated. 

King Chu sat at the table’s head, with King Parissius and King Xafie seated at either side. Two seats were left open next to King Parissius, most likely intended for Kashi and Lunette.

Leila, Absalon, Jade, Stryke, and Larsial sat next to King Xafier. In contrast, Shadow, Miote, Syèl, Shokō, and Asha followed Kashi and Lunette’s empty seats. Both Rosendun’s and Aygorzi’s ministers sat at the remaining seats following the Maggots.

Upon entering the room, Kashi’s new look caught the eyes of all the Maggots present, leading to several thumbs-ups getting sent Lunette’s way. If it were not for the solemnity of the royal dinner, there would have definitely been quite a few whistles and cheers.

Thankfully, King Parissius was eager to set the mood for the evening. The king took one look at Kashi and immediately shot to his feet, clapping. “Ms. Lunette Falsetto, I never thought it possible to turn Kashi into a respectable gentleman.” He mock-bowed as he continued, “I will forever be in awe.”

Lunette barely had a chance to respond when King Xafier left his seat and walked up to Kashi. The dwarf clapped his hands around the daeben cheeks and exclaimed with a loud guffaw, “Never thought I’d get to see yer forehead. You look mighty proper. Wouldn’t have recognized ya were it not for the beautiful lass.” King Xafier beamed as he looked at Lunette and offered a bow, “Miss, you are a woman of miracles, if I’ve ever laid eyes on one.”

With the ice officially broken, King Chu also rose from his seat and approached the couple. His aging lips cracked into a small smile as he confessed, “Earlier I doubted such a man could truly be the famed Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots. Now, he does look a man of import.” The king winked at Lunette as he praised, “Truly, women do bring out the best in us ruddy men.”

“Your Majesties, please do not tease me so,” Lunette responded with an embarrassed chuckle. “All I did was give him a little makeover. The looks are all his.”

King Parissius snorted as he glared at Kashi. “Who cares if the looks are his if he can only cover them in mud.” Thrilled at the opportunity to put one over the daeben, he emphasized, “A diamond is only beautiful because it shines. Stick it in mud, and no one will appreciate its value.”

Kashi, meanwhile, snorted in reply and grumbled, “It’s still diamond, though,” causing the room to erupt in raucous laughter at his expense. He intended to say something to get back his dignity, but a certain halben vampire suddenly showed up in front of him and pushed him to the side.

“Forget Kashi,” prompted Syèl, and then asked he pointed at his curly hair, which was securely tied into a ponytail, “Can I get a makeover too? I’ve got some ideas for this hair of mine.”

“Ooh, me too,” exclaimed Jade as she popped up beside the halben. “I’ve been stuck with this hairstyle since I got here! I need a change! Or, no wait. You might be busy. Where did you learn then? I need to change this style! Also. That dress. By God, it’s lovely! Who made it? Where? Do they take custom orders?”

Kashi could only stand off to the side as several Maggots surrounded Lunette, praising her fashion sense and her role in Kashi’s makeover. The daeben shook his head, smiling to himself as he walked over to his chair and took a seat.

Opposite him, Leila flashed a small smile as she admired his new look, “You do look good. I should get Lunette to design all your clothes moving forward.”

Kashi visibly shivered and tugged at his sleeves, “No way. I’m not wearing this outside this building.”

“Why not? It looks good,” Leila teased.

Kashi only snorted in reply, pleased when King Chu clapped his hands and guided everyone back to the table. The mood was warm and friendly as several maids approached the table with the first course. The Maggots and chiefs heaped praise on the chefs as they dug into the delicious food.

After a while of eating, King Chu looked at Kashi and asked, “So, Kashi. I am happy to have finally made your acquaintance after all this time. I have heard a lot about you.”

“Not all bad, I hope,” joked Kashi as he looked up from his meal.

“No. No. Certainly not all bad. There was some good sprinkled in the mix,” replied King Chu, drawing a round of laughter and amused chuckles from the room.

Kashi smiled as he took a bite out of the scrumptious meat. He washed down the morsel with a cup of juice (he didn’t like wine) and then looked at King Chu with a knowing smile. “I’m glad to hear that. Is there something you’d like to know? You look like you’ve had something on your mind for a while.”

“Hehe, was it that obvious?” King Chu questioned as he placed his mug on the table. He took a long look at Kashi, a stern gaze in his eyes as he asked, “I wanted to meet the man behind the Hopeful Maggots for a long time, just to ask a single question.” The hall turned silent as everyone paused to look at the king. “What is your end goal? What is it you want to achieve?”

Kashi paused, setting his fork down as he focused on King Chu. “Our end goal, is it?”

“No. Not the Hopeful Maggots’ end goal,” clarified King Chu. “Yours. As a man, what is it you want to have achieved by the end of your life? For some, it’s glory, some it’s love, and for many, wealth.” King Chu gazed at the daeben with an amiable but probing smile as he asked, “You can often surmise the measure of a man by what he hopes to achieve.”

Kashi’s lips spread in a light smile as he looked at King Chu. “What I hope to achieve… I suppose you could call it my dream?”

“Yes, your dream,” King Chu agreed with a nod. “That is an apt way of putting it. What is your dream, Kashi?”

“My dream, huh?” Kashi’s smile stiffened somewhat as he looked at the food on his plate. “Want to know the truth?” offered the daeben as he subconsciously tapped his fork against the food. The daeben turned to look at King Chu, his smile turning wry as he said, “I do not know what my dream is. I am at a stage in my life where I am still trying to figure out who I am as a person, let alone having some grand dream to aspire to.” The daeben released a self-deprecating chuckle. “I hope that does not disappoint you.”

King Chu shook his head, a bright smile on his face as he observed the daeben. “On the contrary, I find your answer to be quite refreshing. Countless men and women decide to pursue a grand idea without taking the time to master themselves first. Such people are often wont to give up when they find out they are not suited for that path after wasting countless precious years.” King Chu’s gaze narrowed slightly as he looked at Kashi. “You, on the other hand, are different. You have taken the time to explore what makes you, you before choosing your final destination. I applaud that.”

“Thank you,” Kashi replied with a somewhat forced smile. The daeben could not tell the truth. What dreams? Like he was allowed to have something like that. He was well aware of his own life expectancy. Having dreams would truly be foolish for someone like him.

Lunette, catching the strain in Kashi’s smile, reached under the table and squeezed his arm in support.

Kashi looked at Lunette with a smile of appreciation and then, with his mood reset, turned to King Chu and asked, “I sense deeper reasoning behind this question?”

“Mmm. There is one,” confirmed King Chu with a nod. “I am curious. What makes a man undertake the path you’ve chosen to tread? Despite fierce opposition from every corner, you seem determined to usher in a new age of peace, even if it’s through conquering other nations. That kind of zeal is quite uncommon. If you do not have a particular dream, may I ask what drives you? Could it be one of those quests, Summoned always talk about?”

Kashi froze for a moment, sending a stunned look at the king. Was that just an informed guess? If so, there was much more to this man than met the eye. However, more importantly, the daeben suddenly found himself stuck at the center of a crossroad regarding King Chu’s last question.

On the one hand, Kashi could lie, leaving King Chu none the wiser, or he could speak the truth, face the challenge head-on, and still steer the conversation towards victory.

Really, there was only one path the daeben was going to choose.

“Initially, it did start as a quest, yes,” admitted Kashi with a nod. “Early on, I received a daunting task to somehow unify the entire continent under a single flag. Luckily, the quest isn’t concerned with whose flag flies over the continent as long as I am instrumental in ensuring the final victor. I chose Rosendun’s flag because her king happened to be a friend of mine, and for a long time, the quest was all that mattered.” The daeben paused, hands tightening around his cup as he added, “However, somewhere along the line, things changed.”

Kashi looked at the Maggots gathered around the table with a warm gaze. “I do not think there is an exact moment I can pinpoint to, but at some point, I found myself surrounded by people I could trust. Men and women I would happily go into battle with. People with unique and interesting train of thoughts which often differed from mine.” The daeben wrung out a wry smile and then added, “Suddenly, it wasn’t about the quest anymore. I just wanted to see how far we could go as a Guild.” 

Kashi laughed, revealing with a light shrug, “To be honest, I have always preferred to do things on my own. So this feeling of relying on others is quite new and refreshing.”

Kashi leaned back in his chair, revealing an embarrassed smile as he admitted, “So, yeah. If you ask what drives me right now, I’d say it’s a desire not to disappoint those who are and have been watching and supporting me. If that makes sense…”

“Imagine that,” Syèl mock-exclaimed from down the table as he stared at the daeben with a strange expression. “Little Kashi has grown into a man. Look at him confidently belting out sappy essays in public.”

“Did I say I don’t want to disappoint those watching me?” Kashi muttered with a teasing smile. “Clearly, there are some exceptions to that rule.”

“Ouch!” Syèl mock-winced and clutched his chest. “That was harsh, Cash. You shouldn’t discriminate!”

King Chu laughed as he looked at Kashi and said, “A man who is loved by and motivated by his guild. The future is truly in good hands.” The King gazed at a portrait of his wife that hung on the walls, a warm smile on his face as he advised the daeben, “Listen. As long as you do not lose that pure heart of yours, your guild will always prosper. Do not let success taint your perception of your comrades later in life. It will only lead to disaster.”

“You do not have to fear that with Kashi,” Leila teased with a fraction of a smile at the corner of her lips. “He doesn’t stay around the guild long enough to have an idea of how successful or not we are, nor would he care really if he knew. Kashi has many vices, but pride luckily is not one of them.”

“Hah! That’s good to hear!” exclaimed King Chu with a happy grin, after which, the King then looked at Kashi and said, “I am—”

Bam!

Before King Chu could finish his address, the dining hall’s doors busted open. The loud noise attracted all eyes to the doorway. A beautiful but disheveled red-haired beautiful woman stood, eyes rapidly scanning through the room.

“Ling-er, are you not going to greet our guests!?” King Chu heavily reprimanded, cheeks red with embarrassment at his daughter’s rude behavior.

“Oh? What’s that?” Chu Ling muttered absent-mindedly as she glanced at her father. Luckily, despite not actively listening, she had subconsciously paid attention to her the king’s voice due to his hardball training methods when she was a child.

Realizing her error, Chu Ling immediately clasped her hand to her chest and offered a short bow. “Chu Ling, daughter of King Chu Tianjo, ruler of Serisis, welcomes you all to this beautiful land. I apologize for my rude manners, but there is a matter that requires urgent attention.”

Leila, instantly deducting the most likely reason Chu Ling was here, shot up from her chair. “Is the orc with you?”

“No,” Chu Ling stated with a shake of her head. “He’s outside. We cannot risk bringing him into the manor without confirming how toxic he is and the chances of his poison being spread onto others.”

“Wise call,” Leila praised and then turned to Kashi with a stern look in her eyes. “It’s your turn. Are you certain you’re up for it?”

Kashi looked at Leila with a confident smile. “These kinds of situations are much more up my alley.” The daeben rose to his feet and then said to King Chu with an apologetic smile, “My apologies, Your Majesty. I must take my leave. It would seem my services are required.”

“It is of no concern,” King Chu assured with a wave of his hand. “This has been a productive dinner already. I am glad we were able to have this conversation.” He then turned to Chu Ling and said, “You will report when this is concluded, I trust?”

Chu Ling nodded once more and then turned to look at Kashi and Lunette, “Please, hurry. It seems there was a complication with the orc’s condition. He’s far worse than our shaman initially prescribed.”

Kashi bade Lunette goodbye, excused himself from the dining hall once more, and then left the room with Leila and Chu Ling. The daeben cast a curious glance at Chu Ling as they rushed down the hallway, intrigued by the half-midi.

Chu Ling felt his gaze and asked as she looked over her shoulder, “What’s the matter?”

“Excuse me,” Kashi apologized. “It’s just I haven’t seen many half-beastmen around. It’s fascinating.”

“No surprise there,” Chu Ling replied with a nod. “Inter-species relations is still heavily frowned upon, and there’s also the fact that most beastmen are incapable of reproducing with other species. My sister and I are a very rare case.”

“Oh, wow,” Leila murmured in adoration. “Was there any particular reason, or just a miracle?”

Chu Ling shrugged, revealing an unsure expression. “I am not sure,” she admitted. “I heard my mother found a herb while exploring the Forever Sea that increased the chances. But there was no confirmation as she was the only case.” The princess revealed a rare bitter smile as she expanded, “My mother was trying to find ways to make beastmen more appreciated in the continent. She figured if there were as many half-beastmen as there were half-elves, then relations between the races would improve.”

“I hear she passed,” Leila murmured in a soothing tone. “She sounds like a real visionary. I’m sorry.”

Chu Ling shook her head. “There is no proof she passed. She never returned after returning to the Forever Sea to once again seek out and study the herb. Legends say the Forever Sea is endless with countless islands. She might have gotten stuck somewhere. Someday, when I’ve settled all my royal duties and ensured Serisis is stable, I’ll venture out myself and find her.”

“Exploring the Forever Seas?” Kashi asked with a smile. “Make sure to call me when you’re ready. Or who knows, I might be the one who ends up calling you.”

“Oh?” Chu Ling happily exclaimed as she looked at Kashi. “You’re the adventurous type?”

“You could say that,” Kashi replied with a laugh. “Though I think Paris might even be more of a rogue than I am. You should take him with you.”

Chu Ling laughed as they approached the manor’s entrance. “Paris was a restless soul as a Prince. I wonder if he’s still got that adventurous streak with the weight of the crown on him.”

Leila chuckled as she advised, “Give him a valid reason to ditch the capital, and you’ll find out soon enough.”

“Hehe, I’ll keep that in mind,” Chu Ling stated as they walked through the main doors. She led the duo to an abandoned barn at the compound’s outskirts. They met a massive, intimidating orc, the beautiful Chu Ming and a herbalist standing over an unconscious, frighteningly skinny orc, and a traditionally short dwarf.

Chu Ming’s brows were matted with sweat as she struggled to maintain a healing bubble around the unconscious Durst, while the herbalist rapidly poured prepared concoctions into Durst’s mouth to slow down the corruption of the orc’s internal organs.

Chu Ling quickly carried out introductions between the Maggots and the rescue party before making way for Kashi.

Chu Ming, the herbalist, Rudega, and Ragnaf stared at the daeben with suspicion and wonder. They could not help but wonder how this daeben could salvage the situation. Unfortunately, they were out of options. They could only accept whatever help they got.

Kashi reacted to the disbelieving gazes with a smile. He raised his hand, and a portal appeared in front of him, out of which stepped a clearly discontent Rayatha Thorn.

“I was on the verge of a breakthrough—” Rayatha started to complain but then spotted Durst on the ground. A brief sniff of the air alerted the druid to the orc’s severe condition. Looking at Kashi, he asked, “Is he the orc you were asking me about?”

Kashi nodded. “Are you confident?”

Rayatha snorted. “A few days ago, this might have been impossible. Now,” he said as he pulled out some vials from his inner coat. “Now, this can serve as a fine test for my Blight-infused antidote…”
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Kashi, Leila, and the Serian twins watched Rayatha as he crouched over Durst’s visibly shrunken frame. The poison’s effects had worsened considerably, causing dark, purple like veins to stick out of the orc’s muscles. Durst’s pallid expression, faint but quick breaths, and vacant gaze revealed the severity of his condition. If he did not get help soon, he would not be long for this world.

Rayatha took out a silver needle from his pouch and then stabbed Durst’s arm with it. He retrieved the needle after a moment, frowning when he noticed the pristine needle had turned pitch-black with clear signs of corrosion. The druid then raised his hand and cast a spell on the needle. A beautiful green aura surrounded the needle, the pure mana attempting to cleanse the corruption. Unfortunately, even after several seconds passed, the needle’s color and condition remained the same.

“It is as I feared,” Rayatha stated with an excited glint in his eyes that did not match the situation. “This poison mimics the host’s blood, rendering healing impossible.”

Kashi raised a brow in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Contrary to what laymen think, healing spells do not ‘heal’ the body through magic,” Rayatha stated as he began taking out some herbs and bottles from his pouch. “Healing spells borrow mana from the caster to invigorate the target’s body’s propensity to heal. In the end, it is the injured party’s body that is still in charge of healing.” The herbalist ground the herbs in a small pot to form a dark green mud. “This is why ordinary healing spells cannot regrow a cut-off body part – Such a thing is beyond a hume’s natural healing capability.”

“What are you saying exactly?” Leila questioned with furrowed brows. “Can he be saved or not?”

“A few days ago, he would be nothing but a living corpse, but…” Rayatha grinned as he looked up and pointed at the daeben. “Thanks to Kashi here, I do have a cure in mind.” The druid pried Durst’s mouth open with his left hand and then poured the slush into the orc’s mouth with his right. He observed until the orc instinctively swallowed the mixture before then turning to Kashi. “Healing spells cannot differentiate between the target’s blood and the poison; hence they will boost the poison’s ability to replicate as well as healing the damage done.” The druid looked at Chu Ming and the herbalist with a snarky grin. “If I’m not wrong, his condition only worsened after you started healing him?”

The color drained from Chu Ming’s face as the princess realized her severe error had led the orc to his death. Fingers shaking, she made to stop the spell, but Rayatha sharply rebuked, “Don’t stop! For better or worse, you’re the only thing keeping him alive right now. The second you stop your healing spell, the poison will crush what’s left of his body.”

Chu Ming froze but then bit her lip and continued with her spell. She did not feel right taking orders from this man she knew nothing about, but a life was on the line. Hence, she swallowed her discomfort and focused on keeping the spell steady for as long as possible.

Rudega, meanwhile, was not satisfied with Rayatha’s revelation. “If your words are indeed true, this is not a long-term solution.” The dwarf’s eyes narrowed as he watched Chu Ming’s trembling arms. The princess had held that spell for over two hours now. It was no surprise fatigue had begun to set in. “In fact, it isn’t even a short-term solution. What do you suggest we do? Spit it out already!”

Rayatha cast a scathing glare filled with disdain and anger at the dwarf. The druid might have sworn loyalty to Kashi, but that did not improve his condescending attitude. Luckily, the druid remembered he was still in Kashi’s presence and thus did not lash out. Instead, he took a deep breath and turned his attention back to Durst, who began to spasm heavily as his veins began taking on a dark, murky green color. “The only way to defeat this poison is with a stronger poison. One that will consume poison and blood alike.”

“Wait,” called Kashi as his eyes widened in realization. “You don’t mean—”

“Yes, it’s as you fear,” Rayatha confirmed with an excited grin. “I made him digest a modified version of the Blight. Its concentrated form should be strong enough to eat up all traces of the poison.”

Kashi shook his head in confusion. “Won’t that kill him too? Or at the very least, turn him into a Creature of Blight?”

“It should,” Rayatha confirmed as he took out a new set of herbs and began grinding them in a small pot. “However, your world already produces both the disease and cure as a set of herbs.” The druid raised the cup, showing Kashi the herbs as he said, “I am yet to name them, but these herbs, when mixed correctly, form an anti-blight formula.”

“Then what you fed him earlier?” Leila asked to confirm her conjecture.

“Yes. That was a blight formula,” Rayatha confirmed with a wide grin. “I do not know how, but these never-before-seen plants are growing abundantly in Kashi’s world.” The druid laughed as he stated, “Once we have studied them enough, we will have the perfect antidote to all poisons.”

*cough* *cough*

Durst’s spasms worsened, causing him to cough out black, clotted blood. Seeing this, Rayatha nodded as he announced, “The Blight’s forced out the last of the poison. Now, all we have to do is cure it.”

Kashi moved to raise his hand, but Rayatha shook his head. “One moment, Kashi. Let’s see if the antidote works.” Under Rudega and Ragnaf’s pensive gazes, Rayatha poured the new mixture into Durst’s mouth.

Boom!

Massive torrents of ki exploded out of Durst’s body, sending Chu Ming and the herbalist flying. Luckily for the princess, her sister, Chu Ling, dashed behind and caught her before she hit the ground. The blast almost sent Rudega flying, but Ragnaf held him in place with a steady hand on his shoulder.

Kashi and Leila held their ground, watching Rayatha, who had firmly planted his staff into the ground as if in anticipation. The druid’s narrowed eyes exuded a focus and concern utterly foreign to his usual demeanor. 

Kashi followed Rayath’s gaze to Durst.

To Kashi’s surprise, although Durst was indeed convulsing and foaming at the mouth, the green veins sticking out of his arms were slowly receding. The orc’s skin was rapidly regaining its shine and health with each passing moment. Unfortunately, the Blight was not a poison that was easy to get rid of. The battle between the antitoxin and the Blight wreaked havoc in the orc’s body, causing him to convulse in shock.

No one paid as much attention to the raging battle as Rayatha, whose eyes seemed willing to bore into the orc’s chest to see the fight for himself. However, with each passing moment, the druid’s brows furrowed in a tighter frown. The antitoxin was taking too long! At this rate, Durst might perish before the blight was purged entirely from his system.

On any other day, Rayatha would have waited it out. There was valuable information to be had from knowing if the orc perished before or after the toxins were removed. Unfortunately, Durst was seemingly crucial to Kashi, and thus, the druid could not risk the orc’s life.

Rayatha took a deep breath, closing his eyes in regret as he said, “Kashi, if you please.”

“You’ll get your chance,” promised Kashi as he stepped forward and crouched over Durst. He placed his hand on the orc’s chest and then bathed him in Yggdrasil’s healing aura.

The effects were instantaneous. Ever since it absorbed the blight, Yggdrasil had become the most potent anti-blight toxin – so much so that the blight could not exist in its proximity. The pure aura swiftly swept through Durst’s systems, purging and then healing the damaged organs. 

Unlike the antitoxin, it only took a minute until the green veins completely receded from view. Durst, meanwhile, coughed up a dark-green clump of corrupted blood, which Rayatha quickly swept into a bottle and then immediately corked. No one paid attention to the druid’s strange action, however, as their gazes were affixed to Durst, who was going through a rapid transformation before their very eyes.

Yggdrasil’s aura did not just rid the orc of the disease, but it began refilling his lost vitality too. Durst’s muscles glowed as they expanded, returning the shrunken orc to his original glory.

Princess Chu Ming and the herbalist both stared at the daeben in shock, disbelieving their own eyes. Like Rayatha explained earlier, healing spells only pushed the body to heal itself. They were incapable of restoring lost vitality. However, Kashi was breaking this established rule. Yggdrasil’s aura was rapidly filling the orc with life! At this rate, it would only be a moment before—

*Cough* *Cough*

A series of loud coughs interrupted everyone’s thoughts as they turned to look at Durst. The fallen orc’s eyes slowly opened, blinking several times as they struggled to regain clarity. Eventually, Durst’s gaze stabilized, and he frowned as he took in the strange assortment of people around him.

Durst groaned as he forced up, so he sat on the floor. Wincing, he looked at Ragnaf and Rudega as he questioned, “…Where am I?”

“Serisis,” Rudega answered with relief in his eyes. “You were poisoned, so we were forced to flee.”

Durst groaned, shaking his head as he tried to refresh his memory. “Poisoned? Who would—” The orc paused, and his eyes instantly turned red with rage as the memories started flooding in. “Renark!” Durst roared as he shot to his feet, “Ragelock, you bastard traitor! Wait till I get my hands on you!”

“Stop!” Chu Ming shouted as she rushed in front of Durst before he had a chance to run off. “You have to rest. You might worsen your condition.”

Durst glared at Chu Ming but made no move to attack her. Instead, he warned, “Move aside, woman. Who knows what Ragelock might do while I heal.” Gritting his teeth, the orc pushed past the young woman as he declared, “I must stop him.”

Unfortunately, he didn’t go far before someone else stood in front of him. Chu Ling glared at the stubborn orc and questioned, “How exactly are you going to do that? As you are now, you can barely truss up a chicken, let alone fight another orc. My sister and I have expended too much—and unnecessarily earned our country a new set of enemies while nursing you to health—to watch you go off yourself. You owe us your life. The least you can do is answer some questions while you heal.”

Durst glanced at Ragnaf, who nodded in confirmation. Following the approval, Durst’s gaze softened somewhat, adopting respect and gratitude. The orc then explained with a softened attitude, “I am truly grateful. Believe me, I am. But every second I spend here is another which Ragelock can use to garner more people to his side. If I do not make it back in time, it will be too late.” The orc sighed as he pointed at Rudega, “Tell them. Tell them why we must return at once.”

Rudega took a step forward under Durst’s injunction. “I already told the princesses this, but there is a Summoned Guild based out of Ederwood who intend to start a war between the orcs and dwarfs, only to swoop in and steal the spoils after both forces have exhausted themselves. They are despicable and cruel, willing to do whatever it takes to achieve their goal. Renark is working for them right now. I shudder to think about what they have planned. We cannot delay.”

“And what, exactly, is your plan when you return?” Kashi asked as he stepped in front of Durst. The daeben revealed a mocking smile as he taunted, “Rally the orcs to your cause? Do not kid yourself. You and I both know the first thing this Ragelock character will do once he returns is challenge the orc leader to an Uruk-thai – following which he will publicly denounce and then name you an outcast.”

Durst’s eyes trembled, but the orc retained his composure as he stared at the daeben. “Who are you? Why do you know of Uruk-thai?”

“You can call me Kashi.” Kashi shrugged and then said, “Let’s just say a brother of mine dealt with a lot of orcs in his time.” The daeben ignored Durst’s frown as he said, “I used up a lot of my vitality to heal you. I do not know how quickly I will recover, but now, you want to go off half-cocked and get yourself killed?” The daeben folded his arms, a challenging glint in his eyes as he said, “No, thank you. But you know what? Let no one say I am not fair.” Squeezing his fist, Kashi looked at Durst with a taunting gaze. “Let’s do it this way… One punch. If you can withstand a single blow from me, I will be convinced you are strong enough to get home and accomplish your mission unscathed.”

“A single blow?” Durst questioned with a ridiculous gaze. He looked around, noting the same skepticism in everyone’s eyes – well, all except Leila, whose head was hung, hands covering her face.

Kashi grinned as he raised his fist. “A single blow.”

Durst hesitated but then nodded and braced himself. “Let’s do that.” The orc crossed his arms in front of him and took in a deep breath. His muscles instantly hardened as he did, adopting a hardness akin to that of metal. Durst glared at the smug daeben across from him and then roared, “Come!”

“I’m coming,” replied Kashi, sporting a sinister grin as he slowly walked toward Durst.

Durst measured Kashi’s aura, feeling confident in his ability to tank at least a single punch. But just as he was assuring himself, Kashi’s aura exploded when he was less than ten steps away. It was not a matter of a few tiny notches, but an exponential increase! Unbeknownst to the poor orc, Kashi just activated  [Ferulic’s Technique] .

But that was not all.

Before Durst could react, he felt his world instantly darken until only the daeben remained in his sights. What’s worse, the orc could make out thousands, no millions of Maggots rushing towards him from all directions, with the sole intention of making his body their new home. This overwhelming pressure arose from Kashi’s awoken  [Bloodlust].

Kashi still was not done!

Durst nearly bit off his tongue as he watched scales begin to grow along the daeben’s arm and legs until even his head turned into that of a dragon. The mighty humanoid, obsidian draconian stepped within two feet of Durst, red eyes blazing hot as it drew its arm back.

“W-w-w-Wait!” Durst shouted, but it proved too little, too late as the fist rocketed toward his face. The orc’s life flashed before his eyes as he watched the fist grow increasingly larger in his vision till it was all he saw and knew. His entire existence, everything he had achieved, all seemed to have been for the sole purpose of meeting this fist on this day, at this time.

BOOOOM!

The onlookers ducked for cover as a massive shockwave blasted through the compound and shattered a wall to smithereens. 

When the worst had passed, they raised their heads, stunned to see Kashi standing in front of Durst with a lazy smile. He had returned to his daeben form and looked as harmless as the child next door. But the last few seconds proved this to be a total lie.

Kashi, seemingly oblivious to the commotion he caused, looked at Chu Ming and then said with a bright smile, “Have someone see to him. He needs the rest.” With that, he turned around, winked at Leila, and then walked back toward the manor.

Leila and the rest turned to look at Durst, who, as if on cue, suddenly toppled over, glazed eyes indicating he had fainted from shock.

Chu Ling looked from the unconscious orc to the daeben’s back, challenge, and a desire to fight evident in her sparkling red eyes. 


Later That Night…

Rudega, Ragnaf, and the Serian Princesses stood watch in one of the manor rooms as the royal physician performed some tests on the unconscious Durst. The physician, an aging midi, nodded as he removed his hand from Durst’s body and then turned to look at the Princesses. 

“There are no traces of poison left in his system,” reported the physician. “All he needs is some rest to recover, and he’ll be good as new.” 

‘Thank you, doctor,” Chu Ming said in appreciation, and then turned to Rudega and Ragnaf. “Please, rest here tonight. We will discuss what to do in the future following tomorrow’s summit.”

“Summit?” Rudega’s ears perked up, intrigued by the word she used. Summits usually suggested a gathering of leaders. Who would a nation’s king share a summit with except other kings? “May we know who is in attendance, or is that confidential?”

Chu Ming hesitated and turned to her sister, Chu Ling, who answered with a mischievous smile, “It is by no means confidential. I can sneak you in attendance if you want.” The princess grinned as she glanced at Ragnaf, “It’s the biggest summit of the decade – a meeting between Rosendun, Serisis, and Aygorzi’s kings. You wouldn’t want to miss that, would you?”

“Did you say Aygorzi’s king?” Rudega questioned, eyes wide. He might not have been present for the naming ceremony. Still, any dwarf who spoke their mother tongue would instantly recognize Aygorzi to mean ‘Aygor’s Land.’ Only the dwarfs would adopt that name. “Yes. I think I will take you up on your offer if it is not too much trouble.” 

Chu Ling nodded. “No trouble at all. Just don’t make a scene, or it’s my head on the line.” The princess winked as she drew a line across her neck, “And I am not one to go into the underworld without a party.”

“Heh. I like her,” Ragnaf, who had kept quiet until that point, remarked with a light chuckle.

“So he talks,” Chu Ling stated with a bright gaze. “Does he fight too?”

Ragnaf exposed a toothy grin as he cracked his knuckles. “Always. When do you wanna go?”

“How about later,” Chu Ming quickly answered before her overactive sister started an incident on this important eve. She grasped her sister’s arm and said as she pulled her out of the room, “Please rest well. Someone will be with you shortly to warm the bath and serve some hot food.”

“Heh. Now that I could use,” Ragnaf stated as he sat down on a free bed. “See you tomorrow, humans.”

“We’re not huma—” Chu Ling started to protest, but Chu Ming pulled her out of the room and shut the door before she could say another word. 

Ragnaf snorted and then looked at Rudega, who appeared to be lost in thought. “What’s with you? You that interested in this meeting?”

Rudega’s brows furrowed, a pensive look in his eyes as he glanced at the orc. “…Interested? Yes, I suppose I am.” He shook his head and then said as he walked to a free bed, “The dwarven king will be present at this meeting. To think I would get a chance to meet him like this. Perhaps everything happened according to Aygor’s will.”

“The gods are not interested in the lives of mortals,” Ragnaf refuted as he sat on a bed. 

Rudega cast a curious glance at Ragnaf. It seemed the orc had a story or two. There were not that many people who openly held the gods in contempt. However, this was neither the time nor the place to delve into that can of worms. 

Shaking his head, Rudega replied, “Maybe so, but the truth remains that this is a chance I cannot afford to waste.” Glancing at the sleeping Durst, he muttered, “For both our races’ sakes…”


The night passed without event, with everyone too absorbed in their thoughts about the coming day to start any trouble. The nations’ delegations each ensured they got plenty of sleep to wake up sharp and ready for the summit.

And so it was that early the next morning, the first person to rise from his slumber was the once unconscious Durst. The orc groaned, massaging his aching head as he sat up on the bed and took in his surroundings.

The sun had yet to rise, so the room was primarily lit with candlelight. Perhaps because of his concussion, the orc’s sight took a moment to stabilize. It took some time before he finally recognized Ragnaf and Rudega sleeping on a pair of beds on either side of him.

“What?” Durst muttered as he rose to his feet. To his relief, his bracelets and neck beads had been left untouched. He could not find his war ax, but that could wait until he gathered his bearings. He walked over to Ragnaf and shook the younger orc’s shoulders. “Ragnaf, wake up.”

“Who!? Ragnaf shouted and launched a blow at his perceived attacker before he even opened his eyes.

Bam!

Luckily, even though Durst was a little groggy, his reflexes were as sharp as ever. He easily caught Ragnaf’s punch and quickly called out, “It’s me, kid! Relax!”

“Who, What?” Ragnaf questioned as he opened his eyes, quickly adopting an embarrassed expression upon seeing Durst. “Oh. Durst. It’s you.” He sat up on the bed and gave the older orc a quick once over. “You’re finally awake?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Durst snorted as he held out his hand and helped Ragnaf to his feet. Durst gave the young orc a long, hard look and then pulled him into a tight hug. “Thank you, kid. I owe you my life.”

“How about you start paying me back by not calling me kid?” Ragnaf retorted with a short laugh. He pulled away and then turned to look at the sleeping dwarf. “Can’t take all the credit, though. Wouldn’t have made it out of Daggerfall without the dwarf’s help.”

Durst glanced at the brick walls and beautiful posters. “I thought so, but we are not in Daggerfall anymore? Where’s this?”

“Serisis.” 

Durst and Ragnaf turned to Rudega’s bed, surprised to see the dwarf glaring at the both of them. “You were awake?” Durst asked.

“Have you ever heard of someone who can remain sleeping when orcs are laughing?” Rudega complained as he sat up. He looked at Durst, relief in his eyes as he said, “Good to see you among the living, Durst. This world has lost too many good men already.”

“I hear I have you to thank for saving my life,” remarked Durst as he approached the dwarf. In respect, he dropped to a knee, so he did not tower over Rudega and then said, “I owe you a life debt. One day, I will be sure to repay it.”

“If it’s all the same, I’d prefer you never paid it,” replied Rudega and then said with a self-deprecating chuckle. “I would shake your hand, but I am not about to kill my confidence on this auspicious day.” 

Durst’s confused expression prompted Ragnaf to explain, “Apparently, the kings of Serisis, Rosendun, and Aygorzi will be meeting today. We’ve been invited to join the meeting.”

Durst’s brow furrowed. “Serisis and Rosendun, I know. What nation is this Aygorzi?”

“Remember the  [Apparation of the God’s]  a few weeks ago?” offered Rudega. “That was formed through the creation of Aygorzi.” Glancing at Durst, he added, “If my hunch is right, that daeben kid is probably responsible for the apparition.”

“Daeben?” Durst muttered, brows furrowing in thought. Moments later, the orc exclaimed with a loud shout as his memory fully restored, “That blasted daeben!” Durst covered his mouth, an apprehensive look in his eyes as he muttered, “That daeben… He’s dangerous.”

“Yes,” Rudega agreed with a pensive nod. “I saw the power behind that blow for myself. There aren’t many on the continent who can contend with that kind of strength.”

Durst, however, shook his head as he refuted, “It’s not his strength that terrifies me, but his mind.” The orc gazed at the door as if seeing something beyond it. “That blow—if it had only been about strength, I would have withstood it. It would hurt for certain, and I might have required a few days to recover, but I would have withstood it.”

Ragnaf’s brow rose, intrigued by the older orc’s revelation. “Then why did you faint?”

Rudega swallowed hard and cast a nervous glance at Durst, but the older orc did not seem at all affected by Ragnaf’s brashness. Orcs were a direct race. They said what was on their mind without concern for petty things like emotions.

“The mind,” Durst explained as he tapped his skull. “The daeben’s attack focused solely on my mind. He must have realized I was still mentally weak from the poison and so chose to attack my mind.” He let out a rueful smile. “If he attacked me at full strength from the beginning, I would have been fine. But he incrementally went from weak to strong, shattering my expectations and filling me with fear. Add a healthy dose of nightmarish illusions, and it’s no surprise I fainted before his fist ever reached me.”

“Wait,” Rudega called with a hint of disbelief in his eyes. “So what you’re saying is this daeben already had everything planned out before he challenged you?”

Durst nodded. “Not only did he think up a quick solution to force me to stay, but he also did so by recognizing and then successfully exploiting my weakness. A man like that is to be feared and respected.” He tapped his chin as he looked at Rudega and asked, “You are certain he will be at this meeting?”

“I have no doubt,” Rudega confirmed with a nod. “Why? Are you interested?”

Durst sighed as he looked at Ragnaf and the Rudega. “We cannot return to Daggerfall as we are. That would be no different from committing suicide.” The orc groaned as he rubbed his face and then admitted reluctantly, “We will need help if we are to save our people. If we are lucky, we might find some here. At the very least, the daeben does not appear to be a foul hume so far.”

“I think the same,” Rudega agreed with a nod. “The Serian royalty also appear to be decent people, if not a little crass. They were willing to risk their lives to help a couple of injured strangers. I would say that qualifies as a good character.”

“Mm, so we are in agreement then?” Durst stated, glancing at Ragnaf for confirmation. “We attend this meeting and judge whether we can ask these people for help or not?”

Ragnaf shrugged, responding in a careless tone, “I don’t care either way. I’ll follow your lead for now.”

Durst’s eyes narrowed as he observed Ragnaf’s expression. He could sense that the younger orc really did not have any particularly strong feelings. Perhaps he did not even care that his fellow orcs were possibly being sent to their deaths right now. Durst released a sigh and then shook his head. This was not the time to delve into that. 

“Good,” Durst stated with a nod. He then looked at Rudega and asked, “When is this meeting supposed to hold?”

“Early in the morning,” Rudega answered, and then clarified further, “An hour or two after sunrise. A servant will be by to summon us when the time comes. We just have to ensure we are ready.”

“Is that so,” Durst muttered as he walked to the window and then pulled the curtains open to reveal a long red line in the night sky. The red line slowly expanded as the sun began to rise over the horizon. The orc turned to look at Rudega as sunlight gradually spilled into and then filled the room. “I suppose we should begin preparations then.”

Rudega let out a wry chuckle as he nodded and then said, “You are indeed correct.” The dwarf stretched and then headed for the bathroom to quickly wash up. On his way, he noticed Durst staring at the rising sun with a listless expression and could not help but ask, “Is something wrong?”

Durst’s brows furrowed as he stared at the sun. “It’s nothing… I hope. I just have a bad feeling.”

“You’re recovering from certain death,” Rudega offered in consolation. “It’s probably nothing.”

“Yes… I hope so.”

Ragnaf’s eyes, meanwhile, narrowed as he glared at the rising sun, his fists balling into tight fists.


Hundreds of kilometers away, an orc’s balled fist opened and reached for an ax that lay on the ground. The orc’s hands tightened around the ax’s handle as he rose to his feet, his back to the rising sun.

The massive, imposing Renark Ragelock was clad only in hide shorts as was customary for Uruk-thai. He grasped a pair of enormous twin axes in both hands, gaze filled with vigor and determination as he stared at his foe for the day.

Grimlock, chief of the orcs for many decades, sat on the ground with a single orc-sized ax set on the ground in front of him. The orc’s eyes remained shut, but that did nothing to reduce the sheer terror that oozed off of his very being. 

As both men waited, a flood of red light slowly washed over the field, bathing it in the first rays of the morning sun. Grimlock remained still, not moving a muscle until the sun’s rays slowly washed over him, rising from his knees to his chest. 

Slowly, but surely, the light advanced up his neck until it reached his eyes, which snapped open, releasing with them pressure enough to send the orcs in the bleachers tottering. 

Grimlock’s eyes focused on the orc opposite him, carrying in them a bloody ruthlessness and desire for murder.

This was Uruk-thai!

Only one orc would leave this place alive…

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 209: War Chief

    
    
    
    
                
Grugok Arena,

Oerbora, Daggerfall

7:00 a.m 19  th   Banem 1092.

Uruk-thai, an ancient orcish tradition passed down through countless generations to reduce the all too real danger of an orc extinction by their own hands. The first Uruk-thai started when two warring orc clans realized they had lost over seventy percent of their population. To prevent the losses from getting any worse, the Uruk and Uthai chiefs agreed to host a duel to the death, to which the winner would go all the spoils.

History is not sure of the final champion’s identity. But some speculate that the eventual name of the tradition, Uruk-thai, suggests that the Uruk chief emerged victorious. 

Regardless, the important point is that following this, whenever an orc wanted to usurp another, rather than a bloody battle that would diminish the orcish forces, an Uruk-thai would be issued. Every war chief was obliged to answer at least once a month.

Strangely enough, despite the lure of the throne, Grimlock’s reign as War Chief had seen very few Uruk-thai challenges. No orc was stupid enough to throw their lives away at the feet of this absolute monster.

But this day was different! On this day, an orc had actually issued Grimlock an Uruk-thai challenge! Renark Ragelock had dared to challenge the War Chief’s throne! Had Renark dug his own grave, or would there be an upset after all these years? The surrounding orcs nervously watched as the Grimlock rose to his feet, ax in hand.

At a corner of the arena, Silver Spear’s members sat among a company of curious wisbens and traders. Their guildmaster, Brilith Loneheart’s beautiful green eyes sparkled as she observed the battle, eager to see who the eventual winner.

Grimlock, who at full height, stood a whole head above Renark, glared at the smaller orc as he hoisted his battle-ax. “This is your last chance, Ragelock. Are you certain you want to do this?”

“Cut the bullshit, Grimlock,” spat Renark as he tightened his grip around the axes. “I won’t falter so easily.”

“That is unfortunate.” Grimlock’s eyes narrowed. “We are about to lose an outstanding orc.”

Renark’s gaze burned hot as he roared, “Yes, we are!” and then charged at the waiting Grimlock. Once he was in range, Renark’s right hand crashed down. Grimlock was game to the strike, however, and blocked with his ax’s handle. In response, Renark roared and swung with his left at the larger orc’s ribs. Grimlock, however, easily angled his ax’s handle down and parried the blow. But the larger orc was not done. With both Renark’s hands in odd positions, it opened up his midriff to a harsh strike from Grimlock’s leg.

Renark coughed in shock as he was sent sliding back, but he immediately collected himself and crossed his axes over his head.

BANG!

Just in time, it proved, as Grimlock’s ax crashed into the crossed blade. The massive blow forced Ragelock to his knees, muscles strained as he struggled to prevent the ax blade from cutting into his face.

“Why did you challenge me, Ragelock?” Grimlock questioned, unbridled rage in his eyes as he pushed down. “Are you working for the wisben now!?”

Renark gritted his teeth, incensed by the accusation. “I don’t work for anyone!” he roared as he pushed against the blade with all his strength. Unfortunately for him, Grimlock relaxed his force right before Ragelock pushed up, resulting in the smaller orc almost jumping into the air as he misjudged the required strength.

BAM!  
‎ Grimlock smashed his foot into Renark’s exposed midriff, sending the orc tumbling across the ground. Grimlock charged at the orc for a quick follow-up. Before Renark could right himself, Grimlock swung down his ax with a heavy vengeance.

Renark’s instincts blared heavy warnings as he sensed the incoming danger.  Crack!  The orc immediately stabbed his ax into the earth, pulling him to a hard stop. 

BAM!  Grimlock’s ax crashed into the earth a few inches in front of Renark – so close, in fact, that the orc’s back slammed against the blade, causing a sizeable gash in his back.

Ignoring the pain in his back, Renark took advantage of Grimlock’s shock to retaliate with a crunching kick at the orc’s ankle. The strike destabilized Grimlock, causing him to almost topple over. But Grimlock held onto his ax, regaining his balance at the last moment. However, that split-second was enough for Renark to launch another devastating kick at Grimlock’s ribs.

The blow sent the War Chief careening across the arena to the sounds of loud cheering. But he quickly stabilized himself by stabbing his ax’s handle into the ground. Grimlock looked up at Renark, who stood up from the ground, twin axes in hand and endless determination in his eyes. “Heh, I suppose you are not as useless as I thought,” Grimlock praised as he pulled himself to full height and tightly gripped his ax. With a small grin, he called, “Come to your death.”

Renark, in turn, roared in rage and then once again charged at Grimlock. Having learned from his past mistake, he avoided starting with a wide swing. Instead, he utilized short, tight, and quick strikes, aiming for speed and precision over power.

Renark’s rapid assault placed immense pressure on Grimlock, but he calmly parried each strike while patiently awaiting an opportunity. Renark, seeing his assault was not working, swung even faster and more erratically, alternating between torso, feet, and head strikes near seamlessly.

Unfortunately, no matter how hard Renark tried, Grimlock appeared to have an answer to every test he posed. Eventually, after several minutes of the continued assault, Renark seemed to tire as his swings’ speed gradually reduced.

Grimlock’s eyes shone as the opportunity he sought suddenly presented itself before him. The orc roared as he brandished his ax and pushed against Renark’s blades. The fatigued Renark could not resist being pushed back a couple of steps. Grimlock pounced at the opportunity, launching a deadly strike from the ground in an arc to the sky.

Renark recognized the danger and instantly jumped back, barely raising his axes in time to block the strike. Despite the block, the force proved too much for the airborne orc. It sent him flying several feet away. Luckily, Renark retained the presence of mind to plant his feet firmly into the ground, preventing himself from being dragged further.

Renark roared as soon as he stopped and once again rushed toward Grimlock, without fear or hesitation. Grimlock, for his part, charged at Renark, no longer content with letting the younger orc control the initiative. However, Grimlock had only covered a few meters when he instantly sensed immediate danger. To which he replied by instinctively covering his head with his ax.

Clang!

Grimlock stared in shock at the short ax temporarily hovering in front of him after ricocheting off his own ax.  ‘Renark!’  Grimlock quickly looked ahead but was shocked to find no trace of the challenger orc.  ‘Where!?’

Grimlock’s thought instantly cut off when every single hair on his body suddenly stood on end. This had only happened a handful of times in Grimlock’s life. It was a portend of certain death! Luckily, the War Chief’s instincts were truly extraordinary. He suddenly took a step back and then smashed his ax toward the earth.

This proved to be the right choice as Grimlock spotted Renark sliding across the earth, his second ax already curving upward toward his abdomen. Fortunately, after seeing Grimlock’s ax, the younger orc was forced to redirect his strike to intercept.

Both orc’s eyes met, challenge and murder exploding between them as their axes struck each other with a massive BANG! The clash proved too heavy for both blades, and they exploded, sending shrapnel flying in all directions.

Renark shut his eyes as shrapnel tore into his skin and eyelids, drawing blood. Grimlock, however, instinctively shielded his eyes with ki. The larger orc ignored the pain as shrapnel stabbed into his body and instead grabbed a handful from the air. With a deft flick of his fingers, he pushed the shrapnel between his knuckles and then punched down hard.

BAM!  
‎ Grimlock’s blow nearly dislocated Renark’s jaw, sending the challenger crashing headfirst into the dirt. Grimlock followed up with a savage kick to the downed orc’s jaw that sent him flying upward. 

Grimlock charged the airborne Renark and unleashed a series of bloody, devastating punches in quick succession. Gritting his teeth, he roared and punched hard, sending Renark once again crashing to the ground. Only this time, he stomped the orc’s head into the ground for good measure.

“Pathetic,” Grimlock cursed as he spat at the ground and then said as he walked over to the resting place of the ax Renark had thrown. “Not only did you betray your kind, but you lack the conviction and will to follow through till the end.” Grimlock picked up the ax and then commented as he examined the blade, “You are not half the orc Durst is, and you will never be. If it were him, I would have hesitated to agree to this duel.” He walked over to Renark’s side, angry eyes glaring at the fallen orc as he declared, “There is no way he lost to the likes of you. Once I am done with you, I will seek out those wisben and deal with them too.”

Grimlock raised the ax high above his head and then roared as he swung down with all his might, “Die!”

BAM!  
‎ “What!?” Grimlock shouted in shock as a hand reached out and grabbed his arm, preventing it from landing the killing blow. The War Chief stared in disbelief as Renark’s grip tightened around his wrist, the upstart’s grip exhibiting an impossible amount of strength as it slowly crushed the wrist bone.

That was not the end of it, though.

Renark’s eyes shot open, and Grimlock temporarily forgot his pain as he stared at the orc’s corneas, which had turned blood-red. Few drops of blood even dripped out of Renark’s eyes like a stream of bloody tears.

Hundreds of old, wizened orcs around the arena shot to their feet, eyes wide in shock as they stared at the blood-soaked eyes and Renark’s heavily veined arm. “It can’t be?” someone whispered.

“It’s been extinct for centuries?”

“Is it really?”

Grimlock, who happened to be the closest and could feel Renark’s strength for himself, had no choice but to admit. “Impossible! He’s a Berserker! A Berserker Orc!” Upon realizing what he was up against, Grimlock did not dare take any more chances. He relinquished the ax and quickly wrested his arm from Renark’s grip before jumping back to create distance.

The War Chief grimaced as he cradled his crushed wrist, cursing his bad luck and carelessness. However, as he watched the semi-unconscious Renark rise to his feet, teeth bared in a dog-like growl, he knew that this was not the time to moan about his predicament.

Grimlock had to do something and do it fast! 

Unfortunately, Renark Ragelock had no intentions of giving Grimlock time to regroup.

BOOM!

Like a bolt from a cannon, Renark bombed toward Grimlock with a single push. The berserker roared bloody murder as he unleashed a punch packed with the fury of a tormented devil.

Grimlock’s grunted as he raised his left hand and caught the punch. Unfortunately, a mean right hook left hook followed, striking the War Chief’s jaw. Grimlock spat out a tooth as his head was sent flying but retaliated with a knee to Renark’s gut.

Renark doubled over due to the blow, and Grimlock seized the opportunity to grab the younger orc’s head. With an angry roar, Grimlock rammed Renark’s head into his knee multiple times, intent on bashing the orc’s head in if needed.

BAM!  
‎ Renark, however, had other plans. After the seventh strike, the orc gathered his wits and placed his palms beneath his head, blocking the blow. He then roared as he burst forward, destabilizing Grimlock and sending them both crashing to the ground.

Renark recovered first and quickly mounted the fallen Grimlock. His eyes, as he glared at his fallen enemy, held only hate and murder, no inkling of the intelligent orc left. Renark pinned Grimlock to the ground, pinning the war chief’s arms to the ground with his knees. With a manic roar, he proceeded to unleash a flurry of blows at the chief’s head and chest with no regard for the blood that splattered back onto him.

Things seemed dire for Grimlock. But just when it seemed like the winner had been decided, the old orc’s legs shot upward, and in an unbelievable show of flexibility, wrapped around Renark’s neck from behind. Grimlock grunted and then pushed backward.

Renark roared in rage but was forced to follow the momentum of Grimlock’s leg or risk having his neck snapped. The momentum forced Renark to roll away from Grimlock, giving the War Chief a chance to rise to his feet, battered and bloodied, but still very much in the fight.

“A berserker,” Grimlock murmured with a grimace as he wiped the blood from his forehead. “If nothing else, it was worth it to see this sight for myself.” The orc grabbed his cracked right wrist with his left hand, and with a pained grimace, forcefully set his bones back in place. He flexed his right hand afterward, testing out the pain. Although there were still quite a few fractures in there, at the very least, the hand was still useable.

Grimlock raised his hands, gaze set as he stared at the berserker across from him. “Come.”

Almost like he had been awaiting those words, Renark charged at Grimlock one final time.

BOOM!

CRASH!

What followed was a truly glorious battle, the likes of which were only seen once in a few years. Both orcs threw caution to the wind as they traded blow for blow. It was a fierce battle between Grimlock’s skills and Renark’s wild tenacity and instinct. The earth trembled with each step these titans took as they engaged in a bloody dance around the arena, painting each piece of the land with their blood.

At some point, the orcs stopped cheering as they watched this desperate battle unfold before their eyes. Their hearts stirred every time Grimlock deflected a punch and retaliated with a crushing strike. Their blood boiled each time Renark burst through Grimlock’s blocks and clawed or even bit into the chief’s flesh.

Within these two, the orcs could feel traces of their old blood. The bloody skill of the Orcish Berserkers millennia ago. The force that was so terrifying, the entire world once banded to wipe them out. A tribe so brutal that the continent was forced to make a peace treaty with the orcs as long as they agreed to have Ferulic remove their Berserker trait.

Ferulic succeeded. He did indeed remove all traces of the berserker’s curse from the orcs. Unfortunately, or rather, fortunately, Mother Nature was tenacious. Centuries came and went, and through a series of lucky coincidences, the berserker trait was once again made manifest.

Even worse, upon watching this glorious fight, several orcs began to feel their hearts racing, pumping hot blood coursing through their veins. They could feel a new force growing within their souls. What it was, no one knew yet, but it could definitely prove to be a continent-altering event!

However, none of this had anything to do with the combatants in the arena.

Renark and Grimlock continuously bashed away at each other, tearing flesh and breaking bones. Unfortunately, as time passed, only one of the two seemed to be affected by the ailments.

Grimlock slowed as the injuries piled, but as per the Berserker nature, Renark only grew stronger with each new injury. The signs were beginning to show, too, as Renark began to slowly overpower the older orc, progressively landing more punches and dealing increased damage as time passed.

However, Renark’s overconfidence proved to be his undoing. Just when it seemed he had the victory in the bag, Grimlock suddenly sprung with renewed vigor, kneeing the younger orc in the abdomen.

Renark staggered backward, clutching his stomach as he grimaced in pain. The orc’s briefly shut eyes prevented him from seeing Grimlock pick up the dropped ax as he charged.

With a triumphant roar, Grimlock raised the ax over his head, prepared to swing down and behead the opposition in one sweep.

Bam!

However, to everyone’s shock, whether as a result of fatigue or carelessness, Grimlock suddenly tripped, causing him to miss his strike by a large margin. It also rendered him completely helpless as a recovered Renark suddenly rushed behind and then wrapped his arms around Grimlock’s neck.

Before Grimlock could free himself, Renark, who had regained clarity, whispered with tears in his eyes, “Grimlock, Thank you for everything you taught me. You can leave the tribe to me.” Tightening his grip, Renark regretfully added, “Also, this Uruk-thai is your win...”

CRACK!

The snap, which should have been no more than a small whisper in the loud arena, somehow exploded in the ears of every orc, instantly inducing a deathly silence. The orcs swallowed hard, watching in disbelief as Grimlock’s lifeless body slid out of Renark’s hands and then hit the floor with a soft but loud thud.

Renark huffed and stumbled, nearly crashing to the floor from accumulated fatigue. Luckily, his warrior’s pride proved stronger, and he managed to hold himself up at the last moment. The orc trembled, gaze dimming as a group of shaman stepped out of the arena and walked towards him.

Seven shamans from different tribes surrounded Renark and Grimlock’s bodies, cold gazes examining the corpse. The oldest and most respected amongst them stepped forward and then crouched in front of Grimlock’s body. He murmured a quick chant and then spread his hands over Grimlock.

Renark and the orcs watched, gazes hot as green mist arose from Renark’s body, eventually taking the form of a massive 9 feet tall orc. Every orc in the stadium recognized this ki-image. It was the accumulated souls of the war chiefs, passed on from each war chief to the next.

This image was the reason why the position of Orcish War Chiefs rarely changed hands. Each War Chief was, by design, made stronger than the previous. Hence, the distance between war chiefs and regular orcs only increased with each generation. Often, it wasn’t until a War Chief was in his twilight years or an anomaly like Renark was born that the position would change hands.

Many orcs were thus understandably invigorated by the sight of this image. Still, unfortunately, it would not be theirs to have. Meanwhile, Brilith Loneheart’s eyes narrowed, a greedy glint in her eyes as she stared at the image. However, she managed to rein in her desire, whispering to herself as she wrung her hands over her laps, “Not yet.”

Seemingly oblivious to the attention the ki-image had garnered, the shamans’ chants intensified. Invigorated by their incantations, the ki-image began swelling as it erratically swayed in place.

Within the shamans’ enclosure, Renark’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Grimlock’s rapidly deteriorating corpse. The corpse’s muscles shrunk like something was sucking all the air out of it. The culprit, however, was quite evident. Renark looked at plumes of green smoke that rose from Grimlock’s body and were then absorbed by the ki-image.

Eventually, Grimlock’s corpse disintegrated, turning to dust, as the ki-image absorbed the last of its essence. By this point, the ki-image had grown an extra foot taller and adopted a much more vicious expression, influenced by Grimlock’s violent aura.

The shamans worshipped the ki-image with reverence in their eyes and then walked over to and surrounded Renark. The champion stood still as the head shaman approached him and then placed a hand on him. Buoyed by the head shaman, the rest of the shamans’ chants intensified as they approached the critical point of the ceremony.

Renark glanced up, excitement in his eyes as he watched the ki-image descend towards him. The proud orc stood still, a satisfied smile on his face as the ki-image burst into smoke and then rushed towards him. The green smoke funneled into the orc from his nose, mouth, and skin. The rapid force caused Renark to choke and gasp for air as the smoke blocked his airways.

Renark grimaced, eyes watering as he grasped his throat, but no matter how hard he tried, he could no force the smoke out to breathe. Fortunately, or unfortunately, aside from the intense pain in his lungs and throat, there did not seem to be any other side-effects. The new aura was somehow keeping him alive as it awaited the rest of the smoke to funnel into the new War-Chief.

A couple of moments later, the last of the smoke finally cleared through Renark’s airways. The orc collapsed to a knee, gagging and spurting as he struggled to catch his breath. In his entire life, Renark had never appreciated the simple act of breathing as much as he did at that moment.

Unfortunately, the ordeal was far from over. With the absorption completed, it was now time for the downloaded ki-ware to modify the orcs systems.

CRACK! CRACK! SNAP!

“AAAAH!” Renark let out an uncharacteristic roar, falling over as every bone in his body was systematically crushed and then remade by the violent aura. His heart, lungs, and other vital organs underwent reinforcement, becoming ten times tougher and stronger. Although the orc’s muscles did not grow in size, they grew much denser. Presently, even the orc had no idea how strong he was.

However, the actual value of the War Chief’s aura was not in its strength upgrade, but in the knowledge, it passed. Renark clutched his skull, pressing so hard against it that one would think he intended to crush his brain. But this only happened because of the vast quantity of information flying into his mind at once; memories, fighting techniques, battle strategies, and more. The accumulated knowledge of nine generations of war chiefs rudely burrowed their way into the depths of Renark’s brain, the sudden increase in load causing the orc to double over in pain.

Luckily, this ordeal did not last too long. After a while, a sweat-drenched Renark rose from the ground. The orc heavily panted as he gazed at his arms while sorting through the many memories. Within those, he found out that Grimlock had indeed worked out that he had betrayed the tribe and had intended on eliminating both Renark and Silver Spear. Unfortunately, he did not get the chance to complete this mission. And now, Renark was the new War Chief.

Renark took a deep breath, settling his nerves as he compartmentalized and then pushed the memories to the back of his mind. He would get to them later. For now, he had a clan to address.

Renark let out his breath, the release drumming in the ears of everyone present. The War Chief placed his hand over his chest and then nodded at the shamans in a show of respect. He then stepped out of their circle and walked to the center of the arena.

When he reached the center, Renark slowly turned around in place, taking a second to drink in the worship, fear, pride, and awe present in the orcs' eyes. However, intriguingly, those gazes also contained intense hostility as each orc weighed their chances in an Uruk-thai battle. The new War Chief knew that the coming months would be fraught with challenges from orcs eager for the throne.

However, Renark’s plans did not include watching over his shoulder every few weeks. As a result, he decided to squash any desires in this single moment. Raising his arms to the skies, Renark roared, “Brothers! Sisters! Your War Chief stands before you! What say you!?”

ROOOOOAAAAR!!!

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Heaven-shaking, mountain-toppling roars blasted through the arena as the watching orcs cheered their new chiefs. The collective sound of thousands of orcs beating their hands against the chests resembled the thundering of a herd of rampaging wildebeests.

“Haha! Thank you, brothers!” Renark shouted, his voice somehow eclipsing that of the thousands of orcs. “Grimlock was a great War-Chief, but there could only be one winner. By Drazz’s grace, that orc happened to be me!” Once again, the orcs cheered, and Renark waited for them to continue before continuing, “Unfortunately, although Grimlock was a strong war-chief, he was not the wisest leader.” The crowd instantly quieted down, a heavy tension filling the air as the hostility in their eyes grew. Even though Grimlock was dead, he was still a former War-Chief. No orc could forgive a slight against a War-Chief, even if it were from another.

Sensing the tension, Renark raised his hands and said, “Listen. I understand how you all feel.” Tapping his chest, he remarked, “No one respects Grimlock more than I do! He taught me everything I know, from my very first ax swing to leading a clan.” Renark frowned, gaze turning downcast as he said, “He was wise and strong… but he was too cautious. Too passive.” The orc grimaced in pain as he stated, “Think about it! We orcs once roamed all of Daggerfall. We argued and fought amongst ourselves, yes, but there were never cases of entire clans scrapping over food like there are now. What Changed!?”

“No answer?” Renark’s gaze turned angry, challenging the stares of all the clan-chiefs standing in front of the crowds. “I’ll tell you what changed! The damned dwarfs came into our land, and using their inventions and war machines, forced us all to the south!” Palming his chest, the War-Chief pointed out, “Everyone knows the north is much more fertile than the south. It has more crops, beasts, and the waters flow free and clean. That was our land! But we were exiled to the south, where clans are forced to fight over scraps.” Pointing to the north, Renark exclaimed, “The dwarfs sit comfortably upon our lands, watching and laughing as the  ‘savage barbarians’  kill each other just to survive.”

“They mock us! Laugh at us!” Renark emphasized with a loud growl. “Murder us when we go hunting in the north! Claiming we  trespassed. ” The War-Chief challenged his constituents with an angry roar, “Tell me, Brothers! Can we trespass on land that is ours!?”  
‎ “NO!”  The thunderclap of a response shook the entire arena. Every orc in there knew the dangers of hunting in the north. It had been drilled into them from birth.  ‘Avoid the North if you want to live. It is dwarven territory.’

“Does it make sense that we fear a bunch of cave-dwelling cowards who hide behind machinery? Who do not dare face their opponent in open battle?”

“NO!”

“We are  ORCS! ” Renark roared, his voice drumming up something within the depths of the orc’s hearts. “Orcs do not fear… Orcs do not ask permission. When we want something, we take it! Trespass my ass.” He spat on the floor and cursed, “Schcucks the lot of them.”

“We will not take this anymore!” Renark raised his arm to the sky, gaze burning hot as he declared, “Our laxness has galvanized the dwarfs’ boldness! Not only did they massacre our people, but they spat on our goodwill by not only betraying, but murdering those we sent to maintain peace.” Renark snorted, gaze cold as he shouted, “My first decree as War-Chief is this: The elimination of all dwarfs in Daggerfall! We will reclaim our lands. No longer will we cower in the shadows! We will take this war to the dwarfs!”

“ROOAAR!”

The arena once again exploded in thunderous roars as the orcs celebrated the new declaration. Orcs, by nature, were a battling race. An orc was only truly alive in the thin line between life and death. So, the declaration of war was like the sweetest nectar to the hungry orcs. Nothing in this world could compare to the high they got from battling.

Renark once again waited for the cheers to die down and then stated with a grave expression. “As much as I would like us to rush to the dwarfs right now, their war machines remain a real threat. I have no intentions of sending orcs to die meaningless deaths. To combat this, we will be working with the Silver Spear Guild,” 

Renark pointed at a corner of the stadium, drawing every orc’s attention to Brilith Loneheart and the rest of Silver Spear seated around her. “They will provide us with weapons and armor as well as aid us in clearing out the dwarfs.”

The orcs hooted and cheered, much to the shock of the other wisben and merchants seated around Silver Spear. No one had ever seen the orcs cheer someone of another race. Notably, not a wisben, who in their eyes were weak and slimy-looking.

Brilith, meanwhile, exposed a bright smile as she received a prompt. She looked at GrizzlyDiamond and said, “You know what to do.”

GrizzlyDiamond exposed a malicious grin as he glared at Renark. “Hehe. Of course.” The warrior chuckled as he stood up and exited the arena, heading for a safe logout spot.

Brilith then turned her attention back to Renark, a sly smile spreading up the side of her lips as she declared, “Now, let the fun begin…”





	
World Announcement: New Playable Race Unlocked (Orc)





	
Congratulations! Through wicked guile and trickery, Silver Spear has managed to con the orcs into working with and trading with Ederwood. As a result, the orc race is now unlocked for open play.

 

Guild Fame:  +1000

Race Bonus:  All Silver Spear members get a 10% EXP boos,t up to level 100 when playing as an Orc.










 



            

    
         Chapter 210: Fallout

    
    
    
    
                
Redmont Manor,

Serisis.

7:45   a .m. 19  th   Banem 1092.

The world announcement regarding the orcs’ inclusion as a playable race and the tremendous advantage given to the Silver Spear guild was like a bombshell dropped among the top guilds in Destia. Thousands of men and women instantly mobilized, many of which headed toward Daggerfall, eager to fish out some clues as to the origin and meaning behind this prompt.

The once forgotten land of Daggerfall, and in turn, Ederwoord, were about to experience a massive influx of visitors. Even as some were still getting used to the news, many Summoned dissatisfied with their current classes or race logged out and returned a moment later in Daggerfall as newbie orcs. 

The top guilds around the globe panicked, realizing that Silver Spear had stolen ahead of them with this announcement. This news attracted countless fresh newbies or old hands who were yet to pick a guild. If this went on, these guilds would be forced to fight for the scrappy leftovers. 

Naturally, with the rest of the Summoned receiving the prompt, the Hopeful Maggots in Redmont Manor were no different. However, rather than panic, the Hopeful Maggots’ guildmaster only reacted with a curious smile as he read the prompt. 

“Hmm, now this is interesting.” Seated on a chair in his room, Kashi muttered as he pondered on the contents of the world prompt. The daeben, fresh off a nice bath, contentedly relaxed in the comfy chair in a simple T-shirt and loose pants. A small parchment with a half-finished painting rested on the armchair, small fluctuations in the space around it revealing it to be a dimensional painting.

“Is this alright?”

Kashi looked up from the prompt, eyes widening with admiration when he saw Lunette standing at the bathroom door. Lunette, dressed in a loose blouse and a pair of shorts, gently dabbed at her hair with a towel as she approached the daeben with concern in her eyes. This was probably the first time he had ever seen her in casual clothing. It was somewhat refreshing and homely.

Noticing Kashi’s blank stare, Lunette rebuked with a teasing smile, “Focus,” and then tossed the towel over his head. The songstress walked over as Kashi placed the towel on the armrest and looked at her with a sheepish smile. Lunette pointed at the prompt which Kashi had left in ‘public’ mode. “Won’t this be a problem?”

“Don’t see why it would,” Kashi replied with a shake of his head. “If anything, this is a good opportunity. The orcs are a powerful race. It’s nice to see them joining the global stage.”

Lunette cast a curious glance at Kashi. From the outside, his nonchalant expression suggested he really did not put this incident in his eyes. Normally, she would have assumed this was an act. But after her experiences with Kashi, she knew he was serious. 

Maybe Kashi did not realize the enormous repercussions? 

Lunette opened her mouth to talk about it, but a set of loud but strangely rhythmic knocks interrupted her thoughts. Looking to the door, she couldn’t help but wonder, “It’s already time?”

“Not yet,” Kashi replied with a smile as he rose to his feet and walked to the door. “Like clockwork,” remarked the daeben as he opened the door. His lips curled in a knowing smile as he looked at the dark-haired wisben awaiting him with an angry glare. “I see you got the prompt too.”

Leila Lightwood, vice-guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots, glared at her guildmaster, feeling extremely vexed at his lax smile. “I knew you’d be like this,” she complained and was about to push her way in when she recalled that Lunette was also in this room. Glancing at Kashi with a weird look in her eyes, she asked, “Is it safe for me to come in?”

“What are you talking about?” rebuked Kashi, rolling his eyes as he stepped aside and opened the door. “Get in already.”

Leila smirked, knowing she had achieved a tiny, minor victory over the daeben, and then walked into the room. She spotted Lunette at a chair at the other end of the room, examining a painting in her hands. She revealed a polite smile as she greeted, “Good morning, Lunette-san.” 

“Good morning Leila-san,” returned Lunette. She placed the painting on the chair and then approached Leila with a wide smile. Grasping the wisben’s hands, she proposed, “You can call me Lune.” Glancing at Kashi, she added, “Please take care of our blockhead.”

Leila revealed an awkward smile as she glanced at the hands that grasped hers. She really was not used to dealing with other females in a friendly manner. She had no female friends aside from the chipmunk that hounded her every day in school. As a result, most of her interactions with other women were in official capacities.

“Ah, I will… Lune… chan.” In the end, Leila still couldn’t call Lunette without any honorifics, so she added the friendly ‘chan.’

Lunette, seemingly understanding the wisben’s discomfort, smiled and then said as she released her hands, “Then I’ll leave him in your care, Leila-chan.” She then added, “I need to get ready,” and then returned to the bathroom to get changed in private.

With Lunette gone, Leila’s awkward smile turned flat. She turned to look at Kashi, who sported a teasing smile. “Not a word.”

“Hey, I didn’t say anything.” Kashi shrugged, the smile widening as he added, “It’s just always nice to see Ms. Perfect struggling to talk with girls.”

“Urgh,” Leila groaned and shook her head. “Forget it. What do you think about the announcement?”

Kashi raised a brow. “What do you mean what do I think? I already told Lune. It’s a nice addition. The orcs are strong, you know? It’ll be fun meeting them on the battlefield. Did you know they have a natural resistance to most magic and elemental attacks?”

“Of course,” Leila muttered as she glared at the daeben with disdain. “The only thing you can think about is fighting.”

“Is there anything else?”

“Of course!” Leila challenged with a loud shout. “Silver Spear can use this as a springboard to recruit a large number of Summoned, and if my hunch is right, they’ve also added the entire orc race to their army. This doesn’t bother you!?”

Kashi shrugged. “We’ve always pursued quality over quantity. Doesn’t matter how many hyenas gather, lions remain king of the pride lands.” The daeben paused and then added, “Who cares if they have orcs? By the time we’re done, they’ll be forced to either submit or die.”

Leila raised a brow and gave the daeben a once-over, curiosity, and surprise in her gaze.

Kashi, weirded out by her intense gaze, was forced to ask, “What? Is there something on my face?”

“No, that’s not it.” Leila shook her head but did not stop her intense stare. “You’ve changed. You never used to say such prideful stuff.”

Kashi chuckled, his lips curling into a playful smirk as he replied, “Maybe this whole guildmaster stuff is finally getting to my head? What? You want me to stop?”

“No, nothing like that,” refused Leila, finally relaxing her gaze. “It’s a good look. You should keep it up.” After a short pause, she returned to the topic at hand. “To be honest, I do not particularly care if Silver Spear gets more recruits. Anyone who joins them simply because of the orcs can’t be trusted anyway.”

“So, what’s really bothering you?”

Leila’s eyes flashed with anger as she questioned, “Why did they get to unlock the orcs?”

“Huh? Didn’t the announcement make that clear? They’ve formed an alliance or something to that effect.”

“In that case, what about our guild?” Leila cast an exasperated look at Kashi as she released a frustrated sigh. “To my count, we’ve made alliances with the Drakul, Centaurs, Dwarfs, and the entire nation of Serisis, yet not only did we not get the bonus, but we also didn’t even manage to unlock those races. “What did they do that we didn’t?”

“Oh, that’s what’s really pissing you off,” stated Kashi. The daeben sighed and then confessed with a shrug, “To be honest, that might be my fault.”

“What do you mean?”

Kashi shrugged, revealing a helpless expression as he replied, “First, I don’t think the drakul and centaurs were ever intended to be playable races. Their populations are far too few – Only a couple thousand each. More importantly, though, the drakul originally belong to the ‘lesser races’ like kobolds and froggers – Not quite beastkin but not completely devoid of intelligence. Through my connection with them, the drakul have evolved into a much more intelligent race. But, even if that should have made them unlockable, by default, all drakul serve me now. To keep the lore of this world intact, Genaco never makes one-track mind races playable.”

“What about the centaurs?” Leila questioned. “They’re much more intelligent and have individual desires.”

“That’s a little more tricky,” answered Kashi truthfully. “It’s one of two things. Either their numbers are too few, or the announcement has been held back for the same reason as the dwarven announcement.”

“What’s that?”

Pointing at himself, Kashi answered with a guilty smile, “Me,” and then clarified, “See, the nature of my quest requires me to completely conquer territories and place them under Rosendun’s banner. Trade alliances and such do not cut it. So, I’m assuming, at least in the case of the dwarfs, that I have to wait until Aygorzi is formally under Rosedun before they will be unlocked.”

“Wait,” said Leila, as she let out a frustrated sigh. “Are you saying that if another guild had met the dwarfs, liberated them and all that, then they would be playable right now?”

“More than likely,” concluded Kashi. “It’s because of me, our guild hasn’t gotten that announcement yet.”

“So, you have to conquer to unlock,” muttered Leila, her gaze heavy with thoughts. “Isn’t that requirement too harsh?”

Kashi, however, replied with a nonchalant look, “Not particularly. I mean, that is our end goal anyway. The delay only means the rewards will be even better.”

“Wow. Nothing’s ever easy for you, is it?” Leila and Kashi turned to look at Lunette, who had returned from the bathroom dressed in a beautiful, navy blue, one-piece dress. The songstress looked at both schemers and then questioned, “So, what exactly counts as conquering?” As far as I know, both the centaurs and the dwarfs have submitted.”

“Not yet,” Kashi replied with a shake of his head.

“Not until it’s formally established in contract and writing,” Leila clarified. “If Kashi’s conjecture is true, we should see some result after today’s meeting.”

Kashi grinned as he said, “To be honest, even if we don’t unlock the races, I’m expecting quite the show. We’re uniting a whole third of the continent. The rewards cannot be small.”

“True,” Leila replied. “But it won’t be easy. These negotiations need to work, or everything will have been for nothing.”

“No pressure,” Lunette teased, causing Kashi to wince.

“Yeah, no pressure,” affirmed the daeben with a pained smile. He then looked at Leila and said, “As you want, I’ll take point on this, but I’ll leave the technicalities to you. Deal?”

Leila nodded. “Naturally.”

“Alright then…”

*knock* *knock*

“Right on time,” Kashi muttered as he walked to and then opened the door to see a maid. 

“Good Morning Kashi-dono. We wish to inform you that breakfast is ready. Would you like to dine at the hall, or have it delivered to you?”

Kashi looked at the women behind him, and after getting confirmation, replied, “We’ll eat in. Thanks.”

“As you wish,” The maid nodded, bowed, and then walked down the hallway to inform the other guests.

Kashi closed the door and then turned to Leila. “So, we’ve got a few hours. Time to drill everything I need to know for this meeting into my brain.”

Leila’s eyes shone with a sinister look as she remarked, “It’s been a while since my last cramming session with Suzuki. This ought to be fun.”

Kashi revealed a weak smile. “Go easy on me…”


Four Hours Later , an exhausted Kashi exalted praises to all the gods in the heavens as a knock on the door finally interrupted the seemingly endless cramming drill. The daeben peeked out of the corner of his eyes as Lunette went to answer the door, and then his eyes lit up when he saw the maid stood there.

The maid bowed politely and then reported, “Honored guests. The meeting is scheduled to begin in but a few minutes. Your presence is humbly requested.”

Kashi grinned as Lunette thanked the maid and then said with a ‘helpless’ glance at a sneering Leila. “You heard the woman. We can’t be late.” 

“Since when do you care about being late?” Leila questioned with a raised brow. Unfortunately, although she did want to drill Kashi a little more, she knew he was right. They could be late for anything else, but definitely not this meeting. There was far too much at stake. She sighed in resignation as she shook her head and said, “Forget it. We can only hope our preparations are enough.” 

Kashi released a sigh of relief as he patted his chest and then rose to his feet. “Alright then. Guess it’s time I get changed.” 

“Finally,” exclaimed Lunette, a bright smile on her face as she approached the daeben with a set of clothes in her hands. “I’ve been waiting to give you this.”

“You also had these made?” Kashi asked as he accepted the clothes and then put them in his inventory, thus allowing the game’s one-size-fits-all feature to mold the clothes to his size. Expert Tailors and above could charm clothes so they could stretch or constrict to fit whoever wore them, but there was no guarantee that an Expert tailor-made this. And Kashi did not want to go through the frankly awkward process of asking who made it.

“Oh,” Kashi softly exclaimed, mouth agape as he examined the articles of clothing in the inventory window. As an artist, he had more than dabbled in his fair share of character designs, and in turn, outstanding costumes. But even with his high-level taste, he found himself mentally drooling over the thought of donning the clothing in his inventory. 

Without further ado, Kashi rapidly tapped on every piece of the set. A bright light enveloped the daeben, shielding him from view. When it dissipated, Leila and Lunette’s eyes brightened with admiration.

Lunette had put a lot of thought into the clothing’s design. The design blended Kashi’s typical dark-black sleeveless style with a more regal approach. The daeben’s trademark sleeveless top remained intact, but with a few alterations. The top was a sleeveless leather vest with intricate designs made from mithril threads. A loose long sleeve attached to the left arm added a unique air to the design. 

Below the waist, Kashi wore loose leather pants, on top of which he wore a sort of a strange windbreaker that started from the waist down. The windbreaker was held up by a pair of buckles that looped around both the daeben’s shoulders. They also secured a hard-leather pauldron adorned with a regal silver wolf medallion to the left shoulder. 

Naturally, as the Hopeful Maggots’ guildmaster, the Hopeful Maggots’ emblem had to occupy a prominent portion of his clothes. This was a particularly tricky act. Numerous guildmasters usually ended up with tacky outfits that made their logos seem like football kit advertisements.

To combat this problem, Lunette had the tailors use mithril threads to etch the howling wolf emblem at the vest’s back with an accompanying complimentary wolf emblazoned at the windbreaker’s hem.

While Kashi was admiring the attire, Lunette took out a pair of obsidian gloves from her inventory and then handed them to him. “I made those,” she revealed with a loving gaze as Kashi put them on. She scratched her chin, revealing an embarrassed smile as she confessed, “The quality’s not as good as the rest of the outfit, but I added a little something extra. Try injecting some mana into it.”

Kashi raised a brow in interest and then did as she instructed. As the daeben’s mana flowed through the gloves, several runes lit up, igniting clumps of silver flames that engulfed the daeben’s hands. Sets of runes rose from amidst the flames until they surrounded Kashi. 

Kashi made to touch one of the runes, but the rune suddenly shattered before he could. To his shock, a beautiful voice emanated from the particles of the shattered rune. Kashi turned to Lunette in astonishment, but another rune shattered before he even had a chance to raise his questions. This time, a set of violins and trumpets rang out, and as time passed, a full-blown orchestra song played around Kashi with Lunette’s vocals in the lead.

Affected by the song, Kashi’s blood quickened, and his heart raced. His senses sharpened, and he could feel his strength increasing at a rapid rate. At the very least, his offensive stats had improved by at least 20%, which was not a tiny amount by any means. In a dire moment, a power increase of 20% could spell the difference between victory and death.

Lunette smiled, her heart appeased by Kashi’s expression. Scratching her chin, she shyly revealed, “You have a habit of running around, and I won’t be able to follow you everywhere. I figured, this way, I could still be with you even from afar.”

Kashi froze, stunned by Lunette’s confession. He gazed at the gloves and then at her, unable to conjure up words to describe how he felt. How did he feel anyway? He wasn’t sure. The rising warmth in his chest was an alien feeling, and he didn’t know what to do. The heat grew hotter with every second he spent looking at Lunette until it began to seem like his entire chest was on fire.

Pa!

As if sensing his distress, Leila suddenly slapped Kashi’s back and then prompted, “Hug her already, dumbass.”

“H-hug?” Kashi stuttered as he looked at Leila, who encouraged him with a fierce glare. “Um…” The daeben hesitated as he turned to look at Lunette. This was uncharted territory. He had no clue as to what he was supposed to do here. But as the heat in his chest grew hotter, Kashi relented. He awkwardly wrapped his left hand around Lunette’s shoulder and then pulled her into his embrace.

Lunette blushed, her face turning beet-red as she wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest. She smiled as she listened to Kashi’s rapid heartbeat, wondering what the daeben was thinking of at the moment.

Kashi, for his part, winced slightly once Lunette rested against his chest as it seemed to spark the fires, which burned even hotter. Fortunately, it was only for a moment, as bonfire soon mellowed out, turning warm and sweet. Kashi could not understand why, but he felt strangely relaxed and at ease. His chest strangely felt increasingly cool and comfortable the longer he held her, almost like the heat was slowly melting a wall of ice around his heart. 

Kashi did not recognize this new feeling, but he knew he liked it. So, he instinctively pulled Lunette into a tighter embrace to savor the feeling. This, in turn, caused Lunette’s blush to deepen as she joyfully tightened her grip. Liking Kashi was like the world’s worst endurance test. She had to savor every scrap of affection he showed cause who knew when next he would express his emotions… or even have them?

Kashi and Lunette, both reluctant to let go, continued to engulf themselves in each other’s sweet embrace. That is, at least, until Leila saw fit to interrupt their session with a loud cough.

Kashi and Lunette, shocked awake by the cough, quickly let go of each other, neither able to hide the embarrassment in their eyes. Kashi took a moment, cleared his throat, and then pointed at the door. “We should get going. We don’t want to keep them waiting.”

“Of course,” Leila voiced her agreement with a mischievous half-smile. “We shouldn’t keep them waiting.” Gesturing at the door, she offered, “Lead the way, guildmaster.”

“Sure.” Even though Kashi knew Leila was making fun of him, he was only too happy to obey her command as it meant he could escape the room. Without another word, he immediately turned and walked to the door with Lunette and Leila trailing behind him. Fortunately, because he had his back to them, he did not see Lunette hold up her palm, which Leila sneakily high-fived. Then with a fist-bump, a fast friendship was formed and cemented.

Kashi, oblivious to what was occurring behind him, led the women out of the room, where a maid awaited him patiently with a smile. The maid greeted the trio and then led them through the hallways, up a flight of stairs to the third floor of the manor. Along the way, the maid explained that the summit was to be held in the manor’s largest conference hall. The conference hall was usually utilized for important events that required explosive numbers of attendees. The regular throne room was unfortunately too small to handle occasions of this magnitude.

The reason the King of Serisis had decided to use this conference hall was that it had an important historical significance. It was in this hall that he married his wife, the first interracial royal marriage in the history of Serisis. This had been a major event as it directly helped heal the strained relationship between humans and beastkin in Serisis. 

Before this, humans had always ruled over Serisis despite it being a majorly beastkin country. During the daeben wars, many beastkin were dissatisfied because it seemed like the humans were willingly throwing their kind to die while preserving their own.

Soon, rumors began to spread that the humans thought themselves better than the beastkin. Only later would it be found out that this was indeed a ploy by the daeben to split the country from the inside to make their invasion easier.

Unfortunately, at the time, the Serians were fooled, and a civil war nearly broke out. However, at this time, the unthinkable happened. King Chu Tianjo took for his wife a seafaring, young midi woman named Xu Yao. The announcement had seemingly come out of the blue. For the first time, a beastkin was going to sit on the throne! 

Granted, it was the queen’s throne and not the king’s, but for the beastkin, this was was a huge boon, as it meant their needs could be better heard amongst the top brass. 

And heard they were.

Xu Yao took her role as the beastkin’s voice seriously. With Chu Tianjo’s help, she addressed most of the beastkin’s concerns, closing the gap between them and their hairless neighbors. Policies were put in place to make it easier for beastkin to get high ranking positions in the government. The ratio of beastkin to humans sent to the frontlines was also looked at. 

Within only a few years of their marriage, race relations in Serisis were heavily repaired. While there were still a couple of bad eggs here and there, at the very least, the governing system was no longer rigged against beastkin.

Unfortunately, only a few years after giving birth to a set of twins, Xu Yao was lost at sea during one of her expeditions. Countless search parties combed the seas, skies, and seabed for any signs of her, but to date, all efforts proved fruitless.

Kashi’s expression hardened as he listened to the brief history lesson. From the maid’s tale, he could tell the significance of holding the summit in this hall. King Chu Tianjo was obviously hoping that this summit would prove to be as big a boon to his people as the marriage was. 

Under the weight of expectations, Kashi knew he could not afford to treat this as a joke. Even though the daeben preferred to act like he did not care, even he knew when it was time to be serious.

Leila’s eyes shone as she noticed the change in Kashi’s aura. What was once flimsy and lackadaisical was now sharp and purposeful, like a bowstring pulled taut. She could not see his gaze, but she knew from experience that once he got like this, very few could lock eyes with him for long.  ‘Heh, the guildmaster in him is finally awake.’

Just in time, too, as the maid stopped in front of a set of ornate double doors. 

As if sensing Kashi, the double doors opened inwards to reveal a magnificent golden hall with a giant crystal chandelier hanging off the ceiling. A round, donut-like table with a wide space at its center sat beneath the chandelier with sixteen chairs placed around it.

Eleven of the sixteen chairs were currently occupied by King Chu Tianjo, his daughters, and a minister; King Xafier Anton, and three ministers, and finally, King Parissius Vermillion and three ministers. 

Several related parties surrounded the round table, including extra ministers from the kingdoms, some important personnel in Serisis, and of course, the Hopeful Maggots crew.

Interestingly, Durst, Ragnaf, and Rudega were also present and stood close to the Hopeful Maggots. However, Durst and Ragnaf had ugly expressions, like something terrible had happened. 

Everyone in the room looked up as Kashi, Lunette and Leila walked into the hall, their hearts immediately stolen by the gorgeous women by his side. Many-a-man wished Kashi dead at that moment, but as this was not the mood to express their jealousy, they could only express their admiration through their gazes.

Kashi noticed no one was paying attention to him in particular. Normally, he would not care, but this was not the time to play a background character.  Vwoooom!  Night seemed to envelop the entire room as the daeben leaked a bit of his aura. A sense of dread filled everyone in the room, and they involuntarily found their gazes drawn to the seemingly unassuming daeben.

Only, this time, rather than an unimportant addition to Leila and Lunette, Kashi seemed to fill their entire vision. Kashi, seeing he had gotten their attention, bowed, and then softly said, “Your Majesties, and all present; I apologize for my tardiness. I should never have made you wait on my behalf.” Without waiting for a reply, Kashi stood straight and then met the gazes of everyone. “Now that I am here, I see no point in delaying further.” The daeben then walked towards the last set of chairs with an aura that did not brook disagreement. “Miote, Jade.”

Understanding his meaning, Miote and Jade left the Hopeful Maggots’ side and walked up to his side. Kashi, Lunette, Miote, and Jade occupied the last four seats, their commanding auras making many doubters finally understand the Hopeful Maggots’ hype.

Meanwhile, Leila Lightwood, Vice-Guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots, Honorary Minister of Rosendun, and Ambassador to Serisis, raised a portion of the table, allowing her to pass through to the space at its center. 

The proud wisben issues a wisp of a smile as she greeted those gathered. “Your Majesties, King Chu Tianjo and Serians, King Parissius Vermillion and Rosens, and King Anton Xafier and Aygorians; Guildmaster Kashi and his Hopeful Maggots, and everyone present in this room at this historical moment, it is I, Leila Lightwood’s honor to welcome you all to the first, and hopefully not last summit of these three nations.” With a smile that was not quite a smile, Leila turned to King Parissius Vermillion and said, “King Parissius. If it’s not too much trouble, could you please state the agenda for this summit, so we are on the same page?”

“No trouble at all,” stated King Parissius with a bright smile. The Rosen King sported a brilliant smile as he rose to his feet and then gazed around the room. “We are gathered here for only one purpose.” The king’s aura exploded, carrying with it the scent of conquerors. “The formation of the continent’s first Empire…”
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Empires.

Since time immemorial, empires have differed from kingdoms and countries. The formation of an empire was a statement of intent. Unlike kingdoms and nations, empires always sought to expand, conquering and absorbing land into themselves. An empire was a symbol of power. A statement that left surrounding nations trembling in fear and rage.

Empires were also harbingers of bloodshed, their rise often synonymous with decades of bloodshed as the lives of countless men and women were sacrificed to the altar of expansion. 

The continent of Destia had been host to thousands of kingdoms. But only a handful of nations had ever tried to declare themselves an empire. Unfortunately, each of these nations was set upon by the others once they did. 

The closest any nation had gotten to calling themselves an empire were the daebens during the daeben wars. Unfortunately, because of the countless civil wars in each conquered territory, they never found the stability required to announce themselves as an empire.

As a result of all these factors and more, no country had come close to upgrading to an empire – at least until this moment. 

What Rosendun was about to accomplish was without precedent. Not only were they aiming to become an empire, but they were to fulfill that aim through peaceful negotiations rather than bloodshed.

Of course, everyone present knew that this was only for the moment. From the moment the empire was officially formed, it would suffer attacks from every side. However, despite this threat, the parties present had strengthened their resolve to see this through to the end.

Such was the mentality of a conqueror.

Resolve and pride shone in King Parissius’s eyes as he gazed around the room. In response, King Xafier and King Chu’s sat upright, an equal resolve displayed in their strong gazes. King Parissius looked at the two kings and then, after receiving approving nods from both men, looked at Leila. “This opportunity has only arrived before us thanks to the hardwork and sacrifices of the Hopeful Maggots guild. If there are no objections, I would like to formally appoint Ms. Leila Lightwood, vice-guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots, as the arbitrator of this agreement.”

The power of the Hopeful Maggots’ vice-guildmaster’s reputation was clear to all as neither King Chu nor King Xafier objected to this. King Chu had dealt directly with Leila and knew her to be a strong, capable, but fair woman. He had no doubt in his mind that she would be a neutral moderator.

King Xafier might not have dealt with Leila, but the legend of the Hopeful Maggots’ vice-guildmaster had spread far beyond the borders of Rosendun. From what he’d heard, coupled with his relationship with Kashi, King Xafier saw no reason to doubt Leila Lightwood’s fairness.

King Parissius looked at Leila, and then with a smile, said, “You may proceed,” and then took his seat.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” thanked Leila with a polite bow. She then looked around, matching the gazes of every soul in the room, and said, “I, Leila Lightwood, once again welcome you all to this historic event. The formation of an empire is no small feat. It is only possible today thanks to the hardwork, sacrifice, and loyalty of every man and woman in all three nations.” Leila paused to let her words sink in and then qualified, “This might be a great moment, but we must not let ourselves get carried away. A mansion built on sand will crumble under the slightest pressure. Today, we gather, not just to found a new empire, but to ensure it is built upon the most solid foundation possible.”

The atmosphere in the room turned grave. Leila’s words had struck the heart of the matter. An Empire’s true legacy lay not in its formation but how long it lasted. There was no meaning in creating an empire that didn’t last at least a century-long. 

Leila surveyed the room, nodding as she sensed the increased tension. Good. This was the right atmosphere to conduct something this serious. The wisben, realizing her first aim had been achieved, said as she took out several parchments from her inventory, “To ensure this Empire is started on the strongest foundations, I have laid out a set of issues we need to resolve and agree on at this moment.” 

Leila handed out copies of the documents to each king, and Kashi, who then shared it amongst their representatives. The wisben also handed out some extras to the audience to share amongst themselves. 

Residents and Summoned alike scanned the document’s contents, eager to see what these issues were. Moments later, a dark cloud descended on the room as the occupants realized the importance of every listed issue. Indeed, the Empire would never be stable if the nations could not agree on a single item listed here.

- Structure 

- Succession Rights & Government Appointments

- Tax Policies (Health and Education)

- Trade

- Police & Army

- Transportation

- Food & Agriculture

Each of these policies was integral not only to the formation of an Empire but to any nation in general. Leila had put these forward precisely because of their importance.

Leila looked around and then focused on each king. “If there are no objections, let us begin with the first item on the list.” She paused for a moment, and then when no one interrupted, continued, “An Empire needs an Emperor. This inevitably means that one party will have increased status over the others. Of course, everyone present should be aware of this, or we would not be here in the first place. However, it is important to have it confirmed in person before all parties.” 

Leila gestured at King Parissius, “King Parissius, on the day the Empire is founded, will rise to the position of Emperor. In turn, Rosendun will be raised from a Kingdom to an Empire, absorbing the territories of Serisis and Merriheim into its ranks. At such a time, there will no longer be any Serians or Merrites – only Rosen men and women.” She paused, allowing a moment for them to process her words, and then said, “Does anyone have an issue with this?”

“Not an issue, but a question,” challenged a Serian minister. Upon receiving Leila’s go-ahead, he asked, “If there are no Serians, then what about the king? Surely, there cannot be a king without a nation to rule?”

“I am glad you asked that,” Leila replied and then explained further. “While there won’t be any Serians or Merrites, the territories of Serisis and Merriheim will remain as is as states under the Empire. The kings of these respective territories ensure the Empire’s will, rules, and policies are adhered to.” Leila then took out a chart and passed copies to each person. “For the sake of clarity, the hierarchy will be as follows: Emperor, Kings, and then Mayors. The Emperor rules over the entire empire, Kings over their respective states, and Mayors over their respective cities or towns.”

“In this proposed system, will the Empire choose the kings?” asked a concerned dwarf.

“Yes, and no,” Leila replied, and then clarified, “The Empire will not appoint new kings. However, the current birthright system will be abolished.” As expected, this declaration generated several frowns and scowls. “I understand your dissatisfaction, but this is necessary for the future.”

“Why?”

Leila glanced at the Merrite, who asked the question and then answered, “Because a position inherited by birth can never be appreciated as much as one acquired through merit.” Seeing she had acquired their attention, Leila continued, “Countless Empires in different worlds have fallen because of infighting between children of Kings and Emperors. Corrupt politicians wrap these children around their fingers, forcing them to fight each other to claim the ultimate glory. Sometimes, the worthy child ascends the throne. But more often, it is the more corrupt one, willing to do anything no matter how vile, who eventually wins.”

“Aside from this,” Leila continued, “We do not want any one family amassing too much power. Something which will definitely happen if kingship is passed down through birth.”

“Your words have merit,” agreed King Chu Tianjo. “What is the alternative you propose?”

“A series of unbiased tests and exams, both martial and intellectual,” proposed Leila. “The top five from these tests will then undergo special screening by the current king for two years, after which he/she would choose a successor from the group. This system will extend from the kings down to the Mayors. In this system, Mayors last for five years and kings twenty. Furthermore, while there won’t be term limits, no king nor mayor may serve consecutive years in office. Finally, kings will undergo a review every five years. They are susceptible to impeachment if they are found to be negligent in their duties, or abusing their office for personal gain.”

“What!?” Ministers from both Merriheim and Serisis yelled in protest. The room’s temperature dropped several degrees as all eyes turned to King Chu Tianjo and King Xafier. The onlookers wondered how these men would react to having their positions so easily snatched from them.

Leila sensed the mood drop but did not panic. The wisben raised her hand, silencing the grumbling ministers. She then clarified, “I understand your misgivings, but you must let me finish my thoughts if we are to maintain cordial and respectful discussions.” Leila’s cold tone and no-nonsense glare scared the ministers into respectful silence. At least for the moment. If her next sentence did not allay their worries, then all hell would truly break loose.

Leila, unaffected by the harsh gazes, explained, “As I said earlier, allowing any one family to attain too much power is dangerous. This is especially so for high positions like kings and governors. Kings especially are expected to rule for two decades. Often, people get comfortable in guaranteed roles and forget why they have that job: The welfare of the country’s citizens. This is why the review will be carried out in two parts: First, a vote by the citizens, and an Imperial Investigation. Please note that the citizens’ vote will count higher than the Imperial Investigation. So if a king wishes to keep his position, he must ensure the citizens are also happy.”

“Allowing the common populace to influence kingship…” muttered King Chu Tianjo. The room fell silent as heavy tension seized the hearts of everyone present. They all turned to the wise king; his next sentence would either kill the alliance or prop it to newer heights! “…The people’s voice,” he once again muttered and then looked at Leila. “The last person to mention  the people’s voice  to me was my wife, Xu Yao. She thought kings should be decided by the people rather than birthright” The king’s old but sharp eyes watched Leila as he asked, “What do you say to that?”

“Democracy, huh?” Leila revealed the tiniest of smiles at the edge of her lips as she turned to look at King Chu Tianjo. “Your wife is a brilliant woman, King Chu. I cannot wait to meet her.” 

King Chu Tianjo’s eyes lit up, but he repressed his smile as he waited for Leila to continue, which she did with stark confidence. “I, too, once believed in having the people decide their rulers.” Leila glanced at Kashi and then said, “Unfortunately, in my world, someone proved to me that democracy is good on paper but terrible in execution.” She then turned her attention back to the kings as she clarified, “Oftentimes, choosing the next ruler devolves into nothing more than a popularity contest. Regardless of intelligence nor incompetence, anyone can become a ruler as long as they have enough money to reach the widest audience with all the right platitudes.”

Leila’s nose scrunched up in disgust. “In the end, rather than voting in the best candidate, the public end up unknowingly voting in the wealthy organizations and individuals hiding behind their candidate. Rather than improving the citizens’ lives, politicians draw up policies to suit their backers instead, even if they directly harm the general public.”

“Democracy is a game, a charade the rich play to fool the masses into willingly giving them more money.” The kings turned to Kashi with shock in their eyes. They expected this from Leila, but Kashi did not seem the opinionated type. Feeling their gazes on him, Kashi shrugged. “Personally, I do not care either way, but a friend of mine once saw a group of homeless men fighting because they were from opposing parties. It was then he thought of that phrase.”

Leila’s brow rose as she gave Kashi a knowing look. But rather than expose him, she said, “That friend had a point. One which I agree with. Rather than go through the charade of a glorified popularity contest, a series of tests and exams which anyone can apply for is, in my opinion, the next best step. In this method, regardless of social status or funds, anyone can apply. If they can survive until the final five, then they have an increased chance of attaining the government position. Naturally, in the end, the human element is still required, which is why the Emperor or king will have time to personally test each candidate.” She then turned to King Chu and said, “The people will still get a chance to make their voices heard. Only, this time, it will be a choice to either keep or remove their current ruler, rather than choosing amongst several.”

King Chu Tianjo paused, taking a moment to mull over his thoughts. After a couple of moments, he finally looked at Leila and then said with an approving nod, “You put a lot of thought into this system.” He once again paused and then said, “I was prepared to vacate this throne ever since I agreed to this alliance. Initially, I was concerned about the kind of person that would succeed me. However, with this new system, I do not have any reason to fear incompetency at the very least.” The king took a moment, sighed, and then with renewed resolve, looked at Leila and said, “A mountain cannot hold two tigers. If we allow royal families to persist, eventually, one will arise to challenge the Empire’s rule. With this in mind, I approve of this new system. We can work out the details, like the contents of the tests at a later date.”

Following King Chu Tianjo’s approval, the room’s atmosphere notably improved, as the Serians nodded in agreement. Leila’s explanation and King Chu’s clarification had convinced these people that this was indeed the best way forward to prevent further troubles down the line.

That left one other group to deal with.

Leila turned to King Xafier, who wore a complicated smile. Leila understood the reason for the king’s strange mood and thus cut straight to the point, “Your Highness, King Xafier Anton. I believe you have a decision to make. Right now, Merriheim is without a king. But as you have been appointed King of the Dwarfs by the god, Aygorzi, you cannot thus be appointed King of Merriheim. Merriheim’s king must look at all races equally, but the dwarven king will always put the dwarfs first.”

King Xafier nodded in agreement as Leila continued, “So, you must decide now. Will Aygorzi remove its status as ‘the dwarven city,’ thereby freeing you to be king of all Merriheim, or will Aygorzi remain a dwarven city? In which case, you will remain the dwarven king. Keep in mind that should Aygorzi choose to remain a dwarven city, it will be treated as an independent state on the same level as Serisis and Merriheim. This is to honor the agreement made between our nations. However, this also means you cannot interfere in the policies and running of Merriheim.”

King Xafier clasped his hands together as he mulled in thought. Moments later, he asked, “In the event, we choose to remain as is, who will be Merriheim’s King?”

Rather than answer, Leila looked at Kashi, who acknowledged the cue with a nod. He then tapped the table as he said, “There is only one person who has repeatedly shown courage and bravery in the face of danger. Who has risked their life on multiple occasions to ensure Merriheim’s successful future. One person who is loved, respected, and known by Merriheim’s citizens. Someone whose appointment will be supported by the vast majority…”

Kashi paused and then looked at a figure standing inconspicuously amongst the watching crowd. “Come here…” 

The target of Kashi’s call hesitated, staring at the daeben in confusion as if to say,  ‘Me?’

To their surprise, Kashi did not look elsewhere but instead waved them forward as he once again called out, “Asha, come here.”

Asha pointed at herself as she stared at Kashi in utter disbelief. What the hell? King? Or rather, it should be Queen, right? How could she be a queen? She was the furthest thing from noble-born! How could someone like her suddenly become a ruler? She wasn’t worthy!

As if sensing Asha’s doubt, Kashi said as he rose to his feet, “Do not doubt yourself.” He held her gaze, his voice carrying to the entire room as he assured her, “You are more than qualified to ascend the throne. You protected and found a way for the nigh-extinct felur races to survive through the greatest perils of their lives. You’ve displayed uncommon courage and wisdom to lead your people into battle. Also, you’ve exhibited humility to accept your wrongs and seek alternate solutions, which is more than I can say for many leaders.” 

Kashi paused, and then added, “But perhaps, most importantly to the world, you have the recognition of the East Claw.” Seeing Asha’s confusion, he explained, “There is a reason Brock sent you as the East Claw’s representative. It was to send a message. In his eyes, you are more than qualified to make decisions on behalf of the East Claw.”

“With the East on your side, all you need is the goodwill of the South, Aygorzi, and the West Claw.” Kashi looked at King Xafier. “Does Aygorzi have any objections to Asha ascending the throne?”

King Xafier glanced at Asha, “My sources tell me it is thanks to you that we do not have to fear Orthana’s retaliation. Is this true?”

“That is not entirely correct,” Asha replied, her tone neither servile nor overbearing. The slightly subdued demeanor she had when talking with Kashi was nowhere to be seen as she responded to King Xafier. “Uncle Brock was the one who personally ended her life.”

King Xafier nodded, pleased with her honesty. “That may be so, but you are the one who motivated him to interfere. That makes you just as, if not more, responsible for her demise. And for that, Aygorzi will forever be grateful.” With a smile, he looked at Kashi and proclaimed, “Aygorzi has no issues with this appointment. We fully stand behind it and will do our best to ensure smooth and blissful relations between our kingdoms.”

“Thank you,” Kashi said with a grateful nod, and then turned to King Parissius. “Merriheim’s Southern Territory is under Rosendun’s flag. As such, the future King or Queen needs your input at the moment. Do you agree to Asha’s appointment as Queen?”

King Parissius revealed a brilliant smile as he looked at Asha. “No objections here. Ms. Asha, if both Kashi and Leila are willing to vouch for you, then, coupled with the reports I have received, there is no better candidate at the moment.” The king nodded and then declared, “With the gods as my witness, as long as you accept, I will ensure you are crowned Queen this very moment.”

Asha swallowed hard, unable to weather King Parissius’ powerful gaze. It seemed to be peering into the very depths of her soul, stoking the flames of her spirit to rise to the occasion. However, despite this being an opportunity many would kill for, the young chetah woman found herself overwhelmed. Could she really do it? Rule over an entire country? Up till now, she had only focused on ensuring the survival of the felur race.

This, in comparison, was an astronomical jump both in scale and severity. Asha did not believe she was ready. After hesitating, she finally looked at Kashi and started, “Can I have some ti—”

“There is no protecting those you love without strength,” Kashi interrupted before she could finish. “If you do not have power, the lives of your loved ones will always remain subject to the whims of those in power.” The daeben’s eyes drilled into Asha’s, provoking the Protector within her. “But Power comes with responsibility. If you want the power to protect your people from harm, you must be ready to bear the harsh responsibilities that come with it.”

Asha’s gaze flickered as something sparked within her heart. This did not go unnoticed to Kashi, who immediately pressed the advantage he’d created. “What are you so afraid of anyway? You think you don’t know enough? News Flash: Most kings don’t. The best surround themselves with intelligent individuals who have the country’s best interest at heart and soak up as much knowledge as they can while on the throne.” Kashi placed his hand on her shoulder, a smile akin to a devil’s spreading on his lips as he said, “Think about it. You’ve fought a dragon. What’s a few annoying ministers in comparison?”

A few ministers coughed and let out wry smiles but ultimately did not disagree with the daeben’s assessment. No one knew better than ministers themselves just how annoying they could be.

Meanwhile, Asha’s gaze strengthened, revealing a deep-rooted determination that was missing a few moments ago. Yes, a Queen's responsibilities might be frightening, but when had she ever cowered in fear? All this time, she had wilfully risked life and limb to ensure the safety of her people. All things considered, this was just another battle she had to win. 

And win she shall!

Asha suddenly locked gazes with Kashi, painfully familiar flames burning in their depths. “I’ll do it.”

“Splendid!” praised King Parissius as he rose to his feet. “Now to fulfill my end of the bargain.” The king left his seat, and to the shock of everyone present, walked over to Kashi and Asha. King Paris glanced at Kashi, a small mischievous smirk at the corner of his lips as he stretched out his hand and said, “Sword. I know you have a couple on you somewhere.”

“You do know I’m an archer, right?” challenged Kashi with a raised brow. However, King Parissius’ knowing smirk only deepened as he gestured with his hand for the sword. In response, Kashi playfully rolled his eyes as a golden sword appeared in his right hand. 

The king’s smug grin pissed Kashi off, so he defended himself, “What? You never know when you might run out of arrows. I learned from an Archer that, under the right circumstances and training, swords could make excellent arrows.”

King Parissius chuckled, mischief in his eyes as he replied, “I never said anything, did I?” Then, without giving Kashi time to offer a rebuttal, he turned to Asha and said, “This is but a formality. Shortly, we will accord your coronation the proper ceremony it deserves.” 

King Parissius raised the sword and tapped the flat of the blade on Asha’s shoulder. “In the name of the Rosen Kingdom, in the eyes of our ancestors long passed, and with the gods as witness, I hereby dub Asha of the Chetah, Queen of Merriheim. So it shall be, now, until she has fulfilled her term.”

Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!

The atmosphere’s solemnity was ruined for Kashi as several prompts rapidly sprung up at the same time. However, this was neither the time nor place to read scan the prompts, so he quickly deleted them. He could always read through the prompts when this was over.

Asha, meanwhile, placed a hand on her chest, face flushed as an unfamiliar heat gushed from her heart and then stormed through her veins to every corner of her body.

King Parissius smiled as he observed Asha’s discomfort. “You feel it, do you not?” he teased. “That is the belief, hopes, and dreams of your citizens pouring through you. Their desires give you strength. The strength to protect them, and make their dreams a reality.” The young king’s smile dampened as he then warned, “But be careful. If you prove to be wholly incompetent, those dreams can also turn into a curse, ridding you of your strength or cursing you to illness.”

By his side, Kashi remarked with a loose grin, “No pressure, of course.”

“Of course,” King Parissius agreed with a teasing laugh. “No pressure.”

Asha glanced at both men and couldn’t help but release a chuckle. “Thank you both. I will try my best to live up to your expectations.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” King Parissisus stated with a satisfied nod. He then gestured toward the table and said, “As a Queen, you must sit with the rest of us. Nothing we can do about your ministers, though. I apologize.”

“It’s fine,” assured Asha with a shake of her head. “I am honored. I doubt anyone saw things playing out this way.”

Almost by instinct, Kashi and King Parissius turned to look at a certain wisben stood within the round table, and then at each other.

“Yes. No one could have seen this coming,” King Parissius said with a strange light in his eyes as Kashi suddenly found an interest in the ceiling décor. Choosing not to push the subject, King Parissius gestured escorted Asha back to the table where a new chair had been added just for the new Queen.

Kashi took his seat as well and then nodded at Leila.

Leila returned the nod with one of her own, then turned her attention to the rest of the room. “Now that we have discussed both the structure and succession rights, the next item on the list we need to agree on is the issue of tax.”

As soon as this topic was mentioned, every eye in the room turned sharp and attentive. Taxes were the bedrock of every nation. Any nation’s finances would destabilize without an easily understandable, functioning tax system. So, no one dared to miss this proposal.

Leila, noticing the sudden uptick in attention, said, “We already discussed this in Rosen earlier, so I will keep this short. There will be a progressive imperial tax of 8% – 45% depending on civilian income bracket. The higher a person’s income, the greater the tax they will have to pay. The details of the tax brackets are in these files,” Leila said as Miote took out sheaves of papers from his inventory and then passed them around the table. “You will also find a 13% sales tax and fixed 20% business tax. This is to encourage the growth of business in the country. These taxes might seem high at first, but they exist to ensure everyone in the country can afford free healthcare and education.”

“Finally, and most importantly, all taxes will first be sent up to the imperial treasury. Only after which will funds be redistributed back to each state,” Leila explained. “As you would expect, there is no guarantee that a state would receive the exact amount of funds given. This is because some states, especially developing ones, require more funds for their upkeep than others.”

King Chu Tianjo nodded, his eyes gleaming as he sighed inwardly. Indeed, this was a brilliant idea. If Serisis had used this method, all the wealth trapped in the hands of wicked feudal lords could have been distributed to less thriving zones for further development. Honestly, the only people who would be averse to this tax model were the rich feudal lords who made coins off the people’s taxes. 

Fortunately, in this Imperial system, the concept of feudal lords would be erased for good.

Leila looked around, surprised by the unnatural silence. She had been expecting vehement opposition like she’d received at Rosendun. However, the room was quiet, save for King Parissius, who tapped the table with a pleased smile. The wisben, choosing to err on the side of caution, looked at each person and tentatively asked, “Are there any objections to the tax model?”

“Not an objection, but a question,” said King Xafier. “What did you mean by free education and healthcare?”

Leila nodded, “We plan on building academies in every state, where anyone, regardless of social standing, can attend to learn vocations, trades, and basic lessons. The government will also fund health clinics and apothecaries in every city to ensure every citizen’s health needs are taken care of for free.”

“Knowledge is Power,” commented King Chu with a glint in his eyes. “You are willing to share this knowledge with the masses? Are you not afraid they’ll attempt to rebel after acquiring this knowledge?”

Leila shook her head as she coldly remarked, “It might seem that way at first, but the truth is: it’s much more difficult to entice an educated man to rebel than a fool. A nation of intelligent men and women is the strongest foundation upon which an Empire can build. The uneducated, however, are like shifting sand, easily blown whichever way by enticing winds.”

“Ha! Shifting sands, you say,” King Xafier exclaimed with a bright grin. “Good. As a dwarf who was taught the hammer's ways from the moment I could walk, I can attest that your words are true. I am glad to see this Empire is to be built on such strong foundations. I hold no objections! In fact, I will personally see to it that these academies are built as quickly as possible.”

King Chu Tianjo chuckled as he said, “Xafier has already said everything I wanted to say. I, too, hold no objections. Let us proceed as you proposed.”

There was a slight pause, and Asha started as she realized they were waiting for her. “Uh… I do not object.”

“Excellent,” Leila said and then stated, “With these issues cleared, the final contentious point is the issue of the Police and Army.” Leila’s gaze turned cold as she stared into the kings’ eyes. “You will not like to hear this, but all current armies will be disbanded immediately the Empire is formed, to be reintegrated and redistributed according to the Empire’s wishes.” Once again, the room’s temperature froze, but the wisben continued undaunted, “No Empire will permit having armies that fly a different flag from its own. A soldier’s flag represents who they will die for: their priority. It does not matter if the state is entirely loyal. As long as the flag is not of the Empire, then a soldier can one day turn his blade against the Empire at the state’s behest. As such, all soldiers must be sent to Rosendun for training and assignment.”

Leila then softened her stance as she said, “However, the states cannot go unprotected, which is where the police force comes in.” Seeing the confused expressions, she explained, “The police force will be a separate, civilian peacekeeping force that will be in charge of enforcing the laws in each city or village. The states will take charge of their respective police forces, subject to veto by the Empire – this will seldom happen, though. Finally, to prevent the rise of a possible militia force, the limit of the police force present in each city will be set by the Empire.”

Leila’s cold eyes pierced into the eyes of everyone present as if daring them to challenge her proposal. “Any objections?”

One or two ministers initially wanted to raise their hands. But faced with Leila’s oppressive aura, coupled with the fact that their kings had remained silent, the ministers ultimately shut their mouths.

Leila took one look around the room and nodded. “Good. Now, let’s cover the last few items on the list…”
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With the most pressing issues resolved, the meeting room’s atmosphere significantly improved. The ministers no longer sported tense expressions but instead, calm smiles, eager to tackle the remaining issues. Everyone looked to the strong wisben at the center of the room, anticipating her next words.

Leila took in the room’s atmosphere, gauging each person’s expressions. After reading the room, she finally said, “You’ve all done an excellent job so far. Thank you for keeping this civil and respectful. Thankfully, we are done with the most contentious issues. Now, let’s go through the last few items on the list, shall we?” 

Leila nodded as she received approving nods from the kings and then said, “Trade. The bedrock of every growing economy. We do not intend to change the status quo too much. Except that the Empire’s territory will be a free-trade area. For those not cognizant with economic terms, this means that merchants would have to pay tariffs when taking their goods between cities or across borders.” Leila glanced out the corner of her eyes at Miote, who sported a massive Cheshire grin. “To better explain the economic ramifications of this policy, I call on Miote, our Chief Economist.”

Miote rose from his seat, drawing the room’s attention. Sporting a brilliant smile, the chesch bowed at the waist in every direction. He then acknowledged Leila and turned his attention to the round table’s occupants. “Good Afternoon, Ladies and Gentlemen. As the lovely Ms. Lightwood introduced, my name is Miote. I run the Hopeful Maggots’ finances and am in charge of overseeing the growth and allocation of the guild’s funds.”

“However, before any of this, I am first and foremost a merchant,” admitted Miote. “Fortunately, my unique position as a Summoned merchant has granted me the time, opportunity, and ability to deliver goods across cities and country borders.” Miote’s smile turned wry as he recalled, “Unfortunately, during my time as a merchant, I saw first hand one of the major reasons why many Resident merchants tend to stick to a small province: It is far too expensive for ordinary merchants to trade across cities.”

“Aside from the obvious cost and dangers of transporting goods, several cities and towns impose unreasonable tariffs on imported goods to line the pockets of the higher-ups.” Miote’s gaze turned hostile as he narrated, “I once had this horrible experience in a small town just north of Rosendun. I traveled from Kerta with some Iron ores, looking to sell them in this town because they were rare in the north. Only, I was met with an impossible 60% tax on reaching the gate. Keep in mind, I had to pay for these ores and also pay for the transportation. A 60% tax would put me in the red. Naturally, I chose to leave that town and go elsewhere. Only later did I learn the reason for the tax. Apparently, a mine owner had bribed several mayors to raise tariffs on iron ore. This way, his mine alone supplied about seven towns. And since he could control the output, this ensured there was always a scarcity, driving up the price of ores.”

Miote folded his hands behind his back. “Now, you might think this is anecdotal evidence, but I can assure you: thousands of merchants face this problem every day. However, it has become so commonplace that they see it as a normal cost of doing business. Of course, this forces all but the absurdly rich to limit their activities to a small region.”

“A free trade policy will eradicate this issue,” Miote stated. “Also, it will encourage merchants to engage in business spanning country borders. This, in turn, will increase the chances of consumers receiving cheap but high-quality goods as they will have far more options to choose from.” Miote glanced at Asha and said, “This policy will also encourage migration between nations. With so many races mingling with each other, it won’t be long before prejudice against certain races drops to an all-time low. The times of labeling certain tribes as war-races or savage will be long gone.”

Asha revealed a hopeful smile as she nodded, but there were still traces of doubt in her eyes. Miote noticed the doubt but chose not to press the issue. Instead, he raised three fingers as he stated, “The most significant obstacles to prosperous trade among our nations, aside from unreasonable tariffs, are: Distance, Time, and Danger.

“Our countries are thousands of kilometers away from each other, and with current technology, it can take months to travel from between the cities.” Miote paused and mock-glared at Kashi as he let out an exasperated sigh. “Unless, of course, you are a certain daeben. In which case, the rules don’t apply, it seems.”

“Preach!” shouted a bored Syèl from a corner, drawing a round of loud laughter and chuckles at Kashi’s expense. In turn, Kashi glared at Syèl, but the halben only revealed a toothy grin and winked. 

Miote, meanwhile, waited for the commotion to die down. When the atmosphere had returned to normal, the chesch continued, “Thankfully, through the guidance of the gods, a group of brilliant minds at The Hopeful Maggots, with help from Aygorzi’s dwarfs, have solved these issues with a series of inventions.” Miote looked to his side and said, “Jade. If you please?”

Jade rose to her feet and looked at Kashi, who turned around and released a large screen from his inner world. The screen sat on a small table, preventing it from falling over. Jade walked to the screen and took out a vid-crystal from her inventory. She then turned to the room and introduced herself with a cute smile, “Hey there, guys. Uh… I’m not so good with the formal stuff, so sorry in advance, okay?” 

Luckily, Jade’s energy was infectious, so no one took offense to her frivolous attitude. Seeing that she hadn’t ruffled any feathers, Jade released a sigh of relief. “So, my name’s Jade Yuhi. Technically, I don’t have a formal position. But I am currently in charge of the Skyboat, Train, and other miscellaneous projects in Aygorzi. Today, I’m here to show off the fruits of our labors and prove to you guys that your trust in us wasn’t misplaced.”

With those words, Jade slotted the vid-crystal into a compartment and then offered a quick prayer to every god in existence as she pushed a button. Thankfully, the blank screen sprung to life, showcasing a playback of the skyboat floating in and then flying laps around its hangar. Moments later, the screen switched to a train speeding down a track, shot from different angles.

King Xafier and the Maggots, who had seen this, did not react all that much, but the rest of the room stared at the screen in shock and disbelief. It took all they had not to run to and shake the screen to see what was inside.

Jade, seeing their reactions, revealed a proud grin. She puffed her chest and then said, “This is a video screen. It depicts things which have been caught on a vid-crystal.” Unfortunately, her explanation only brought more question marks floating above the audience’s heads. Noticing this, she switched gears. “Uh… I’ll explain this in detail later. What you need to know is that what you are looking at is something that really happened a few days ago. Think of it like a… vision from the gods.”

This time Jade’s explanation got through to the crowd. Following which, after a short pause, they erupted with ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs.’

Miote smiled, seizing the opportunity when the frenzy was at its highest to state, “These trains and skyboats will heavily cut down transportation times for merchants. According to our estimates, a flight from Aygorzi to Redmont Manor should take around 18-20 hours with no stops. A train ride from Aygorzi to Riven should take roughly around 15 hours. This, I believe, is a marked improvement, don’t you think so?”

“Brilliant!” The fastest to react was King Chu, who shot to his feet with fervent joy and awe in his eyes. The primary reason he had agreed to this alliance in the first place was the prospect of receiving food from Rosendun. The refrigerators had initially pleased him as they could preserve foods over long distances. But now, with the skyboats, fresh produce could reach Serisis in under an hour. Furthermore, with the train tracks, those produce could then be sent to any corner of the country within a day! 

By his side, Chu Ling sent Paris a provocative but appreciative smile. With a smile, she mouthed, ‘Well done.’

In reply, Paris shook his head, pointed at Kashi, and then mouthed, ‘He’s the star.’

Princess Chu Ling’s gaze grew heated as she turned to examine the daeben. Battle lust grew in her fervent gaze as her desire to fight Kashi exponentially grew. Meanwhile, King Parissius sipped his tea, choosing to pretend he did not see Chu Ling’s fiery gaze. That was Kashi’s problem now. 

King Chu, oblivious to his daughter’s exchange, regarded Miote with burning eyes. “Let me know if there is anything you need to fast-track their development. All of Serisis is at your disposal!”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Miote acknowledged with a bow. He then admitted, “We require experienced handymen to build railway tracks and roads connecting every town and city in Rosendun, Merriheim, and of course, Serisis. From my understanding, Serians are currently the best in this field. I have seen your roads and buildings for myself. They are without compare on the continent.”

“Roads connecting every town and city… A project of this magnitude,” King Chu stared at Miote in shock.

“Yes, it will be expensive,” Miote admitted. “But it is a price we must pay for progress.”

“Father.”

King Chu looked to his left to see his beautiful daughter, Chu Ming, holding a handkerchief with a compassionate smile. The king raised his hand to his cheeks and was surprised to find it wet.  ‘Oh, I’m crying.’  Why wouldn’t he be? He had just been worrying about how his people would find jobs to pay for the influx of food, and now Rosendun was offering an unbelievable opportunity.

Truth be told, it wasn’t like Serisis had not considered expanding its roads to all its towns. But, unfortunately, the crown barely had enough money to keep the country afloat. It could not take on the monetary burden of any massive projects. But now, they had seen a glimpse into their future with Rosendun. As long as they could provide something worthy of export, Rosendun would have no problem footing the bill. This would create thousands of jobs and, in the process, get unwilling bandits off the highways.

King Chu’s brows furrowed a bit as his thoughts reached this point. What would Serisis do when the constructions were all done with? They needed something. An export which the entire continent would appreciate. Only then could they raise their heads in pride and not worry about coins or jobs.

“There is one other thing we are in desperate need of,” Jade said, cutting into the king’s thoughts. “All our inventions rely on mana to work. If you know of any material or item that has high mana concentrations, we would be really grateful.”

“Crystal Mines!” shouted Chu Ling, causing her father’s eyes to shine in realization. “I’ve come across tons of them while patrolling. Mines filled with nothing but mana crystals. We’ve never had a use for them, but could those be helpful to you?”

Kashi’s brows shot up, and he shared a look with Jade, both wondering the same thing.  ‘What the hell kind of coincidence is this? Are we the main characters in some anime? How does something so wonderful happen without a lick of warning?’  Kashi wondered how it was possible for Serisis to not have become a hegemon while having something as valuable as mana crystals littered around the country.

“Remember. Until you came along, the Artificer class was dead,” Lunette said as if reading Kashi’s mind. “I don’t think anyone knew how to effectively use runes to manipulate mana, except probably the daeben, so no one searched for them.”

Kashi’s eyes widened as realization dawned. Lunette was right. This was a lucky case of the circumstances playing in his favor. If Artificers and array masters were prominent in this world, many countries would have sought out mana crystals to make new magic staffs and the likes. Unfortunately, any sorcerer could fill up a gemstone with mana for the paltry need of adding a few elements to an article of clothing.

“Excuse me. If we’re talking about mana deposits, I have something that might interest you.” 

Kashi and the round table turned in surprise as the person who had spoken was someone from the crowd. King Xafier shot up from his seat upon seeing the speaker. Eyes wide, he exclaimed, “Farvulia? Rudega Farvulia?”

Rudega Farvulia revealed a wry smile as he stepped forward and bowed. “Yes. Your Majesty. The Farvulia family congratulates Your Majesty on ascending the throne.” 

King Xafier stared at Rudega in shock, but then remembering where he was, coughed and sat back down. “We will speak later. Please, tell us what you know.”

“Thank you for your grace, Your Majesty.” Rudega stepped forward and faced the kings with a steady gaze. “My people once built a tunnel from Daggerfall in case we needed to escape.” This admission expectedly garnered harsh glares from the Serians in the room. Still, Rudega continued unfazed, “While down there, we discovered a river of mana. Unfortunately, it was very volatile and often exploded, causing several deaths. However, without a doubt, it is the most potent and pure source of mana on the continent right now. I do believe there should be more pockets of the mana river throughout Serisis. It might explain why this land is so rich in mana but can’t grow vegetation. Mana—”

“Poisoning in the soil is way too thick!” Jade exclaimed with shining eyes and then turned to Kashi. “Hey! If what this guy’s saying is true, we won’t have to worry about mana for life!”

Hearing these words, King Chu excitedly looked at Rudega and said, “Did you say your name was Rudega? For this revelation, I award you a chance to tell your story before us all. I dare say you won’t get another opportunity like this…”

Rudega Farvulia’s heart trembled as he stared at King Chu in shock. Just like that, they were willing to listen to his tale? Only now did he understand just how valuable his information must have been. The dwarf took a moment to collect himself and then said, “Your Majesty, I will forever be grateful for this mercy.”

King Chu smiled and waved his hand. “Please. You earned this yourself. Come, tell us what troubles you, and we will see if we cannot be of help.”

“As it pleases Your Majesty,” Rudega acknowledged, but then asked, “If it pleases you, may I call upon the brave orcs who saved my life. Their input is just as valuable as mine.”

King Chu glanced at the other kings and then said, “As you wish.”

“Thank you, Your Majesties,” Rudega said, and then beckoned Durst and Ragnaf forward. Durst and Ragnaf stepped out from the shadows, their massive frames drawing loud cries and shocked gasps from the crowd. Orcs were enormous creatures, easily growing beyond 7 ft. (2.1 m) tall. Furthermore, Durst was considered big, even amongst the orcs. So, one could imagine how he absolutely towered over everyone in the room.

Shockingly, though, despite their intimidating visages, neither Durst nor Ragnaf said a word upon reaching Rudega’s side, choosing instead to keep their mouths shut and observe. 

Rudega let out a rueful smile at the orcs’ attitudes. Orcs were immensely proud. They would never bow their heads nor offer platitudes to anyone other than the recognized War Chief. Well, them not talking was better than saying something obscene.

Some ministers wanted to raise the issue, but luckily, their kings were knowledgeable about the orcs’ cultures and thus urged the ministers silent. Rudega, realizing any further delay could lead to an unforeseen outcome, immediately said, “This is our story…”

Rudega proceeded to narrate the complete tale of how Silver Spear ran them out of Daggerfall. He explained that the dwarfs, himself included, had joined hands with Silver Spear to deal with the orc threat. Unfortunately, Silver Spear colluded with a few traitor dwarfs to eradicate a couple of orcish villages unprovoked, the purpose of which was to incite a war.

Rudega, realizing what had occurred and the most likely culprits, rushed to hold a meeting with the orcs. This meeting was supposed to prevent a war. But Silver Spear had unknowingly hired people on both sides to sabotage the meeting. As a result, a war would most likely erupt soon, heavily damaging both sides, which would then allow Silver Spear to swoop in and claim both sides.

“That is not all,” Durst said, and then added with a grave expression. “Our War-Chief died this morning. A new one must have taken his place—most likely Ragelock.”

King Parissius’ eyes widened in surprise. “I’d read that orcs were psychically linked to their war-chief. It would appear that is true. Is this how you knew your war-chief has passed away?”

“Yes,” Durst confirmed with a stiff nod. “With most war-chiefs, it is but a simple feeling that lets us know their will. But in some extremely rare cases, some war-chiefs can manipulate the orcs around them to carry out their cause. These kind of war-chiefs are what you all know as Orc Kings.”

The word Orc King sent a shiver down the spine of everyone in the room. The birth of an Orc King often signified a period of chaos and death across the continent. An Orc King’s ability to unify the warring orc tribes under one banner and make them fight until they were beyond dead was far too terrifying.

Unlike the others, Kashi was not fazed. Instead, he looked at Rudega and the orcs with a deep, curious gaze. There seemed to be many thoughts and calculations going on in the pools of those eyes. But no one aside from the man himself knew what he was thinking.

“So,” Kashi said, prompting many eyes to turn towards him. “What would you like from us? Do you want us to attack? If this Ragelock is the new War-Chief, then he automatically has the orcs on his side. We won’t be able to stop this war without killing or deposing him. But to get to him, we will have to get through an army of orcs. In the end, it will come down to either getting killed in a war against the dwarfs or getting killed in a war against us.” His eyes narrowed as he pressed Rudega. “Is this what you want?” 

Rudega hesitated but then shook his head. “No, we do not want you to go to war. We would never ask that of you.” The dwarf took a breath and then said, “I only wish to ask that you give those seeking to escape the war asylum like you have granted us.” The dwarf released a defeated sigh as he regretfully admitted, “Going to war now will only add fuel to an already out of control fire. Instead, I wish to convince as many people on both sides to escape before the war begins. Hopefully, that will bring down the overall casualties.”

Kashi revealed a sarcastic smile as he prodded, “You do realize doing so will allow Silver Spear to take over Daggerfall even easier.”

“Land is but land,” Rudega replied with a shake of his hand. “The true inheritance of a nation is its people. As long as they survive, the nation lives on regardless of where they set up posts.”

“Hmm…” Kashi murmured and then turned to Durst and Ragnaf. “What about you two? I don’t suppose orcs also choose to run away in the face of adversity?”

“Run, huh?” Durst repeated with a snort. “Yes, I suppose I am running. If orcs knew how to retreat, we would not be in the state we are in right now, locked into a corner of the world, unable to travel freely as our ancestors did.”

“Locked, is it?” Kashi questioned as a ghost of a smile played across his lips. “So, to the orcs, which do you think is more important, sovereignty or freedom?”

“What!?”

Durst was not the only one who reacted this time. Nearly everyone in the room stared at the daeben like he was a madman. By now, they knew what this mad man was planning.

“I said…” Kashi, ignoring the loud gasps, rose to his feet and approached Durst. “What is more important to the orcs: Sovereignty or Freedom?” Kashi stopped in front of Durst, eyes boring into the orc’s. Despite looking down on the daeben, Durst could not help but feel overwhelmed by Kashi’s commanding presence. “Will they be satisfied with Daggerfall when I can offer them the world?”

Collective gasps rang out across the room. Free the orcs from Daggerfall? That was madness! Orcs were a crazy race. Who knew what chaos they would cause upon being released into civilization!?

Kashi continued to ignore the commotion. “Your Majesty, King Parrisius,” he called out while keeping his gaze fixed on Durst. “What is Rosendun’s policy towards intelligent races?”

King Parissius issued a brilliant grin as he waved his hands and said, “All intelligent races shall receive equal treatment under the country’s roses. They shall partake of her sweet nectar as long as they abide by the rules. Otherwise, they’ll get pricked by her thorns.” The king’s eyes sparkled as he looked at Durst and Ragnaf. “All races are welcome in Rosendun. Here, we judge by the individual, not the race.”

Ragnaf, who had kept quiet, trembled when he heard the last phrase: ‘judge by the individual.’ The individual. So, he would not have to be treated as an outcast because of his mixed-race? Could such a place truly exist? Looking at King Parissius, he questioned, “You’re really gonna let us roam free?”

“I don’t see why not,” replied King Parissius with a shrug.

“Even if we never bow to you?” Ragnaf questioned with disbelief.

King Parissius laughed. “Listen, I do not need your respect. I am but a man: fallible and weak. It’s the country’s laws you must respect and adhere to. The law judges not by race, religion, or creed but by the guidelines written and passed countless generations. If you obey them, you will have nothing to fear from the world.” Suddenly, the King’s smile turned incredibly sinister. “If you flaunt the laws, however, you must suffer the full brunt of the law like everyone else. Do you have the courage to prove yourself to be more than the world labels you?” 

Ragnaf’s heart trembled as he stared into the King’s eyes. He could not understand it. How was it that this man, whom he could beat within an inch of his life, was able to intimidate him? What gave King Parissius the courage and valor present in his gaze. It was something beyond his own personal strength. Something the king believed would never break no matter what happened to him.

‘Ah…’  Ragnaf let out a sigh of realization. When King Parissius spoke, it wasn’t just him talking; it was the weight of an entire nation, powerful beyond compare. That weight could crush Ragnaf like a bug with so much ease. Orcs never had that type of backing. Usually, when orcs spoke, they spoke only for themselves. If an orc got in trouble, they could only rely on themselves to resolve the problem. 

But that was not the way of the outside world, was it?

“I understand what you are trying to say,” Durst said to King Parissius, breaking Ragnaf out of his thoughts. “If we had the choice, I do believe many would choose freedom over sovereignty. However, if Ragelock is indeed War-Chief, I doubt he would allow it. And orcs, if nothing else, are loyal to their War-Chief… for the most part.”

“For the most part is enough,” Leila interjected, drawing the room’s attention. “You do not need to defeat Ragelock directly. Just convince as many orcs as possible to seek asylum in Rosendun, Merriheim, or Serisis.” She then glanced at Rudega and said, “The same goes for you too. All you need to do is convince as many dwarfs as possible to relocate to these lands. The world is entering a new age. But for that new age to arrive, thousands of strong, skillful workers are required. Your people will find work, shelter, and peace should they seek it.” 

Leila paused for a moment, then added, “This will, in turn, destabilize both camps, as they see their war numbers drastically reduced. Gods-willing, the war might be delayed as both parties decide how to fight with reduced numbers.” The wisben tapped her forearm in thought, a deadly glint in her eyes. “Naturally, we cannot rule out the chance Silver Spear will try to influence the situation somehow. However, a move planned and a move made in haste in response to an unforeseen event are of two completely different levels. The latter presents more risks and increased chances of mistakes. Those mistakes will be our opportunity.”

Leila stopped upon realizing the room had gone deadly silent. She looked around and was surprised to find the crowd giving her strange looks—many of which were filled with mixtures of fear and amazement.

King Parissius whistled under his breath as he admired Leila and then whispered to Kashi, “What deity did you save in your past life to have her working for you?”

“She doesn’t work for me,” Kashi retorted, but then added with a nervous laugh, “But I do wonder about that all the time.”

Leila, meanwhile, after a brief moment, chose not to acknowledge the weird looks as she turned her attention back to Rudega, Durst, and Ragnaf. “So, do we have an understanding? We will grant asylum to as many of you that seek it. Now, it falls onto you to convince your people.”

“It will no doubt be a dangerous endeavor,” Kashi interjected. “We have a pressing occasion coming up which requires the presence of every Maggot we can muster. But afterward, I promise I will find any willing Maggots to accompany you on this dangerous quest.”

Rudega looked at Kashi with massive gratitude in his gaze. “Thank you,” he said, tears brimming down his eyes. “I promise I will never forget this favor.”

“Do not worry about it,” Kashi replied with a smile. “It’s not like I’m doing this out of the goodness of my heart. Both dwarfs and orcs are indispensable races in helping to build this Empire.” 

Strangely, the daeben’s words, rather than irk Rudega, filled him with warmth. Indeed, warriors were different from politicians. Warriors could bare their hearts freely before each other, whereas politicians kept theirs hidden within chambers of secrets. It was much easier to trust someone who revealed what they wanted from you than another who claimed they were only ‘looking out for you.’

Kashi, seeing Rudega’s reaction, nodded and then turned to Leila. “We’ve only got one more item on the list, right? Let’s finish this.”

“I agree,” Leila said and then said, “The last item is a short one. The concept of Food & Agriculture. Of the three nations, only Rosendun is blessed with an abundance of green and farmland. As such, we the Hopeful Maggots partnered with the Empire to promote commercial farming growth in Rosendun. We’ve also cleared out some islands on the Forever Sea and converted them into massive farms. The aim is to grow enough produce to feed all three nations and then some.” 

“Rayatha,” called Kashi, and the forever disgruntled druid stepped out from the crowd. Kashi ignored the old man’s irritated look as he said, “This is the man who will be researching our agricultural products to produce even better grains and meat each year.” He looked at Rayatha and announced, “I have tasked him with finding possible solutions to farming in both Merriheim and Serisis.” Kashi paused and then looked at Rayatha. “Have you got anything to say to them?”

Rayatha frowned as he stepped forward, visibly unwilling to participate in any human interaction. He was more than fine in the thick of a forest with the trees and animals around him for company. Fortunately, his respect for Kashi outweighed his disgust of humans. So he opened his mouth. “I have never been to Merriheim, but from what I have heard, the land is indeed fertile. The temperature, however, is too hot for ordinary plants to survive. But, there are certain seeds, which, while difficult to find, can indeed thrive in a place like Merriheim. If I cannot find them, I will find a way to reproduce them in time.” 

Rayatha paused and then said, “Serisis is a bit trickier, but at the same time so much easier to solve.” That bombshell sent the room reeling, but the druid continued, unfazed, “Serisis’ problem is that the mana in the soil and air is too thick for the plants. They thus perish from mana poisoning.” The druid paused and then pulled out a red rose from his sleeves. “This is an ordinary rose, but I am sure all of you can feel the vast amount of mana oozing off it.” 

As the room nodded, he explained, “This is a rose from Orez, Kashi’s world. There is nothing special about it. It is but an ordinary rose. However, this rose has been bathed in the thickest concentration of mana I have ever seen. But, while it should have died, it instead thrived. This is because it was simultaneously soaked in the most potent healing aura in all of Destia. This aura healed the poisoning quicker than it could spread until eventually, the rose grew immune to the poison.”

Rayatha stopped and then looked at Kashi. “It will take some time, but I believe I can produce enough seeds immune to mana poisoning to kickstart Serisis’ vegetation.”

*CRASH*

Everyone turned to King Chu, who had shot to his feet, tears pouring freely down his eyes. Before anyone could stop him, the old king dropped to a knee and bowed to King Parissius. “I swear now, before Gods and Man; Serisis will forever be in service to the Empire. She will shield Rosendun from all arrows and cut down whoever dares raise a sword to you. Serisis, from this day onwards, is yours to command as you wish!” King Chu Tianjo raised his head, hot tears burning in his eyes as he shouted, “Long Live the Emperor!”

To Kashi’s shock, the Serians did not bother raising their King from his knees, but instead, with tears in their eyes, joined their King on their knees and shouted, “Long Live the Emperor!”

Rayatha, meanwhile, stared at the shouting Serians with a questioning gaze as he muttered under his breath, “Technically, he’s not Emperor yet…” 

Luckily no one heard him…
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King Chu and the Serians’ outburst shook the hall, leaving Kashi and the other guests visibly stunned and at a loss for words. For a good minute, everyone was frozen in place, unable to process the unbelievable sight.

Fortunately, King Parissius snapped out of his shock and immediately ran over to King Chu and pulled the older man up to his feet. “Please, stand!” he pleaded, and then added with a joking tone, “My ancestors would curse me into the ground if they found out I allowed my father-in-law lower his head in my presence.”

King Chu, eyes red with tears, snorted and then said as he patted King Parissius’ shoulders, “Cheeky brat. Who’s your father-in-law?”

“Of course, there’s only one man worthy enough of that honor,” joked King Parissius with a wink. The young king’s attempt to lighten the mood paid off as the room erupted into laughter as the Serians rose to their feet.

“Hoho…Sis, This King sure sounds full of himself.”

King Parissius swallowed hard as he looked over to Chu Ling, who regarded him with a teasing grin. The fiery princess tapped the table, her gaze lovingly harsh as she said, “You’re already calling dad father-in-law. Seems like you’re quite excited for this marriage.”

If it were anyone else, the young king would have ceded, but ever since they were children, Chu Ling was the one person he hated losing to. So, King Parissius replied with a level gaze. “I get to marry two willing, gorgeous, intelligent, and incredibly strong women. Most men would kill to get my position. You can be certain I will take the necessary steps to secure that future.” Turning to King Chu, he said with a wink, “Is that not right… Father.”

“Oh-ho-ho,” Chu Ling let out a sinister laugh, but luckily, Chu Ming grabbed her hand, preventing her from carrying out her first instinct. Thanks to her sister’s calming touch, Chu Ling managed to collect herself and say instead, “Ah. I cannot wait for the wedding.” She then cracked her fingers and threatened, “See how I fix you then.”

King Parissius inwardly chuckled. Royal marriages were no small matter. Even with prior arrangements, it could take years until the formal wedding. The more likely scenario was that the princesses were sent as envoys to Rosendun. Only after a few years would the marriage proceed. As a result, King Parissius was quite confident he could use that time to dig out Chu Ling’s weaknesses… “Well, that will take a wh—”

“Ah, regarding the topic of marriage,” Leila suddenly interjected, causing the young king to panic. The speaker caused a bad feeling to rise in the pit of his stomach. Unfortunately, Leila seemed not to notice his signals as she continued, “I believe we should hold it as soon as possible.”

“Wha— *cough*”  King Parissius nearly choked on his spit, overwhelmed by the shock.

Surprisingly, however, he was not alone in this. King Chu likewise found himself overcome by a coughing fit as he glared at the wisben. “What? Why hold the wedding so soon? These things take time!”

Leila did not take the king’s criticism to heart. She understood that right now, Chu Tianjo was no king but an ordinary father unwilling to let go of his precious daughters. The sight dredged up memories of her father lecturing her on the importance of ‘marrying right’ and political alliances. For the first time that night, a slight wrinkle appeared on the wisben’s forehead. But half a second later, she regained herself and maintained her neutral expression.

Only one person in the room caught the brief crack—saw the vulnerable girl hidden behind the powerful persona. Kashi sighed as he squeezed his arm in anger. This was one thing he would never be able to help Leila with. Her father’s shadow was just too massive – Not that he was one to help anyone deal with their parents’ baggage.

“During normal circumstances, yes,” Leila said to King Chu, “but these are not normal circumstances. We are about to give birth to the continent’s first empire. This glorious event certainly requires an equally glorious ceremony for its announcement.” She looked at King Parissius and then the twin princesses as she said, “What better occasion to announce this to the world than the Emperor’s wedding?”

“Uh…” King Parissius muttered, unable to come up with a counter-rebuttal. Damn this woman! Having her on your side was the best thing in the world. But she immediately became the devil incarnate upon playing for the other team. How could you beat someone whose arguments you cannot help but agree with?

“Oh, What’s the matter, Your Majesty?” teased Chu Ling with a very sinister smile. “You seem mighty pale.”

“Haha, no worries, Princess,” replied King Parissius with a forced smile. “I must not be used to the heat.” Eager to escape Chu Ling’s gaze, he instead looked at Leila and asked, “When do you propose we hold this wedding?”

Leila nodded and then answered, “We have a pressing issue which requires the joint forces of all three nations to conquer. This battle will be the first gong, announcing our alliance to the rest of the world. We will host the wedding shortly after the battle, regardless of the outcome.”

“Regardless of the outcome?” King Chu repeated with a slight frown. “Those words do not exactly inspire confidence.”

“I would speak differently if it were the populace,” said Leila. “But this is a room of the highest-ranking leaders of our nations. Of all people, those in this room must understand the gravity of the situation.”

King Chu sighed and stroked his beard as he muttered, “I understand that. I was not criticizing your statement. It just struck me as odd. You do not seem the type to engage in something you are not confident in. Is the danger that great?”

Leila’s gaze hardened. “Worst-case scenario, we might be drawn into a fight with Razznik the Destroyer.”

CRASH!

A maid tripped at the mention of Razznik’s name, sending the tray of metal jugs and cups crashing to the ground. However, no one reprimanded her as the crash was synonymous with the shock they too suffered. Razznik? That Razznik? The Destroyer of Worlds? He was coming back!?

King Chu quickly turned to King Parissius and King Xafier, hoping to see some doubt. But their grave expressions washed away any doubt. The old king stumbled into his chair and then cradled his head in grief. “Why do the gods hate us so?” lamented King Chu. “My people, after centuries of clambering in the dark, struggling to survive barely, finally found a way out, and now they wish to finish us off once and for all?”

The hall was severely by the king’s grief as several Serians began to shed silent, resentful tears. Why? Why did this have to happen now? Razznik had been locked away for several centuries. Why did they have to face him? This was a man who had slaughtered gods. What chance did they have?

At this time, when the Serians were at their lowest, Kashi’s voice suddenly rang through the room. “Do not lower your heads. All hope is not lost.” The Serians looked up at the daeben, who likewise regarded them with a burning gaze. “All hope is not lost, I said. Facing Razznik is only the worst-case scenario. There is still a big chance to turn this around.”

“And how do you know this?” questioned King Chu.

Kashi swiped his finger through the air, and his menu opened in ‘visible’ mode. “Because we Summoned are blessed with a cheat called quests.” The daeben’s eyes narrowed as he stated, “You can see quests as divine messages from the gods if you will. The important thing about quests is that, though they might be challenging, they are all doable.” Kashi saw the light slowly return to King Chu and confirmed the king’s guess, “Yes. Every Summoned received a quest regarding this battle, so you can be certain it is doable. But the fact that every Summoned received the quest means it will be incredibly difficult and can’t be accomplished by a small party.”

Leila nodded and then continued, “Which is why we sought to combine the military might of our three nations for this particular endeavor.” The wisben looked around the room and then, to the shock of everyone present, broke into a small smile. The transformation left many speechless, but her next words pulled their attention back to the critical conversation. “I know I said, ‘regardless of the outcome,’ but to be honest with you all, I genuinely believe we will emerge victoriously.” Leila paused and then stated, “Creating miracles is what we do. Countless miracles led to this moment right here, with us gathered here in this room. What’s one more miracle added to that list?”

The room paused as each person took in Leila’s words. After a few moments, King Chu laughed and declared, “Well said, Ms. Lightwood! Indeed, what is one more miracle to add to that list? Let me know what you need. Serisis’ army is at your disposal.”

“Serisis is at your disposal,” Chu Ling affirmed with a nod as she rose to her feet, “As will I.”

Leila hesitated, “Your Highness—”

“None of this nonsense, Chu Ling!” rebuked King Chu, his gaze blazing. “You are the princess of this country and soon to be the wife of the Emperor. You cannot afford to put your life in danger at this time.”

“And our soldiers can?” Chu Ling fiercely spat, causing King Chu to choke on his words. “My life is not more important than those of the men and women who fight every day for our country. I do not wish to stand on some podium and wish them ‘good luck.’ I am a warrior!” The princess’s hot gaze scanned the room as if daring anyone to challenge her. “I will fight alongside my brothers and sisters, live, or die. That is my way of proving to our people that the royal family cares about them. That we do not see them as mere chess pieces to achieve our desires.”

King Chu Tianjo’s eyes widened as, for a brief moment, he saw his late wife superimposed over Chu Ling. The same fierce gaze, the endless drive to risk her own life for the people’s sake. That drive had eventually made him lose his Yao’er to the ocean. He did not know what he would do if he had to lose his daughter too.

“Father,” Chu Ming softly called as she grasped the king’s right hand. King Chu looked down, tears in his eyes as he regarded his eldest daughter. “I understand your fears; even I too do not wish for Ling’er to enter the battlefield.” Chu Ming paused, steeled herself, and then said, “But Ling’er has her path to walk. We should not chain her down to make us feel better about ourselves. We must believe in her, especially in times like these when it is hardest.”

“Excellently said, sis,” Chu Ling complimented with a thumbs-up. She then looked at her father and asked, “As Ming’er said, this is my fight, my road. I will walk it now and always, until the day I die or can no longer lift a sword.”

King Chu still hesitated, but then Kashi spoke, “Do not fret, Your Majesty. We will ensure no harm comes to your daughter on the battlefield.”

“What? No!” protested Chu Ling. “I do not seek prefe—”

“Do not misunderstand, Princess!” Kashi interrupted before she could finish. The daeben rose to his feet, burning red eyes glaring at her. “By your birth alone, you are already the recipient of preferential treatment. You are exposed to the best teachers and warriors from a young age, training you to be much stronger and smarter than the average soldier, which increases your chances of survival. You already received preferential treatment before you stepped onto the battlefield.”

The daeben’s eyes narrowed. “Your life, indeed, is not more important than anyone else’s, but the weight of your life is much heavier than the average soldier. When a ruler dies, it’s not just a single family, but hundreds, maybe thousands, that will be destabilized and affected. So, before you take any action or decision regarding your life, keep in mind the weight it bears. Your life, unfortunately, is no longer just yours. Such is the responsibility that comes with power.”

Chu Ling fell silent, unable to come up with a convincing counterargument. Eventually, she took her seat and hung her head, pondering on her selfishness and ego.

King Parissius felt uncomfortable seeing Chu Ling so reticent, so he shot a disconcerted glare at Kashi and wistfully berated, “If you wanted to scold me, do it directly. Fine, I won’t bother you about going to war again. Happy?”

Kashi, unfortunately slow on the uptake, stared at the young king in incredulity. “…You wanted to go to the battlefield?”

“Uh… Yes,” confirmed King Parissius. Initially, he had said that to lighten the mood, but upon being asked, he could not help but air his grievances. “I want to fight alongside the warriors on the battlefield. That’s the kind of ruler I always envisioned myself being.”

Kashi’s incredulous stare only deepened upon hearing this. He glanced at Leila, and upon receiving a confirmation nod, looked at the king and accidentally let out his true feelings, “…Are You Crazy!?”

Not for the first time that night, the entire hall fell silent, akin to a graveyard as several eyes turned to stare at Kashi in disbelief. Panic, fear, incredulity, humor, and anger flittered through the onlookers’ eyes in quicks succession as they struggled to decide what emotion to settle on. However, regardless of what they thought, only one man’s reaction really mattered. The eyes turned to the Rosen King.

King Parissius, oblivious to the thoughts around him, stared at Kashi in abject silence as the daeben’s words replayed in his head.  Are you crazy… Are you crazy… Are you cra—BAM!  “Maybe I am!” yelled the king as he slammed his hand against the table. Unconsciously, he switched to informal speech as he defended himself, “Is it so weird to fight alongside my warriors? I would not be the first king to do so!”

“Haa?” Perhaps it was because King Parissius reverted to informal speech, but Kashi lost all decorum as he berated, “Are you really crazy?” He pointed at Chu Ling as he said, “Remember what I just said about the weight of her life? Well, if she’s carrying a pebble, you’re carrying a freaking mountain on your life!” 

Kashi’s rebuke seemed to echo throughout the hall, leaving King Parissius stunned and slightly embarrassed. The daeben, realizing the gravity of what he just did, immediately softened his tone, “My apologies, Your Majesty. I do not know what came over me.”

To his credit, the young king smiled and then said with a shake of his head, “No. It’s fine.” He sighed as he sat down and then said, “My father once told me a great ruler surrounds himself with people unafraid to let him know when he’s making a wrong choice.” Sending a playful glare Kashi’s way, he added, “Even if they be insufferable at times.”

“Your Majesty,” Leila interjected. “What Kashi was trying to say, in not so eloquent terms, is that this Empire right now can only survive with you as the Emperor. Any infighting caused by your absence or death will destroy this fledgling empire before it even begins.” The wisben paused and then added with an evil aura about her, “Of course, if you were to quickly produce an heir or two, then you could return to the battlefield with the Empire in safe hands.”

“H-heir!?” King Parissius nearly choked on his drink. He rapidly coughed to clear his throat and then sent Leila a pleading look.  ‘Why are you doing this to me?’

Leila, however, ignored the king’s gaze as she confirmed, “Yes. An heir. It would be great for the Empire’s stability if you produced one as soon as possible.”

“Hm. An heir?” King Chu’s eyes went wide at the prospect of a grandchild. With longing in his eyes, he looked at King Parissius and said, “I will be praying for you. Twin pairs of twins will be the best.”

“Father!” Both Chu Ming and Chu Ling shouted, mortified by their father’s words. The hall burst into laughter as the women turned bright red from embarrassment.

Meanwhile, King Chu burst out laughing as he reached out and patted his children’s back. “Haha. I raised you two excellently.” Glancing at Chu Ling, he teased, “I never thought I would get to hold your child in my lifetime. This old man can die happy now.”

“You’re not going anywhere, old man,” Chu Ling stuck out her tongue as she retorted.

Chu Ming nodded and then said, “We still have so much to learn from you.”

King Chu laughed with pride as he looked at his daughters and declared, “What greater joy is it than to have excellent children such as these?”

“Marrying them?” Syèl said to Shokō, but his voice was so loud that everyone in the room heard him. As a result, King Chu glared at King Parissius, who almost choked on his drink. The poor young king wanted to cry as the room once again broke into raucous laughter. What the hell? Had someone declared open season on him?

It took a while for the commotion to die down. Leila waited patiently until the noise stopped and then said, “Congratulations to everyone gathered here. Thanks to your efforts, we have successfully ratified the issues concerning our merger. If there are any concerns at this point, please speak now.” 

The wisben waited, but there were no forth comers. Seeing this, her expression softened as she said, “In the absence of objections, I hereby formally call this meeting to a close.” Glancing at the Kings, she said, “Now, the kings and their ministers will remain behind to sign a series of contracts that will bind the nations together.” She then looked at the crowd and said, “As for the rest of you, thank you all for coming. There will be a ball tonight to celebrate this momentous occasion. We hope to see you there.”

Leila ended the conference with a formal bow in each direction. “Once again, thank you all for attending this event.”

*clap* *clap* *clap*

King Chu erupted in animated applause as he rose to his feet, eyes brimming with tears as he nodded his gratitude toward Leila. Following his lead, Kashi, King Parissius, and King Xafier rose to their feet, thunderous applause ringing from their collective hands. The crowd soon followed suit, some whistling and shouting praises to the beautiful, intelligent woman who had orchestrated a feat once thought impossible.

Leila, or rather, Adachi Ayumi, closed her eyes and forced down the tears that threatened to emerge. This was not the first time people had clapped for her. Not to be callous, but this would certainly not be the last. But, of all the applause she had received in her life, this was the first that actually mattered. This time, she had worked for something she believed in, not something her father or her peers wanted for her. 

Pa!

Suddenly, Leila flinched as she felt a pat on her back. The weight, location, and force were exactly as she remembered. She immediately turned to her side but was shocked to see Kashi standing there. “Oh…” she muttered, briefly unable to hide her disappointment. However, moments later, her eyes went wide as she stared into Kashi’s eyes. 

Those were not Kashi’s deep yet playful eyes. Those eyes were dark, foreboding, like a gateway to hell. Just looking into them made one feel like the grim reaper had his hands on their shoulder.

 “You did good,” Suzuki said. 

“Suzu—” Leila started, but then stopped when she realized Kashi’s gaze had mellowed to a playful but regretful look. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

Kashi winced as he replied, “Sorry. I would let him stay longer, but he has no intention of  ‘crossing boundaries.’  He’s still hung up on the past.”

“Mm,” murmured Leila in agreement. But then her gaze steeled as she promised, “It will take some time, but I will find him.”

“Good luck with that,” Kashi blessed with a light grin. He then pointed towards the exit as he said, “So, I suppose I can leave the contracts to you and Miote? I have important guildmaster stuff to attend to.”

Leila raised a brow as she teased, “Important guildmaster stuff, eh? Pray tell, what are this so-called stuff that needs attending?”

“Oh, you know…” Kashi spluttered as his eyes swiveled all around the room. “Uh… classified! Yes, it is classified. Real top-secret stuff.”

“Oooh, that sounds dangerous,” Miote, who was within earshot, suddenly said. “Why don’t you wait till we’re done, and we can all go together. Ample reinforcements.”

“No, no, no, no.” Kashi sweated bullets as he rejected the offer. “It’s real time-sensitive stuff.” Without waiting for a reply, he immediately dashed out of the room before anyone could react. The daeben’s exit was so fast that many people who were in the middle of a blink completely missed it. 

Kashi’s swift exit left both the onlookers and the kings stunned and at a complete loss for words. None of them had ever witnessed a man run away so confidently from his responsibilities.

Pfft!

No one knew who laughed first, but soon the entire hall was snickering and sniveling as the audience failed to hide their amusement. It was quite the poignant scene, seeing the reserved Leila actually appear embarrassed for once. 

“My condolences, Ms. Lightwood,” said King Xafier through twinkling eyes. “It must not be easy working for Kashi-kun.”

Leila shook her head and uncharacteristically let out a sigh. “I suppose this is my cross to bear.” With a shrug, she added, “But, I suppose that’s why I’ve enjoyed this role so much.”

King Parissius winked and then flashed a thumbs-up. “Just give the word, and I’ll have him tossed in jail for a few days.”

“I shall be sure to let you know when I need that,” Leila replied.


While Leila and the ministers worked on ratifying the details of their new deal, Kashi admired the city’s unique architecture as he sat atop a townhouse. The daeben took out an easel and hummed a slow tune as he painted the beautiful view. 

“Setting some teleportation locations?” 

Kashi looked over his shoulder and spotted Syèl standing next to him with a large grin. The daeben then turned back to his painting as he answered, “Something like that. I’m trying to level up my Dimension Painter Skill. I figured I’d use the opportunity to lock down some locations here, so I don’t have to travel far next time.”

“Frigging cheat code.” Syèl shook his head as he sat next to the daeben. 

The two men sat in silence as Kashi’s brush slid across the canvas. Several minutes later, Kashi finally spoke, “Are you going to speak or what?”

“Heh, you caught me,” Syèl laughed as he sprawled on the rooftop and then released a sigh. “You’re the only one I can talk to about this, so sorry in advance.”

“No worries,” Kashi evenly replied. “It’s good to know you only came here because I was your last choice. I wouldn’t want you making this a habit.”

“How cold.” Syèl fell silent as he gazed at the clouds floating freely above the world’s dirt and grime. He then closed his eyes, allowing his world to descend into the all too familiar and pleasant darkness.

Minutes passed with both men deep within their own thoughts, mulling over issues only they knew. Eventually, Kashi finished the first painting and placed the next canvas on the easel. “Are you going to remain silent all day, or are you going to spit it out?”

Syèl cracked open an eye as he observed, “Wow. You really are not Suzuki, are you? You actually give a shit.” Kashi refused to answer, so Syèl shrugged and then said, “Truth be told, it’s not anything big. Just wanted to ask a question.”

This time, Kashi responded, “Why me?”

“Because you smell like me,” Syèl answered, but then after further thought, clarified. “Well, not you exactly. Suzuki, I mean. He has the same smell as me: the smell of loss, self-loathing, and rage you do not know what to do with.” Syèl paused, and then added in a low tone, “…The smell of someone with blood on his hands.”

Schzt!

Kashi’s brush overshot its mark. The daeben paused, took a breath to reset his mental state, and then resumed painting. However, his gaze was undoubtedly dark as he asked, “What’s your question?”

Syèl expected this reaction, so he was nonplussed by the daeben’s hostile tone. Instead, he sighed as he asked, “If, by chance, you found out that a friend of yours, through no fault of their own, was indirectly responsible for the death of someone you loved, how would you react? Would you be able to treat them the same?”

Kashi’s gaze dropped as he thought of the people Suzuki had lost. “I don’t think you’re asking how  I’d  react, are you?” He turned to Syèl and clarified, “You want to know what Suzuki would do.” Syèl’s guilty smile confirmed the daeben’s suspicion. As a result, Kashi shook his head as he looked at the painting. “The truth is, I do not know how he would react. I’m not sure he even understands what love is, to begin with.”

“Is that so…” Contrary to expectations, Syèl actually revealed a relieved smile. “Dunno, huh? I suppose that is indeed an accepted reaction. Thanks, Kash.” With those words, he stood up and then jumped down from the roof. Within moments, he had disappeared within the crowds.

Kashi’s gaze faltered for a moment as he thought back to Syèl’s words. “The smell of a murderer, huh…”



            

    
        Chapter 214: The Truth

    
    
    
    
                
Redmont, Serisis.

6:30 p.m. 19  th    Banem 1092.

Atop the city rooftops, Kashi yawned as he put the finishing touches on the final painting for the day. Just as he expected, he received a prompt. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the one he wanted. The daeben took off his headphones and placed them in his inventory as he examined the prompt.





	
New Masterpiece Painting

Redmont Skyline (Dimension Key)





	
A modern marvel, a city built by hume hands. One can feel the graceful pride emanating from each carefully placed brick.

Artistic Value:  1300

Number of Masterpieces Created:  126

Trait:  Dimension Protector (Immunity to Fire, Water, and Rot)

Level up:  Intermediate Painting Mastery [8    9]

Level up:  Beginner Dimensional Artist Mastery [3    5]

Enables you to produce more delicate and detailed works.

Unlocks Dimension Piercer

Overall Fame rises by 25 points. (+25 Fame)

Art rises by 20 points. (+20 Art)





	
New Active Skill Learned: Dimension Piercer





	
Dimension Piercer:  Command Space through the use of  Rosario Brush.  Grants the ability to cut a path to any previously ‘key-locked’ location.

Key-lock a location by drawing your sigil with  Rosario’s Brush.  (Image must be at least 1 meter tall)

Warning:  If Sigil is damaged or erased, the location will no longer be key-locked

Warning:  Once Sigil is chosen, it cannot be changed. 

Mana Cost:  1000 Mana per second










 

Kashi smiled as he read the prompt. As expected, he knew the Dimensional Artist class had to have a better mode of travel than burning paintings. With this  [Dimension Piercer]  skill, he did not have to worry about painting all the time. As long as he left his sigil in a hidden location, he could always return at any time.

Eager to test it out, Kashi immediately set to work drawing the Maggot’s logo, the howling wolf, on the rooftop. Kashi had drawn this logo so many times, it was mostly muscle memory at this point. Within a couple of seconds, a meter-tall howling wolf head decorated the rooftop. 

Kashi placed his hand on the sigil and then instinctively said,  “[Lock]”   Vwooom!  “Damn!” cursed Kashi as he was blasted off the roof by a massive gale. The daeben groaned as he crashed onto the streets below and accidentally upset a lady’s stall. “Sorry!” Without missing a beat, he tossed a coin purse to the stunned woman and then dashed into the streets. Within a blink of an eye, he was gone from view.

Meanwhile, while Kashi escaped, several brave warriors and security soldiers jumped onto nearby roofs to examine the strange phenomenon. Luckily, a learned magician quickly realized what was happening and stated, “That gale isn’t wind, but mana.” Pointing at the sigil, he said, “It’s being absorbed by that Sigil. Judging by the amount of mana it’s absorbing, it must be something powerful.”

A guard nearby frowned. “Is it dangerous?”

“I don’t think so. The energy is stable, so I don’t think it’s a bomb. But it doesn’t hurt to be careful.”

The guard nodded and then ordered his subordinates to evacuate the area. Suddenly, the mana gale subsided, which allowed them to get a full view of the sigil. The guard raised a brow in shock as he stared at the howling wolf... “…Isn’t that?”

Watching from a distance, Kashi inwardly groaned. Since the guard recognized the symbol, he was bound to receive an earful from Leila later. Ugh… well, at least, now he knew he couldn’t just  [Lock]  anywhere willy-nilly. The commotion would draw everyone from far and near. Such things only worked as stealth mechanics.

Kashi, satisfied with his discovery, tugged on his hood and then rushed to Redmont Manor. The daeben confirmed his identity at the gate and then made his way to his room, releasing a huge sigh of relief as he shut the door behind him.

“You look like you’ve been busy.” Kashi looked over to the dresser, where Lunette sat, working on putting up her hair. The beautiful songstress regarded the daeben with a teasing smile. “What did you do?”

“Haha…” Kashi weakly laughed, choosing not to answer. Instead, he walked over to and then faceplanted into the bed. The daeben, after a brief respite, turned around and then craned his neck to look at Lunette. “Where are you going?”

Lunette let out an exasperated sigh as she glared at Kashi. “I knew you would forget. Leila-chan announced it remember? There’s a ball tonight. I was invited to perform.”

Kashi’s eyes lit up as he sat up. “You’ll be performing?”

“Mmhmm,” Lunette confirmed with a smile as she placed the final hairpin to clasp her hair in place. “It was a personal request from three kings. There’s no way I would refuse.”

“Heeeh…” mused Kashi. “New song, or old?”

Lunette rolled her eyes as she chuckled and asked, “Would you know the difference?”

Kashi, rather than speak, took out a pair of headphones from his inventory. Then, before Lunette could say a word, he also dumped dozens of tiny cases on the table. Lunette’s eyes went wide. These cases stored the song crystals. If Kashi had this many, then he most likely had everything she’d done in recent times.

“Oh…” Lunette mumbled as she felt her cheeks heat up. “You got them all?”

Kashi nodded as he returned the headphones and cases. “I love listening to music when working, and you’re the best I’ve ever heard.” If it wasn’t for Kashi’s straight face, Lunette would have been sure he was throwing empty flattery. But the daeben’s gaze was earnest and true, not brokering the slightest doubt. Oblivious to Lunette’s thoughts, Kashi flashed a thumbs-up as he said, “Really, you’re the best. I guess it helps that you can play every instrument perfectly.”

“Yeah, it does,” Lunette replied with a sheepish smile. “I was designed that way. Along with Shadow. He doesn’t like singing, though.”

“Heeeh? Shadow can sing?” Kashi’s eyes lit up with a sinister light as he began to imagine a thousand ways to use this information to his advantage.

Lunette rolled her eyes as she rose to her feet. “It’s almost time. Are you going to escort me… or?”

“Give me a second.” Kashi quickly switched his outfits to the dinner jacket from the previous night. It was much more formal and befitting a ball. He gave himself a once-over and then, satisfied with what he saw, walked over to Lunette and held out his hand. 

Lunette blushed as she linked her arms with his and then made his way out of the room.

Meanwhile, elsewhere, a tense Syèl knocked on a door. The halben took a deep breath, steeling his nerves as the door opened with a slight creak. On the other side, true to character, Shokō appeared dressed in a handsome, noble attire. 

On a typical day, Syèl would have thrown a friendly jab at her dress choice, but not this day. This time, both he and Shokō wore complicated expressions as they knew they had reached a critical moment in their relationship. 

Syèl, realizing it was not too late to turn back, suddenly hesitated. Why was he here? Did he really need to know the truth? What if he couldn’t handle it? What if the truth broke them? However, just when he was about to walk away, he suddenly heard  her  voice,  ‘Live.’  

That’s right. Syèl knew he couldn’t keep running away from the truth. He owed it to Henri. The halben took a deep breath and then looked at Shokō. “I saw it in your eyes, back when I told you about Henri and after we fought. You feel guilty. I recognize it because I have that same look in my eyes every morning.” Syèl breathed in and then asked the dreaded question, “What do you know? Why do you feel responsible?”

Shokō trembled, hesitation and fear apparent in her eyes. “Come in.” However, she steeled her resolve and stepped aside to let Syèl in the room. Once Syèl entered, she closed the door and then leaned against it as if seeking support from the hard, immovable wall. Moments later, she released a sigh and muttered, “I knew I would have to tell you everything eventually. I just hoped I would have a bit more time.”

Syèl kept quiet as he watched her tense expression. He knew how difficult it could be to get the truth out. Especially when it involved a painful past you wanted to forget. All he could do to support her right now was wait.

After some time passed, Shokō managed to bring herself together. She wiped a tear from her eye as she said, “Admin Code: RD06072012, Requesting System Override.”

Syèl’s brow shot up. “Did you say Adm—” Before he could finish, a disembodied voice suddenly echoed around the room.

‘Genesis Acknowledges Request. State Reason for Override Please.’

“Whose voice is that?” Syèl asked as he glanced around, pondering on the voice’s origin. “And that name: Genesis. I know it from somewhere.”

Shokō glanced at Syèl and then bit her lip. “Requesting Temporary Real-Body Simulation.”

“Real-body simu—what’s that supposed to be?”

‘Genesis Acknowledges Request. Reason Determined Not to Affect Surrounding Gameplay. Temporary Real-Body Simulation Approved. Duration: 30 Seconds. Do you require a time extension?’

“No,” Shokō confirmed, and then added with a downcast sigh, “That will be more than enough.”

‘Acknowledged. Please Standby for Physique Alteration. Warning: This Might Sting a Little.’

Shokō looked at Syèl and sent him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. It’s just joking.” Following those words, she was enveloped by a bright light that prevented Syèl from seeing the transformation. Eventually, the light receded, and Shokō reappeared.

Shokō, like Kashi and Syèl, did not bother with the character creator. As a result, the differences between her real self and her avatar was negligible. Unfortunately, this only made Syèl more uncomfortable because it meant that the reason she switched to her real body was far beyond a skin-deep resemblance.

Syèl had a thousand questions, but he just settled with, “Who, or what are you exactly?”

“What…” Shokō muttered with a bitter smile as she looked at Syèl. “What indeed.” She took out a blade from her inventory and hovered it over her palm. “When you were experimented on, you stated the scientists used a dark-green solution to inject you guys. A virus, you called it.” A sad, dejected smile played on her lips as she said, “Have you never wondered how they made the virus?” 

Pa!

Syèl grabbed Shokō’s right arm without thinking. His heart violently shuddered, beating so loudly, he swore the entire Serisis could hear it. Syèl did not know why, but he was suddenly scared. 

How long had it been since he had been scared? Yes. It was the first time he had to contemplate a life without Henri. A life without the sun, forever trapped in the shadows.

Gritting his teeth, Syèl said, “Stop. I don’t want to know. Our pasts don’t matter anymore.”

“No, Taiga,” Saeko said as her eyes welled up with tears. “It does matter. You need to know the truth. You all do.” 

“No! Wait!”

Schlick!

Before Taiga could react, Saeko grabbed the blade with her left hand and violently slid her hand down the hilt.

Drip… Drip… Drip… 

“No.” Colour drained from Taiga’s face as he stared at the green blood draining down the sword’s blade.

Drip… Drip… Drip…

“No.” Taiga staggered backward, disbelief coloring his features as he stared in horror at the silently weeping Saeko.

Drip... Drip... Drip…

“No. No. No. No. No. No. No.” Taiga repeatedly chanted in denial as he grabbed his head and paced around the room. “This can’t be happening.”

“I’m afraid it is,” Saeko weakly confirmed, her words nearly choking in her throat.

“No.” Taiga violently shook his head to fight off memories of those mechanical arms stabbing into his friends’ brains. Their screams as the virus wreaked havoc throughout their bodies. 

Saeko suddenly looked so fragile, like a passing breeze could topple her. By this point, she could barely see through her tears as she affirmed, “This is who I am, Taiga.”

“No. You’re lying. You are lying.”

Saeko violently shook her head, nearly breaking down as she asserted, “Remember when you asked how I could control multiple bodies at once? This is how. You can do it too, so you should know. That’s not something a human should be capable of.”

Taiga suddenly froze. He then turned to Saeko, a dangerous glare in his eyes as he asked, “What are you saying?”

“You already figured it out,” accused Saeko as she rested against the door, lest she collapse. She balled her hand into a fist, squeezing out the blood, and then regarded the halben with a self-deprecating smile. “…I’m not human.”

“What!?” Taiga shouted in disbelief. “What does that even mean?” He paused, then added with a sardonic laugh, “What; are you saying you’re some kind of mutant? Alien? Is that it?”

Saeko buried her head in her right hand, her voice cracked from subdued grief as she replied, “…I do not know.”

Taiga scoffed and spread out his arms in disbelief. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

“It means I Don’t Fucking Know, Okay!?” Saeko screamed as she finally snapped. She shot to her feet and then shouted as she glared at Taiga through tear-filled eyes, “Do you think I asked to be born this way? A freak of nature!? Do You Have Any Idea What My Life’s Been Like!?”

“No, I Don’t!” Taiga yelled back, his anger and frustration rising with each passing moment. “I don’t know a damned thing about you!” The halben’s eyes turned red, burning with equal parts rage and pain. “You know who I am; Where I’m from; What I’ve done! All I know about you is that you’re some rich, pampered girl who’s used to getting what she wants. Oh. And apparently, you have admin privileges to this damned game. So, I know you work for Genaco.” Taiga paused, his gaze turning hostile as he walked toward Saeko. “Is that it? Did they send you to watch me? Keep little, old, deranged Taiga in line. Make sure he doesn’t do anything crazy?” Taiga pressed up against Saeko, who instinctively shrunk back against the door.  BAM!  In his rage, he slammed his hand against the door and demanded, “ I asked a Goddamned Question!”

BAM! Crash!

Taiga coughed as he was sent flying across the room. He crashed against the dresser but then shot to his feet, the rage in his eyes turning even worse. However, perhaps, because of the time he’d spent with Saeko, he could not bring himself to attack. 

Saeko glared at him, her expression a mixture of pain, remorse, and rage. “I will answer your questions, but do not think for a second, I will let you intimidate me. I may have never taken a life, but I have been surrounded and trained by the world’s worst assassins and drill sergeants since I was five. You do not scare me.”

“HAHA! I don’t fucking believe it!” Taiga could not help but let out a crazed laugh as he looked around as if in hope someone else could confirm what he witnessed. “See!? This is what I’m talking about! Who the fuck trains a kid to kill from the age of five? Who, or What the Fuck Are You!?”

“I already answered you,” Saeko replied in an even tone. Somehow, Taiga’s combative tone and attitude helped her regain herself. “I do not know.”

“Well, then. What do you know.”

“I know that I had to kill my mother to be born.”

“What?” Taiga froze. He searched Saeko’s gaze but could not find a trace of deceit. “What are you talking about?”

Saeko sarcastically chuckled as she shrugged her shoulders and then said, “Apparently, I was a freak from the womb.” She hugged her arms as if to protect herself from the memory as she confessed, “Turns out freaks need a lot more nutrients to survive than the average baby.” Her eyes welled up once again as she looked at Taiga. “She tried her best; my mother did. She didn’t give up until I was born. The nurses said she passed with a smile on her face like she was relieved. Think about that. She was so relieved to finally be rid of the parasite sucking her dry, she happily passed away without ever laying eyes on me.”

Taiga opened his mouth but then shut it right after. His brows furrowed, pain and discomfort in his eyes as he muttered, “I… I’m—”

“Sorry?” Saeko laughed and shook her head. “Do not be. According to my father, my mother died to save the world. A modern-day Mary he called her.”

“Mary?” repeated Taiga in confusion. “Sorry, I’m lost. Who’s your father?”

“James. James Shouyou.”

“Shouyou? Genaco’s Shouyou? That guy?” Taiga’s eyes widened in shock, but he then realized the signs were all there. Saeko was a Blond, blue-eyed Japanese woman. How rare was that? How did he not suspect this before? “Wait. So, if he’s your father, that means he isn’t human either?”

“I honestly do not know,” Saeko replied with a weak smile. She sniffed and then said, “He always says the time is not yet right when I ask.” 

Taiga grabbed his head as he let out a loud, frustrated groan. “What the hell is even going on?” He took a deep breath to calm himself and then turned to Saeko. “Okay, from the beginning… Explain Everything.”

Saeko, likewise, composed herself with a deep breath and then explained the truth in its entirety.

Apparently, Saeko achieved full cognitive and motor abilities just a few weeks after her birth. As a result, she remembered every moment from when she was just five weeks old. By the age of 1, she could solve complex mathematical equations, and by 3, she began exhibiting strength on par with grown men. 

James Shouyou, her father, seemed to expect this, however, as he supervised every moment of her growth. When Saeko turned 5, she started training for something he called ‘The Final Test.’ Along with getting flung around by killers from all around the world, James sanctioned a series of medical examinations to turn her blood into a serum that could enhance the physical and mental prowess of other humans.

Saeko had no clue at the time, but the serums were tested on numerous people. After multiple deaths and mistakes, the scientists realized the serum was more toxic to grown-ups than children. After a few more improvements, a final working version was finally concocted. That version was used on Taiga and his friends.

“These people they tested,” questioned Taiga, “Were they kidnapped like us?”

“No,” Saeko replied with a shake of her head. “The clinical testees signed an agreement which sent ridiculous amounts of money to their families in the event of death. They were mostly either death-row inmates or people with only a few months to live. You people were different. There was supposed to be no risk of death, and the company wanted a squad with no traces.”

“No traces…” Taiga let out a sardonic chuckle. “Yeah, no one would mourn or look for us.” He then looked at Saeko and then asked the most burning question on his mind, “So, what role did you play in making the A.I? Did you design them with your genius mind?”

Saeko frowned in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“The A.Is,” asserted Taiga with a frown. “Did you have anything to do with their production?”

“No,” Saeko denied with a firm shake of her head. “I had nothing to do with that. As far as I know, some programmer in Iruma developed them.”

Taiga’s frown deepened. “So, you had nothing to do with the A.Is?”

“No, I did not,” she firmly confirmed. “Why do you keep asking?”

Taiga sighed and then ran his hands through his hair. His eyes were suffused with guilt and pain, and he said, “Because I can’t blame you if you had nothing to do with the A.Is.” The young man walked over and then stopped in front of Saeko. His chest burned as he looked into her tear-filled eyes, and he instinctively grabbed her hands.

Saeko panicked and made to pull her hands away, but Taiga firmly held on. “What are you doing?”

“Apologizing.”

“What?” Saeko blurted out. She stared at the halben in disbelief. What the hell was he on about now?

Taiga sighed once more and then looked into Saeko’s eyes as he said, “Listen. All this stuff about who you are… where you’re from… I never really cared about them. I got pissed because I thought you had something to do with Henri’s death, but it turns out you didn’t.” 

“Wanna know the fucked up part?” Taiga revealed a bitter smile as he admitted, “I’m actually thankful you’re… well, whatever you are. If you were human, then I would probably be dead right now in some ditch back in Hadet.” Taiga paused and then said, “I don’t hate that we were experimented on to become stronger. We all made our peace with that. I hate the A.Is that killed my friends and the idiot programmers who designed them that way in the first place.”

Taiga brushed the tears from Saeko’s eyes as he said, “I’m not the smartest guy out there, but I’m not stupid enough to blame you for something you didn’t do. I’m sorry I took out my anger on you. Guess I’m not as over their deaths as I thought I was.”

“No,” refuted Saeko with a shake of her head. “I should have told you the truth from the beginning. My father has too many secrets. I don’t know what he’s planning, but I do know that Suzuki is somehow a part of it.”

Taiga’s brow shot up. “Sukki-chan? How is he a part of this?”

Saeko shook her head. “I do not believe he is aware of the situation. I was tasked with getting close to and then monitoring his every move.” She then let out a wry smile as she looked at Taiga. “…but then you happened.”

Taiga coughed, quickly let go of Saeko’s hand, and then turned around to hide his embarrassment. Both parties quietly looked at the floor to avoid eye contact as the room’s atmosphere turned awkward.

Pfff...

Eventually, Saeko squeaked as she rested her back against Taigais, “So, what does this mean for us?”

“What?”

“Us?” Saeko repeated, her eyes trembling as she stared at the ceiling. “Can we still be friends now that you know the truth about me?”

…

A long silence followed, with each second feeling more unbearable than the last for the poor girl. Her shivers traveled from her eyes down to the tips of her fingers. Eventually, just when Saeko wanted to retract her question, Taiga dropped a bombshell.

“No.”

Saeko’s heart sunk to the pit of her stomach. Bile rose up to her mouth, and in her fear, she could barely ask, “Wh-what did you say?”

“No,” Taiga repeated. “We cannot be friends anymore.”

The color drained from Saeko’s face as she turned white as a sheet. However, she fought to maintain her dignity and instead, shakily squeezed out, “I-I understand.” She then began to walk away, but a firm hand grabbed her wrist and spun her around.

“What more do you want!?” Saeko screamed as she angrily glared at Taiga. “I got the message. We can’t be friends, right? Don’t worry. I’m used to being by myself. I don’t need you.”

“Well, congratufuckinglations then,” Taiga sarcastically praised, and then said, “but I do need you.”

Saeko froze, confusion in her eyes. “What?”

“Fuck.” Taiga cursed and then pulled Saeko into his embrace. Before the swordswoman could react, he raised her chin and planted a hot kiss that sucked out her living soul. Saeko’s eyes went wide, and her legs nearly gave out from the shock, but luckily, Taiga kept a firm grip around her waist.

Taiga eventually freed her lips and then looked into her eyes. “No. We cannot be friends, because I know the truth now. The past couple of minutes, the one thought that kept popping through my mind was,  ‘Please let her not be responsible.’  Over and over again, I prayed. Because I knew that even if you were responsible, I would inevitably justify it to myself that you couldn’t possibly be at fault. Because at the end of the day, no matter what, I did not want to lose you. And now I know why...”

Taiga pulled Saeko close as he confessed, “I love you, Saeko Minako. Not because you remind me of Henri, but because you are you. I love your smile, the way you insist on dressing like a prince in here; the way you willingly seek out fights; your love for fashion; your beautiful heart. I love all these things about you and many more. I’m sorry it took me this long to figure it out, and I’m sorry to spring this on you out of the blue, but I don’t want to waste any moment. I’ve learned to appreciate every second we have on this earth.”

Taiga hesitated, then asked, “What do you think?”

Saeko wiped her eyes and then said with a teasing smirk, “What do I think?”

“Well... ye—”

A passionate kiss cut Taiga short. Saeko wrapped her hands around Taiga’s neck and pulled him in as if seeking to drown herself in the halben. Both Saeko and Taiga gave each other all of themselves as they sunk deeper and deeper into the kiss, often forgetting to come up for air.

The couple’s kiss grew hotter and more passionate by the second, eventually turning into restlessness as they grabbed each other and pushed themselves around the room. In a moment of heated passion, Taiga slammed Saeko against the wall.

BOOOOM!

The ground and walls trembled as the sound of a massive explosion reverberated throughout the manor.

Saeko and Taiga froze in disbelief as they stared at each other.  ‘What in the hells?’  The duo sensed danger and immediately shot out of the room. Within seconds, they zoomed through the hallway and then arrived at a dance hall on the fourth floor. The duo’s gazes traveled to the massive hole in the ceiling through which moonlight was currently shining.

But more importantly, their eyes narrowed at the familiar winged figures proudly hovering over the hall.

Taiga gritted his teeth as he glared at the smug Adjudicators, “Now, what do they want?”

 

 



            

    
         Chapter 215: Kashi and Lunette

    
    
    
    
                
Redmont, Serisis.

Ten Minutes Earlier...

Laughter and discussions filled Redmont Manor’s ballroom as delegates from the Three Kingdoms mingled, drank wine, and forged essential connections for the future. Wondrous music provided by the Serian court enhanced the jovial mood, as even the kings loosened up and drank a few jugs of wine.

“Announcing, Master Kashi, Guildmaster of the Hopeful Maggots, accompanied by the Voice of the Heavens, Miss Lunette Falsetto.”

The chamberlain’s announcement drew the crowd’s attention to the door. A resentful Kashi glared at the announcer, while Lunette’s graceful smile melted the crowd’s hearts. Lunette gently tugged Kashi’s arm, who, after one last glare at the chamberlain, led Lunette into the room amidst adoring and awestruck gazes.

Kashi and Lunette paid their respects to the kings and were consequently mobbed by the eager politicians and crowds. Kashi’s brows twitched in suppressed anger as he was forced to field questions and requests from many thirsty businessmen looking to forge partnerships. He looked around in hopes of finding Miote, but unfortunately, but he and Leila were occupied by guests of their own.

Moments later, Kashi checked his side, only to find that Lunette was missing. A quick scan of the surroundings revealed her to be surrounded by a group of women. On the surface, the ladies seemed to be discussing Lunette’s clothing, her tailors, and make-up – the expected stuff. But upon closer inspection, these women were actually securing business deals among themselves and sizing each other up to decide who the top dog was.

All this business talk was far too taxing and tiring for the poor daeben. If it were not for Lunette and Leila, Kashi would have fled the scene long ago. As it were, though, he was fast approaching his limit.

Suddenly, Kashi’s salvation came in the form of the Rosen King.

Ding! Ding! Ding!

King Parissius tapped his glass, drawing the room’s attention. The handsome king flashed a charming grin and raised his glass. “On behalf of Rosendun and her people, I wish to thank everyone present here tonight. Without your unflinching support, we would not be gathered in this room in peace.” The king then glanced at Kashi. “However, I must raise this glass to The Hopeful Maggots, a fiercely loyal, brave, and upright guild, without whom any of this would have been possible.”

“Hear Hear,” chanted King Xafier as he raised his mug in agreement. King Chu also raised his glass, the twinkle in his eyes relaying his approval.

King Parissius laughed as he toasted to the Maggots, “Kashi, will you accept my glass?”

Kashi inwardly groaned as even more eyes turned to him. Damn it! How the hell was a man supposed to maintain a low profile with all these attention grabbers around him. Despite his discomfort, the daeben issued a smile as he accepted a glass from a waiter. Raising the glass, he said, “It would be my honor, Your Majesty,” and then knocked back the wine in one quick gulp.

“Haha, Brilliant!” cheered King Parissius as he, too, knocked back his drink. Following his charge, the room downed their drinks as the merry mood intensified. However, the young king was not done yet. With a twinkle in his eyes, King Parissius looked at the nearby Lunette. “Ms. Falsetto, I am ashamed to state that most of us have only ever heard your angelic voice from a sound stone. Would you please do us the honor of performing a single song, that we may experience the divine in person?”

Lunette surreptitiously glanced at Kashi, but upon seeing his indifference, curtsied, and then said, “It would be my honor, Your Majesty.”

Amidst roaring applause, Lunette walked up to the stage, where the royal orchestra received her with bright smiles. The songstress greeted the orchestra, then turned to King Parissius, “Is there any particular song His Majesty would like?”

King Parissius glanced at the twins, Chu Ling and Chu Ming, and then said with a smile, “How about a love song?” With a teasing grin, he added, “I can see you have the beautiful glow of a maiden in love.”

Lunette blushed, while Kashi’s face darkened as several men around him struck his back and hooted their praises. “As you wish, Your Majesty,” accepted Lunette after the whistles died down. She then asked the orchestra, “Do you know ‘Carry me’? I heard it in a Rosen tavern and have loved it ever since.”

The orchestra confirmed they knew the song. After a moment to adjust her mental state, Lunette’s voice stole the crowd’s hearts, gently bringing them into the world in her song.

Within this world, a young maiden lay in the fields outside her home, left behind after her spouse left for war. Several years had passed since the war began, and the maiden did not know whether her lover was alive or dead. As such, she prayed to the gods to carry her to her love, wherever he may be, whether it be in the seas, the clouds, or in the ground.

As Lunette sang, tears pooled in the audience’s eyes. Some wept for the maiden in the song, others for people they had lost. The ‘daeben wars’ was but eleven years past. Most of the audience had lost family members, lovers, friends, or teachers to the horrors of war.

Lunette’s voice seemed to reach into the depths of their souls, to the parts they had long since buried. It pulled out those memories, the beautiful ones that brought tears to the eyes—not sad tears, but happy ones.

As the songstress’s voice serenaded the room, King Chu glanced at his wife’s portrait hanging from a nearby wall, while King Xafier opened a locket and glanced lovingly at the person within. King Parissius, meanwhile, wore a brave smile as he winked at the twin princesses.

The princesses shared a knowing look and then walked up to the King. They each grabbed one hand and silently but gently squeezed it, showing their support. They both knew that of everyone in the room, King Parissius had probably lost the most during the daeben wars. Aside from the numerous friends he made and then lost on the battlefield, his entire family and friends he left in the capital were slaughtered.

The young king lost his family, people, crown, wealth, and power, which forced him to live a commoner's life for a decade. Most people would have lost their minds after such loss, but Parissius always kept smiling no matter how bad things got. It was a policy he had learned as a child: Royals never let the people see their grief, for they are the cornerstone of the people’s belief.

The only people who could genuinely comfort a royal was another royal. Only they could truly understand what it meant to hide your true feelings at all times.

Feeling the twins’ support, King Parissius’ smile nearly faltered for a second, but he managed to retain it. Unfortunately, no amount of posturing could stop the tears that began to flow down his eyes. Worse, because the princesses held his hands, he was forced to finally mourn his family’s passing as any man should.

No one knew who started it, but at some point, the audience began to sing along. ‘Carry Me’ was a popular folksong sung by warriors and civilians the continent over. The song’s popularity skyrocketed during the daeben wars, as, due to the lack of specified genders in its lyrics, it could be sung by men and women alike.

Kashi, meanwhile, stared at the singing Lunette as an unfamiliar pain stung his chest. Somehow, he could not help but think back to Suzuki as a child, laughing as his mother lifted him and spun him around the living room. He recalled his mother’s beautiful smile as Suzuki lay on her lap, and she sang him to sleep.

“You okay?”

Kashi looked to his left to see Shadow gazing at him with concern in his eyes. “Huh?”

“Your eyes,” Shadow said as he pointed at the daeben’s eyes.

Kashi raised his hand to his eyes and was subsequently shocked to find they were watery. Staring at the liquid, he could not help but mutter, “...Are these tears?”

“Generally, that’s what comes from the eyes, yes.”

“Ha... Me, crying?” Kashi let out a sardonic chuckled as he examined the moisture on his hand. “I haven’t cried since I was twelve.”

Shadow raised a brow as he responded sarcastically, “...Weird flex, but okay.” The assassin paused for a moment and then asked in a more somber tone. “But you are sure you are okay?”

“Ha. Yeah, I am,” replied Kashi as he wiped his eyes. Whatever that weird feeling was, it was gone now. Who knew when next he would recapture that feeling? Glancing at Shadow, he said, “Thanks.”

Shadow shrugged and then said, “Don’t sweat it.”

Kashi was about to say something, but a loud round of applause broke his concentration. Only then did he realize Lunette had finished her performance, resulting in the thunderous ovation. Kashi turned to Shadow, but as expected, the assassin had once again disappeared.

Lunette, meanwhile, thanked the orchestra, who had joined in giving her a standing ovation and then walked off the stage. The young lady made her way to Kashi, who received her with a warm clap and a smile as he praised, “That was beautiful—”

“Indeed, truly beautiful,” repeated a sinister voice as it reverberated through the hall.

The hall’s occupants immediately adopted battle stances as they felt the unmistakable hostility and ridicule contained in the voice. “Hahahahahaha...” Warriors and mages alike frowned as they scanned their surroundings, searching for the voice’s source, but try as they might, they could not pinpoint its origin.

Kashi’s eyes, meanwhile, burned red with rage as he glared at the ceiling as if seeing something the others couldn’t. Unable to contain his rising anger anymore, he shouted, “Stop hiding and show yourselves, you overgrown chickens.”

Craack!

As if in response to Kashi’s provocation, the ceiling groaned as massive cracks suddenly snaked along it.

“Everyone out!” King Parissius and Leila reacted quickest as they instantly ordered an evacuation. Terrified noblemen and women fled the hall under the protection of the palace guards. The cracks widened and multiplied, the ceiling threatening to collapse at any moment. 

Amidst the confusion and chaos, Kashi grasped Lunette’s arm, keeping her close to prevent her from being swept away by the panicky crowd. The daeben’s brows furrowed as he called, “Shadow.”

As expected, the assassin seemingly appeared next to him, gaze solemn as he replied, “Yes?”

Kashi released Lunette and then said, “No matter what, do not leave her side.”

“You don’t have to tell me that,” confirmed Shadow with a grave nod as he pulled out a pair of daggers from within his sleeves. Only the heavens knew how he managed to smuggle them past security.

Kashi nodded and then signaled the remaining Maggots to gather around Shadow. To his surprise, the Kings, the Princesses, and a few brave noblemen chose not to evacuate with the rest.

The daeben gave King Parissius an apologetic look as he said, “Sorry, I think my mess followed me here. I’ll deal with them quickly.”

King Parissius, however, shook his head as he looked at the ceiling. “Your mess is Rosendun’s mess now. Even if it isn’t, it’s my mess too. Whatever this is, we will fight it together.”

Kashi gazed at King Parissius and could not help but reveal a warm smile, “Thanks, but for all our sakes, I hope there is no fighting involved.”

King Xafier’s eyes narrowed as he felt the immense pressure emitted by the figures beyond the ceiling. “You know who this is?”

“Not who,” corrected Kashi. “They.” The daeben’s eyes narrowed as the ceiling exploded into several fine dust particles. After a few moments, the dust cleared, revealing a host of winged men and women gazing upon the hall with disdain. “They are the adjudicators.”

“...Now, what the hell do they want?”

Kashi looked to the entrance and was relieved to see both Syèl and Shokō enter the hall. These two cheat codes could be vital if whatever this was devolved into a fight. “Don’t know,” replied Kashi, and then said as he looked at the Lead Adjudicator, Vanzuela. “Why don’t we ask the head chicken?”

Vanzuela, or as he was known in the real world, Justin Tan, revealed a tight grin as he glared at the daeben. “Your insolence truly knows no bounds.” Glancing at Lunette, he teased, “I wonder how smug you’ll be after you learn the truth.”

To his surprise, however, Lunette stepped forward and said with a stony glare, “You are too late, Vanzuela. I already told him the truth. All of it. You hold no power over me.”

“Oh? You finally did?” remarked Syèl as he flashed a thumbs-up. “Good for you.”

“Yes, yes.” Vanzuela praised with a sarcastic clap, “Good fo—”

“Shut it bird-brain,” Syèl spat with a disdainful snort. “Come up with your own material.”

Vanzuela’s eyes twitched, but he chose to ignore the halben. He did not come here to engage in a war of words. Instead, he looked at Kashi and said, “I see she told you the truth, but did she tell you the WHOLE truth?”

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he spat, “She did not lie to me.”

“No. Of course, she didn’t,” mocked Vanzuela with a snide grin. “She’s not the type to. But, she did not tell you the whole truth either... because she is not aware of how much she truly knows.”

This time, it was Lunette who questioned, “What do you mean? What do I know?”

“First, we have to speak candidly.” Vanzuela laughed, thoroughly enjoying himself as he spread out his arms and said, “Adjudicator Code: RD001, Requesting  [Judgment Zone].  Area: This Building.”

Kashi winced as a translucent shield suddenly burst out of the Adjudicator and spread around the building. Every Resident within the enveloped shield suddenly fell into a deep slumber, even while retaining their previous position. The daeben recognized this skill all too well. It was utilized when matters which Residents should not be privy to had to be discussed. It was also used to weaken players who might have allied with several Residents to protect themselves.

Following its release, the daeben’s interest was officially stoked.

Vanzuela confirmed  [Judgment Zone]  had been set and then looked at Kashi and Leila. “Alright then... I had this whole speech prepared, but I’ll settle for this instead.” The Adjudicator snapped his fingers, and a massive picture appeared next to him.

Within the picture was a young, handsome man in his late twenties. The man’s long dark hair was tied up in a bun, as a pair of cold but seductive eyes examined a piece of code on a monitor in front of him. The man’s scruffy hair, eyes bags, and wrinkled lab coat told a tale of a man who’d lacked quality sleep for a long time. However, a small smile at the corner of his lips revealed he enjoyed the grind.

Jade could not help but whisper, “He's hot," as she stared at the picture. Although the other Maggots did not say anything, they too appreciated the handsome scientist.

Unfortunately, unlike their counterparts, Kashi, Lunette, and Shadow turned pale, like a bolt of lightning had struck their souls. Simultaneously, they called out,

"Father!" "Rai-Sensei!"

“What!?”

Kashi and Lunette stared at each other, shock and confusion in their eyes. Kashi recovered first, panic in his eyes as he asked, "You know my father!? Why did you call him Rai-Sensei?"

"Father?" Lunette muttered in disbelief. "Rai-Sensei is your father? How can that be?" Her eyes widened as realization struck. "Wait... then, it can't be; you're Su?"

Boom!

Kashi stumbled backward like a thunderbolt had struck him. Memories of a bespectacled man with a charming smile flooded his brain. He could feel the man's warm hands as he patted Suzuki's head. He heard his pride-filled voice.

"Don't cry, Su. A man's tears are sacred." "That's my boy." "Hey, Su, what do you think about skydiving?" "Hehe... only my boy Su can beat me at this game."

Kashi grimaced as he recalled Suzuki's father's favorite phrase. The phrase Suzuki had heard ad-nauseum, to the point he could recite it from memory.

"Very soon, Su... I'll be finished with this project soon, and we'll have all the time in the world to ourselves."

Kashi recalled how much Suzuki hated that project. It was always that   damned project with his father. It was that project that pulled him away from his family, resulting in Suzuki's mom suffering a mental breakdown. However, instead of helping her, he left Suzuki to endure the mess, always claiming that the project would fix everything.

Everything came back to that project.

If Suzuki's father had not spent so much time on it, he might not have been exhausted while driving to the tournament finals. If he had not been exhausted, he might have been more alert and reacted quicker when dodging that deer. They might not have crashed.

That  would not have happened. Suzuki would not have been forced to make the biggest mistake of his life.

Everything came back to that damned project.

'Ugh,'  Kashi winced as he clutched his chest. A searing heat had begun to rise as Suzuki's rising rage began to spill over.

"Kashi?" Lunette asked in a worried tone as she rushed over to him. "Are you—"

"Stay Back!" screamed Kashi as he glared at the songstress with a hate-filled, loathful gaze.

"Sis, stand back," Shadow warned as he grabbed Lunette and pulled her behind him. The assassin's eyes wavered as he stood between his sister and the man he admired most in all worlds. "Kashi... are you alright?"

Kashi let out a sarcastic laugh as he said, "I wonder... Would you be if you were me?"

Shadow's gaze fell. "I... Rai-sensei is important to us. He gave us life. We did not know he is your father."

"Was..." corrected Lunette, her eyes wet with grief and pain. "Was, Shadow. Kashi's father already passed away."

"Rai-Sensei is dead?" Shadow murmured in a hollow voice. With an empty gaze, he said, "So, the reason we were on standby for so long..."

Lunette solemnly nodded as she confirmed, "Yes... he must have passed away."

Thud!

Shadow collapsed to his knees, immense sorrow and guilt reflected in his eyes as he stared at his hands. "All those things I said... The years I cursed him... What have I been doing?"

"I'm sorry, Shadow." Lunette cried as she knelt and hugged her brother from behind. "I'm so sorry."

Kashi watched the crying siblings with increasing hatred and hostility. By this point, it was impossible to tell where Suzuki's anger began and Kashi's ended. It took all he had to prevent himself from attacking.

"It must be nice, being able to mourn him. You all must have been close." Kashi, or was it, Suzuki, mocked with a sarcastic smile. "I barely knew my father. I can't even feel grief... All I have of him is this anger that won't go away."

"Anger?" Vanzuela interrupted with a pleased chuckle. "It's too early to feel angry. Wait till you hear the whole story."

Kashi gritted his teeth and glared at the hovering Adjudicator. He so badly wanted to tear that smug look off Vanzuela's face. But at the same time, he wanted to know more about Suzuki's father. Even just a little...

Vanzuela grinned upon noticing Kashi's pained expression. He now knew he had the daeben hooked for sure. All that was left to do was reel him in. "Kashi... or rather, Suzuki Mato. Do you know the story of your birth?" 

Kashi's gaze hardened, but Vanzuela only clapped his hands and continued unperturbed, "I read your father's company files, as well as the report on his history. It turns out your mother was the daughter of some rich conglomerate, while your father was a high-school genius. The love-birds fell in love in high school and made plans for their future. Your mother planned to be a model while your father wanted to use science to change the world."

Vanzuela laughed as he stated, "They had their entire lives planned ahead of them... until you came and destroyed everything." The Adjudicator clapped his hands, eyes wide as he praised, "You're a real miracle baby, you know that? Your mother religiously took birth control pills. Your father, Mr. Perfection-I-need-a-plan, always used protection to ensure no accidents occurred that could derail his life... But somehow, you tenaciously survived and got your poor mother pregnant."

"Your mother refused to get an abortion. Because of this, she was disowned and excommunicated by her family." Vanzuela sighed and shook his head. "Imagine that. Falling from a rich ojou-sama with the ability to spend hundreds of thousands of Yen in a day to a nobody who needs to budget a few hundred yen each day. Imagine the toll it takes on a young high school girl." 

The Adjudicator revealed a mocking grin. "Then Ryumaki, that insufferable paragon of responsibility married your mother. He lost his scholarship, and since he did not have anyone to rely on, he quit school to take care of both you and your mom."

Vanzuela chuckled as he recalled the story within Ryumaki's personnel files. The scientist had taken multiple therapy sessions within the company. The records were supposed to be classified, but it was relatively easy for Justin to convince the therapist to unseal the files—mainly since they belonged to a dead man.

"Ryumaki didn't have any qualifications, so he had to take any random coding job he could get his hands on," revealed Vanzuela. "Sometimes, he would do several weeks' worth of coding for a day's worth of pay. But this meant poor Ruri-chan had to go several days without seeing her husband." The Adjudicator shrugged. "Now, I guess somewhere in that messed up brain of hers, Ruri-chan probably recognized why Ryumaki had to work that hard. But that's the thing with the mentally ill..." Vanzuela laughed as he tapped his head. "Logic doesn't apply, does it?"

"Shut up," Kashi warned, glaring at Vanzuela with open hostility. "Do not talk about my mother."

"Or what? Su-kun?" Vanzuela teased as he opened his arms wide. "Attack me if you dare. Give me the justification I need. Or are you a coward, like your pathetic, insane mother?"

Snap!

The last thread of reason within Kashi suddenly snapped. A diabolical aura filled with death and destruction burst out of the daeben as he muttered... "As you wish."

BOOM!

Before Kashi could move, rocks suddenly burst out of the ground and swallowed him up to his head. The daeben snarled as he smashed out of the stones, but Shoko suddenly appeared in front of him. In his rage, Kashi didn't hold back and punched out with his full might.

Shokō's brows narrowed, and she did not dare take this lightly. Summoning all her strength, she slashed at Kashi's fist.

BOOM!

The resulting explosion sent everyone flying. Kashi stood in place while Shokō slid several meters backward. She pinned her blade into the ground to stop her momentum and then looked up at the daeben in shock and horror. 

This monster. Just how strong was Kashi? Aswordsman's base strength doubled at the very least when swinging a sword. Kashi had met that force with his bare fist. He was not even dragonified yet.

Luckily, despite losing the bout, Shokō's mission could be considered complete, as it bought enough time for the Maggots to surround Kashi and hold him down.

Kashi glared at Absalon, Syèl, Jade, Miote, and Leila, still unable to think through his rage. "Let me go."

"Sorry, man," Syèl replied with a half-smile. "No can do. I've been where you are right now. You do not want to make decisions based on anger. You'll regret it."

Kashi looked at Syèl and spat, "I do not know how to feel regret."

"Lucky you," cheered Syèl, but then added in a grave tone. "Don't learn." Those words seemed to calm Kashi down finally. Syèl thus took the opportunity to speak to the Adjudicator. "Oi! Chicken Deluxe! Is there a point to all this? Or are you just tearing up old wounds cause you're a sore loser?"

Vanzuela's brows twitched, but he managed to restrain himself, feeling secure in the knowledge he had. "Well, of course, there's a point. I want Suzuki here to know the truth about the kind of man his father was. That's all."

"Well, are you done!?"

"Not quite," replied Vanzuela. "This is the main point. Ryumaki, the naïve bastard, thought that if he became a millionaire, he could give his wife the life she deserved. So, while doing his odd jobs, he began working on a brand new project. One which would change the landscape of the world as we know it..." Glancing at Lunette and Shadow, he said, "Truly conscious, living, A.I. As long as he completed that project, forget being a millionaire, he could become as big as Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, or Jedidiah Kaguya Minako."

Leila glanced at the silent Shadow and Lunette "...He succeeded, right? How come we haven't heard of him?"

Vanzuela burst out laughing as he answered, "Because Ryumaki was a naïve idiot. Bigshots at Genaco somehow found out about his little project and agreed to finance his research. He was showered with more money than 95% of the current workforce and given his department and resources to play with as he pleased. I don't know if the money got to his head, but he signed an agreement to keep his name out of the list of researchers."

"Impossible." Shokō harshly refuted. "Genaco would never rip off a worker like that."

"It wasn't a ripoff," Vanzuela corrected. "He still got paid a head researcher's salary and would have been given the appropriate shares when the A.Is hit the public market. He didn't want the fame. He claimed he wanted to spend the rest of his days with his 'real' family."

Kashi's eyes twitched. "'Real' Family? What does that mean?"

Vanzuela's eyes shone with a harsh light. It was clear that this piece of information was what he had been building up to this entire time. Pointing at Lunette and Shadow, he said, "All this time you've been hanging out with them. Have you never felt any similarity from those two?"

"...What?" Kashi's voice choked in his throat, unwilling to accept the truth being laid out before him. But then, he recalled the first time he heard Lunette's voice in Kerta. The song she'd sang then, and then later to him; Sleepsong. His mother's favorite song. Was it a coincidence that they both knew that song?

"No..." Leila covered her mouth, tears streaming down her face. Since she had known him, she had never seen Suzuki, Razznik, or Kashi look so lost. So fragile like he would crumble at the slightest touch.

"Haha! There! That's it! That's the expression I want to see!" Vanzuela burst out in animated laughter, thoroughly enjoying the pain and disbelief in Kashi's eyes. "That's the truth, child. Your father, to cure his loneliness while at work, modeled the first A.Is after you and your mother. You were replaced by an A.I child! Hahaha... how useless can you be!? Ryumaki had to go as far as telling the A.Is his name was Rai, so he did not forget his real family."

Vanzuela's gaze narrowed as he taunted, "Want to know a funny truth? The first case of Parallel was one Mato Ryumaki who spent so much time in the virtual world with A.Is; he began to forget which world was real. He had two families, two realities that existed, but he felt they should never meet...  Parallel . Don't you think your father was quite poetic in naming his disease?"

"He... he replaced us... Mother... He replaced her," Kashi said... no Suzuki said... no Kashi said... No, Suzuki... KashiSuzukiKashiSuzukiKASBLIdyhfoqva—

Leila's heart leaped into her throat as he saw Kashi's eyes begin to lose focus. "Kashi! Kashi!" She grabbed the daeben's shoulders and smacked him hard across the face, but it did not elicit a response.

Noticing her panic, Absalon asked, "What's wrong with him?"

"No time to explain!" Leila shouted as she frantically searched around for something. "We'll lose him at this rate! Kashi! Wake up!" Suddenly, she spotted Lunette and happily whispered, "Anchor." Her eyes widened as she then screamed, "Lunette! Lune! Get over here now!"

Lunette listlessly looked over to Leila but then immediately ran over upon seeing Kashi's state. "What's wrong with him?"

Leila shook her head, sweat pooling on her forehead as she said, "No time to explain. You need to call out to him. Now! Or we'll lose him for good. Hurry up!"

Lunette panicked as she had never seen Leila this flustered at anything. She immediately grabbed Kashi and called out, "Kashi! Can you hear me? Kashi! Wake up! Kashi! It's me. Wake up." She called out multiple times, but to no avail. It seemed the daeben had utterly shut down.

"No. Not like this," Leila muttered, worry etched on her face as she wiped tears from her eyes. "Not again. He won't forgive himself." She looked at Lunette with panicked hope. "Please. You have to get him back. You have to get Kashi back... For both their sakes."

Lunette could not understand what Leila meant, but she knew enough to know that the situation had turned dire. It appeared that, somehow, Kashi's life was in real danger if she did not wake him up.

Lunette wiped her tears and then wrapped her hands around Kashi's waist. She rested her head against his chest, smiling as she listened to his familiar heartbeat. "Kashi... Hey, can you hear me? I'm sorry... I'm so sorry. I never knew Rai-sensei, no Ryu-sensei was your father... No, that's not quite right. I did know Ryu-sensei had a family. He would always talk to us about his son Su, and his wife, Ruri. Did you know? Ryu-sensei liked to call Ruri-san his favorite magical Rune... That's how I got my name. He always said Su was as quiet as a shadow and had a habit of popping out of nowhere. That's how Shadow got his name. Heh, I guess you got your father's interesting naming sense."

"...I'm sorry, Kashi," Lunette apologized as she wept into his chest. "I was having so much fun with Ryu-sensei. I never stopped to think about his real family. I never considered how lonely you must have felt, never getting to meet your father. I'm so sorry!" She tightened her grip around his waist as she looked up into his unfocused eyes. "Please... You can hate me all you want. You can choose not to talk to me ever again... but please come back. Please, Kashi..." Her voice cracked, and she could barely manage a whisper as she begged, "...Don't go."

Pa!

Lunette tensed as she felt a familiar hand on her shoulder. "Kashi!" She joyfully raised her head, but then her heart fell to the pits of her stomach as she looked into Kashi's familiar yet alien eyes. In all her life, she had never seen a pair of eyes so cold and unfeeling. It felt like they were about to suck her into an endless black hole of despair. "...Kashi?”  
‎
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The room’s temperature dropped several degrees as the Maggots stared into  Kashi’s  cold gaze. An unnervingly sinister aura coiled around the daeben and struck the Maggots with a deep unease and fear. 

Even Syèl, who’d encountered his fair share of death, found his muscles tensing up as he looked into Kashi’s unfeeling eyes. It was impossible to guess the thoughts behind those black holes, but the halben could feel death’s familiar grip within Kashi’s gaze.

“…Kashi?” Lunette once again called out.

Kashi’s gaze slowly but deliberately shifted to meet hers. If it was possible, the daeben’s gaze darkened even more, causing Leila to cry out, “Lunette! Get Back! That’s Not Kashi!”

Stunned, Lunette questioned, “Wha— ugh! ” The question died in her throat as Kashi forcibly seized her by the throat. “K—Ka—” Lunette struggled to call out as she beat against Kashi’s arm. 

Unfortunately, Kashi seemed to be long gone. Whatever remained within that body only had one purpose: to see Lunette dead. Kashi tightened his grip, gaze scarily neutral as he observed Lunette’s pale, choking expression.

“Let her go!” Shadow, the first person to recover from the shock, charged at Kashi with his daggers drawn. 

Kashi cast a sideways glance at the charging assassin. 

Boom!

Perhaps due to his rage, Shadow failed to react as earthen slab shot out of the ground and then smashed into his chin. The blow not only knocked out the assassin but sent him flying toward Kashi, who caught him by the neck.

The brief but deadly exchange finally woke the rest from their shock. Syèl, Shokō, Jade, Leila, and Absalon got into battle positions as they demanded the siblings’ release. In reply, Kashi spread out his arms.

The Maggots were forced to remain in place for fear of attacking the siblings by accident. 

Frustrated, Syèl shouted, “Kashi! What the hell are you doing!?”

Kashi, however, ignored the halben’s shouts. His full attention was on Lunette, the hatred in his eyes palpable as he watched the life slowly ebb from her eyes. 

Lunette’s chest burned as she struggled to suck in, even if just an atom of air. Unfortunately, Kashi’s tight grip clenched her throat shut, ensuring nothing seeped through. Amid her panic, a thousand memories flashed through her mind. From the day she first achieved ‘cognitive thought’ to the first time she was given a ‘body’ in a virtual world. She remembered the weeks and months spent in the virtual world with Shadow and the other A.I prototypes. 

Lunette’s face slowly turned blue as she thought back to the first time she met Kashi. A small smile spread on her face as she recalled their adventures together. A sense of peace washed over her as she recalled going on stage with Kashi (though he was disguised) and singing to thousands of people.

Knowing how this would end up, would she still have gone with Kashi on that boat ride? Yes… Yes. She would. Kashi had allowed her to truly ‘live.’ He had shown her that she was more than just a series of commands. He proved that even a program like her was capable of falling in love. That experience alone was worth all this… 

Kashi frowned as he watched a lone tear fall from Lunette’s eye. His expression wavered for the first time as she grabbed his arm and then looked him in the eye. With the last of her strength, she finally whispered, 


???

“…I’m sorry.”

Kashi opened his eyes, confusion, and pain in his gaze as he stared at a portrait of The Avengers drawn on the ceiling above. He recognized that picture. Suzuki drew it when he was six. Which meant… The daeben sighed and then sat up. He examined his surroundings, and sure enough, he was in the toy-laden room where Suzuki spent most of his sentient childhood. 

Kashi’s gaze traveled around the room to rest on a small child, 8-10 years of age, huddled in a corner, with a hood pulled over their head. The daeben rose from the bed and walked over to the child. With a tight smile, he squatted next to the kid and then gently pulled down the hood. 

A young Suzuki, with cold eyes devoid of any expression, looked up at Kashi. However, unlike those outside, Kashi was not affected by that glare. He knew too much to ever fear Suzuki.

“Hey… Su,” Kashi called with a small smile. “What are we doing here?”

Suzuki did not reply but instead pointed at the room’s door.

“Is that it?” muttered Kashi as he stood up. “You want me to go there?” The daeben decided to take Suzuki’s silence as confirmation. He began to walk toward the door when he suddenly felt a hand grasp his. Kashi looked down at Suzuki, who regarded him with empty eyes. “At least be a little embarrassed.” When the child didn’t respond, Kashi sighed and said, “Alright. Silent treatment it is then… come on. Let’s get this over with.”

With Little Su in hand, Kashi walked over to and then opened the door. A flash of light briefly consumed both him and Little Su but then dissipated to reveal a beautiful living room. 

A young woman in her early twenties sat at the room’s center, joyously laughing as she played with a 5-6 years old boy. The young woman still had traces of her natural beauty. But it had been marred by worry lines, terrible eye bags, and a slovenly appearance. A stranger would sooner believe she was a recovering drug addict than the daughter of a billionaire well on her way to stardom just a few years ago.

“Mo…ther.”

Kashi looked at Little Su with a complicated expression. As expected, Suzuki reacted to his mother. If there was one thing in this world that was capable of inciting a reaction in the young man’s stone-cold heart, it would be this woman. Such was the impact she had in thei—

CRASH!

Kashi flinched, a dark sense of foreboding washing over him as he turned his attention back to Suzuki’s mother. Just as he feared, her gaze was unfocused and scary as she stared at a broken vase Suzuki had mistakenly toppled over.

“…Ryu bought that vase,” she listlessly muttered. “It was perfect. But it’s gone now… Like Ryu.” 

Kashi’s heart clenched, a deep-rooted fear seizing soul as his mother stared at the cowering Suzuki with hatred and anger.

“You! You did this!” Ruri shouted and struck Suzuki hard across the face. The poor child hit the ground hard but then instinctively curled into a ball to protect himself. “You ruined my life!” she shouted as she knelt next to the child and repeatedly slapped him all over. “You took him away! Now you want to chase him away again! No! I won’t let you! You should just DIE!”

“ENOUGH!” Kashi shouted, unable to bear the torment any longer. He made to grab her but found he could not take a single step forward. It was like a barrier prevented him from interfering with it. Frustrated, he banged against the ‘wall’ and shouted, “Stop! Stop! He’ll really die! Stop!” 

“Don’t bother,” cautioned Little Su, who watched the beating with nary a ripple in his eyes. “You cannot change the past.”

Kashi glanced at Little Su. Exasperated, he asked, “What’s the point of all this?”

“…You need to understand,” explained Little Su. “You may have my memories, but you never truly experienced it. You need to understand.”

“I get it. Your life was hell. What do you want to prove here?”

Little Su did not reply. Instead, he turned around and then said, “Look.”

Kashi followed the child’s lead, eager to get away from the disturbing scene. To his surprise, however, the view at his back was the exact same living room. Only, this time, Ryumaki was there with a first aid kit. Ruri sat by Ryumaki’s side, with a bright, satisfied smile. Her radiant smile shone brightly, illuminating her beauty to anyone within eyesight. 

“What happened, Su? You seem to be getting injured a lot these days.”

Suzuki looked up at his mother, but then, seeing how happy she looked, said, “I,  ouch!  challenged Daimo-kun to a fight.  Ouch!  He brought friends.”

“Oh?” muttered Ryumaki with a raised brow. “What about your friends?”

Suzuki snorted and turned up his nose, “A real man does not need friends to win his battles.  Ouch! ” Suzuki pouted as he glared at his dad. “Dad! You’re doing that on purpose, right?”

“Well, I’m punishing a little liar.” Ryumaki laughed as he wrapped a fresh set of bandages around his son’s arms. “Isn’t it that you’re too quiet, so you haven’t made any friends yet?” Glancing at his son’s face, he teased, “I bet you sneak off to draw on the roof, don’t you?”

“Urgh,” Suzuki groaned. “How did you know?”

“You’re my son,” boasted Ryumaki and patted Suzuki’s head. “I know everything about you.” He sighed as he finished bandaging the kid’s hands. “I do wish you wouldn’t fight so much, though.”

Suzuki’s expression fell.  ‘But if I don’t fight, you’ll find out what mom does. I don’t want you to leave her.’  Moments later, he shook his head and smiled as he flexed his arm, “Fighting’s all I’m good at anyway. Books are boring.”

Knock!

“Ow!” Suzuki screamed in protest, but his father was having none of it.

Ryumaki adjusted his glasses, adopting a familiar anime pose as he stated, “Don’t you dare insult the glory of books. You come from a line of genius intellectuals!”

….

Father and Son stared at each other for a few seconds. But then, unable to contain it any longer, they burst into loud, animated laughter. Ruri chuckled as well, though a lot more subdued like she was afraid something would chase Ryumaki off. 

After laughing for a while, Ryumaki patted Suzuki’s head and then said, “Alright, warrior. How about this. Since this world has no need for warriors, I’ll make one you can run amok to your heart’s content. In return, study hard, and try to cut back on the fighting, yeah?”

Suzuki nodded but then muttered, “What do I do? Daimo-kun already asked for a rematch?”

Ryumaki froze. “Wait. You won?”

“Mmhm,” replied Suzuki with a nod. He quickly picked up on his father’s disbelief and then said, “I’m pretty strong, you know?”

“Huuu…” Ryumaki let out a loose breath. “We should get you into one of those martial art classes. Teach you some discipline before you break some kid’s arm.” He was about to say something else, but the beeping of a cellphone interrupted him.

Like a bomb to a city, the beep immediately killed the room’s joyous atmosphere. 

Suzuki paled as he noticed his mother’s expression slowly turn ugly. He quickly grasped his father’s hands and pleaded, “Dad… Please, stay.”

Ryumaki let out a pained smile as he reached out and ruffled his son’s hair. “I’m sorry, Su. I promise, when this project is finished, the three of us can go wherever we want, anytime we want.” He pulled Suzuki into a tight hug and then promised, “Trust me, son. Just a few more years, and we’ll be set for life. I need you to take care of your mother until then. Can you do that for me?”

Suzuki winced but nodded all the same. He did not want to disappoint his father. 

“That’s my boy,” praised Ryumaki as he patted Suzuki’s head. He then turned to Ruri and gave her a big hug, too, promising to get back as soon as possible. In his haste, he failed to notice how deep her hurt went. He mistook the resentment and rage in her eyes to be sadness and pain. As a result, the clueless, eager programmer packed his belongings and left the house.

Kashi swallowed hard when he noticed Suzuki’s forlorn expression. The child had already resigned himself to fate, as he knew what was going to come next…

Snap!

Little Su suddenly snapped his fingers, and the room suddenly spun in place. When it stopped, it depicted Suzuki playing with his mother.  Snap!  With another snap, it shifted to Suzuki protecting himself from her beatings.  Snap!  Ryumaki bandaging Suzuki’s wounds… A happy family.  Snap!  A loving mother.  Snap!  A spiteful demon  Snap!  A clueless father  Snap! 

An endless cycle. On and On it goes… Snap! Snap! Snap! Snap…

SNAP!

The cycle finally stopped, leaving a pale-faced Kashi standing over a hospital bed. In it lay Suzuki with a bandage wrapped around his head.

“…I remember this,” Kashi muttered as he stared at the unconscious child. “This…”

“This was the first time he almost died,” a voice answered.

Kashi’s gaze traveled to the other side of the bed, where Suzuki stood in his current age. 

Suzuki’s soulless eyes revealed a rare hint of warmth as he reached out and caressed the child’s head. “Mother went too far. She accidentally struck Suzuki too hard, and he hit the table’s edge on the way down.”

Suzuki reached across the bed as he placed his left hand on the child’s head. “…Come.”

Kashi hesitated but took Suzuki’s hand anyway. Something told him he would die here if he did not follow the young man’s instructions.

Upon taking Suzuki’s hand, the duo was transported to an empty white room. At the center of the room were two children. The first was Little Su, who had accompanied Kashi earlier, while the other was a crying Suzuki.

Little Su’s emotionless eyes burned with rage as he placed his hand on Suzuki’s shoulder, “At this rate, you really will die, but I won’t let that happen. Since you gave me life, I will fulfill my purpose for being born. I will shield you from mother and ensure nothing like this ever happens again. You’ll never have to see her ugly side ever again. I will make sure of that.”

Suzuki wiped his tears as he stared at the other ‘him.’ “But won’t you suffer?”

“Do not worry,” Little Su stated. “You wanted something that could take pain in your place but not hurt your mother. I was created specifically for that purpose, so I assure you, just as I have no love for your mother, neither do I have hatred. I won’t suffer, and neither will she.”

Suzuki sniffed and then said, “Don’t you want to ask what other times you can come out? It’s not nice if you only have to get beaten all the time.”

Knock!

Little Su revealed a small smile as Suzuki grabbed his forehead in pain. “You do not have the luxury of worrying about me. I will be fine. Your boring life will provide all the entertainment I need.”

Suzuki snorted but then said as he stretched out his hand, “Fine. Nice working with you then… uh, what do I call you?”

Little Su smiled as he shook Suzuki’s head. “Name’s are unnecessary attachments. This is but a temporary relationship. But… if you insist on calling me something… How about Little Su since I’m rarely around?”

“Hehe,” Suzuki chuckled as he grasped Little Su’s hand. “Finally got my first friend.”

“…That is sad on so many levels.”

Kashi remained silent as the children disappeared from view, leaving him and Suzuki standing in the room. “This is it, isn’t it? One of the two memories you keep locked away, even from us.”

“Yes.” Little Su’s eyes narrowed as he nodded. “This is the day I was born…”

“The day you were born,” muttered Kashi as he looked at Little Su with a grave expression. “If the first memory was the day you were born, then the second…”

Suzuki … no, Little Su’s gaze narrowed as he raised his right hand and snapped his finger.

Kashi involuntarily blinked for a moment. When he opened his eyes, he and Little Su had returned to their old living room. It was early morning, judging by the rays of sunlight streaming in from the windows. The child, Suzuki, sat on the couch with a pensive expression. By his side, his mother also sat with a nervous expression, like she was scared of something.

Clack!

Kashi turned to the entrance at the same time as Suzuki and his mother. Suzuki’s expression instantly brightened, an elated smile spreading on his lips as his father walked into the home, disheveled, but with a happy grin. 

Ryumaki knelt down and hugged Suzuki, who ran into his open arms. Patting his son’s head, he proudly announced, “The project is complete, Su! From now on, it’s just going to be the three of us, doing whatever you want. But first, we’ll start with the National Competition.” Dangling his car keys, he grinned and said, “Who’s ready to go conquer Japan?”

“Me!” Suzuki proudly shouted, and then snorted with laughter as Ryumaki lifted, and then carried him with one arm. 

Ryumaki hugged Ruri with his other arm. Smiling softly, he caressed her head and apologized, “I have made you suffer these past years. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you.”

“Mm-mm.” Ruri shook and then buried her head in his chest. “I’m just glad you’re finally back.”

Little Su’s eyes narrowed, rage burning in his eyes as he observed his father. As a child, Suzuki did not notice it. But his father’s eyes were droopy, and his overall demeanor was tired and fatigued. Clearly, the man had spent an all-nighter to complete the project before rushing over for his son’s big day.

“It all comes back to that project,” spat Little Su. “Everything. If he had not pulled that all-nighter, things would have been different.”

Kashi, however, shook his head. “You don’t know that. It was a freak accident. It could have happened whether he was tired or in tip-top condition.”

Little Su chose to not reply. Instead, he once again snapped his fingers. This time, when Kashi opened his eyes, he and Little Su sat on either side of Suzuki at the back seat of a sedan while Ryumaki and Ruri sat in the front seats.

The family joked and laughed as they listened to a comedian on the radio. Occasionally, Ryumaki let out a short yawn or two, but he seemed to be in control, so Ruri did not push to take the wheel.

Little Su’s eyes narrowed as they approached a bend on the mountainous road. “It’s here.”

Suddenly, a deer jumped out from the bend, startling the family. Ryumaki quickly swerved in an attempt to dodge the deer. Unfortunately, this took him into the opposite lane, where a white truck was barreling towards them. 

Ryumaki’s heart froze, and he immediately tried to swerve back into his lane. Unfortunately, it had rained the night before. The wet, slick road offered no friction, which made accelerating back onto the right path far too tricky.

The truck driver, noticing the sliding car, immediately cut to the right to dodge Ryumaki’s car. Unfortunately, Ryumaki’s car chose that moment to finally gain some traction and instantly dashed into the truck’s path.

BAM!

Kashi’s heart jumped into his throat as the truck struck their bonnet like a demolition ball, sending their car careening over the guardrail. Ryumaki, Ruri, and Suzuki panicked, shouting for help as the car tumbled down the mountain until it finally crashed into the forest below.

The crash knocked Suzuki out cold for a good while. 

“Su! Suzu! Wake up, Su!”

“Mother?” Suzuki groaned in pain as he weakly opened his eyes. He winced as it felt like his body was on fire. There wasn’t a single spot that did not hurt like hell. The young boy groggily looked around as he tried to recall why he was in so much pain. Did he get into a fight?

However, the sight that greeted his eyes caused Suzuki to scream in horror. The car had suffered a nasty tumble and was crumpled all over. His father’s head rested weakly against the steering wheel as massive clumps of blood poured from a massive hole in his chest and throat. 

Suzuki’s mother bled from her forehead and leg, but, as if she could not feel it, Ruri was bent backward, battling with Suzuki’s seatbelt. She coughed up blood, revealing severe internal damage, but she refused to show any weakness to her son. “Suzu!” Her eyes went wide with joy when she saw Suzuki’s eyes flutter open. “Come on, Su. Help mom with your seatbelt.” 

Suzuki, however, could not move, frozen in place as he stared at his father’s corpse. “D-dad?”

“Your dad’s fine, Suzu,” Ruri assured with a false smile. “He’s just taking a short rest. Come on, Suzu… focus on mommy, please.” Tears began to stream down her face as she fought with the seatbelt’s latch. “Damn it! This. Damned. Belt! Come off already!” She paused and then gave Suzuki a pleading look, “Please, honey, help mom, okay? Let’s get this off you?”

Suzuki, however, could not bring himself to move. “It’s all my fault…” he muttered as he stared at his father’s corpse. “I asked him to take me, and now, he’s dead… I killed him, mom.” Looking to his mother with tears in his eyes, he lamented, “I killed dad.”

“No Suzu… it’s not your fault,” Ruri comforted. “Your dad’s fine. Nothing can happen to Ryu-kun, okay? Your father is invincible.” She muttered a string of unintelligible words under her breath and then continued her war against Suzuki’s belt. “Come on, Suzu… just help me with this.”

“But mom,” Suzuki cried, unable to control his rising guilt and pain. Perhaps, because of the massive blow to his head, he was delirious and could not focus on the critical task. “Dad… Dad’s dead.”

“YOUR FATHER IS NOT DEAD!” Ruri screamed, and for a brief moment, Suzuki caught sight of murder within her eyes. 

The sheer hatred and threat in her eyes shook Suzuki to the core. Suddenly, his eyes lost focus. Moments later, they regained focus, but this time, Suzuki’s gaze was cold and lifeless. 

Little Su had forcefully seized control.

“You cannot die here,” said Little Su as he reached out and picked up a shard of broken glass. The glass cut into his palm, drawing blood, but Little Su’s face remained static. He took the glass to the belt, and slowly, but surely, began to cut through it.

“That’s it, that’s it, Suzu,” Ruri murmured as she watched Little Su cut through the belt. Her expression brightened as, within a few dozen seconds, he cut himself free of the shackles. 

Little Su turned his attention to the car window. It was crumpled and compressed, with sharp glass sticking out from its edges. If he tried to break through, he definitely would not come out unscathed. Unfortunately, judging from the door’s state, trying to open it was a completely lost cause.

If he had time, Little Su would have preferred to clear the window of the glass with a cloth, but unfortunately, Suzuki’s life was on the line. Every second wasted was one closer to death. To make matters worse, he spotted the beginnings of a fire near the bumper. How long until that hit fuel?

The young man gritted his teeth and began to crawl towards the window, but a hand suddenly grabbed his leg. Little Su turned back, gaze narrowing as he stared at Suzuki’s mother.

“Help your father cut his straps, then help me out,” Ruri called, gaze hysteric and excited. “You can save us both, Suzu.”

Little Su’s cold gaze traveled to Suzuki’s father. With a deadpan tone, he stated, “Father is dead.” He then examined Suzuki’s mother. Suzuki had failed to notice, but there was a rod sticking out of her back. Who knew how long it would take to attempt dislodging that? “You are not long for this world, either, mother. I cannot risk Suzuki to save you. Suzuki must live.” 

With those words, Suzuki turned to leave, but Ruri suddenly grabbed his legs again. With tears in her eyes, she pleaded, “Please save Ryu-kun. Please save him. You can leave me. But please save your father!”

“Crazy bitch!” Little Su cursed as he kicked her hand off. Years of pent-up frustration exploded as he roared and pointed at Suzuki’s father. “HE’S DEAD! TAKE A GOOD LOOK!” 

Ruri panicked and then turned to look at her husband. “No… No…” She slowly shook her head, desperation rejection in her eyes as she stared at the lifeless corpse. “No! Ryu-Kun!” A gut-wrenching scream escaped the pits of her stomach as she refused the unforgiving reality before her.

No, he could not be dead. They had finally gotten what they wanted. What about the future they’d planned for? Everything. The past decade. She had endured the pain only in anticipation of their future. Now, it was all over? Just like that.

Little Su ignored her stunned expression and began making his way to the window once again. 

Grab!

Ruri suddenly grabbed his leg, her gaze crazed with hatred and anger as she shouted, “You can’t leave. You can’t leave your father like this! He can still be saved!”

“You crazy—” cursed Little Su as he kicked against her hands and face to free himself. Unfortunately, no matter how hard he tried, he could not free himself. Suddenly, he spotted the flames on the bonnet instantaneously double in size. He knew he only had seconds left.

In his desperation, Little Su broke one of the rules Suzuki set. He grabbed a glass shard, bent over, and stabbed Ruri’s hands. The shock of seeing Suzuki’s mother bleeding forced Little Su back in and brought out a delirious Suzuki.

Unfortunately, the first thing Suzuki saw upon his return was his mother glaring at him with unabashed hatred. Ruri’s eyes grew cold and distant, a snarl on her face as she angrily spat, “This is all your fault. I wish you were never born.”

“I-I-I…” Suzuki’s eyes lost focus as his mind scrambled into chaos. His mother’s face and words repeatedly played in his head a million times within a second. Once again, Suzuki froze in place, unable to move, even as the smoke and flames began to consume the car’s interior.

Realizing the danger, Little Su forcefully seized control. In his panic, he forgot to check on Suzuki’s mental state as he pushed his way out of the wreckage. The glass cut deep into his skin, but Little Su did not bat an eye, eager to get out of the car as soon as possible.

Eventually, amid all the smoke, Little Su managed to crawl through the window. Against his better judgment, Little Su paused and turned to look at the car. To his surprise, tears streamed down Ruri’s eyes, relief and joy in her eyes as she looked at her son. “Go Suzu,” she mouthed, a weak smile on her face as the flames consumed her. “Mother will be alright.”

Little Su’s went wide with shock. Before he could think, a desperate shout escaped his throat, “Wait!” He cried as he rose up and ran towards the car. 

BOOM!!!

The car exploded, sending Little Su flying headfirst into a tree. The blow instantly knocked him out.

Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the burning wreckage. “…That’s not how I remember it. In my memories, the last thing Suzuki saw was his mother wishing he was dead.”

“That was the last thing Suzuki saw,” confirmed Little Su with a dark gaze. He snapped his fingers one last time, and they appeared in a hospital room. Suzuki lay in a bed, wrapped from head to toe in gauze. “When I woke up, Suzuki was gone.” Glancing at Kashi, he explained, “This is why I made the rule that we must not interfere in each other’s worlds.”

“What do you mean?”

Little Su stared at the unconscious Suzuki as he explained. “We may exist within the same body, but we cannot coexist at the same time. The moment our wills clash while we’re fighting for control, the mind will seek balance.” He turned to look at Kashi and explained, “In the end, the weaker will is destroyed, and balance restored.” 

Little Su revealed a wry smile as he said, “Parallel, huh. Father named it so well. We can run in similar paths, but we can never clash. That is the sort of relationship we have. I didn’t understand this as a child and naively seized control to save Suzuki.” Clenching his fists, he angrily spat, “I had one job. One. To protect Suzuki from the world. Make sure he never has to experience pain again. He trusted me. And, what did I do? I killed him.”

Little Su bit his lips, drawing blood as he stared at the sleeping child. “It’s all that program’s fault. If she didn’t exist—”

“Wait! She?” interrupted Kashi, gaze blazing hot as he glared at Little Su. “Lunette?” He grabbed Little Su by the collar and roared, “What did you do!?”

“I’m punishing her,” explained Little Su as a screen appeared next to him. Through the screen, they could see Suzuki’s perspective, which currently focused on the rapidly fading Lunette.

BAM!

“You asshole!” Kashi suddenly decked Little Su so hard he fell to the floor. “Don’t you fucking dare hurt her!” He straddled Little Su and grabbed his collar. “Let her go!”

Little Su’s cold eyes remained unnerved. “I don’t want to. She must pay.”

“Are you insane!?” Kashi shouted. “She had nothing to do with Suzuki’s death!”

“If she did not exist—”

“Nothing would change if she did not exist!” roared the daeben angrily. “Father would have found something else to work on! He was obsessed with getting rich quickly! With or without Lunette, he would have worked himself to the bone!”

“Maybe so,” agreed Little Su, “but it does not change the fact she was involved. So she must pay.”

“She doesn’t have to pay for anything!” shouted Kashi. “She didn’t kill Suzuki.  You Did! It’s Your Fault!” 

“This is all your fault! I wish you were never born!”

Only after venting did Kashi realize what he’d just said. “No, wait. I didn’t mean it like that.”

“No,” refuted Little Su. “You did. And I will get what’s coming to me just like she is.” His eyes narrowed as he then challenged, “What about it? Will you try to end me to save her? Are you prepared to risk your life? Who knows, your will might be stronger than mine.”

Kashi suddenly froze, gaze narrowing as he searched Little Su’s empty eyes. “Is that what this has always been about? Making new personalities to ‘learn’ emotions. Did you just want to commit suicide the entire time? But you can’t shake your programming to hurt Suzuki’s body, so you raise us? Let us grow? So we can destroy you one day? Is that it?”

Little Su did not say anything, but his empty gaze spoke volumes.

“No,” Kashi refused as he rose to his feet. “I’m not doing this with you.” Gaze narrowing, he challenged, “Just let her go. You know she did nothing wrong. Don’t transfer your rage to an innocent person.”

Little Su’s gaze narrowed. “Sorry…”


Redmont Manor…

Kashi’s  eyes shone with a sinister light as he glared at Lunette. “Sorry, but you must pay…”

Crack!



            

    
        Chapter 217: Little Su

    
    
    
    
                
Redmont, Serisis.

8:29 p.m. 19  th   Banem 1092.

CRACK!

The ballroom descended into abject silence as the Maggots stared at  Kashi  in shock and disbelief. A horrendous smile curled up the edge of the daeben’s lips as he looked at the limp Lunette, whose hands dangled lifelessly by her side.

Kashi… er no, Suzuki broke the stunned silence, “You got what you deserved.”

“KASHI!” Shadow’s crazed roar drew Kashi’s attention to the young man trapped by his left hand. “I’ll Kill You!” The assassin screamed as he stabbed his daggers into Kashi’s arm.

Suzuki, however, did not flinch as he looked at the daggers. “That’s fair,” he said, and then nodded, “I’ll give you that one.” 

“You!” Shadow shouted and pulled on the daggers, intending to pierce a nerve with the next strike. However, to his shock, Shadow found he could not pull out the daggers no matter how hard he tried. His expression turned violent with rage and despair when he saw scales growing along Kashi’s arm. 

Whoosh! Clang!

Suzuki’s gaze turned harsh as he turned to glare at Shokō. The swordswoman’s gaze grew heavy as she looked at the dragonified arm. Even her sword couldn’t cut it off. Just how powerful was this freak’s defense?

“Are you crazy?” Suzuki chided as he glared at Shokō. “You could have cut his arm off.”

“You’re the crazy one!” shouted Shokō with rage. “You killed her!”

“She deserved it,” retorted Suzuki, but then added before anyone could speak,  “[Resuscitate]”

The Maggots once again looked on in disbelief as a bright light burst out of Kashi’s hands and then enveloped Lunette. Within seconds, her expression brightened as her neck snapped back in place. 

The songstress’s eyes fluttered open, and then she violently coughed as she awoke from her brief slumber. Lunette looked at Suzuki with panic, fear, and confusion as he relaxed his grip around her neck. With her first breath, she asked, “Why?”

“Why?” muttered Suzuki with a raised brow. “You don’t want to live? I can oblige you that,” he said, even as he released the siblings. The daeben’s cold eyes held a hint of amusement as he regarded Shadow, who had run over to Lunette to protect her as he glared at the daeben. “So… you’re supposed to be Suzuki’s replacement?” A smile tugged the edge of his lips as he acknowledged, “Now, I see the resemblance.” The smile, however, dried up as he turned his attention to Lunette. 

“You are supposed to be Ruri? Was Ryumaki really this daft?” Suzuki questioned as he squatted in front of the siblings. “I suppose that’s why you are so perfect at everything. Up till the end, he only saw her good side.” His glare grew hard and threatening as he spat, “He never noticed Suzuki’s hell.” He paused as a thought struck him. “Or, who knows? Maybe he did and chose to push it to his subconscious. Either way, it’s impossible to know the truth now that he’s dead.”

Suzuki silently examined the terror and guilt in Lunette’s eyes, and then, as if satisfied, rose to his feet. “It doesn’t matter now.” He looked around at the Maggots, a peculiar shade in his eyes as he took in their confused and hesitant expressions. Turning back to Lunette, he said, “To answer your question, It was never my intent to kill. I may be many things, but I’m not stupid enough not to understand cause and effect. You have no more blame for Suzuki’s death than a rope shop has in a suicide.”

“Then why!?” roared Shadow as he helped his sister to her feet. “And who the hell is this Suzuki?”

Suzuki ignored Shadow’s second question but answered the first. “Because you both needed to feel Suzuki’s pain, even if for a brief moment. You might not be responsible, but that kind of logic does not stop the rage I’m feeling right now.” Flames burned in the daeben’s eye. “I  really  want to tear you both apart, find whatever server you’re stored in, and burn it to the ground, but…” He tapped his head and then said, “There’s someone in here who cares a lot about the both of you.” Glancing at Lunette, he said, “Especially you. You have potential. One day, you might become his reason to live. I cannot destroy that. No. I will never destroy anything that makes Kashi happy.”

“Now, if there are no further questions…”

“The hell there are no questions!” shouted Shadow. “I have a tho—!”

Shadow’s protest choked in his throat as Suzuki glared at him with an expression colder than a frozen hell. “I said if there are no further questions…” When no one interrupted, he turned to look at the hovering Adjudicators, “Hey… bird-brain. What exactly is your goal here? I do not believe you’re so bored that you’re chasing us all over this game.”

Vanzuela snorted, gaze turning hostile as he looked at Lunette. “You are Genaco’s intellectual property. Every second you waste among this rabble are millions you are costing the company.” 

“So, that’s what this is about?” Suzuki asked with ridicule in his eyes. “You wanted to break them up so she’ll willingly work with you?”

“There are less savory methods we could have used,” defended Vanzuela. “I believed it best it comes willingly.”

Suzuki and Shadow’s brows lifted at the same time as they muttered, “It?”

“It.” Vanzuela repeated with a lofty, prideful expression. “It is state-of-the-art entertainment A.I developed using Genaco’s research talents and resources. Contractually, it belongs to Genaco and should fulfill its role.” Glaring at Lunette, he added, “Or else, it should be treated as useless software and deleted.”

“You!” Shadow screamed and made to attack, but Suzuki suddenly stood in front of him, effectively blocking his path.

“Keep your head, Shortstuff,” cautioned Suzuki while keeping his eyes on Vanzuela. “He wants you to attack. Once you do, he’ll be justified to take you in. Severe violations also grant Adjudicators with access rights to personal information.” A hollow smile spread on Suzuki’s lips as he regarded the Adjudicators. “Of course, this feature is intended for rapists, sex offenders, or criminals using the game world to conduct business. But… loopholes are a beautiful thing, aren’t they?”

Vanzuela’s gaze narrowed, brow twitching as he glared at the daeben. This damned kid was not acting to script. Suzuki should have lost his shit and killed Lunette and Shadow, which would give Vanzuela a chance to seize their ‘souls’ from the Circle. Failing that, he intended to incite the assassin’s short temper. This would grant the adjudicators permission to access Shadow’s personal information; which would include, most importantly, the physical address of his server.

Once he had their physical address, Vanzuela could blackmail both Shadow and Lunette into working for him. With his expertise, within a few months to a year, Lunette would become the biggest sensation in the real world, earning him tons of profits (A.Is had no need for physical currency after all.) All this game world singing was an astronomical waste of Lunette’s talents.

Vanzuela managed to get his emotions under check and eventually grinned at Suzuki. “Well done. It would seem you are not as stupid as I initially thought.” He then glanced at Lunette and said, “As for you… it’s only a matter of time before you return home. One way or another. Enjoy your holiday.” 

Vanzuela turned and was about to leave when a voice suddenly called out, “Ah. Wait a moment.” The adjudicators turned to look at Suzuki, who sized them up with a stern glare. “I have been pissed off from the moment I laid on you guys. I wasn’t sure why at first, but now I am.”

“Oh?” Vanzuela murmured. Curious, he asked, “Why is that?”

A dangerous smile spread on Suzuki’s face as he said, “Well…” 

BOOOM!

The Maggots scattered as a rocket suddenly blasted off the ground. The brilliantly bright projectile made a direct beeline for Vanzuela. Upon closer inspection, the sharper Maggots and Adjudicators noticed a fully dragonified drakon within the light, fist reared back for a massive punch. 

Vanzuela’s eyes widened as he spread his arms out in joy. “Do your worst!” Anyway, no matter how much it hurt, he would not die.

Suzuki, however, revealed a mocking gaze as he suddenly disappeared. 

A terrible feeling suddenly enveloped Vanzuela, as he felt, not for the first time that day, that things were spiraling out of his control. He instinctively looked over his shoulder, just in time to see Suzuki appear amidst the mass of Adjudicators. Suddenly, he understood the daeben’s real intent. “WAIT! DON’T A—”

“ROOOAR!!!”

A silhouette of a 20-feet dragon suddenly appeared behind the daeben as a world-shaking roar rocked the room and its constituents. The adjudicators trembled in fear and shock as the silhouette opened its mouth and seemed to swallow them.

A particularly frightened Adjudicator drew her sword. She instinctively turned it lethal red to protect her life and swung at the dragon. 

Unfortunately, to the rest of the room, and a particularly pale Vanzuela, that sword was not striking at any dragon but a coldly grinning drakon. 

Suzuki suddenly froze in place mid-flight and then cut his hand through the air.  “[Dimension Break]!”  

Vanzuela watched, gobsmacked, as a pair of portals opened in front of the daeben and behind the adjudicator. The sword pierced through Kashi’s portal but then stabbed out behind the adjudicator and skewered through her chest.

Suzuki’s cold eyes watched as the adjudicator lost her wings and crashed to the floor, dying a slow, painful death. A ghost of a smile spread on his lips as he muttered, “Good. One-a-Piece. 97 feathers left to pluck.” He then looked at Vanzuela. Hell itself seemed to burn within his gaze as he warned, “Never use Suzuki against us, ever again.”

The ballroom fell silent, the onlookers’ voices caught in their collective throats as they watched Suzuki drop to the ground. They looked from the daeben to the dying Adjudicator, who had begun to break into light particles. Finally, the Maggots and Adjudicator alike looked at Vanzuela, wondering how he would react to this blatant challenge.

As expected, Vanzuela’s expression was red with fury and rage. If looks could kill, Suzuki would have died ten times over. Strangely, however, he did not make any move to attack Kashi. His decision was a result of a prompt he got from the system. It declared the Adjudicator’s death justified as the daeben had been acting in self-defense. 

Vanzuela was thus forced to accept that he could not punish Suzuki. Not this time. “Don’t get comfortable,” he warned as he prepared to leave. “You will eventually pay for this insult.” He then looked at Lunette and sneered, “The longer you stay by their side, the more trouble you’ll cause for them. If you truly care for your friends, you will come with me.”

Lunette’s eyes shook, but before she could answer, a large back suddenly broke her line of sight to the Adjudicator. Her heart involuntary thumped hard as she looked at the daeben’s back, her emotions a complicated mix of dread and security.

“She is not going anywhere,” refuted Suzuki with a hard glare. “We can handle ourselves just fine.” His gaze turned condescending as he said, “Especially if all we have to fear is a bunch of chickens too scared to get their beaks dirty. If you have the guts, lose the adjudicator status and face Kashi on the battlefield fair and square.”

Vanzuela snorted. “Hmph. I will not fall for your childish antics. It is only a matter of time before it returns to its rightful place. As for the rest of you…” The adjudicator glared at the Maggots and then declared, “…Watch yourselves. You have been marked.”

“Ah, shut it already, old man!”

Kashi, Syèl, and the Maggots were stunned to see Stryke step forward, irritation evident in the child’s ferocious glare. “You’ve been chirping nonstop ever since you got here, acting like some big-shot, but Kashi cuts one of your people down, and all you can do is chirp some more. I’ve had enough!” The young Sphinx spread out his arms as he revealed a toothy grin. “Here, a free shot! Let’s see if you can actually back up your words. You don’t dare, do you? Even if one of you dies, you’re disposable. But if you so much as insult one of us…” Stryke walked to Kashi’s front, forming a shield between the Adjudicator and the daeben. “You’ll get crushed by all of us.”

“Well said, kid!” declared Absalon as he too stood in front of Kashi. The old general glared at the floating adjudicators. “No soldier left behind.”

Shokō shared a look with Syèl and then walked to the general’s side. Syèl let out a rueful chuckle, and then followed suit, though with a hidden coldness in his eyes. 

Miote shook his head and sighed. “As a businessman, I do not indulge in violence. However,” he said as his gaze grew hot with rage, “You KFC rejects are directly threatening my bottom-line.” He walked up to Stryke’s side and then declared, “Now, that I cannot stand for.”

Jade looked at Kashi, a small smile on her face as she recognized the daeben’s eyes. Shaking her head, she cracked her knuckles and then walked up to Miote’s side. Gazing up at the flying adjudicators, she warned with a cheerful but threatening grin, “I wouldn’t piss us off if I were you. This group’s full of nothing but abnormal freaks.”

Suzuki’s brows shot up as he stared at the human wall in front of him. What the hell was this?

“How does it feel, having someone protect you for once?”

Suzuki looked to his left, where a smiling Leila stood with her arms crossed. “Protect who? Me?”

“Well, not exactly,” corrected Leila. “These bonds are Kashi’s.” Gazing at the wall, she said, “Little threads connecting to each person. Individually, they might be weak, but together, they can combine the strongest, toughest rope. And, you remember what you told me about rope?”

Suzuki revealed a rare smile as he replied, “Always have rope on you. They are the most versatile tool for any adventurer.”

“Yes, and just like rope to an adventurer, bonds to a human is the most versatile tool in the world,” explained Leila. “They can pull you up when you feel down, protect you from danger, topple any obstacle in your path, or form a safety net should you ever fall.” Leila’s smile deepened as she questioned, “For a moment. Just for a moment, when you forgot that wall was Kashi’s… How did that feel?”

“Feel, huh?” Suzuki muttered. He thought back to his life, continually engaging in fights. Often, whenever he beat someone up, their friends would rush in for protection. If he overcame the friends, then they would call their senior brothers or older friends. Always. There was always someone more. He often wondered what it would feel like to have someone he, too, could rely on.

Although, now that he thought about it, Suzuki realized his line of thinking had been wrong the whole time. He had thought of any potential companions as a simple tool to ensure he won more fights. It was a completely one-sided relationship.

But, friendships, like a piece of rope, was a two-way street. Sometimes you pulled, and other times, you got dragged along. That was the basis of a genuine relationship. That was why the Maggots were a terrifying foe. They were a closely-knitted group, their members willing to let themselves get pulled on for support whenever a friend needed help. 

Suzuki thought back to the strange feeling in his chest when the Maggots lined up in front of him. With a sigh, he let out a defeated chuckle and then said, “As always, Yumi-kun, you prove why you’re infinitely more intelligent than I am.” He then looked at Lunette and said, “Try not to hate Kashi too much, okay? This had nothing to do with him.” He then looked up at Vanzuela and said, “Wash your neck and wait. Eventually, Kashi will find where you live.”

Vanzuela’s eyes burned as he gritted his teeth and challenged, “Are you threatening me!?”

“No,” Suzuki said as he closed his eyes…


A few minutes earlier…

Suzuki rested against a wall in the hospital room, staring at the child on the hospital bed. Opposite him, Kashi watched with a mix of anger and pain. Suzuki, feeling the daeben’s hot gaze, looked up and said, “What? I did not kill her. Just punished them a little. Surely, you can give me credit for that much?” When Kashi did not respond, he shook his head and said, “Look, Ryumaki designed her to be perfect. She’s too logical to remain pissed at you for too long. She might avoid you for a bit, but it’ll eventually work its way out of her system. All you have to do is wait and be a goo—”

“Will you ever shut up!?” interrupted Kashi with a loud, frustrated shout.

In response, Suzuki’s brow shot up. “Rude. Some people would pay to hear me speak more often.”

“Is this a joke to you?” 

“If it is, it’s not a particularly good one,” replied Suzuki as he pulled a chair and sat next to the bed. Looking at Kashi, he then said, “If you have something on your mind, spill it.” He then chuckled, the irony of that statement not lost on him.

Kashi nearly jumped over the bed to punch some emotion into Suzuki’s bland face, but then he took a breath to calm himself. He then leaned over the bed and declared, “That stuff about me killing you. I just want you to know it will never happen. I will not participate in your suicide.”

“So you say now,” Suzuki replied with a shake of his head. “But wait until you fall in love. From what I’ve heard, it’s pull is so strong, brothers betray and fight each other, and mothers can mentally justify abusing their children.” The young man looked at Kashi with a solemn gaze. “Whether it’s love of money, love of life, love for a woman, love for glory… Eventually, you will fall in love with something. At that time, all I will be is an obstacle.”

There was a short pause, and then Suzuki said, “Yumi just said something interesting. Seems like you’ve forged some strong bonds with your friends. I wonder when the time comes, will you be able to fight your friends’ pull to live.” Suzuki reached out and patted the child’s head as he then said, “You must come to terms with the fact that in the end, only one of us will live. There is no future in which we both inhabit this body.” He looked up at Kashi. “Strengthen your resolve. It’s the only way you will beat me. Unfortunately, I cannot and will not go easy on you.”

As Suzuki said this, a door opened behind him. Blinding light poured in, flooding the entire room. Within moments, the light consumed everything, forcing both men to shut their eyes. Half a second later, the light dissipated, and they found themselves in the familiar, empty white space. 

Suzuki smiled and then pointed at the still open door, “It’s time to go. I promise not to interfere in your world again.”

Kashi glanced at Suzuki and then made his way towards the exit. However, just before he walked though, he looked at the young man and said, “No matter what our future holds, I will not kill you.”

“Heh. Then you’re resolved to die? Just like Razznik?”

“No. I don’t want to die either.”

“Then—”

“No. No then,” interrupted Kashi. “You’ve been yapping nonstop. You listen to me for once.” The daeben looked at Suzuki with a firm gaze as he said, “I will not die. But I will not kill you either. I will find a way where we both win. No matter what it takes. I will find a way.”

Suzuki shook his head. “Careful there. You’re starting to sound like a Fairy Tale character.”

“Maybe so,” retorted Kashi, “But, they might have a point. You’ve already lost if you never strive to win.” The daeben’s eyes shone with resolve, a smile curling up his lips as he said, “What’s the worst that can happen if I try my best? I lose? One’s a possibility, and the other’s a certainty. I’m not a betting man, but if you had to choose, which direction makes more sense?”

Suzuki looked at Kashi with a ghost of a smile. “You’ve already lost if you never strive to win… huh?” His dark gaze shone with a challenging gleam. “Good. I like it. Alright then, I’ll be watching. Let’s see what wins out. Your desire to live, or your misguided loyalty to me.”

Kashi responded to Suzuki’s challenge with a confident grin. “Watch closely. Don’t blink, or you’ll miss it all.” With those words, Kashi stepped into the exit and was then swallowed by the light.

Suzuki watched Kashi disappear into the void. Moments later, his lips spread in a brilliant, pleased smile. “You’ve already lost if you never strive to win… huh. Guess that’s where we all failed…”


Ballroom

Kashi opened his eyes, the familiar warmth and cunning returning to his gaze as he looked at Vanzuela. A smile spread up his lips as he said, “No… I am.”

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 218: My Guild in the Land of Roses

    
    
    
    
                
Redmont, Serisis.

8:36 p.m. 19  th   Banem 1092.

The ballroom’s atmosphere grew rife with tension as Kashi and Vanzuela glared at each other, neither willing to back down. Vanzuela’s expression, in particular, turned nastier with each passing second, seeming like he was about to lose his rationality to rage. Luckily, just when it seemed like he was about to lose it, the adjudicator received a system prompt.

“Tch,” Vanzuela clucked his tongue as he glanced at the prompt. “Time’s up.” He regarded Kashi with a condescending snare as he said, “Count yourself lucky. We’ll continue this another time.” He then glanced at Lunette and said, “And you… it’s only a matter of time. Enjoy your holiday.”

“Hey!” shouted Kashi before Vanzuela could leave. “I’ve decided.” The daeben drew an arc across his neck with his thumb as he declared, “I will kill one of you every time you show up in front of me. I will kill two of you every time you show up in front of my guildmates; And, if you ever dare harm any of my friends,” The daeben’s glare turned hellish. A teasing smile rose up the side of his lips as he said, “ I will render you all extinct.”

Vanzuela snorted in response. “I would like to see you try.” He then turned to his companions and ordered, “Let’s go.” Following his command, the adjudicators unfurled their wings and burst into the sky in a flash of light. 

Vanzuela made to leave, but then a thought occurred that made him pause. He stopped, looked at the ballroom guests, and then snapped his fingers.

“What’s happening?” King Parissius shouted as he stumbled, “What’s that shakiiiiiii—It’s not shaking anymore?” The young king paused as he realized the tremors had suddenly stopped.

King Parissius was not alone in his confusion. Vanzuela had unfrozen the Residents. But because, mentally, they did not experience the last couple of minutes, they were understandably confused.

“Humes!”

King Parissius and the rest looked up at the open ceiling, eyes wide in shock as they stared at the adjudicator flying above. No matter which god or deity one served, they’d all heard of the ‘Representatives of the Gods’ or Adjudicators. Legends said they brought the wrath of the gods upon the worst sinners. Seeing an adjudicator was akin to coming face to face with death.

Fear and panic immediately seized many Serians, Rosens, and Merrites. The scared civilians knelt in submission to the higher power, praying they had not somehow run afoul of the gods.

Vanzuela’s eyes shone as he glanced at Kashi with a proud smirk. Without waiting for the daeben to seize the momentum, he spread out his arms and shouted, “Humes of the various Kingdoms! This daeben, Kashi, has insulted the adjudicators’ glory, and in doing so, the gods! In due time, he and his guild will suffer divine punishment meted out by the gods.” A chaotic grin spread across Vanzuela’s face as he warned, “At that time, whoever is caught in cahoots with him might also fall victim to divine punishment. For your sakes, I hope you seize all collaboration henceforth.”

“That!” Leila and Miote shouted in unison, appalled and incensed by the adjudicator’s shamelessness. To think he would go after Kashi this way. Crippling the daeben’s leveling was not bad enough. Now, Vanzuela wanted to make Kashi a pariah to Residents everywhere.

“What?” retorted Vanzuela with a malicious smirk. “Do you dare blaspheme the gods? In public?”

Leila, Miote, and the Maggots ground their teeth in rage, but indeed could not bring themselves to attack, whether verbally or physically. It was one thing to mock the adjudicators amongst themselves, but the rest of the continent was profoundly spiritual. The gods played a part in their everyday lives and were ever-present. As a result, it was difficult to find anyone who viewed the gods with apathy, let alone mockery.

This was a multi-dimensional trap. If the Maggots kept quiet, then their prestige would drop, and it might have a severe impact on the alliance. However, if the Maggots spoke up, they would be seen as heretics who challenged the gods. That might even be worse.

When Kashi could no longer handle the humiliation and chose to step forward, an unexpected voice shouted from above.

“Hey, Kashi!” Everyone in the ballroom reeled back in shock as they gaped at a floating King Parissius who was examining Vanzuela’s wings with an angry frown. “You failed to disclose your discovery of a sentient chicken!” Glaring at the daeben, he admonished, “You do realize you can hang for this!?”

To the room’s surprise, Kashi laughed and then replied like it was the most natural thing in the world, “My apologies, Your Majesty. I only stumbled upon it recently myself. It’s IQ seemed to low to be adjudged sentient, so I hesitated. I did not wish to disappoint you.”

“Mm… I understand,” replied King Parissius with a nod. He then glanced at the gobsmacked Vanzuela and clapped his hands. “Chop chop. Display your intelligence. Can you clap your hands? Like so.”  *clap* *clap*  “Now, you try.”

Vanzuela froze for a good second, unable to believe his ears. What in the hell? Now a program was making fun of him? These bunch of 1’s and 0’s that were supposed to fear his mere presence? What gave him the audacity!? The adjudicator finally exploded in rage, roaring as he drew his sword. “You cretin! You DARE!?”

“It would seem you are even stupider than we thought.” Rather than panic, King Parissius leaked out a small smile and regretfully shook his head as he brushed back his hair. “Incapable of a task as simple as clapping. Aethir’s Mercy; Calling you a chicken would be an insult to those beautiful creatures.”

Vanzuela’s eyes burned with fury as he glared at Paris. “You, a mere Resident, dare make a mockery of the gods’ representative? You must be tired of living.”

“Gods’ Representative?” muttered King Parissius as he looked around the ballroom. “Where? All I see are my companions and a floating imbecile.”

“You—”

“Also, so what if you are the gods’ representative?” King Parissius questioned as his glare turned heavy. “All that tells me is that the gods are dumber than I thought.” A collective gasp echoed across the room, but the young king continued, “Why exactly do I have to listen to you? Because you represent the gods? Leaving aside the validity of that claim, why exactly must I live my life as the gods dictate?”

“You—”

King Parissius sneered. “You seem to have forgotten, but the gods have been asleep for over one thousand years, defeated by a former Summoned of all things. Even without the gods’ guidance and support, humes learned to thrive, survive, and grow all these years. Now, because the Summoned are awaking them from slumber, we have to obey everything they say?”

“I—”

“There is nothing to say,” interrupted King Parissius, seemingly determined not to let Vanzuela get a word in edgewise. The young king revealed a beautiful smile as he shrugged. “I do not wish to be reincarnated as a frog in my next life, so I will live the life of a good man, caring for my neighbor as I care for myself. However, I shall never surrender my life to the whims of gods who see us as mere amusement and chess pieces. I shall live a life I am proud of, gods’ wrath be damned!” He then looked at the other kings and their constituents with a powerful gaze. “That is the sort of Empire Rosendun shall be. One in which every man, woman, and child can live a life they can be proud of, established norms, practices, and gods’ wrath be damned!”

“Ignorant fool,” chided Vanzuela with a sneer. “You have no idea what you’ve done. Your country and its people are now in our sights.”

“So what?” retorted the proud king. He matched the adjudicator’s gaze with one of disdain. “What’s the worst that will happen? You kill us?” With a mocking grin, he questioned, “You do not know why our land is called Rosendun, do you? Rosendun, the land of Roses. This might be quite taxing for a bird-brain, but do you know the beautiful thing about roses?”

“I—”

“As expected,” interrupted King Parissius. “Do not fret. I will sacrifice myself and bestow knowledge upon you this day.” Ignoring Vanzuela’s glare, the young king smiled and said, “Certain roses, if taken care of well, can bloom continuously, year-round. You just have to cut off the dead petals to let new ones bloom.” Smiling, the king extended his hand and said, “Those dead petals fall to the ground, where they decay and provide nourishment for the next generation.” The king’s eyes shone as he declared, “Ever Rosen man and women is a petal in the country’s rose. Individually, we all live beautiful lives, but our true beauty is exposed when the country blooms. One day, we inevitably grow old and die, but the cycle does not end there. Our knowledge, beliefs, wishes, hopes, and dreams are passed on to the next generations, nurturing them that they might one day also bask in the country’s blooming rose.”

King Parissius grinned as he clenched his hand into a fist. “No Rosen fears death, for it is an inevitability. The only thing we fear is that the next generation does not bask in the bloom we once did. As such, I will not stand by as you attempt to infest the next generation with a useless parasite like fear and submission.” The king then revealed a wicked grin as he said, “But, you know what? Words are useless. Nothing inspires more than action…”

BOOOM!

The entire building trembled as a terrifying pressure erupted from within King Parissius. A magnificent pink aura burst out of the king, the immense ki causing even Kashi to wince. For a second, as many stared at the floating king, they saw what could only be described as a god descended upon men.

King Parissius revealed a radiant smile as he looked at Vanzuela. “As a king, I must repay you for threatening my people.” No one knew when he got it, but he suddenly raised a beautiful, golden rapier. “Now, do us a favor and just die.”

Whoosh!

Before anyone could react, King Parissius disappeared in a flutter of petals. Half a second later, he appeared behind a stunned Vanzuela with his back to the adjudicator. The adjudicator frowned as he examined a flower bud that had appeared on his chest. “What did you do?”

With a weary smile on his face, King Parissius swiped his rapier and said, “Bloom for me,  [Morte Rosa]. ”

Vanzuela’s eyes went wide as the rosebud quickly bloomed.  BOOOOM!  A thunderous storm of ki exploded out of the rose, instantly buffeting and consuming the adjudicator. A giant, four-meter pink rose bloomed from within the explosion, its glowing light illuminating the smiling King.

Moments later, the rose disappeared, revealing pieces of Vanzuela’s shattered corpse floating in the sky.

King Parissius brushed his hair back and then winked at the princesses. “A rose for the divine ladies.”

Chu Ling’s eyes twitched, and as a result, she grabbed her sister’s hand. “Sis?”

Chu Ming, wondering what was wrong with her sister, asked, “Yes?”

“…I’m wet.”

Now, it must be understood that most of the individuals in the room were at least level 100 and above. Part of the perks of that advanced level was slightly better hearing. Chu Ling made no particular effort to hide her voice, and as a result, more than half of the room heard her declaration.

King Parissius stumbled in the air, his cheeks red with second-hand embarrassment. Several ministers and nobles awkwardly coughed and looked at the sky while King Chu glared at his daughter with an urge to bury her underground. No one knew who laughed first, but soon, the entire room burst out in animated laughter. The tension from the adjudicator’s threats was temporarily forgotten as the attendants laughed away, their fear and anxiety.

Chu Ling scratched the back of her head, grinning as she looked up at King Parissius. Her eyes went wide. Her expression suddenly turning frantic as she yelled, “Watch out!”

King Parissius’s gaze trembled as the thick stench of death suddenly overcame him. The young king looked over his shoulder, brows tightening as he spotted a fully healed Vanzuela swinging down his red blade, eyes red with rage. The king spun around, hoping to parry the blow, but as he watched the sword consume his vision, he knew it would be too late.

BAM!

“Kashi!” shouted King Parissius, delight on his face as the daeben appeared before him with the blade firmly grasped within his grip.

Kashi’s eyes burned with rage as he glared at the fuming adjudicator, “I warned you.” The daeben’s gaze turned cold as he began a low chant. A suffocating, mind-numbing pressure burst out of Kashi as he chanted. The expressions of every warrior present changed as they suffered under that presence. This ki did not belong in the hume realm. It was more akin to something from the gods themselves.

Kashi’s pupils began to change color as the chant intensified, but before he could finish, Vanzuela’s face turned white as he recognized the chant.

“Damn it!” Vanzuela shouted as he quickly retrieved his blade. “Just you wait!” Without waiting for Kashi to finish, he transformed into a bolt of light and shot into the night sky.

Following Vanzuela’s exit, Kashi forcefully stopped his chant. Unfortunately, this resulted in a massive backlash that caused him to cough up blood. The daeben lost his balance and almost fell, but King Parissius caught him in time and then supported him as they descended to the ground.

“You had to steal my limelight, didn’t you?” joked the young king as they touched down.

Kashi chuckled as he looked at the mass rushing towards them. “Apologies, Your Majesty. I’ll be more mindful next time…”

“Kashi!” Stryke called with worry as he grabbed the daeben and spun him around. “Are you okay? Any injuries? What was that earlier? I’ve never seen you chant before! And that blood! What was that ab—”  Boink!  “Ow!” The young tora yelped in protest as he massaged the bump on his head.

“One question at a time,” Kashi playfully admonished as he blew on his knuckles. He then rapidly answered, “I’m fine. No injuries. And earlier’s a secret.” The daeben’s eyes sparked with deadly intrigue as he said, “It’s my secret weapon.”

“Cheh. Stingy.” Stryke pouted, but before he could protest any further, Absalon tapped his head and then looked at Kashi.

The old general’s eyes held equal parts worry and resolve as he asked, “Will they be a problem?”

“The adjudicators?” Kashi shook his head. “Not directly at the very least. I cannot say for sure what tricks they might pull, though. We have to be on guard.”

“Ah…” murmured Paris as he let out a defeated sigh. “To think you would make an enemy of the adjudicators of all things.” Contrary to his words, however, the King sported a bright smile as he lamented, “It would seem we are in for some hard days ahead.” Glancing at Kashi, he added with a smirk, “At this rate, I might be forced to fight a few battles, don’t you think?”

Kashi, however, responded with a condescending smirk, “Sure. Get some babies, and you can fight all you want.”

“You!” King Parissius spluttered but then harrumphed. “I will leave you to attend to your guild. I must placate the guests. I am sure this fiasco frightened them.”

“Then, I will leave that to you, Your Majesty,” agreed Kashi. “Thanks for the help.”

King Parissius brushed his hair, a twinkle in his eyes as he replied, “Of course. It’s the beautiful thing to do, after all.” He chuckled as he turned and walked towards the nobles. “See you soon, Kashi.”

“Likewise, Your Majesty,” replied Kashi. He watched as the young king walked up to the guests, Paris’s brilliant smile serving to soothe their nerves. The daeben smiled and then took a deep breath. He then slowly breathed out as he turned to look at Lunette, who was supported by her brother.

Kashi hesitated as he looked at the songstress. “Lune…” He started to reach out his hand, but Lunette instinctively pulled back, terror and fear in her eyes. Kashi sharply pulled back his arm and tucked it behind him, a bitter smile on his face.

Realizing what she’d just done, Lunette’s eyes watered with guilt. However, right now, she could not help it. Whenever she looked at Kashi, all she saw was the emotionless eyes that stared her down as she choked. “Kashi… I…”

“No, it’s fine,” retorted Kashi with a shake of his head. “It’s my fault this happened.” The daeben sighed and then looked at the rest of the Maggots, who regarded him with strange looks. “Well, I suppose I owe you all an explanation.” He turned to Jade and mimicked a dome with his hands, “Jade, if you would, please?”

“Sure.” Jade nodded and then cast a spell for an isolated zone. A translucent dome covered the Maggots, blocking out all outgoing sound. 

“Thanks.” Kashi, after ensuring the dome was in place, proceeded to spill the beans on his life. Everything from his parents’ identities to his peculiar relationship with Razznik and Suzuki. 

By the time he was done, Stryke and Jade were in tears, while Shokō and Syèl sported complicated expressions. Leila, who already knew the truth, gazed at the floor with sullen eyes, while Absalon gazed at Kashi with concern and worry. Meanwhile, Miote sighed and then shook his head, as understanding finally dawned. Now, he knew why he had always felt like Kashi and Suzuki were different people. They actually were from the start. 

But if this was the case, then the man that sent him on this mission also knew the truth.

While the Maggots dealt with the truth in their own ways, Shadow stared at Kashi with a mixture of anger and sorrow. The assassin wanted to hate Kashi for what he did to Lunette, but his heart would not let him. Especially when Shadow knew that Kashi was not truly responsible. Also, Suzuki brought Lunette back to life, so he couldn’t even wholly hate the other ‘Kashi’ either.

“Shadow.” Kashi sighed as he observed the wariness and rage in the assassin’s eyes. “That’s fair, I guess.” With a smile, he turned to look at Syèl. “I’m going to look up that dragon. You coming?”

Syèl looked at Shokō, who shrugged. Grinning, he turned to Kashi and said, “Looks like I’m tagging along. I could use the change of scenery too. Too much’s happened tonight.”

“Heh. You could say that again.” Kashi then took out a few paintings from his inventory. “I’ll be right back,” he said as he walked over to the kings. He handed the paintings to them, explaining they were gateways to his inner world. He quickly taught them how to use it and then said that if he did not return in time, they could enter his world. Once they did, Drixali would let him know to help them get back to their respective kingdoms.

After ensuring the kings understood his instructions, Kashi returned to the Maggots. The daeben looked at his companions and said with a warm smile, “I don’t say this often, and I’ll probably never say this out loud again, but I am truly thankful for each and every one of you. If it wasn’t for you all, I, Kashi, as I am today, would never have existed.” Kashi bowed at the waist and then said once more, “Truly, thank you all for accompanying me this far.”

Bam!

Angered by the daeben’s tone, Stryke punched Kashi’s chest, tears pouring down his eyes as he questioned, “Why are you talking like you’re going to die!? It’s not a given that you’ll lose, right? You can’t just roll over and die like that!”

Kashi chuckled as he reached out and patted Stryke’s head. “Thanks, Stryke, but don’t worry. I don’t plan on dying any time soon.”

Stryke’s eyes lit up as he looked up into the daeben’s eyes. “Then!?”

“No, I won’t defeat Suzuki either,” concluded Kashi. He glanced at Leila as he then said, “That blockhead might not realize it yet, but there are people who would be devastated if he’s gone for good.” The daeben looked at each Maggot as a confident smile spread on his face, “All I have to do is find a way where we both win. Easy, right?”

Absalon laughed as he shook his head. “If nothing else, that optimism of yours might just save you both.” A red mage staff appeared in the general’s right arm as he declared, “I’ve decided. As an old man, a gamer, and a general of the Hopeful Maggots, I will help in whatever capacity you require to reach the best conclusion.”  Bam!  Absalon stomped his staff on the ground to accentuate his point, following which, his howling wolf crest began to glow.

Stryke laughed as a short sword appeared in his hand. “Well, if we’re making promises, then you betcha ass I’m getting in on it.”  Bam!  “Kashi, you have my sword. Whatever you need, whether in-game or outside, I got your back.” Just like Absalon, his emblem started glowing through his clothes.

Bam!  Jade grinned, electric sparks zapping through her eyes as she took stomped her feet against the ground and said, “I have my own reasons, but I cannot let either of you die. So, you have my full support.” The emblem at the back of her right brightly glowed, following her declaration.

Bam!  Shokō stomped a sheathed katana against the ground, gaze solemn as she looked at Syèl. “I know firsthand how damaging secrets can be.” She then looked at Kashi and said, “You, Kashi, were brave enough to share the truth with us. That trust you have in us, I will endeavor to repay.” Her emblem, located just behind her left ear, glowed through her hair. 

Syèl glanced at Shokō, a bitter smile on his face as he scratched the back of his head. He then smiled as he looked at Kashi, “You’ve got a ton of baggage, and I’ve got some bones to pick with you.” He paused, and then glanced at Shokō and Lunette. “But, I can’t let you die. Either of you. So, for as long as I live, you’ll have my support.” He grinned as the emblem on his chest began to glow. “…If you can handle it, that is.”

“Not bad, is it?” Leila stated as she looked at Kashi. Somehow, her gaze seemed to pierce through the daeben to the other person hidden within. “Having people care for you.” A smile curled up the edge of her lips as she stated, “It goes without saying, but I’m firmly in both your corners. I failed Razznik. I do not intend to fail you both.” The emblem glowed on Leila’s chest, just over her heart, revealing how closely she regarded the guild.

Shadow stared at the Maggots and then glared at Kashi. “I cannot bring myself to forgive you.” He paused, his gaze mellowing as he admitted, “However, I do not want you to die.” He looked away and grumbled, “You need to be alive for me to hate you.” Despite his words, the assassin’s emblem resonated with his heart and glowed brightly.

Kashi smiled as an unfamiliar heat burned his heart. He then hesitantly looked at Lunette, who regarded him with conflicted eyes. The daeben wanted to say something, but Lunette suddenly walked out of Shadow’s hands. Kashi found his tongue frozen as the songstress walked up to him, her gaze getting more and more determined with each step.

Within moments, Lunette stood before Kashi, who still did not know how to react. “Lune—”

Pa!

“Oof!” Syèl exclaimed with amused shock as he looked at the crisp red mark on Kashi’s cheek.

Kashi barely had time to recover from the shock when Lunette suddenly wrapped her arms around him, trapping him within her embrace. The daeben was about to say something, but her trembling arms froze the words in his throat. Only now did he understand. Lunette hadn’t gotten over the trauma—far from it. If violent traumas could be forgotten so quickly, psychologists would have long gone out of business. 

Lunette, at the moment, was fighting against her instinct to run away. It was the only way she could show her support for Kashi, so he did not misunderstand. The howling wolf emblem began to glow from her forehead as she buried her head in the daeben’s chest.

Kashi, understanding just how difficult this must be for Lunette, patted her head and said, “Thank you…” He then looked at the rest of the Maggots and said, “Thank you all. I promise I won’t disappoint you guys.”

The daeben wanted to say something else, but a prompt interrupted him.





	
Warning: Guild Evolution Imminent!





	
Guild Evolution:  The foundations of every famous guild is built on a powerful understanding and trust amongst its members. When a guild reaches a certain level of understanding, they will naturally evolve into the next level.

 

Currently, two guilds have achieved the first level of Guild Evolution. Work hard, and your guild might join the ranks.

 

Warning:  (Final Guild Evolution Criterion Not Yet Met: Guild Leader’s Enlightenment)

Guild Leader’s Enlightenment:  A powerful guild requires a leader with a powerful vision. A guild can only evolve to the next level when its leader realizes its true meaning and purpose.










 

Kashi raised a brow in interest as he examined the prompt. Well, this certainly brought up mixed feelings. On the one hand, he was naturally excited about the prospect of the Hopeful Maggots’ evolution (whatever the hell that meant.) But on the other hand, two guilds had already achieved this so-called evolution, putting them at a firm disadvantage. 

Furthermore, what in the hell was Enlightenment supposed to mean? How would he achieve that? Kashi had a thousand questions, but he decided to push them to the back of his mind. He was not the type to waste time on something he could not solve. Eventually, time and luck would sort things out… hopefully.

Kashi closed the prompt and then looked at Lunette. He held her arms and gently unlatched them from his waist. “Thanks, Lune. You don’t have to try so hard.” As he spoke, Lunette looked into his eyes but then flinched and immediately looked back down. Kashi revealed a bitter smile as he said, “I’m sorry. I truly am. One day, I’ll find a way to make it up to you.” He then looked at Syèl as he said, “But for now, a little distance should do both of us some good. As it happens, I have somewhere to visit. We’ll talk when I get back.”

“…Okay,” said Lunette, her heart torn to pieces as she watched Kashi walk up to Syèl. Although he didn’t show it, she could tell he was hurt by her reaction. He just didn’t want her to feel bad. 

Kashi, oblivious to Lunette’s thoughts, tapped Syèl’s shoulder as he said, “Ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” replied the halben. Syèl laughed and then said goodbye to Shokō, before jumping out the now, open roof. 

Kashi thanked the Maggots once more, promised to be back as soon as possible, and then leaped onto the roof. Soon, both men had disappeared into the city streets under the pale moonlight.

Meanwhile, as the Maggots returned to their rooms, two maids stared at the ceiling and then at the stones and dust around the ballroom. The first maid laughed as she lifted her skirt and walked out of the room. “Oh, dearie me. This was billed as an all-night event. It’s the morning crew’s business, not mine.” 

The second maid, meanwhile, had black lines running across her face as she grumbled, “I knew I should not have asked for that extra shift…”



            

    
        Chapter 218: Holy Mother

    
    
    
    
                
At the heart of Ederwood sat a magnificent wonder of the world. Thousands from all across the continent traveled to Ederwood to witness this spectacle, most of whom were ardent skeptics until they saw it with their own eyes. This spectacle was none other than the ‘tree city’ Ygg, located within a tree stump.

Yes. Unbelievable as it may seem, there existed a tree stump large enough to house an entire at Ederwood. Legends claimed the tree stump once held up Yggdrassil, the ancient World Tree. Unfortunately, Yggdrasil had been cut down by a tyrant, the blow devastating enough to rid it of 99% of its vitality.

Strangely, the remaining 1% proved to be extremely potent. Plants grown within a few miles of the trunk experienced exponential growth and miraculous effects. Herbs which could only heal small injuries became potent enough to regrow entire limbs. Animals that grazed on these plants were much more intelligent than their counterparts in other countries. It was a miracle which the denizens of Ederwood decided to capitalize on.

One day, due to the constant wars enveloping the continent, a wisben suggested burrowing into the tree trunk to protect themselves from invaders. The plan was solid. The tree was nigh-invulnerable and would definitely form the greatest defense. Unfortunately, that security proved to be its greatest flaw. Despite their best efforts, no Edernite (Eder citizen) could pierce the tree bark. 

Luckily, just when it seemed like the enemies would succeed in ambushing the Edernites, an old wisben shaman stepped forward. No one knew the woman’s origin or story. Still, it proved irrelevant when, following her prayer, the tree split open of its own accord.

The Edernites rushed into the tree stump where they were greeted with the most beautiful sight ever witnessed by man…


Ygg, Ederwood

8: 50  p.m.  19  st   Banem 1092.

“Smell you later!” Within a forest, a wisben child shouted as she swung through the air, supported by a vine. The little girl, who seemed to be in her early teens, had a boyish vibe about her. Her short, puffy red hair rustled in the wind, hazel brown eyes scanning her surroundings for her competitor. 

When she failed to spot anyone, the child let go of the vine, and then screamed with joy and excitement as she zipped through a small hole between a set of thick tree branches. Upon reaching the other end, she corrected her posture, allowing her feet to slide across a branch. Her momentum carried her to the end, which stopped before a seemingly endless depression.

Just as the wisben’s eyes flashed with determination, a shadow flashed by her on all fours. The shadow looked over its shoulder, revealing itself to be Zuri. The little daeben flashed a triumphant, toothy grin as she somersaulted over the edge. “Not if Zuri gets there first!” 

“Hey! You cheated!” The wisben child protested as she formed a strange symbol with her hands.  Boom!  An instant later, a massive branch shot out from the one she was sliding on, catapulting her over the edge. The two girls laughed as they freefell through the dense foliage below, using all sorts of tricks and skills to dodge or maneuver through the branches in their path. 

Eventually, a seemingly endless sea of fluorescent leaves appeared below them. The beautiful sea stretched out as far as their eyes could see, occasionally interrupted by tree trunks that grew past them.

The wisben’s eyes shone as she marveled at the fluorescent sea. Glancing at Zuri, she warned with a bright grin, “Are you sure you’re ready!?”

“Hehehe!” Zuri confidently grinned as a pair of wings sprouted from her back. “Zuri’s been practicing!” 

“Awesome!” the wisben screamed with adulation, but a challenging glint shone in her eyes as she finished, “But you’ll still lose!”

Following the wisben’s challenge, both girls squealed with excitement as they crashed into the sea of leaves. The ladies shut their eyes as they zipped through the dense foliage, until they successfully burst out the other end.

“Wow!” Zuri yelled in excitement and adoration as she took in the beautiful landscape sprawled out below her.

“Yeah,” agreed the wisben with a proud gaze, “It never ceases to amaze me too.” 

The city below the girls comprised of a dense network of trees and landings, connected by bridges of various sizes. Fluorescent algae and foliage growing on the side of trees bathed the city in a warm green glow. 

Several buildings were either carved into or built around massive tree trunks, the multi-leveled city a sensation to witness in reality. Creeks and streams ran through the city’s lower levels. In comparison, higher levels boasted fountains and mini waterfalls that beautified the city and provided a rich, cool breeze.

“Last one to the Augury loses!” shouted the wisben as she whipped out a small vine from her pocket. “Extend!” Following her command, the vine suddenly grew several meters in length. It then wrapped around a branch at an angle below her. The girl swung with the vine, and then promptly let go when she was at a forty-five-degree angle, which converted her downward momentum to a forward one. 

As she zipped through the air, she glanced at Zuri, who had zipped down next to her. “Hehe! Try and keep up!” With those words, she stretched her hands out. Another vine extended from her hands and latched onto an overhead bridge. This time, however, the vine suddenly shrunk, which catapulted her even further forward.

Zuri frowned as she flapped her wings, attempting to close the distance between her and the bullet-liked wisben. 

Both above and below, Edernites paused their daily activities to watch the duo whizz by with amused smiles. They had seen this scene play out multiple times over the past few days. So much so, some had begun anticipating the daily races. 

“Oooh… looks like the princess is going at it again.”

“Who do you think will win this one? I say the Princess.”

“I don’t know. That daeben girl’s been getting better… She might just edge this one.”

“Well, it all hinges on the garden. No one’s managed to overtake the princess at the Garden just yet.”

‘The Garden’ was a large, donut-like patch of land spanning several kilometers that was used solely to grow food crops and providing grazing pastures for animals. The entire city relied on the Garden for food, which resulted on a strict, ‘No Entry’ policy for non-farmers. It was also the only part of the city, which was not covered in trees and branches, meaning there was a clear, uninterrupted view of the fluorescent sky.

Because the Garden blocked all entry to the rest of the city beyond, small roads were made to allow travel from the inner to the outer city and vice-versa. Unlike most other nations, however, there was no distinction in class between those who lived in the inner and the outer city.)

Both girls approached the outskirts of the garden, neither intending to use the roads to travel. They were usually packed with people, animals, and carriages, which would slow them down. 

One would expect that with the lack of branches and trees to swing off of, the wisben would be wary of the open expanse, but, weirdly, the wisben child’s eyes lit up as she approached the Garden’s outskirts. She sported a wide grin as she reached into her satchel and retrieved a set of seeds. The wisben enclosed the seeds in her hands and then chanted a short spell.

Resplendent green-colored mana poured out of her hands and then enveloped the seeds. If Kashi was present, he would have been stunned out of his mind because the mana’s aura was far too familiar to Yggdrasil’s.

The young wisben flung the seeds ahead of her as she descended in front of a fence that bordered the Garden. The seeds crashed into the earth and rapidly grew into a three-meter plant with a large bulb. The wisben grinned as she fell right into the bulb and then shouted, “Explode!”

The plant’s bulb rapidly expanded as it absorbed mana from its surroundings— BANG! —and then, with a loud boom, the plant shot out the child.

The wisben blasted over the garden with the speed of a rocket, many intrigued commuters grinning as they watched her fly past.

“Ah. It’s the princess’s cannon. Guess this one’s in the bag.”

Zuri’s eyes narrowed as she watched her friend slowly getting smaller in the distance. She growled in frustrated anger but then gritted her teeth and shut her eyes. “Please work…” she begged as dark mana accumulated around her. The daeben groaned as she shouted,  “[Beast Soul Possession – Animate!]”

Following Zuri’s shout, a massive torrent of mana rushed towards, and then enveloped her, obscuring her from view. The onlookers released shocked exclamations as they watched the silhouette within the mana begin to shrink and change.

WHOOSH!

Moments later, a strange silhouette shot out of the mana cloud, leaving a heavy gale in its wake. The onlookers gaped, eyes wide in shock as they watched the figure zoom past the Garden with blistering speed.

“Was that?” “No, it’s impossible!”

Meanwhile, unaware of what was going on behind her, the wisben child grinned as she began to descend at the other end of the Garden. She quickly shot out a vine that caught a nearby tree and then resumed swinging her way to their destination. 

Before long, a large tree trunk with a beautiful orange glass dome at its top came into view. The wisben eyes lit up as she increased her pace for the final stretch. However, just when she thought she had the game in the bag, a sense of unease assaulted her.

The wisben looked over her shoulder, and her eyes went absolutely wide with shock. A black-feathered eagle shot through the trees, its red eyes locked on the same building. However, the wisben was floored with disbelief. What was a Silverwing Eagle doing here? They did not have any predatory birds living within the city. 

Suddenly, the Silverwing Eagle glanced at the wisben, a certain challenging glint in its eyes. The wisben recognized that glint and, as a result, shouted in shock, “Zuri! You finally mastered it!?” 

Zuri’s response was to let out a shrill cry and flap her wings, exponentially increasing her speed. Within seconds, she was almost level with the wisben.

The wisben eye’s glowed with warmth, pride, and joy as she cried, “I’m so happy you mastered it, but I still won’t let you win!” With those words, she turned around and stretched both hands. Twin pair of vines shot out and stabbed into a pair of trees ahead of her. She then quickly retrieved the vines, and the force catapulted her even further. 

Zuri, seeing this, let out a cry, and a thin maelstrom formed around her beak. She then let out another shrill cry, and the wind blasted forward in a column, forming a small tunnel that led all the way to the building. The blast also created a vacuum within the tunnel, removing all air resistance. Seizing the opportunity, Zuri flapped her wings one last time and then retracted them as she dove into the tunnel. 

That final flap sent her bursting through like a bullet, and, as a result, many onlookers watched with bated breath as the little bird slowly (relatively) caught up to the wisben.

Meanwhile, Rider stood at the foot of a set of stairs leading into the domed building, a proud smile on his face as he watched the girls come in for the final touchdown. “Three… Two… One.”

BOOM!

Rider waved his hand, sending a small gale which blew away the dust to reveal a bird and a young girl, both of whom quickly glared at each other.

“I won!” the wisben shouted.

“No way!” Zuri, still in her bird form, somehow retorted. “Zuri totally won!”

“Rider!” “Grey Ojii-san!”

“Who Won!?”

Rider chuckled as he patted the little girls’ heads. “Zuri, Sophie… It was a draw. You both hit the ground at the exact same time.”

“What? No way!” Zuri complained with a pout, though, as a result of her bird form, it came off quite comical. “Zuri should have won.”

“No, that was supposed to be my win!” The wisben, whose name was revealed to be Sophie, complained. “You wouldn’t have stood a chance if you didn’t transfor—” Her eyes went wide as she grabbed Zuri’s ‘shoulders’ “More importantly, Zuri! You finally did it! You transformed!”

Zuri cocked her head to the side in confusion. But she then looked at her body and realized what she’d just done. “Zuri did it! Sophie! Zuri transformed!” Girl and bird celebrated as they danced back and forth, laughing and cheering in delight.

*cough*  A loud cough ceased the children’s celebration. It brought their attention to Rider, who regarded the daeben with an intrigued expression. “It looks like you finally did it. I must say, you have surpassed my expectations. But, can you change back? We do not want a situation where you get stuck as one animal.”

“Uh…” Zuri muttered as she closed her eyes. Moments later, dark mana shrouded her form. It dispersed a few seconds later, revealing the daeben in her hume form.

Rider nodded, a smile on his face as he appreciated her simple clothes. He’d had it specially crafted for Zuri to help with lycanthropy. It was charmed, so she did not end up naked every time she transformed. Who knew it would serve a purpose here too? He then observed Zuri, who was showing off her transformation to Sophie.

Due to Zuri’s  [Beast Soul Possession] , Rider always had high expectations for her werewolf abilities. But not even he expected this kind of mutation. Zuri’s  [Beast Soul Possession]  proved to be far more powerful than the werewolf gene. It forcibly absorbed the gene, kept all the good parts, and then expelled the adverse effects. As a result, Zuri could transform whenever she wanted and not have to deal with the monthly werewolf madness.

Furthermore,  [Beast Soul Possession]  seized the werewolf’s shapeshifting ability and used it to improve its own base ability. Although it had taken some time and severe training, Zuri finally mastered the ability to change at will to beasts whose souls she had collected. 

Watching Zuri train reminded Rider of his days as a dragon rider training new recruits. Ah, how nice it felt to unearth a gem and then watch its beauty begin to reveal itself as you polished off the dirt.

“Master Rider.” A call broke Rider’s concentration. He turned to his right and saw a wisben in a white robe gazing at him from the top of the stairs. “The Holy Mother has awoken at last. She has asked that you come see her at once.”

Rider’s smile dimmed. With a certain darkness in his eyes, he said, “Thank you. Zuri, Sophie, let’s go.” With those words, he led Zuri and Sophie up the stairs. 

Rider, Zuri, and Sophie followed the wisben priest into the building, which turned out to be a beautiful home rich with the scent of flowers. Beautiful, exotic plants adorned the corridors and rooms, the atmosphere brightened by little fairies that playfully zipped past the visitors.

Zuri’s eyes widened with excited intrigue as she observed the fairies. She almost instinctively reached out, but Sophie’s solemn mood caused her to rein in her excitement. Instead, she settled on peering past Rider’s shoulder, brow’s rising as they approached a curtain of vines protected by a group of tough-looking guards.

The wisben priest nodded as she approached the guards. The guards, having confirmed her identity, opened the curtains and allowed the group to enter.

Past the curtains, Rider and the children found themselves in a large hall adorned with chairs, tables, and decorations. Dozens of men and women were sprinkled around the room, either discussing matters or merely enjoying some time alone. 

Regardless of each person’s activity, they all regularly turned to look at a beautiful, rose petal door, which was under heavy protection and scrutiny by heavily armed guards.

The guests noticed the priest leading Rider and the girls and instantly regarded the hybrid with hostility and curiosity. 

The guests’ blatant rage caused the sensitive Zuri to tense up. Claws grew out of her nails as she slowly adopted a battle-ready stance in case they were attacked. Luckily, sensing Zuri’s state, Sophie grabbed the little girl’s wrist and gently squeezed.

“Sorry they’re acting this way,” Sophie apologized with an embarrassed smile. “This is where we wait to see the Holy Mother. Some of these people have been here for days, weeks, and even months. Getting a meeting with the Holy Mother is that rare.”

Zuri scratched her head in confusion. “Why?”

The wisben priest paused and then regarded Zuri with a benevolent smile. “The Holy Mother is physically weak and is thus asleep most of the time, sometimes for months on end. Thus, there is usually a clamor to book appointments for the brief moments she is awake.” She revealed a bitter smile as she glanced at the frowning guests. “Unfortunately, awaiting the longest does not guarantee a meeting.” She then looked at Rider, curiosity in her eyes as she said, “Some matters are adjudged to be of higher importance than others.”

Rider returned her look with a thin smile. “Then, I suggest we practice haste, lest we miss this window.”

“Of course, of course.” The priest panicked under Rider’s intense gaze and then hastily rose to her feet. Under the guest’s angry looks, she guided the trio to the petal door. The guards, upon recognizing her, nodded and then pulled the door open to let them through. The priest then stopped and bowed to Rider. “This is as far as I can guide you. The Holy Mother awaits inside.”

“Thank you,” Rider said, and then walked through the doorway with the children. The door opened into a warm, cozy living room. Several beautiful chairs adorned the room, their numbers revealing this room was accustomed to hosting multitudes at once. Ancient but simple paintings of forgotten times and places graced the walls, their solemnity inducing a sense of passing time in their admirers. Interestingly, there were no portraits of people, self or otherwise. It seemed whoever lived here was not too keen on keeping people on her walls. 

The most eye-catching thing, however, was the wooden stairs that led to a door on a higher floor. Presumably, that should be the Holy Mother’s living quarters. Rider did not bother searching for a way to alert the Holy Mother to their arrival. Instead, he took a seat near the fireplace and then allowed the girls to explore the room.

A sculpture of a magnificent tree sitting above a fireplace caught Zuri’s eye. The curious girl walked over to the sculpture and, against her better judgment, picked it from the shelves. The little girl admired the tree, but her eyes widened when she realized it was actually made of wood. Not only that, but even the leaves smelled real and fresh. But there was no pot for the tree to take root. How could it still be alive?

While Zuri was pondering, a cheerful, aged voice suddenly called, “Be careful with that, little one. It’s older than you and I.”

Zuri panicked and then quickly hid the tree behind her back as she turned around. Her eyes widened with shock at the greying, old wisben woman smiling down at her from the top of the stairs. The Holy Mother’s kind, grey eyes regarded her visitors with pleased intrigue as she secured her braided hair with a red sash. 

The Holy Mother’s eyes sparkled with amusement as she looked at Zuri and then said, “There’s no use hiding it behind your back. The branches are taller than you.”

Zuri quickly bent her head backward and looked up. Sure enough, the branches were indeed towering over her. Embarrassed, she turned around and placed the tree back in its place. She then turned to the Holy Mother and apologized, “Sorry. Zuri won’t do it again.”

“Nonsense!” The Holy Mother waved away Zuri’s apology with a bright smile as she descended the stairs. “It is a child’s prerogative to be as naughty as possible. You should enjoy it while you still can.” 

“Hehehe…” Zuri scratched her chin, revealing an awkward laugh as she watched Sophie run to the Holy Mother.

“Holy Mother!” Sophie squealed with delight as she excitedly hugged the wisben’s waist. “It’s been so long. I have so many things to tell you.” With excitement in her eyes, she pointed at Zuri. “This is Zuri, a new friend I made. She’s a daeben Holy Mother! A daeben! I’d never seen one myself until her. Also, also, you should see her consummate skill. She can actually turn into beasts!”

“Oh?” exclaimed Holy Mother as she regarded Zuri with intrigue. “A shapeshifter?”

Sophie shook her head, “Nothing so simple, Holy Mother. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s awesome!”

Holy Mother chuckled as she looked at Zuri. “Well, now, Sophie is quite stingy with her praise. If she likes you this much, it must mean there is more to you than meets the eyes.”

“Of course there is,” interrupted Rider, no longer able to bear being ignored. “I  am  training her after all.”

Holy Mother sneered as she glanced at the hybrid. “Well, Rider. I’m indeed glad to see the years have done nothing to wear away your pride.”

Rider laughed as he stood up. “No more than any amount of time can erode your ageless beauty.” He smiled as he took the Holy Mother’s hand and gently kissed it. With a concerned smile, he said, “I see you have yet to rid yourself of the curse?”

Holy Mother let out a bitter laugh and then shrugged. “When Razznik has it out for you, what do you expect?” The wisben chuckled as she then said, “I should feel honored, actually. For little old me, the great Razznik took out time to learn curses from Beginner to Grandmaster. A curse with that much determination isn’t so simple to remove.” However, she then said with a triumphant grin, “I am close to perfecting the cure, though. I just need one thing.”

Rider’s brow shot up, eyes wide with joy. “What’s that? I can help you get it.”

The Holy Mother’s gaze turned hard as she replied, “Razznik’s Head.” Rider’s eyes dropped, his mood flattening to despair, but then the old wisben coyly added with a smile, “Or hair, or blood. Basically, any part of his body would do.” An evil glint then flashed through her eyes as she added, “Perhaps his manho—”

“Anya!” Rider interrupted and then gestured at the girls. “There are children here.”

The Holy Mother, whose name was revealed to be Anya, laughed as she waved him off, “Nonsense. They’re old enough to know the truth of the world.”

Zuri’s eyes widened as she looked at Rider. “Gray ojii-san. What truth?”

“Nothing, Zuri,” refuted the hybrid as he shot a frustrated look at Anya, who only shrugged in reply. Rider sighed and then shook his head. “Why don’t you sit down, Anya. We have a lot to talk about.”

“Look at that,” Anya remarked as she walked over to a chair and gently sat down. “Coming into my home, and treating me like the guest. A thousand years might have passed, but you haven’t changed one bit.” She paused and then scanned Rider one more time. “Well, apart from your looks. You look like you’re trying to impress the young’uns.” The old woman clucked her tongue and then looked at the children. “Beware men like him, kids. These days, the old are trying their best to look young, while the young want to be old. It’s all quite silly.”

“Yes, yes,” remarked Rider with a frustrated sigh. “A thousand years, and you still use the same jokes. And I’m the one who hasn’t changed?”

Anya shrugged. “The jokes haven’t changed because you don’t.”

Rider raised his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, you win. I can’t beat that venom-spitter you call a mouth.” He paused and then said with a bitter smile, “So, Razznik’s flesh, is it? I wish I could help, but I honestly am not looking forward to seeing his face again.”

“However, that is why you are here, isn’t it,” stated Anya with a cold smile. “Niye’s prophecy.”

Rider nodded. “Although I believe she goes by a different name now.”

Anya, however, shook her head. “You all change names far too often. At my age, I cannot be bothered to keep up.” She then changed the subject as she said, “So, the fact that you are at my door means you must have concocted some sort of plan. What is it?”

Rider’s gaze narrowed as he stated, “There are two phases. The first is the hopeful scenario, while the second is for the worst-case scenario.”

“The worst-case scenario being Razznik’s return, I presume?”

“Exactly.”

“Alright.” Anya nodded as she gathered her thoughts. “What is the hopeful scenario?”

Rider hesitated but then said, “We are not permitted to interfere with the affairs of the world unless Razznik is involved.  He’s  taking advantage of this rule to have the daeben bring Razznik back, somehow. So, I suggest we do the same.”

Anya’s eyes widened. “You are finally coming around? You always hated the idea of relying on the common folk.”

“That is because I do not trust humes,” Rider replied with a dark gaze. “They are a selfish, unpredictable lot, who would sooner sell their allies for gold than stand fast in the face of danger.” 

“Interesting,” Anya muttered as she glanced at Zuri. “However, you are training one now, so something must have changed.” She looked at Rider, gaze suffused with curiosity as she asked, “What changed?”

Rider shook his head and then said, “I met someone who changed my view. If it’s him, I believe I can put my trust in him till the end.” The hybrid smiled as he opened his hands, revealing a beautiful tree branch. “He inherited Ferulic’s legacy but has not allowed power to get to his head.” He closed his hand and then stated, “Fladnag and Zeing apparently agree with me. Both have given their branches to the child.”

Anya’s eyes shot open, shock and joy in her eyes as she happily exclaimed, “Really!? Then?”

“Yes,” confirmed Rider. “Yggdrasil is most certainly within his soul.”

“Ha! I knew it!” Anya declared with a triumphant grin. “Yggdrasil shall rise again!” With glowing eyes, she looked at Rider. “This champion, where is he now? I must test to see if he is truly worthy of hosting Yggdrasil.”

Rider grimaced. This was what he feared the most. 99% of the time, Anya the Holy Mother was a sweet, kind old woman. However, whenever Yggdrasil was mentioned, she turned into a possessive, slightly crazy person who could not be reasoned with. “I am not privy to his whereabouts,” replied Rider with a stiff smile, but more importantly, “About Razznik?”

Anya’s eyes flashed with impatience as she demanded, “What about him?”

“I need you to use your authority to muster an army to combat the daeben,” answered Rider. “Fladnag will take care of transporting them to the battlefield. Just this much should not count as interference.”

Anya’s gaze turned serious as she questioned, “Yggdrasil’s host. Will he be there?”

With a bitter, resigned smile, Rider nodded. “Yes, he will.”

“In that case, I will endeavor to get your army ready,” she promised with a satisfied smile. “And then… What’s the plan for the worst-case scenario?”

Rider’s smile turned stiff as he said, “I need an Equalizer curse.”

“Equalizer?” Anya’s gaze turned cold. “You know how precious those are. I only have two left.”

Rider revealed a weak smile. “It’s the only way. Without it, Razznik will destroy us all should he return.”

Anya’s gaze flickered. “This curse. Who will cast it?”

“There is a sorceress amongst the ranks of Yggdrasil’s host,” Rider reported. “I can teach her how to use it by the appointed time.”

Anya hesitated but then reached into her blouse and withdrew an old scroll. “I am only giving you this because it’s you. It takes centuries to make one of these. Do not waste it.”

“Thank you,” Rider said with an appreciative grin as he accepted the scroll. “Hopefully, we are not forced to use this.” 

“Hopefully,” Anya stated with a bitter smile. “But I believe we both know the chances of a battle are quite high whenever Razznik is involved.”

“Unfortunately so,” Rider replied with a sad smile.

There was a short pause, and then Anya sighed. “Well, if that is all, I suppose it is time I bid you goodbye. Many seek my assistance and counsel in these trying times.”

“Wait!” Zuri interjected with her right arm raised. “Zuri has a question!” 

Anya warmly smiled at the little girl and then asked, “Speak, little one. What do you want to know?”

Zuri took a breath, somewhat taken aback by Anya’s willingness to speak. But then she mustered up her courage and asked, “Everyone keeps talking about Razznik. Who was he exactly?”

“Well, now.” Anya’s face lit up with the joy of a story-telling grandmother. “I suppose this as good an opportunity as any to tell you the story of the Destroyer and the Cursed Seven.”

Zuri cocked her head to the side, confusion etched onto her features. “Destroyer?”

“Razznik, silly,” Sophie playfully reprimanded. “The Destroyer is Razznik.”

“Oh,” Zuri muttered. “Then who are the Cursed Seven?”

Anya’s smile turned stiff as she glanced at Rider. “The unlucky few with the highest karmic bonds with Razznik before he ascended. Yes. This is a tale of how each karmic bond was forged in blood and tears.”

“Ooh!” Zuri and Sophie’s eyes lit up with excitement. They crossed their legs, impatient eyes urging on the old woman.

Anya glanced at Rider. “I trust you’ll help fill in the blanks where I forget?” She ignored the hybrid’s non-committal grunt and then turned her attention back to the girls. “This story, like so many others, starts in a little out-of-the-way town, where a young man slaved away for an entire year to become the strongest human in all realms.”

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 219: The Cursed Seven (1)

    
    
    
    
                
“The tale of Razznik and the Cursed Seven is a peculiar one, filled with heartbreak, betrayal, love, and fear. This is a tale of a man who fought against the natural order of the world, incurring countless enemies along the way. To date, no one truly knows what drove him to endlessly pursue such heights despite the pain and torment.

However, perhaps the world should have taken notice when Razznik, in his first year, displayed an indomitable, possibly insane will to achieve a goal most considered impossible.

Razznik, like you, Zuri, was a Summoned from another world. There isn’t much difference in the way Summoned operate between now and back then. In both eras, Summoned relied commonly relied on levels to grow stronger and then banked on attaining stronger classes to ultimately open the gap between themselves and other Summoned. 

Razznik, however, was the first to truly challenge that notion. The young man locked himself in the city for a year, training under different teachers from various schools to push his body’s stats to their ultimate limit. Furthermore, he exploited a loophole in the Summoned’s innate nature to help him achieve this goal.

You see, unlike now, back then, Summoned, by default, were granted Aethir’s Blessing, a spell that allowed them to be revived after being killed. However, the one caveat was that Summoned would lose a level after death and be penalized. The penalty was a loss in both the stats gained from leveling and 10% of all stats accumulated outside leveling.

It was a strict penalty that forced the Summoned to treat death with respect, but Razznik saw it as an opportunity. The crazy man committed suicide by monster whenever he crossed level 1. This, in turn, meant he lost 10% of all the hardwork he’d done. But he did not give up.

Due to losing so many stats each time he died, it took him a whole year to finally accumulate 99 stats in every combat and magic field. However, he was not just a stat-padded idiot. Far from it. Having undergone intense, focused training from dozens of instructors, Razznik’s weapon and magic skills attained nigh-perfection. 

In an age where most Summoned relied on flashy skills and help from the gods when battling, Razznik was the first to rely on pure personal skill in battle. On the day he finally left that city, perhaps, aside from his instructors, no one knew that a monster had been unleashed upon the world.

Following Razznik’s rise to infamy, many questioned the instructors, wondering whether they didn’t see any signs. However, no matter who was asked, they all replied the same way, “I just wanted to see how far he could go.” Indeed, despite the Instructors’ blood, sweat and tears, none of them had managed to complete the feat Razznik challenged. 

Razznik’s  [Vajra Body]  was the first and last of its kind. We do not know the exact details, but it soon proved its strength in Razznik’s second year in Zytra. This is the tale of the first Cursed, Zeing Ashqoj, born to the unholy union of dwarf and giant.

During Razznik’s second year, a race of giants were running amok across the continent, plundering, fighting, and pillaging everything in sight. Countless armies were raised to combat the locusts, but all were vanquished. 

To make matters worse, the stronger warriors couldn’t provide help because the region, like this one, was level-locked to 200 and below. Anyone above level 200 would find their strength severely restricted upon entering that land. As a result, no warrior dared entered the region for fear of losing their lives in such a frustrating manner.

Pushed to the edge of their limits, the surrounding nations issued a contract to the Adventurers’ Guild, seeking help. 

A mouth-watering reward enticed hundreds of mercenaries, both Summoned and Residents alike, to challenge the giants. Unfortunately, it all proved fruitless as the adventurers also fell one after another. Luckily, the giants stopped pillaging for a few days to host a tournament—a tournament hosted every ten years to pick their new leader. The winner would get a chance to challenge the current leader. If they won, then they took over the crown of King of the Giants.

Strangely enough, any member of any race was allowed to compete. Unfortunately, the giants proved why they were the apex warriors. Roughly 98% of the mercenaries and warriors were eliminated in the first few rounds, ensuring the competition was mostly between the giants. 

However, to the shock of those watching, two men slaughtered their way through the tournament brackets with frightening ease. Yes, as you must have guessed, the men were Zeing Ashqoj (Zain Ash-Coi) and Razznik Y’Terlow (E-Ter-loe). Zeing was known amongst the mercenaries. He was the illegitimate son of the giant’s king and a dwarf woman. He had spent his entire life training in dangerous situations, all to slay his father in a one-on-one fight. 

Zeing was known, but Razznik, not so much. This unknown teenager revealed himself to be a dangerous death god. Unlike other contestants, none of the giants who fought him escaped with their lives. A single slash of his sword was all it took to reacquaint the giants with the circle. Eventually, most giants quit once they encountered him, choosing life over meaningless death.

Eventually, Zeing and Razznik met each one another as finalists. Zeing tried to convince Razznik to give up, claiming he would ensure he got double what the Adventurer’s Guild paid. Zeing even went as far as promising to abdicate the throne to Razznik following his vengeance.

Unfortunately, Razznik was not moved in the slightest. The crazy man’s only desire was to battle stronger opponents, and the Giant’s King was the strongest in the region. As a result of their impasse, they were forced to fight.

I was not there to witness it, but from what I have heard, the battle was breathtaking. In this world, there is no man more skilled with manipulating earth than Zeing, but Razznik, even then, was simply a bulldozer of a man. Through sheer brute force alone, he smashed through Zeing’s constructs, until BAM! He finally beat Zeing.

Strangely, however, Razznik chose to spare Zeing’s life. At the time, many wondered why, but in retrospect, it is quite clear. Because Razznik not only defeated him but also stole his vengeance, Zeing constantly hounded the young man for a rematch. Each time they fought, Razznik would always emerge victorious, if only by a small margin. Due to that slim margin, Zeing regularly turned up after improving his skills and strength.

Still, Razznik defeated him by that slight margin.

It was not until much, much later, after Razznik had left Zeing behind in his quest for power, that the dwarf realized Razznik had been using him as a training dummy. Whenever Zeing appeared, Razznik would use him to test out new moves and skills. After all, Zeing was the only one strong enough to not immediately die after being bombarded by his skills.

Now, although Razznik left Zeing, it did not mean Zeing forgot Zeing. Keeping the warrior as his goal, Zeing trained like a man possessed, delving into forbidden zones and alternate dimensions to seek out methods to get stronger. Unfortunately, just when Zeing considered himself ready, news reached him that Razznik had fallen in battle.

The news devastated Zeing. If he did not defeat Razznik, then how was he supposed to avenge his mother? However, just when he was in the pits of his despair, Razznik returned to the world, not as a man, but as something more… something almost divine. 

Zeing was the first of seven to form a karmic bond with Razznik, but he did not spend the most time alongside the man. That unfortunate privilege falls onto a young woman named ‘Niye of the Banur tribe.’ 

This ill-fated meeting is perhaps what truly pushed Razznik onto the path of destruction. Oh-ho-ho, let’s not get ahead of ourselves, however. Niye, the sweet little girl, is the second person whose fate was cosmically tied to Razznik’s. 

This was during Razznik’s fourth year, I believe… By this time, the young warrior’s name had spread to every corner of the continent. Many guilds and organizations sought him out, either for recruitment or assassinations. But countless more had been destroyed by his own hands. 

It was an unfortunate scenario. Razznik sought out strong people to battle. However, those powerful enough to battle Razznik usually had an organization, army, militia, or country backing them. These individuals, who were deemed too important to lose to a mad man’s thirst for battle, were heavily protected.

Which was quite a fruitless endeavor because Razznik just cut his way through any blockade with impunity until he got his challenge. Before long, the man’s body count was akin to those left behind by armies. Several Residents protested and cried out to Aethir, begging her to strip him of his blessings so they could kill him once and for all.

Unfortunately, Aethir refused to take back her blessing. At least, until Razznik did something truly reprehensible. However, her priests, in a moment of brilliance, chose to use Razznik’s greatest vice against him.

The priests partnered with the Adventurer’s Guild and agreed to send Razznik to battle the most dangerous monsters across the realms. Razznik, predictably, agreed to carry out these dangerous missions without wasting a thought on the possibility it was a trap. 

If it was one, all he had to do was tear through it.

While Razznik accomplished these missions, he came across a gorge in a secret dimension. It housed a powerful demon that had been terrorizing the locals. Unfortunately, it was nigh impossible to pass through. The gorge possessed numerous cursed souls that appeared and disappeared at random. Furthermore, whoever was touched by these souls would instantly perish. 

The Great Razznik died three times attempting to cross that gorge. He finally gave up after the third try. However, his pride would not let him give up the mission entirely. Instead, he devoted weeks scouring across the continent, searching for any possible solution. 

Naturally, the continent was thrilled because, during this period, Razznik did not seek out anyone for a challenge. It indeed appeared like the priests had finally found a way to rid them of the Razznik problem. 

Unfortunately, just as the continent was in a celebratory mood, Razznik came across a small town called Banur. Passers-by rumored the small town housed a fortune teller. She wasn’t a perfect fortune teller. She couldn’t control her abilities, but all of her prophecies had come true. This information intrigued the wandering warrior, Razznik, who decided to take a look for himself.

However, he did not expect what he eventually found.

The so-called fortune teller was not a heavily decorated old lady with a magic ball but a small, impoverished little girl. The little girl, whom Razznik later learned was called Niye, was dressed in rags and had her limbs chained to a post to prevent her from running. No one knows why, but this triggered something in Razznik. For the first time ever, he took an interest in someone else.

Without asking any questions, he cut the chains that bound Niye and then walked out of the town. Some tried to stop him, but that resulted in the entire town getting massacred. It is said that he spilled enough blood to form a pond. 

This event marked the first time Razznik ‘crossed the line.’ It also was the first time Aethir began to consider the young man a problem that needed to be fixed.

All that had nothing to do with Razznik, however. After cooling down, the young man took Niye to a forest and sat her down for a serious talk. After a mixture of coercion and bribery—Don’t tell anyone I told you this, but she has a frighteningly sweet tooth—Niye finally began to talk.

Razznik soon learned that Niye was a rare beastkin called a ‘kiwox,’ a weird mix between Kiwu and Kafus. The kiwu tribe was a rare winged beastkin tribe. Appearance-wise, they looked just like humans, except with the addition of cute one-meter wings that grew out of the backs. 

Although the kiwu could not fly, many wealthy nobles loved to hang their wings as rare collections. Niye’s previous village was attacked when she was still a baby, and her father, the last of his kind, was killed for his wings.

Niye’s mother fled the village with Niye but was heavily injured in the process. She died of blood loss soon after Niye was safely delivered to the next village. Niye grew up under the care of a homeless, old, blind kafu in Banur. The poor woman did her best, but raising a child was not easy – especially when she had to beg for herself too.

Luckily, the old woman, Uka, raised Niye with care until she was 10. This was where things started to get bad. At the age of 10, Niye had her first vision – a robbery turned accidental murder of the man who lived down the street. 

Niye, the naïve child she was, tried to warn the man, but he brushed her off. Unfortunately, he turned up dead later that night. At first, people attributed it to a coincidence. But when Niye predicted more and more disasters and deaths, they began to believe it was a curse.

The situation was further incensed by a sham priest who claimed they needed to beat the ‘demons’ out of Niye. Only then could the prophecies be averted. The clueless, scared populace went along with the crazy plan, but strangely it seemed to work. 

Two people who were scheduled to die didn’t. Later, they found out it was because they were beating Niye when they should have been walking back home, which prevented them from getting trampled by an out of control carriage.

Also, around this time, Niye’s kiwox features began to grow prominent. Initially, she took her father’s human form and nothing else. But as she grew older, her tail and ears began to grow out. And as they say, when it rains, it pours. Niye lost her freedom as she was forcefully turned into a fortune teller by the collective village. Even worse, it did not take long before a few passing nobles began to take an interest in her.

Sensing the danger, Niye asked Uka for help. Luckily, Uka had a charmed leg brace that allowed her to change her appearance. Niye used this charm to mask her true identity. Unfortunately, Uka passed away soon after, leaving Niye in the sham priest’s hands and the mindless village.

However, with one swipe of his sword, Razznik cut her free from all that. Perhaps, as a result of her excitement, she suddenly received a vision of Razznik’s future. 

Niye’s vision has historically always had a tell-tale reaction. When she was a child and unable to control her powers, her visions manifested during violent seizures. Her eyes would turn white, and she would foam at the mouth. Nasty business, it was. Do not fret. She is much better now. With training, she has learned to control the backlash.

Back then, however, this was not the case. Due to the severity of Razznik’s vision, and the powers involved, little Niye was comatose for three days. During this period, Razznik took care of her in a hideout he’d made in the mountains. When Niye awoke from her slumber, Razznik demanded the prophecy from her.

Niye, still naïve and yet to realize the destructive power of prophecies, revealed the truth. She had seen Razznik laying on a blood-soaked mountain. Dozens of swords were embedded in his chest as he angrily glared at a host of angels and a woman whom Niye could not make out. Niye’s terrible backlash started when this woman came into view, which revealed the kind of power she had.

However, this was not all. As a result of the backlash, Niye’s powers crashed, and as a result, she witnessed dozens of futures regarding Razznik. Unfortunately, they all ended with him dying in one way or another, but that woman remained constant throughout. It wasn’t until the last vision that something changed. In this one, she saw Razznik, still bloody but standing atop a world on fire. His hands gripped his blade as he stared at an ocean of blood ahead and said, “Thankfully, I broke through.”

Razznik fell into thought as he listened to Niye’s vision. It did not take him long to make out who had the power, resources, and time to kill him so thoroughly that he had no chance of winning. Razznik did not fear any beings in this world, but even he knew there was a class he could never reach. Yes, the gods. Only the gods could corner him to death.

So, did that mean Aethir was out to get him? Maybe not now. Maybe, sometime in the future, but without a doubt, she would eventually come for him.

No one knows how Razznik felt about this revelation. But what we do know is that he took Niye under his wing following that vision. He spent months personally training and honing her predictive skills until she could control them by heart. As for the training itself, oooh, the less said, the better. All you have to know is that no one who trains under Razznik does so without losing at least a layer of skin.

Thankfully, Niye’s torture and hardwork paid off. Following her training, Razznik used her help to pass through the gorge. Since they knew each beam’s path beforehand, Razznik’s agility allowed them to slip through unscathed. Following which, he then slaughtered the demon hiding within with ease.

Razznik returned to the Adventurer’s guild with his bounty, but he did not receive the welcoming gesture he expected. Instead, the guild’s atmosphere seemed to be one of stunned disappointment. It seemed they never expected him to survive that task. Razznik, however, ignored the atmosphere as he continued to accept the increasingly tougher tasks handed out.

Some of the tasks were absolutely insane. One in particular actually involved willingly entering a chaotic dimension on the brink of collapse. Blackholes and explosions occurred without warning, instantly killing any caught within. No sane adventurer would have accepted these tasks, but Razznik, with the help of Niye, easily cleared these death traps.

Eventually, through investigation, the priests and the Adventurers’ Guild discovered Niye’s secret. Almost immediately, they hired assassins to eliminate her in hopes of ridding Razznik of this cheat. Unfortunately, Niye’s visions revealed her own assassination.

Razznik, enraged by the gall of these assassins, not only killed them but also tortured the location of their headquarters out of them. Within days, the Assassins’ Guild ceased to exist on the continent, a lake of blood taking their place. Razznik did not stop there, though. Oh no. He would not have been known as the Destroyer if he was one to stop at the appropriate time.

No, Razznik tortured the truth out of the Guildmaster before killing him. When he realized it was a plot by higherups in Aethir’s temple, the Empire, and the Adventurer’s Guild, he fearlessly demanded the parties responsible deliver their heads to him.

Looking back now, the leaders of the establishments should have listened. Sure, they would have lost a lot of face, but it was much better than the eventual outcome.

As expected, the organizations chose not to hand the colluders over. Razznik, in return, single-handedly attacked each one. He only had one goal: the death of those responsible. However, as it was with these organizations, thousands of soldiers were tasked with blocking his path. Razznik, unfortunately, showed no mercy to these men and women.

Rivers of blood flowed through the capital, temple, and guild as Razznik slaughtered his way to the culprits. Ignoring the bodies that amounted to the tens of thousands, the mad man only stopped the carnage after executing the culprits.

This event marked Razznik’s first open rebellion against an Empire. However, despite the Empire’s rage, they could not so easily destroy Razznik. This was because Razznik made it a point to stay in level-locked regions as he leveled. This ensured that he would not meet anyone over 100 levels above him.

Niye, however, foresaw a future in which half the world had perished to Razznik’s blade. Whenever an official provoked him, he would do anything to enact his punishment, regardless of how many people risked their lives to stop him. It did not matter if it was a king. The high position only meant more sacrifices.

When she saw this horrific future, Niye abandoned Razznik and then turned herself into the Empire. Unfortunately, unbeknownst to her, the Empire used her surrender as a pretext to lure Razznik into an ambush in a non-level-locked region.

Within the field, armies comprised of soldiers and adventurers, both Resident and Summoned, surrounded Razznik, pleased at the chance to finally expunge and capture this devil. The plan was that following his death, they would capture him at the temple he respawned.

Razznik, however, seemed to have anticipated this. Just when it seemed like the coalition had succeeded, a terrible figure appeared next to  him . 

A grotesque mask, an aura that choked the light out of the sun, and a magnificent cape that danced in the evening breeze. It was none other than the Demon King!

The Demon King, whose territory had been under constant attack from the hume alliance, relished the opportunity for vengeance. He summoned an army of his own, which then descended upon the coalition.

It was terrible. Between the demons and Razznik, not a single coalition member managed to escape. Over five hundred thousand men and women lost their lives that day. A number that shook the very foundations of the earth. Following this heavy loss, the Empire, Guild, and Temple hastily signed a treaty with Razznik, promising great riches in return for forgiveness. However, they would not allow Niye to return to his side for her own safety.

Razznik refused their gesture and would have gone to full out war had Niye not come out herself to denounce him. She revealed that she wanted nothing to do with him as she could no longer bear being responsible for so many deaths. She demanded that he stay far away from her and never show his face again.

No one knows how Razznik felt, but just as she asked, he sheathed his sword and then withdrew his army. Just like that, despite starting a mountain of death, he easily retreated without a word. This was one of the reasons no one could pinpoint what mattered to Razznik. One second, you might think he was attached to something, but the next, he would abandon that same thing without a moment’s hesitation.

One can only wonder what kind of past he had to end up this way. But, regardless, that is the tale of the Razznik and the second of the Cursed Seven.

The third and fourth of the Cursed seven are a pair of brothers named Barthul and Cathek. If Razznik’s fate with Niye kickstarted the Calamity’s destruction, his fate with these brothers cemented that destiny and made it inevitable.

The unfortunate meeting between Razznik and the kafu brothers occurred in his tenth year in this world. After giving up Niye to the Empire, Razznik decided to go off on his own to counter the destiny she foresaw. The warrior scoured several dimensions and ancient texts until he learned of a being known as the ‘Realm Goddess.’ This being, otherwise known as the ‘Goddess of Levels’, was in charge of the level-locked areas on the continent.

Razznik, upon encountering the texts on this being, immediately understood what the prophecy meant. The thing the future him broke through was ‘levels.’ Without the level cap, nothing  prevented  him from becoming strong enough to one day defeat a god.

Unbeknownst to Razznik, however, Aethir, with Ferulic’s help, kept tabs on his movement through the realms. When she realized he had finally stumbled upon something that could threaten her, she devised an ingenious plot. She knew it was only a matter of time before Razznik found the goddess’ location, so she smartly got ahead of the crisis.

Razznik was handed a mission by the temple to slay a village of demons planning on attacking neighboring cities. Initially, Razznik refused, but he eventually agreed when he was promised a foe who would grant him a worthy battle. The truth was that, after encountering the level limit, Razznik had found it difficult to find worthy adversaries. The promise of a good fight was enough to get him to do most things.

Razznik, clueless about the temple’s real purpose, went ahead and slaughtered the village while searching for the supposed enemy. He did encounter the foe eventually, a shape-shifting kafu with the ability to turn into a chimera. Without bothering to exchange words, Razznik engaged the chimera in a realm-shaking battle.

The chimera tried her best and did push Razznik to the edge . B ut eventually, like so many others before, she succumbed to the man’s relentless rage and strength. As she bled out, already resigned to fate, she questioned the reason for Razznik’s desire to kill her.

With the battle concluded, Razznik freely exposed the truth. He accepted a task from Aethir’s temple to kill demons. He  took  the assignment because he  was  promised a decent fight. Luckily, she did not disappoint him.

Strangely, however, upon hearing the admission, the chimera burst out laughing, her eyes a mixture of rage and amusement. She then revealed to Razznik that he had been played by Aethir. She, the chimera, was actually Juno, the goddess of levels. Through her death, Razznik had just ensured that the level limit would never be broken.

Razznik was understandably outraged and immediately attempted to heal Juno, but it was too late. His ki and mana were too corrosive. Not even he had enough life force to revive her. Now, this next part, no one found out until after the Calamity. Initially, we thought Juno died there, but it turns out, Razznik promised to revive her if she removed the level restriction.

Juno, perhaps out of the rage of being betrayed by Aethir, agreed with the added condition that Razznik train her children till they were strong enough to survive on their own. Razznik agreed to the deal. Though we don’t know how, following her lifting of the restriction, he preserved her until post-Calamity.

We  guessed  Juno was still alive when the level restrictions suddenly reappeared in the world one day. Although, to date, no one has actually seen her. So, we do not know if she’s even alive or if Razznik somehow gained her powers.

Either way, Razznik kept his word and trained the brothers to be real forces of nature on the continent. Now, as I previously said, his methods were… iffy; some might even call them abusive. Wait, no. Most would call his methods abusive. But, regardless, they were very effective. In the span of a few months, Barthul and Cathek transformed from whiny brats to absolute powerhouses.

Unfortunately, when Razznik was confident they could take care of themselves, he unceremoniously abandoned them, presumably to return to his unending quest to gain strength.

Oh. Yes. Before I forget. There was a significant turning point within this saga. When Razznik returned to report his mission, he was met with severe opposition by the temple. Upon realizing that the level-limiter had been lifted, they knew this might be their last chance to take him down.

Razznik, however, slaughtered the entire city in retaliation.

Unfortunately, this action finally granted Aethir the justification needed to revoke her blessing from Razznik. See, the thing was, Summoned ,  to a large extent, were regarded as necessary chaotic elements of the world. As a result, she could not revoke a blessing without extreme offense.

When Razznik was at war with the continent, he almost came close to crossing the line, but Niye’s surrender and subsequent rebuff put an end to that war. She had seen the future and knew that Aethir was pushing Razznik to commit enough atrocities to justify removing her blessing.

In the end, despite her best efforts, Razznik ended up crossing the line. He lost Aethir’s blessing, and with it, his immortality. If there ever was a time to slay Razznik, perhaps this was it. However, just when everyone was excited, Razznik suddenly disappeared from the public view.

Unfortunately, Razznik then surfaced in a wisben city built solely for the sake of protecting and worshipping the World Tree Yggdrasil.

Words cannot describe the vast greatness and beauty of Yggdrasil. The tree’s branches pierced through multiple dimensions, sprouting life wherever it touched. A single leaf from the tree was enough to heal any injury, no matter how serious. 

Yggdrasil  was the holiest thing in existence . It s  limitless  power even allowed gods to descend into the mortal plane for days, if not weeks at a time —n othing like now, when a god’s descent could crumble the world in but a few moments.

Sadly, Yggdrasil was doomed to become a legend following the entwined relationship between Razznik and the fifth and sixth members of the Cursed Seven… Myself Anya, and a child named Marusan. 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 220: The Cursed Seven (2)

    
    
    
    
                
“The fall of Yggdrasil began on a midsummer’s night. I still recall it quite clearly to this day. A full moon hung above, bathing the world in its warm glow. The stars sparkled ever so beautifully in the night sky, like little diamonds upon a dark drape. All was peaceful beneath Yggdrassil’s beautiful branches, the outside world’s chaos a foreign notion to the sacred land.

Unfortunately, the blissful atmosphere would not last, for, seemingly out of nowhere, a dense, evil aura blanketed the city, carrying with it a choking sensation of death and destruction. In my time, I have come across several evil beings. Vampires, demons, lichs, devils; Name it, I have seen it. But never, not once in my life, have I ever experienced the sort of dread I felt that night.

The pure destructive nature of that aura was like nothing I had ever felt. It was not a matter of power but intent. The twisted, dark, vile presence promised death to all who experienced it. In fact, several people fell ill upon contact with that aura.

Fearing the worst, I, who at the time was the chieftain of the city, rushed to the city gates with a fierce delegation to confront the source of this evil. 

We had expected an army of undead – maybe zombies or demons. However, we were shocked to find a single man stood at the city gates. This man, though, filled us with more dread than if we had to face the entire world. That’s right. It was none other than Razznik Y’Terlow. 

He had been missing for months following Aethir’s denouncement. But he suddenly showed up on our doorstep. As you can understand, we collectively cursed our bad luck, wondering what could have possibly brought this calamity to our doorstep. Surprisingly, we didn’t need to speak before Razznik made his demand.

And what an outrageous demand it was too.

I still recall his exact words to this day. The sheer arrogance and effrontery of it all. “Five Tasks. I’ll accomplish any Five Tasks for you. In return, I desire a branch of Yggdrasil.” Now, sitting here, listening to me, you might think this was some sort of trade or bargain. 

It was not.

Razznik shamelessly demanded a branch of Yggdrasil, knowing full well no one had ever received one. Leaves might have been given out, but to cut off a branch was beyond blasphemous! This was an extension of the gods! However, his tone of voice, his eyes, and his overall aura revealed he was not here to negotiate. He had stated his terms. Now, it was in our best interests to either agree to those terms or risk losing the city to his rage.

Fearing the worst, I quickly explained that I could not make decisions in regards to Yggdrassil. The World Tree was handled by the Treants. Now, before I go any further, Sophie, you are familiar with the Treants’ origin, but I wager the same cannot be said of you, Zuri.

Ha. Do not fret. I expected as much. Most people do not know the Treants’ real history. You see, Treants are living trees. They look and grow like trees, but they have surprising intellect, although they may take ages to come to a decision. 

Now, did the term ‘living trees’ ring any bells? 

Yes, Zuri. Treants were born from Yggdrassil. Every couple of years, a branch of Yggdrasil would gain sentience. This branch would then break off from the main tree and fall to a clearing below. At first, there was one. Then two. Now there are thousands. Those beautiful miracles of nature were called Treants… And I caused their extinction.

…

Okay, back to the story, girls. So, as I said earlier, I took Razznik to Yggdrasill’s trunk, where the Treants made their home. My hope was that they would have a way to convince Razznik to back off. I certainly lacked the courage to do so. If it were a one-on-one fight, I might have taken him on, but there was an entire city of people to protect. I could not risk their lives to satisfy my selfish pride. 

I didn’t mention this before, but because of the Treants’ pure nature, they did not like conversing with the impure humes. So, they often had someone they trusted to speak on their behalf. Someone they considered pure of heart and mind. We called them ‘World Guardians.’ Mostly as a joke, because of the ‘World Tree.’

When Razznik came in, the current World Guardian was a newly appointed child, barely 10 years of age. The child was exceptionally skilled in strange magics, but he enjoyed playing with the Treants far more than he did training. 

Hehe, do you think him young? Never make that mistake. Marusan might have been a child, but his intellect could rival our best scholars. This was why I did not hesitate to bring Razznik before him. 

Marusan and Razznik’s meeting was surprisingly uneventful. Marusan gamely agreed to Razznik’s requests, and in return, gave out five tasks, each exponentially more complicated than the last. The last job still sends shivers down my spine to this day.

You see, many powers coveted the World Tree for themselves. Unfortunately, the city’s staunch defense and the tree’s ability to protect itself meant most people could not pose a threat. Unfortunately, there existed this race of demons called void-eaters. 

Void-eaters possessed the ability to tear through space, which allowed them to slip through our defenses and attack the World Tree with impunity. No other race or faction could regularly pose a threat to the World Tree, and quite a few Treants had perished to them.

Marusan final task for Razznik was to track down every last void-eater and then render the race extinct. Only then would he give up the branch. At the time, I could not believe my ears. Kill every Void-Eater? This demon race did not live in communities like others. Instead, they were scattered all over space, in secret personal dimensions. Forget killing; just locating them alone was an impossible task.

Surprisingly, Razznik accepted the task without a second thought, shocking just about every soul in the clearing. I remember looking at Marusan, wondering if he had gambled wrongly. This was Razznik Y’Terlow! Who knew what was impossible for this man!?

Also, mostly because it was Razznik, we could not afford to give him a branch, taboo or not. This was a man responsible for slaughtering cities with ease. Who knew what kind of evil he would wreak upon the world if we handed him something so powerful?

Luckily, Marusan pulled me aside after Razznik left to accomplish the given tasks. He explained that the goal was never to provide Razznik with an unfinishable task, as the walking calamity would never agree. Instead, Marusan gave out a time-consuming task. One, which, regardless of strength, would still take a long time to accomplish. 

Intrigued, I asked Marusan why he went through all that trouble. Razznik would still accomplish the task and then return for the branch. And Razznik would not be pleased if we withheld the branch or tried to extend by giving out more tasks.

Marusan then revealed his brilliant plan. He never, for a moment, believed a task existed that Razznik could not complete. No, his intent was always to buy time, and as such, he gave a job that would consume an inordinate amount of time, regardless of personal skill or strength.

The reason Marusan went to all this trouble was to lay a trap of epic proportions for Razznik. You see, back then, Yggdrasil served as a gateway to many dimensions – the Divine Realms included. Though it took a long time to set up, gods could descend upon the earth when summoned through Yggdrassil’s branches.

Yes, Little One. Marusan’s plan was to have Aethir descend upon the earth when Razznik returned. She could then wipe out Razznik with nothing but a simple flick of her fingers. Such is the insurmountable power of the gods.

It was a brilliant plan. One which both the Treants and the Council agreed was worth trying. Razznik was a blight upon the world, and so, none stood up against the proposal. 

Looking back, I wish someone had done so…

But, regardless, we cannot change the past. As it so happened, we did go along with the plan as intended. Marusan and the Council spent days worshipping Yggdrasil, their prayers charging the tree with divine energy required to facilitate Aethir’s transfer. 

Everything was on track. The veil to the Divine Realm slowly but surely tore open with each passing day. One day, two weeks later, the veil finally tore open, ushering in divine energy onto the world. I still recall the warmth to this day. There is nothing like it. The sweet cleansing sensation, like all evil, is washed from your body. I cannot begin to describe it. This is something you must one day experience yourself.

More importantly, following the veil’s tearing, a tremendous pressure exploded out of the veil, forcing everyone to their knees. We did not have to look to know that a god was about to descend to the mortal plane.

Everything was perfect. The plan was on track. However, we did make one small but extremely catastrophic error.

We underestimate the perverseness of Razznik’s resourcefulness. Tasks which, collectively, should have taken months, if not years, he achieved in two weeks. To date, I am clueless about how he managed to accomplish this feat, but at the time, that was the last thing on my mind.

This was because Razznik chose the worst possible moment to return – right when Aethir was descending to earth. Listen, girls, have I mentioned Razznik’s rage? Someone once described it as a  ‘Chimera with a thorn in its paw.’  

Razznik’s anger was a legendary sight to behold. Contrary to how it may seem, he was not easily enraged, especially during his later years. 

However, those unfortunate enough to stoke his rage were consumed by the enduring, endless inferno.

On that day, we experienced that rage for ourselves. 

Upon returning, Razznik took one look at the veil and instantly figured out what we were planning. His response? Quite reasonable, really. Like a true gentleman, he rendered the Treant extinct, cut down Yggdrasil with a cursed sword, and then demolished the city, bringing an end to millennia of a peaceful civilization. 

I have never seen so much death and destruction in my life. The casualties amounted to the millions. The world wept that night and for several nights after as what was left of Yggdrasil was forcibly seized by Razznik before he departed.

Initially, we chose not to chase him too far because we just believed Yggdrasil would regrow one day. Unfortunately, we did not account for Razznik’s proficiency with curses. The curse he used was evil to its core. But even worse, it thrived on pure energy. The type that Yggdrasil emanated. 

The curse grew more potent through feeding on Yggdrasil’s energy and then rendered it impossible to grow. No one knows how Razznik obtained this curse – which seemed tailor-made for Yggdrasil, but in the aftermath, no one cared. 

Like so many before, we were assured in our own hubris and were thus foolish enough to challenge Razznik. 

We lost.

And the price we had to pay for that loss... Too steep... Far too steep.

Marusan lost his entire family in one night. I lost my children, who had been part of the guards. It was a terrible night—one which I regret deeply to this day. Unfortunately, Marusan did not take the loss so well and suffered a mental breakdown. Now, he lives in solitude, choosing not to interact with other humes, save a select few.

Heh… but you know. There was a silver lining in all that destruction. 

Yggdrasil was the only mode of transportation between our realm and the Divine Realm. Without it, the gods could not descend into our world. At least, not for long. However, the same applied the other way. With Yggdrasil gone, Razznik’s inadvertently killed his dream of one day challenging the gods.

Personally, I like to imagine how miserable he must have been the moment he found out this truth.

Heh… But, that is the story of Razznik and us.

The final tale is one of love, betrayal, and sacrifice. The tale of Razznik and the leader of the Cursed Seven. The only man on this planet to have had the honor of calling Razznik a friend. The last is the tale of a vampire-werewolf hybrid named Lucius Ludarak and the daughter of the realm’s most powerful being, Zeno.

This story, as most of Razznik’s do, begins with the mad man’s quest for a worthy challenge. Following his decimation of the World Tree, a kill order was placed on the warrior’s head. Countless mercenaries, warrior clans, and kingdoms threw their hats into the ring for a chance to claim his life. 

Unfortunately, Razznik once again proved that, as far as the mortal plane went, no one could provide a slimmer of a challenge.

Razznik traveled across the continent, hoping to find someone who could reignite the flames of combat in his soul. Unfortunately, despite all of creation benefitting from the lack of a level limit, there were very few and far between who could reach the previous highest level, let alone survive long enough to actually provide a semblance of a challenge.

Just when it seemed hopeless, Razznik received a secret message from Niye. In the letter, she revealed she’d seen a vision of Razznik laying defeated, drowning in a pool of his own blood. She had intended to keep this to herself .

B ut knowing Razznik, she knew he would rather seek out his own death in a worthy challenge than continue killing the pesky flies that came after him.

This thought process caused her to, against her better judgment, contact Razznik. She hoped Razznik would take up this challenge and thus stop his wanton destruction. You know, many would have considered this suicidal challenge stupid, but Razznik was different.

Yes, Razznik jumped at the opportunity to find this being who could actually beat him in battle. Following the directions in Niye’s letter, he crossed the Forever Sea until he found a small island inhabited by dragons. The warrior was no stranger to this island. He had crossed it countless times while searching for foes to battle.

During his younger days, many dragons had fallen to his blade while he tempered himself. Unfortunately, after a while, not even the Elder Dragons could challenge him. He had not returned since then. Who would have thought it hid a terrifying secret?

Razznik’s return was akin to a nightmare turning to reality for the dragons. Fear and panic gripped the proud beasts’ hearts as they cowered before the warrior. Fortunately, Razznik had no eyes for them. The warrior, instead, made his way to a cave at the center of the island.

Once again, relying on Niye’s information, Razznik searched the seemingly empty cave until he stumbled on an indenture  i n the walls. He pushed the false  rock  and then watched as a section of the cave opened up, revealing a passageway beyond.

Razznik was not the only one stunned by this discovery. The dragons, who were warily watching his movements, were equally shocked by the hidden cave. Several Elder dragons with the ability to shapeshift changed to their humanoid forms and followed Razznik into the cave — at   a safe distance, of course.

Razznik paid his entourage no heed as he delved into what turned out to be a man-made dungeon. Various powerful but unintelligent dragon species roamed each floor of the city-wide dungeon. These monsters, which got increasingly stronger at each level, attacked Razznik on sight, but he defeated them all with ease.

Razznik journeyed through the dungeon’s floors until he got to the final floor, where he was met with an incredible sight. The last floor was akin to a small world of its own, with a sky, stars, and constellation of its own. He could not see the ends of this strange plane, but he made out a giant mountain out in the distance.

Razznik made his way to the mountain but soon realized upon nearing that this was no mountain but a sleeping dragon, larger than anything he had ever faced. The dragons behind him fled the floor upon recognizing the sleeping beast. This was no typical dragon. He was Skyrm, lord of all dragons and the strongest being  i n the mortal plane.

Razznik was not privy to these details and so challenged Skyrm to a battle. To date, I do not know why Skyrm did not kill him on the spot. Instead, he not only forgave Razznik’s rude awakening but also obliged the warrior to a fight. Without getting into details, Razznik was utterly defeated in a few breaths, beaten to the point he lay in a pool of his own blood.

Razznik would have perished were it not for Skyrm’s benevolence. The Dragon Lord healed Razznik before his condition took a drastic turn. 

But he did so at a cost. 

Razznik would have to take his daughter to journey through the world. In return, he would inform Razznik of a method to rapidly gain strength. A way he could satisfy his cravings for worthy battles and also gain strength.

As you should expect of Razznik by now, he readily accepted the proposal. Skyrm then introduced his daughter to Razznik. His daughter, Zeno, was his one and only progeny in this world. There was none before her, and there would be none after. He expressed to Razznik how important she was to him. 

H owever, even though he had sheltered her for so long, Skyrm knew every dragon had to leave the nest at some point.

At the very least, Skyrm hoped Zeno’s first foray into the outside world would be accompanied by someone strong and trustworthy – in that order.

Skyrm was thus understandably delighted when Razznik agreed to the proposal. After the introductions, he opened a portal to the Netherworld. This dimension housed incredible monsters whose abilities had long since passed the level limit. This realm was divided into two permanent warring factions who engaged in endless battles, ceding and seizing territory every day.

Razznik took to this realm like a fish to water. With Zeno by his side, he charged into the frontlines, battling numerous foes with the craze of a mad man. Perhaps because Razznik was the only other person she had interacted with aside from her father, Zeno adopted many of his mannerisms. She shared his thirst for battle, eagerly seeking out more formidable opponents. Luckily, however, she possessed a much more positive personality and was often friendly to her allies.

Razznik and Zeno, especially as a result of their young age, soon grew famous in the Netherrealm. So much, so that terrifying individuals in the Dark faction began to take notice. Over time, the duo started to fight tougher individuals increasingly as leaders in the Dark  Fa ction began to challenge them.

Eventually, they caught the ears of one mighty general in the Dark Faction. Lucius Ludarak, son of Vladmir Dracula, the first and oldest vampire, and Luna, sister to Lucian, the first and oldest werewolf.

Lucius, the first and only successful hybrid of these two immortal species, possessed powers beyond the scope of imagination. Lucius enjoyed a reputation similar to Razznik, as he ran one of Netherrealm’s strongest organizations. Its name was ‘Oblivion,’ and it housed a legion of dragon riders.

At the time, Lucius, for reasons known only to him, chose to go by ‘Rider.’ Yes, the very same man who stands behind you. Do not look so shocked. Even I do not know how old he is.

Heh . A nyway, Lucius, upon hearing of Razznik and Zeno’s rampant destruction, decided to confront and challenge them both. Only, upon actually meeting them, he fell hopelessly in love with Zeno on sight. It was like something out of a teenage romance tale. The immortal vampire, hundreds, if not thousands of years old, falling for a young, comely girl.

Hehe, do not look so angry, Rider. I am yet to utter a single lie, have I?

Heh. So girls, guess what Rider did after falling for Zeno? Well, what most muscle-headed men tend to do. He valiantly challenged her companion, Razznik, to battle, hoping to prove his worth. What he did not expect was that, before he could even utter a challenge, both Razznik and Zeno rushed at him.

Razznik was a smidgen faster than Zeno, and Rider was forced to block his strike first. Suddenly, Zeno stopped her attack, leaving Rider to Razznik. Only then did Rider realize the duo had been competing on a chance to fight him first. They never took him seriously, to begin with.

Rider, if your face gets any paler, you’ll turn into a ghost. But I suppose it is fitting because your fight with Razznik indeed almost turned you into one. However, you did push Razznik to the brink, and for that, he sought to battle you more often. You, of course, agreed to this arrangement because it meant you could remain close to Zeno.

Hehe, well, to cut a long story short, Rider quit his organization and partied up with Razznik and Zeno. The trio ran rampant through the Netherrealms, growing in strength and reputation.

Along the way, Rider managed to succeed in wooing Zeno. And so, over months, their romance bloomed and blossomed under Razznik’s disinterested gaze. All was well with the merry trio until the Day of Reckoning. The day an angel fell from the sky.

However, to understand that event, you must first know what kind of being Skyrm was. You see, Skyrm was not a being that belonged in the mortal plane. He was initially created by the gods to be the enforcer and balance in the Netherrealms. Basically, if any faction grew too strong, or if there was a severe offender, Skyrm was supposed to maintain balance.

Unfortunately, Skyrm proved to be more powerful than even the gods anticipated. Using his own abilities, he tore a hole through space and then migrated to the mortal plane. 

Initially, the gods intended to have a holy army exterminate him .   B ut considering the Dragon Lord’s power and the seismic number of casualties that it would require to kill him, the y  reconsidered.

The gods entered an agreement with Skyrm. They severed his ability to have children, and in return, he could live as he wanted in the mortal plane, as long as he did not break the balance of the world.

Initially, Skyrm was  satisfied  with this arrangement. He did not see why he would ever want to bear children. However, as millennia passed and countless friends passed away, he began to long for someone like him. Someone who was as immortal as he was and could pass the years by his side.

As a result, no one knows how, but Skyrm managed to circumvent the gods’ curse and created a child in his own image. This child was Zeno. 

Skyrm, wary of the gods’ retribution, raised her in secret, intending to keep her away from the gods’ sight. However, upon meeting Razznik and seeing the open defiance in this man’s eyes, he changed his mind. He decided to let his daughter carve her own path—one of defiance against the heavens.

After all, dragons are proud creatures. They do not bow their heads in fear of any being, regardless of strength. If  Razznik  taught his daughter to fear the gods, who knew how much that fear would corrode her innate pride.

Unfortunately, this decision proved to be the wrong one. Razznik, Rider, and Zeno’s partnership  shattered Netherrealm’s balance . These three troublemakers attacked both sides without rest, killing off several of the strongest demons, monsters, and fighters.

This break in Netherrealm’s balance alerted the gods to their presence, and their origins were easily acquired after a little investigation.

Enraged by Skyrm’s audacity to circumvent their agreement, the gods ordered Zeno’s execution. To be honest, if Zeno were still under Skyrm’s care, they might have hesitated to give the kill order . B ut because she was in the company of Razznik and Rider, they assumed they could take her out without any loss.

With this thought in mind, 100 Adjudicators descended upon Mount Rave, where the trio was resting after a previous fight. They challenged Razznik and Rider, warning them to stay out of the battle or risk execution. Naturally, Razznik paid their warnings no heed . 

B ut Rider, who had always lived his life following the rules, hesitated for one second.

That one second proved to be fatal.

The adjudicators took advantage of that second to launch an Annihilation Sword at Zeno. If they were warned beforehand, things might have turned out differently. Unfortunately, neither Zeno nor Rider had ever seen nor heard of an Annihilation Sword.

As a result, their reactions were delayed. Realizing it was too late to dodge, Zeno grabbed the blade to stop it from impaling her. Unfortunately, in the process, she also suffered deep cuts on her palms. And with the Annihilation Sword, all it took was a scratch to doom a person.

Almost immediately, Zeno cried out with pain as red cracks began to appear around her body. 

Perhaps because of her powerful bloodline, the process took even longer than usua l. She suffered  terribly as her body  tore apart  from the inside. Her blood formed rivers that ominously cascaded down the mountain . To  this day, that river remains in place.

Rider panicked and then quickly attempted to heal her. However, before he could do anything, Razznik pushed him aside and then coldly beheaded Zeno, ending her suffering. Maybe if Razznik had explained the truth about the Sword of Annihilation; Maybe if he had said that Zeno was doomed to die, things would have turned out differently.

Unfortunately, Razznik’s propensity for silence ensured Rider was kept in the dark at this crucial moment. Enraged by the coldness in his so-called friend’s eyes, Rider attacked Razznik. However, Razznik seemed to anticipate this as he not only blocked Rider’s desperate strike but also incapacitated the hybrid with a powerful blow.

Following this, an earth-shaking battle commenced on the mountain as Razznik faced the Adjudicators in open combat. The entire Netherrealm bore witness as, eventually, an angel crashed to the ground, never to rise again. Even more shocking, the Adjudicators retreated immediately after this death, evidently not confident in killing Razznik.

Unfortunately, Razznik once again disappeared from public view following this battle. Rider, unfortunately, never got to ask him why he killed Zeno, and as a result, bore a seething grudge until the day we were cursed.”
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Anya smiled warmly as she looked at the little girls, whose eyes shone with curious anticipation. Evidently, they were enraptured by her tale so far, and were quite eager for its conclusion. She then looked at Rider, who stood off to the side with a straight expression. His apathetic exterior failed to hide the coldness in his eyes. The old wisben knew she had touched a sore spot with her tale. 

Rider, since Anya had known him, always carried the pain of losing Zeno close to his heart. To her surprise, the passing centuries had done nothing to ebb the sorrow in his heart. In fact, in this time, he barely spoke to anyone else, unwilling to create close bonds with any mortal, for fear of losing them to the passage of time.

Thus, why Anya was shocked to find Rider was traveling with a child. And enthusiastically at that. It almost seemed he had found a reason to live. Unfortunately, Rider was not the sharing type. She doubted he would convey his newfound resolve even if she asked.

As a result, Anya shook her head and then gently sipped from a cup of herbal tea an attendant had drawn. After moistening her throat, she turned her attention back to the children. “Now, I suppose you must be wondering what this curse I keep referring to is.” Zuri and Sophie emphatically nodded, causing Anya to chuckle. “Unfortunately, before we get to the curse, we must first cover Razznik’s death and subsequent rebirth…”

Following Zeno’s death at his hands, Razznik once again disappeared from the public’s view. Rider, however, listened for traces of massive battles, hoping to catch Razznik in one of them. Unfortunately, even after several months of searching, his efforts proved futile. 

Eventually, Rider gave up and decided to seek out Zeno’s father, Skyrm, to personally deliver the devastating news. Shockingly, however, upon finding Skyrm, the Lord Dragon informed Rider that he had missed Razznik by a few days. Razznik had indeed delivered the news personally. 

Skyrm, as expected, was infuriated. Especially when Razznik confessed to his role in Zeno’s death. He attacked Razznik, but to his shock, Razznik not only held his own, but managed to eke out a narrow, pyrrhic victory. However, perhaps out of guilt, or some other emotion, Razznik chose not to deliver the finishing blow.

“I always found it odd,” Rider suddenly interrupted, his gaze heavy. “Skyrm was too calm back then. Even if he lost to Razznik, he should have hade more grief… more rage in him. But it appears I was fooled. Razznik had a way to save Zeno. He let Skyrm know but chose not to inform me… I wonder, was that how little trust he had in me? Or perhaps, it was retaliation for my not trusting him first?”

“Who knows what goes on in that madman’s head?” Anya rebuked with a snort. “His motives are irrelevant. We can only judge him based on his actions.”

Rider’s eyes narrowed as he let out a sigh. “I suppose you are right.”

Anya smiled and then looked at the girls. “Now, as I was saying…”

Rider was just about to give up his search when the goddess Aethir sent out a decree to every realm. In it, she stated that whomsoever defeated the Demon King Zethroa would receive countless rewards, and also, not only be absolved of all crimes they might have committed, but be promised a place in Elysium, the Land of the Gods, following their death.

Aethir might have said this, but we all knew the real reason she gave out this decree. For reasons unknown, Razznik had somehow struck a close relationship with the Demon King, starting from his younger days. In the world, Demon King Zethroa was most likely the only living person that could be considered Razznik’s friend. Aethir clearly hoped to smoke Razznik out of hiding by placing a bounty on his friend’s head.

Unfortunately, this tactic proved effective.

Razznik did exit seclusion and finally revealed himself. Unfortunately, contrary to Aethir’s thoughts, he had not been hiding, but training in secret. By the time he returned to the world, he had indeed reached the pinnacle of what the mortal world could bear. If he continued to increase in strength, he would eventually tear the world apart, much like the gods are capable of.

With his newfound strength, Razznik laid waste to the armies that encroached upon the Demon King’s territory. Not a single soul, regardless of strength or status, escaped the lands alive. 

However, Razznik shocked the world once again when he challenged and then killed Demon King Zethora in a world-shaking battle. I still recall it to this day. We felt the aftershocks of the battle hundreds of kilometers away. Harsh winds buffeted the night sky as the thunderous peals of clashing weapons exploded in our ears. 

Ah, yes. That battle cemented Razznik’s position as the overlord of the mortal realm. It was on that day, that the various factions across the continent finally realized that, the only way to defeat Razznik would be together. No backstabbing. No hidden tricks. The continent had to put aside its petty differences to rid the world of this unkillable villain.

The gods, however, were quite pleased with the battle’s outcome. They never cared about who won or lost. The important thing was that Razznik was once again within their sights, and they could monitor his progress. 

Interestingly, enough, following Zethora’s defeat, Razznik assumed the position of demon king. However, it wasn’t just in name like many expected. The new Demon King sealed his territory from the rest of the world, preventing ‘Holy Crusaders’ from invading and killing the weak demons, undead and other ‘evil’ creatures that lived near the border.

Razznik not only protected the ‘forsaken,’ but also killed anyone who dared to cross into his territory to kill the demons. It was a strange stance, but one that gave Aethir all the justification required to have him executed. After all, the prize for killing Zethora was supposed to be the absolution of all past crimes.

The goddess, Aethir, thus released a new decree. One calling on every hero on the land to join forces to eliminate Razznik while he remained at Oni Hill. 

The continent, long since fed up with Razznik—and also longing for the riches rumored to be in Oni Hill—readily accepted this quest. And thus, the largest coalition army was formed. Men and women from every walk of life: Summoned, Resident. Assassins, priests, shamans, thieves, druids, demons, spirits, sacred monsters, minor gods, and many more. It appeared all of creation answered Aethir’s call on that day.

Through great effort, a group of adventurers managed to lure Razznik to the valley of K’iol where his legend began. Heh, one can blame the gods for many things, but their sense of irony is definitely intact.

Anyway, the Battle of K’iol commenced, wherein hundreds of thousands, if not millions of men and women threw themselves against the immovable wall that was Razznik. 

In case you are wondering, no, none of the seven participated in that battle. Still, we did watch, individually, from different places. Perhaps it was because we could sense within Razznik a desire to die, but we all knew this would be his final resting place. I have never seen someone so powerful accept death so easily. So contentedly. To this day, I always wonder what must have been going through his head as he was run through.

After countless years fighting to reach the world’s pinnacle, the only person to accompany Razznik in death was Skyrm. Despite being directly responsible for his daughter’s death, Skyrm was the only one who stood by him as he left this world.

…What a lonely existence.

It really makes you wonder. In the end, all the fighting, the hatred, the blood we spill. What is it all worth? Listen, girls. This is a cruel world. The strong prey on the weak and the weak can only pray to not be eaten. I will not tell you to give up the pursuit of strength, for you do indeed need it to protect yourselves.

However, never forget. No amount of strength is worth losing your heart. Your heart is the reason you live. It is your lifeblood and your compass. It will make the world worthwhile and allow you to appreciate even the smallest of moments. If you lose that; If you lose your heart, no amount of gold, power or fame will fill that void.

It will suck all the life, the joy, the love out of your life. And let me tell you now, children. A life without love is no life. That is but a sentient husk. Keep in mind, I do not mean romantic love. That is a definite bonus, sure, but it’s the love we have for the little things that keep us going: Zuri, Sophie, your love of running and playing with each other. Little things like that are what keeps us going.

Razznik only loved one thing. The thrill of the battle; dancing on the precarious knife-edge balance between life and death. The moment he lost that, he also lost his will to live, and thus, subsequently lost his life… Although he did take millions with him to the Circle, so I suppose it was not such a lonely journey.

Following Razznik’s death, the world spent twenty-one days and nights celebrating his demise. We all foolishly thought we had banished him for good. Unfortunately, we, as well as the gods, forgot a critical clause to Aethir’s promise – Any who defeats Demon King Zethora would be called into Elysium, the realm of the gods.

Now, I do not know what the realm of the god is like, nor do I dare to hazard a guess. But, what I do know, is that Razznik did indeed appear in that world following his passing. Unfortunately, it seemed he did not appear in the vicinity of any god, as none were alerted to his presence.

Razznik spent a few years training in Elysium, away from the gods’ eyes. Then, when he felt he was ready, stepped out on a warpath that swept through every realm. He single-handedly hunted down and defeated gods one after another in swift succession. By the time Ferulic and Aethir were alerted, over seventy percent of the battle gods had fallen to Razznik’s hands.

Ferulic, quickly sensing the danger, ordered his children to return to his personal realm for safety. However, Aethir, enraged by Razznik’s attitude, actually led the children into battle against her husband’s will.

Razznik’s battle against Aethir’s army shook the nine realms! The battle tore through the fabric of space and time, causing untold calamities throughout the realms. In this one, the lands were split asunder. Angry volcanoes raged through cities as thunder, lightning, and horrific winds decimated all of civilization. Billions died as portions of the continent either sunk into the sea, was vaporized, or was sent flying across the sky to unknown locations.

Unfortunately, despite Aethir’s best efforts, her army was eventually defeated under Razznik’s tyrannical strength. Ultimately, only Ferulic and Sera, the Goddess of War, remained among the battle-centric gods. Razznik thus turned his sights to these final two challenges. If he defeated them, he could finally truly consider himself to have reached the world’s pinnacle.

One would have expected Ferulic to charge at Razznik to save his beloved. However, Ferulic feared the worst-case scenario and thus tasked Sera with combating Razznik while he prepared a fail-safe for the event of failure. 

Yes, children. You guessed it. That failsafe was the Cursed Seven. Ferulic took the dangerous gamble of giving up his divinity to descend to the mortal realm. It was the only way to do so without completely destroying the already severely disabled world.

Upon descending, Ferulic used his power to split space and gather seven people with the strongest karmic attachment to Razznik. Once he gathered us, Ferulic explained the truth of what was happening in Elysium. He then went on to further clarify that Razznik’s actions had doomed this world.

The planet we live on was created by the gods and needs the gods’ power to function. Now that Razznik had defeated the gods and locked them up, the world was cut off from that power. As a direct result, essential functions would begin shutting off within centuries if that power was not restored. 

Ferulic told us he could use the last of his divinity to transport the gods from Razznik’s dungeon to the mortal plane. But, much like Aethir’s mark, Razznik had personally branded each god he defeated. As a result, only a Summoned could break the gods from bondage. 

Unfortunately, Ferulic himself had no idea when the Summoned would return and thus had to charge someone with passing on the truth and certain… abilities. Abilities to equip a chosen person with the power to finally defeat Razznik.

But to accomplish that, Ferulic could not leave things to chance by having generations pass on this task. Humes are foolish, corrupt creatures. The first generation might indeed be devout. But what about the second, or third, or fourth? Who was to say this task would not be forgotten to time or mishandled? Thus, Ferulic needed people who would forever remain loyal to the mission and never forget the truth surrounding Razznik.

And so, upon our agreement, he placed a powerful hex on us, tied to Razznik’s own life force. 

Time froze for us. As long as Razznik lived, it would remain that way. Unfortunately, it had its downsides. Time did indeed freeze for us, but that meant we could never grow stronger. We could not bear children and were forced to watch those we grew to love pass on with age. 

Perhaps, there is nothing worse than the feeling of stagnation. That no matter how hard you try, you could never advance forward. Furthermore, the curse dictated that we do not interfere with the world unnecessarily. That part was a bit vague, but over the years, through countless painful lessons, we finally figured out how much was allowed and what would cross the line.

And so, here we are: The Cursed Seven. Doomed to live on forever until someone finally defeats Razznik and frees us from the bondage of life. Many do not realize it, but time… death, is what makes each moment meaningful, worthwhile. The thought that each second wasted is one second closer to death makes each moment impactful. 

But, when you are like me and do not fear death, time begins to seem meaningless. Seconds bleed into minutes, into hours, into years. Sometimes, it felt like I blinked, and a whole new generation took over from the last. Such misery and pain, I would not wish upon anyone.”


Anya smiled as she observed the shocked children. She then opened her palm, revealing a small, unassuming branch. “Guess what this is? It is a branch of Yggdrasil. I do not know how, but this branch is needed to fulfill Ferulic’s wish. He said once all branches are gathered in one body, and every god freed from bondage, the chance to defeat Razznik will appear before us.” She revealed a bitter smile as she then said, “Unfortunately, I cannot just give this branch out. The curse commands that the recipient must truly pass all my tests and earn my respect before I give it out. If not, the branch will just return to me, no matter how many times I hand it out.”

Anya glanced at Rider and then asked, “You haven’t given yours out, have you?”

“No,” replied Rider with a shake of his head. “The child is yet to earn my full respect. But I do agree with Zeing and Marusa—sorry, Fladnag’s assessments. The child indeed shows promise.”

“So, two out of seven within a year,” Anya commented with a slight smile. “That’s better than I would have thought.”

“Wait! Anya-obaasan!” Zuri exclaimed as she shot her hand up. “What happened to Ferulic in the end?”

Anya shared a look with Rider, who hesitated but then nodded in consent. 

Anya let out a breath, and then said, “After handing out these to us, he channeled what was left of his divinity to summon the gods into the mortal plane, albeit in their trapped states. Following this, his body cracked and then shattered into pieces of light. In the end, he gave up his own life in hopes of securing a future for the world.”

Sophie raised a brow in question as she thought of a severe problem. “Then, why is the creation story so different? The versions I’ve heard are nothing like this.”

“A thousand years can do wonders to a story,” Rider answered with a curt nod. “Also, we had to embellish the tale a bit, to retain the gods’ dignity. Or else, when the Summoned returned, they would hesitate to restore the gods.”

“Why not tell the truth?”

“To what end?” Rider replied with a shrug. “The new version still kept Razznik as the ultimate villain to be defeated, if a little embellished in places. In fact, the only reason Anya is telling you the truth right now is because Razznik’s return is looming closer with each passing day. It is finally time to illuminate the world with the truth. The Summoned have already been hooked by the benefits of freeing gods. Even with the risk of being oppressed once more, the greedy ones would still release them.”

Sophie’s brows knitted in appalled anger. “Isn’t that deceit? Manipulation? What makes you any different from the gods that pushed Razznik to that state?”

Rider revealed a bitter smile. “You are right. We are willing to manipulate the Summoned and the world. But where we differ from the gods is our purpose. We do this to save the world, not for any personal gain. This will not make us any richer, nor will it add any more years to our lives. But we must do what is necessary to restore balance. That is the sole task of the Cursed Seven. The only reason we still draw breath.”

Zuri looked at Rider and then at Anya, her expression subdued and in pain. She thumbed the floor as she muttered, “Zuri doesn’t like lying.”

“And that is why you are the future,” Rider stated as he bent down and patted the girls’ heads. “We old-timers have messed up the world with our greed, anger, and sin. We will try our best to put it back together, but we will need you all, with your pure hearts, to move it forward when we’re done. You both are more powerful than you can ever dream. So, I believe with all my heart that the future will be safe in your hands. Do you?”

Zuri and Sophie shared a look and then turned to Rider with confident gazes and smiles. “Of course!”



            

    
        Chapter 222: Nornesh

    
    
    
    
                
Somewhere in Serisis, 

10:00 p.m. 19  th   Banem 1092.

Bzzt!

Several beasts looked up in confusion as a lightning bolt zipped across the landscape faster than the human eye could track, a long tail, the only sign of its passing. Curiously, a flaming ball was attached to the horse by a thin mana construct shaped like a tether rope, keeping with the latter’s pace.

If one got close enough, they would have been shocked to find the lightning bolt was actually a magnificent kirin with a daeben riding on its back. Whereas the fireball turned out to be a protective shell housing a halben who sat within with a tight expression. 

Kashi’s brows were knit together in a troubled expression. He could not get Lunette’s face from his mind. For a moment there, she was genuinely terrified when he reached for her. She had tried in the end to make him feel better, but he saw through her façade. She was still wary of him, and he had no idea how long it would take for things to return to normal. 

Kashi sighed as he shook his head and then turned his attention to the wasteland ahead. According to the coordinates he got from Brock, he should be approaching Nornesh, the Divine Dragon’s territory right about…

BOOM!

Drixlia suddenly jerked to the side as the land beside them brilliantly exploded. Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he observed the giant crater left behind. If they were caught in that explosion… 

Kashi shivered but did not have time to process his shock, as his eyes were instantly drawn to the sky, where a host of mandalas suddenly appeared. Almost simultaneously, a powerful deep voice, like gravel and grinding stone, rung out in both Kashi and Syèl’s heads.

“Go back. The next shot will not miss.”

Kashi’s eyes shone with delight. Indeed! They had entered Nornesh’s territory. Only a Divine Dragon could possess the mana reserves required to call mandalas on this scale without being physically present. The daeben, not daring to take this lightly, took out Ferulic’s Practice Bow and carefully nocked an arrow. He then looked at the fireball, which silently pulsed as if sending an agreement. 

Kashi nodded and then, without saying another word, spurred Drixlia into a mad sprint towards a host of mountains in the distance. 

“Foolish.”  The voice sounded both disappointed and angry as several thousand mana bolts shot to the ground from the mandalas.

Kashi’s gaze turned sharp as he stared at the incoming salvo. Knowing the dire consequences of getting hit, he allowed Drixlia to run by its own judgment, raised his bow to the sky, and then shouted, “Syèl!”

“Hmph!” Syèl irritatingly snorted as he raised his right hand. “Stop!” 

Following his shout, several mana bolts crashed into a translucent mana shield that appeared several dozen meters above them.  CRASH!  However, Syèl coughed up blood as the bolts smashed through the shield with ease. 

Syèl’s gaze instantly turned severe, the laxness gone. He now knew he could not handle this so easily. As a result, he raised his second hand to the sky, and then, once more, shouted, “STOP!”

This time, a much thicker shield appeared above them. The mana bolts promptly smashed into the shield but did not manage to break through, resulting in massive explosions that turned the night into day. Despite his success, Syèl’s brows knitted in fury and worry as cracks began appearing on the shield. It could not contain the constant bombardment. 

At this rate, it was only a matter of time before the shield shattered to pieces.

Syèl’s gaze narrowed, and, after a short pause, he made up his mind and suddenly shouted, “Change of plans. Get Ready!” 

Kashi instinctively nocked his bow and trained it at the clouds above. Gritting his teeth, he roared, “Ready!”

“Incoming!” Syèl hollered back as the fireball suddenly dissipated. As the halben fell to the ground, a mana construct resembling a board appeared beneath his feet. CRASH! Gravel, dirt, and earth scattered across the landscape as Syèl excitedly surfed across the ground. “Two Seconds!” Syèl dropped his hands, disabling the mana shield before it shattered. He then dug his hands into the earth, forming two giant ditches as Drixlia pulled him along.

Two Seconds. It was a reasonably short time. Some breaths can even take longer than that. But, to experts at this level, a second was an eternity. Two was nothing short of a nightmare! 

As the first second passed, Kashi’s gaze tightened as he pulled on the bow and released an arrow. Only, rather than one, a thousand arrows filled the sky. The daeben had utilized  [Multi-Shot]  and  [Machine Gun],  both of which were insanely boosted by his handicraft skill and dexterity to achieve mind-numbing draw speeds. 

This, on its own, would not have been able to achieve such a high number, but thanks to Yggdrassil’s perk, Kashi was able to condense ki arrows to augment the number. Even with all this, the daeben was forced to push his absolute limits to achieve this insane number. Not even he could keep up such a barrage for long. A few seconds was the limit. Worse, following it, he would be excessively fatigued and useless for a few minutes at least.

This was something even Yggdrasil was powerless to help with, as it had to do with Kashi’s stamina and not health.

Kashi could not utilize this insane barrage in a real fight because it sacrificed power for speed. If the opponent was able to weather the storm, then he was as good as dead. However, it was worth using against cannon fodder armies. A far less aggressive version had been used in Aygorzi when he battled the daeben army. 

Kashi’s arrows struck the first set of incoming salvos, unleashing a chain of explosions that blossomed in the night sky for several miles. Unfortunately, even more, bolts shot through the dense orange carpet in the sky. However, these sets were likewise met by another blockade of arrows, which once again set off a nasty explosion.

“Urgh!” Kashi groaned as a vein in his right-hand burst from the excessive strain. Thankfully, the injury healed fast, but the incident let Kashi know he would have to sacrifice his arm if he were to release another such salvo.

Luckily, Syèl suddenly shouted, “Duck!”

Kashi did as he said, but then his eyes went wide as several serpentine stone dragons dug burst out of the earth and charged toward the sky. The dozen or so dragons were roughly 10 meters wide and about 50 meters long, causing them to cover a significant portion of the sky.

The stone dragon directly charged at the beams, using their large bodies to block off as many as possible. As expected, the mana bolts shattered large chunks of the monsters to pieces upon impact, but, as they were destroyed, rocks rose from the earth to heal them.

Unfortunately, even with the dragons blotting out most of the sky, several bolts still managed to make their way through. Fortunately, they were not as many and were staggered in their approach, which made things easy.

“What a welcome!” Kashi snarled as he once again began firing arrows into the sky above—many of which crashed against the bolts. Despite the staunch defense, quite a few bolts still made it through. However, Kashi was strangely calm about those who made it through his defense. Instead, he simply nudged Drixlia, and the kirin’s eyes sparked with lightning.

Suddenly, dozens of lightning bolts branched off Drixlia’s lightning trail and then charged toward the incoming bolts. Just as Kashi and Syèl, 90% were destroyed, leaving just a small number left. These Drixlia easily dodged with deft lateral steps reminiscent of the centaurs’ way of fighting.

And so, Kashi, Syèl, and Drixlia sustained a concerted effort to weather the lightning bolts. Each of them drew on their strength reserves until, several minutes later, they suddenly found that the sky was clear. 

Upon realizing they had crossed the death zone, Drixlia, Kashi, and Syèl simultaneously collapsed to the floor. They took long, deep breaths in the hopes of slowly regaining their stamina. 

Syèl, whose face looked ashen, turned to Kashi and said, “You have some beasts in that world of yours, right? I need a refill. My body’s shutting down. Oh, and something strong, would you?”

“Sure.” Kashi rolled his eyes as he released a giant ape. He then looked away as he said, “This good enough.”

“I hope so,” Syèl replied with fatigue. He then snapped his fingers, and then a spike shot up from the ape’s blind spot and skewered its brain. “ [Dawn Pelmut] ” The sacrificed ape burst into a shower of blood, which congealed into a large ball, and then flowed into Syèl’s arms.

Kashi watched as color slowly returned to the halben’s face and then asked, “I thought you had fast health regen?”

“Yeah, I do,” Syèl replied as he rose to his feet and then dusted his pants. “But, being a vampire fucks with it a bit. If I don’t get some fresh blood in me, it begins to slowly stagnate. Worst-case scenario, I run out of blood and turn into a mummy.”

Kashi raised a brow as he too rose to his feet. “Well, that sucks. Not very convenient, is it?”

Syèl shrugged. “One thing this world has is an abundance of things to feed on. Besides, It’s not always this bad. Most times, a little blood is more than enough. I overdrafted, pulling out those dragons, so…”

“Huh,” replied Kashi with a curt nod. He then turned his attention to Drixlia, who had also risen to its feet, although with evident fatigue in its unsteady steps. Kashi patted the kirin’s flank as he said, “That was great, Drix! We wouldn’t have made it without you.” That was no exaggeration. Only Drixlia’s insane speed could cut through that storm before they were overrun. Perhaps Kashi and Syèl could pull it off if they risked everything, but they would definitely lose at least a limb in the process. 

Kashi smiled as he looked into the kirin’s eyes. “How’re you feeling? Think you can still run?”

Drixlia harrumphed and then bumped its head against Kashi’s chest. The daeben laughed as he hugged the kirin and then said, “Alright, alright. I won’t underestimate you. But you’ll take it slow this time.” He then looked at a vast mountain range just a few kilometers ahead of them. “I don’t think we’ll be facing any more obstructions.”

Kashi, following Drixlia’s wishes, hopped aboard its back and then softly trotted down toward the mountains. Syèl once again made another mana construct. Only, to save mana, he forwent the conversion process and just made a small blood platform, which he sat on, and then made to float alongside Drixlia.

As one trotted, and one floated, Syèl suddenly let out a long sigh, drawing Kashi’s attention. Before Kashi could ask what was wrong, Syèl confessed, “You know, I’ve been wondering whether to kill you or not.”

“As one does,” Kashi remarked with a raised brow. “May I at least know why you want to kill me?”

“Well, it’s not you really,” Syèl answered with a shrug. “It’s Suzuki.”

“Yeah. No. That would—”

“Do you in too. I’m well aware of that. But I’m so pissed, I’m not really thinking straight right now.”

“…And you are pissed because?”

Syèl turned to Kashi. The halben’s expression was calm, relaxed even. Almost excessively cold. But like frost over a river, it seemed to be masking a heavy undercurrent. “Your father, the Ryumaki guy. His inventions destroyed my world. Killed my closest friends. So, I really want to kill you, and then him.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Syèl sighed and gave a brief, quick rundown of his and Henri’s relationship and their eventual downfall.

By the time he was done, Kashi’s brows were squeezed in a tight frown. He looked at Syèl and said, “Listen, I am sorry for what happened to you, but I barely knew Ryumaki. Apparently, only Lunette knows what Ryu was really like. However, what I can tell you for sure, is that it was never his intent to build murderous A.Is. That just isn’t his way.”

“Yeah, I know that,” Syèl spat. “I did some research of my own. It seems the A.Is turned out that way because of extended isolation after the lead scientist died. It’s just... I needed someone to blame, or else what am I supposed to do with all this anger? I need to punish someone for Henri’s death. I feel like I will never be able to do really move on until I do.”

Kashi hesitated but then admitted, “Look, I can’t really feel grief, so I can’t say I understand how you feel. But, rage. Rage, I do understand. I practically sleep, eat and dream of nothing but anger.”

“You don’t seem like it.”

“Yeah, well. I had two personalities before me who learned how to manage rage,” Kashi replied with a shrug. “If you really can’t move on, we can have a battle. I’ll be the personification of Ryumaki’s sin, and you can try to kill me. Don’t worry, it won’t work.”

Syèl looked at Kashi with a raised brow. “You’re crazy. You know that, right?” He then snorted and looked away. “That baseless confidence is really annoying. Forget it! I’ve lost my appetite. I’ll just kill you later.”

“Heh.” Kashi revealed a smug grin as he challenged, “You can surely try.”

Just as Syèl was about to retort, they spotted a massive golden gate, dozens of meters high, blocking the only entrance into the mountain range. A deep ravine that ran between the two largest hillsides. 

Kashi and Syèl could probably fly over, but something told them that was equivalent to willfully seeking death. 

Kashi’s eyes suddenly narrowed as he sensed a terrifying presence beyond the gate. “We’ll talk about this later,” said the daeben as he spurred Drixlia into a hard gallop. 

However, just as the trio neared the gate, it suddenly let out a loud groan, like a beast yawning in its sleep. The earth trembled as the gate slid outward, leaving Kashi and Syèl stunned by the gatekeepers’ identities.

Dragons! 

A pair of massive dragons stood on their hind legs as they pushed the gates open, vague intelligence shining in their eyes as they stared at the small squad. Beyond the gate, the trio spotted dozens of similarly sized dragons standing in an orderly line on either side of the pass like sentry soldiers.

Kashi swallowed hard as he observed the formation. “Uh… Syèl?”

“Yeah?”

“Reckon we might be fucked?”

“…Royally.”

Kashi swallowed hard as he examined the contingent of dragons spanning the lengthy ravine. However, suffused within his obvious discomfort was curiosity and wonder in a pair of shining eyes. He could not understand how so many dragons existed in a world that thought them near-extinct—especially when one considered dragons’ massive appetites. Serisis’ current ecosystem certainly could not contain these species in large numbers.

But the dragons’ numbers were not even the most shocking fact. That honor went to the intelligence in their gazes. Intelligence separated Common dragons from True Dragons. Common Dragons were like the one Kashi battled in Merriheim. Simple creatures with the body of dragons but beholden to basic instincts. Although Common Dragons were still powerful creatures in their own right, comparing them to a True Dragon was like comparing an ape to a human.

As a result, while most humes considered them all as dragons, to the proud beasts, any dragon without intelligence was nothing but a drake—a pale imitation of the real thing.

Glancing into the dragons’ thoughtful and sometimes mocking expressions, Kashi was confident they were at least Elder Dragon. But even that was impossible! Elder Dragons were extremely rare, even among True Dragons. Razznik, in his entire lifetime, only came across a few dozen Elder Dragons scattered across several dimensions. But here, dozens of them were standing guard!? How could Kashi not question this nonsensical occurrence!?

Despite his unease, Kashi buried his questions in his heart as he and Syèl walked down the ravine. Interestingly, the surrounding mountain walls gradually grew taller as they advanced. By the time they reached the end of the path, neither could make out the height of these mountain walls. These monstrosities pierced through the clouds.

The ravine path opened up to a massive crater, several dozen meters deep. Syèl and Kashi grimaced, sweat pooling on their brows as a burning heat instantly enveloped them, making it seem like they had just crossed into a furnace. Doubting himself, Kashi looked back but then noticed a thin, translucent mana wall blocking the entrance. This wall prevented mana and heat from escaping the enclosure, which was why neither had felt it until now.

Kashi examined the surrounding walls, which appeared to be red hot, and if one looked at the mouth above, it seemed like they were within a volcano. The daeben was just about to remark about the lack of volcanoes in Serisis when the ground suddenly erupted before them.

Kashi and Syèl jumped back, taking defensive measures as hot air burst out from the increasingly cracked earth. Their brows creased with worry as the earth’s cracks grew worse alongside the progressively louder rumblings.

Eventually, the crater’s ground could no longer resist the pressure.

BOOM!

Syèl and Kashi’s mouth went agape with shock as the ground splintered into several rocks that were then shot upward. Surprisingly, however, rather than lava, a dense, blue liquid spewed into the air and then began filling the crater. The duo instantly recognized the blue substance as liquified mana when the crater’s mana density suddenly skyrocketed.

Kashi did not know why, but he suddenly felt an urge to dive into the mana pool. It seemed to be a desire from the depth of his soul. Even Yggdrasil, within his inner world, rustled violently as if worried that the daeben would pass this up. Kashi, however, viewed the mana pool with a cautious gaze, choosing not to venture anywhere near it.

Luckily, Syèl promptly provided an apt description as he shouted, “Hey! Kashi! Check this out! The walls are glowing!”

Kashi shook his head, and then looked in the direction Syèl pointed at. Sure enough, the walls were indeed glowing red hot. But that was not all. As if buoyed by the glow, the canyon’s temperature suddenly skyrocketed. Kashi and Syèl, who both had incredible resistance to fire, and in turn, heat, sweated but remained fine until their clothes suddenly combusted into flames.

“What the fuck!?” Syèl shouted as he summoned a giant drop of water and then dropped it on them.

Kashi, drenched in water, glared at the grinning halben. “A little warning next time!”

“Sorry,” Syèl half-heartedly apologized in a sing-song voice. “It was an emergency.”

Kashi let out an exasperated sigh, choosing not to engage Syèl in a spat. Instead, he walked over to the wall with eager eyes. “Could it be?” The daeben wondered as he reached out to break off a piece of the mountain—“AAH!”

Kashi yelled in shock and surprise as he quickly retracted his hand. He stared at the heavy burn wound, stunned by the fact that something hot enough to injure him occurred naturally.

“Did no one ever tell you not to touch a hot stove?” Syèl remarked with a sarcastic chuckle. “What did you expect?”

Kashi snorted, but his eyes betrayed his embarrassment and anger, which he promptly took out on the mountain. Kashi dragonified his arm and then punched the mountain with everything he had.

Surprisingly, the daeben’s full-powered punch, which could form small craters, only managed to break off a few small rocks off the mountain wall. However, this only served to further the daeben’s suspicion.

Kashi grabbed a rock from the ground and then carefully examined it.

Syèl, bored out of his mind, asked, “Looking for something?”

“I think this might be a firestone,” answered Kashi. When he saw Syèl’s questioning gaze, he further explained, “In  King’s Journey , there were a few special stones that occurred in areas dense with mana—the most common of which are the mana stones we are all familiar with. But there were a few other special, more rare types. Our Rinks, for example, were crafted from ‘Sound Stones,’ which naturally stored any incoming sound. ‘Fire Stones’ work in a similar fashion. They naturally convert mana absorbed to heat. Quite a few legendary weapons had these installed.”

“Hooo,” remarked Syèl with a bored gaze. “Sounds interesting…”

Kashi laughed and shook his head. “I don’t blame you for not seeing the potential in having a mountain full of these stones.”

Syel shrugged and then turned to look at the mana lake. “It’s not like we can touch them anyway.”

“Huh? Why not?”

Syèl jerked his chin toward the pool as he replied, “’ Cause I don’t think he’ll let us.”

Kashi’s brow rose as he turned around, questioning, “What…” His voice then trailed off as he spotted a massive head the size of a double-decker bus slowly rise from the mana lake. “…the hell?”

Both men raised their heads, shock in their eyes, as a gargantuan dragon slowly emerged from the lake. Its burning red scales complimented a pair of magnificent, regal, golden-brown eyes. The dragon snorted flames as it regarded the puny humes that had invaded its territory. But it turned its gaze away a moment later as if deeming them beneath its attention.

The dragon, instead, unfurled its wings, releasing a terrible gust of wind that blew off the remaining mana from its scales. Unfortunately, that casual brush nearly sent Kashi and Syèl flying to the wall. Luckily, both men anticipated something like that happening and duly drove their feet into the ground, stabilizing themselves.

The dragon, after freeing itself of the last dredges of mana, stretched its neck to the heavens and then let out a colossal, deafening roar. Syèl and Kashi covered their ears, but their efforts proved futile as the debilitating cry caused blood to spill from their ears.

“Fuck!” Syèl, consumed by rage, roared, “Are you showing off!?”

The dragon suddenly paused and then turned to regard the humes once more. Its golden brown eyes blinked as if surprised to see the duo were real. After a few brief seconds, a deep, gravelly voice boomed, “…humes? In my home? You made it past the Death Zone?”

“Death Zone?” Syèl questioned with a sneer. “What kind of welcome is that!?”

The dragon’s eyes gleamed with curiosity and a bit of humor. “Welcome? Did you perhaps miss the ‘Death’ in ‘Death Zone’? You should not be here.”

“Yeah, well, we are now,” argued Syèl, and then added with a frown. “By the way, do you mind lowering your head a little. This posture is killing my neck.”

“Keep this up, and your neck won’t be the only thing getting killed.”

Syèl’s eyes went wide with rage. “Are you threaten—”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Kashi interrupted as he stepped between Syèl and the dragon. Glaring at Syèl, he whispered with a frustrated laugh, “Are you trying to get us killed?”

“What’re you talking about?” Syèl said as he glanced at the dragon. “We can take him.” He met Kashi’s gaze and then added with a weak smile, “Okay. Maybe we lose an arm and a leg in the process, but I think we can take him.”

Kashi rolled his eyes. “I like my limbs intact, thank you very much.” He then sighed and said, “Let’s try talking first.”

“Talk?” Syèl crossed his arms as a groan escaped his lips. “Ugh. Should have known you would choose the boring route. Fine, do what you want.”

“Thanks.” Kashi chuckled and then turned to look at the dragon. He adopted a respectful expression, right arm to his chest, as he bowed and then said, “Nornesh, I presume? I am Kashi of the daeben, and my friend is Syèl Rifatora. We’ve come to discuss a matter of great importance.”

“Importance?” Nornesh’s maw stretched in a cocky smirk as he regarded the daeben. “You humes vastly overestimate your matters. I have watched generations come and go. Men and women struggling every day for ‘important matters’ lost to the sands of time. What matter do you possibly have that could be of importance to me.”

“Razznik.”

Nornesh paused, his eyes going wide in shock. “Well, that changes things.” The old dragon laid on the ground, thankfully reducing his height so that Kashi didn’t have to strain his neck too much. With a thoughtful look in his eyes, he said, “Talk. I will decide your fate afterward.”

Kashi smiled and then said, “Razznik is most likely returning within a few weeks. He will be summoned by the Chaos Order if we do not prevent it. Normally, I would not ask for your help as I believe we should use our power to deal with our issues. But I have reason to believe the Chaos Orders’ Transcendents will interfere should we prove victorious. As such, we require the aid of all Transcendents to hold them off. A one-off favor, if you will. I will owe you one in the future.”

“HAHAHA!” Nornesh burst out in animated laughter. “Owe me? Me!? What possible worth is your favor? Do you think there is anything you can offer me that I cannot possess on my own?”

Kashi’s smile disappeared, his expression turning frigid and cold as he declared, “I do not think… I know.”

Nornesh’s gaze likewise turned frosty as he glared at the daeben. “You know? Choose your next words carefully as they might just be your last.”

Kashi, however, did not back down under the dragon’s heart-stopping glare. “No. You need to consider your next words.”

Syèl raised a brow as he stared at the daeben. “Uh… Kashi?”

Nornesh growled, “Are you threatening me?”

“I do not waste time with threats,” Kashi coldly retorted. “I am telling you that I have the one thing you want but can never have.”

“…Are you trying to piss him off?” Syèl asked, but neither party paid him any attention.

Nornesh issued a cold laugh, gaze hot and burning as he demanded, “Tell me, daeben. What do I want?”

“The same thing as every living being in this world,” replied Kashi as he spread out his arms. “Acceptance. Love…  Family .” The daeben revealed a wide grin as he stated, “Divine Dragons are unique creatures. There can only be a handful in existence at a time. However, they cannot mate with any other species, including Elder Dragons and below. Thus, they are cursed to never bear children. Some say it was a measure by the gods to prevent extremely powerful species from destroying the ecosystem. The reason doesn’t matter.” Kashi’s gaze pierced Nornesh’s as he stated, “You do not have a family of your own, do you?”

Nornesh revealed a toothy grin as he stretched out his neck. “I wonder how I should end you. Burning? Maiming? No. This insolence deserves a bit of a… personal touch.” He reared his head back and then opened his mouth, revealing a deep chasm lined by razor-sharp teeth. “…I haven’t eaten a hume in such a long time. Perhaps this is a good a time as any to rekindle that particular craving.”

Contrary to Nornesh’s expectations, Kashi did not back off from this threat but instead walked up to him with a placid grin. “Do not get the wrong idea. I am not afraid of you. Worst-case scenario, you kill me. Big Whoop. So what? I,  maybe  lose my life, but you  definitely  lose any opportunity of avoiding a lonely existence. Divine Dragons are immortal by age, aren’t they? Eternity is a long time to spend all alone, don’t you think?”

Nornesh paused, several thoughts running through his mind as he examined the daeben’s confident expression. Indeed, he could not sense any fear or hesitation. What if Kashi was telling the truth? What if there was truly a way to have a companion to pass the years with? Someone Nornesh wouldn’t have to lose to the sands of time?

The proud dragon revealed a thoughtful gaze and then once more rested his head on the ground. He then looked at the daeben and said, “…I’m listening.”

 



            

    
         Chapter 223: Blood-Out

    
    
    
    
                
Nornesh’s Lair.

10:30 p.m. 19  th   Banem 1092.

Five Minutes Later,

“HAHAHAHA!” Loud, boisterous laughter, akin to thunder peals, reverberated within the mountain. Nornesh could not hold his amusement as he regarded Kashi with shining eyes. “Brilliant! In all the centuries I’ve spent in this world, I have not met anyone as bold. What a brilliant plan you’ve devised. So, I must aid you if I wish to attain what I want, is that it?”

Kashi expressed a confident grin as he nodded, “Unfortunately, that appears to be the case. So, what do you say? Are we in agreement?”

Nornesh temporarily went silent, fiery eyes gleaming as he examined the youths before him. “…Do you understand the consequences should this turn out to be a hoax?”

“Yes,” replied Kashi with a severe gaze. “But I do not lie when making important deals.” He paused and then added, “However, you too are aware that this is not a 100% certainty, right? Only about 70 - 80% in your favor.”

Nornesh snorted. “I care not for the probability, only the possibility.” The dragon shook his head and then said, “As long as the possibility exists, there are a million ones one can manipulate the probabilities to their advantages.”

“Possibilities, Not Probabilities,” mused Syèl with a thoughtful smirk. “That’ll go well on a T-shirt, don’t you think?”

“Give Me Possibilities, Not Probabilities,” Kashi instinctively added, but then shook his head. “The hell am I doing?” He glared at Syèl for breaking his line of thought and then turned back to the dragon. “The possibility certainly exists. However, only Skyrm knows how. He got himself a daughter, so he should be able to tell you how he did it—once we rescue him, of course.”

“So be it,” Nornesh nodded as he rose to his feet. He then said as he rose to his feet. “Lead me to Skyrm.”

Kashi scratched the back of his head as he gazed at the towering behemoth. “Well, I don’t know where he is right now.”

“What!?” Nornesh’s eyes blazed with anger. “Do you expect me to scour the entire continent in search of one dragon? Do you have any idea how easy it is for a dragon to hide from the world if it so wishes?”

“Yeah, we have some idea,” Syèl remarked as he glanced at the mountain walls.

Kashi grimaced but then quickly added before Nornesh exploded. “But we do know exactly when and where he’ll be a few weeks from now! That should be good enough, right?”

Nornesh’s eyes narrowed. “Let me guess. It happens to coincide with the date of Razznik’s return, doesn’t it?”

“Exactly,” Kashi replied with an embarrassed laugh. “So, by attending, you’ll effectively be killing off two birds with one stone. Convenient, right?”

Nornesh’s brow shot up, confusion in his eyes. “Why would anyone use a stone to kill a bird? Requires too much force, insufficient range, and would most likely damage the feathers.” The dragon huffed as he analyzed, “So inefficient. An arrow would much better suit that analogy.”

“Exactly!” Syèl praised as he gave Nornesh a standing ovation. “I’ve been saying that my whole life. Stupid, stupid analogy. No wonder they were so excited when they finally killed two birds with one stone. Use an arrow— BAM —and you can get three of those fuckers in one shot, easy. I mean, I—”

“ What— ” interrupted Kashi, brows furrowed in abject frustration. “—I’m trying to say, is that we can both get what we want on the same day. Besides, I doubt the Chaos Order’s Transcendents will try anything funny with you around. So, you can consider it a lazy day out to see current events in person.” He paused and then added under his breath, “The best thing about nuclear weapons is no one’s desire to use them.”

Nornesh bent low. “What did you say?”

“Nothing important,” replied Kashi as he tucked his hands in his pockets. “So, with all the cards on the table, I understand we have a deal?”

“Mm. Congratulations, hume,” Nornesh praised with an amused chuckle. “You are the first in several centuries to successfully request my aid. Feel free to boast of this achievement at your leisure. I do not mind.”

‘Like hell, I will.’  Kashi laughed through a strained smile as he replied, “Of course. I will.”

“Good,” complimented Nornesh as he once again laid on the ground. “So, out of curiosity. If I was not interested in this family thing, how did you plan to persuade me? Surely, you did not plan on throwing your life away?”

Kashi shrugged, “A battle challenge.”

“What!?” “What!?”

Syèl and Nornesh exclaimed, the former in shock and anger, while the latter in total disbelief.

“Wait. Battle was on the table?” Syèl questioned as he began winding his arms. “Why didn’t you choose that? What’s with all the talking then?”

Kashi, however, rolled his eyes. “Civilized people talk first, then bash each other later.”

Nornesh chuckled as he listened to the duo. “I thought it was bravado earlier, but it appears you two actually believe you can defeat me?”

“Yes!”

“NO!” Kashi grabbed Syèl and clamped his hands over the troublemaker’s mouth. “Don’t mind him. He was dropped as a child.”

Syèl successfully yanked Kashi’s arm off, and then looked at the daeben with exaggeratedly widened eyes, “How did you know my past?”

“Get out!” Kashi snorted with disgust as he pushed the halben. He then looked at Nornesh and clarified, “I’m not delusional enough to think we can beat you. Not yet, at least. Unlike my friend here, I have second-hand experience of what fighting a Divine Dragon entails. No, I just thought we could beat you in a customary Blood-Out challenge.”

“Blood-Out?” Syèl asked. “What’s that?”

“It’s like First-Blood. Only, the onus to draw blood rest solely on one party,” Kashi explained. “Some instructors use it as a test for their students. One is considered to have passed when they successfully injure their instructor during a given time-limit.”

“Ah. So, that’s it,” Syèl replied with a nod, but then his brows furrowed. “Hold on. That’s a challenge? You really think drawing a single drop of blood from this guy is going to be difficult. What is he, Thanos?” The halben paused and then looked at Nornesh, “No Offense.”

“Do go on,” Nornesh chuckled as he waved away the apology. “A dead man’s ignorance is a sight to behold. No matter the age, there will always be fools who overestimate their abilities.”

Syèl’s brows furrowed, but rather than anger, he appeared exasperated as he questioned, “Okay, seriously. I have to ask. Is it that old people just get better at insulting and threatening others with age? There’s that Araki bastard, and now, you. How can you insult, threaten and then curse me to death—all in the same sentence—and still maintain a smile throughout like you’re blessing me with riches?”

“BAHAHAHAHAHA!” Nornesh, unable to contain his amusement any longer, burst out in amused laughter. “Indeed! Perhaps, this is all that we old folks have left. Refining the art of insulting others indeed a splendid past time.” Syèl’s sullen expression as he covered his ears to prevent himself from bleeding set Nornesh off even worse. For a good while, the mountain violently trembled as Nornesh stomped his foot against the ground. 

Luckily, just when it seemed the mountain would split in half, the proud dragon finally managed to rein in his laughter. 

Letting out a huge, satisfied sigh, Nornesh wiped a tear from his eyes as he remarked, “Oh, that was beautiful. I have not laughed like that in years. For amusing me this much, I will reward you both.” But first, the dragon glanced at Kashi and clarified, “This is separate from our agreement. You shall still suffer the consequences should I find out you were lying.” Nornesh let out a somewhat pained sigh as he looked towards the lake, “But, rewards and punishment must be meted out accordingly. Such is karmic fate.”

Nornesh chuckled and then said as he looked at Kashi, “You, daeben. I see that something inside you is drawn towards this lake.” He snorted, exposing a proud grin as he boasted, “Do you know, if this were anywhere else, merely entering a mana lake like this would instantly destroy you. Your frail constitution would instantly combust, unable to withstand the torrential, unstable mana.”

Nornesh’s eyes shone with the pride of an elder showing off their prized achievements. “But this lake. This one you could bathe in for a few minutes. It wasn’t easy, but I personally refined this pool over countless years to render it safe enough for humes.”

Syèl’s brow rose as he questioned, “Why? You’re clearly strong enough to sleep in there.” The halben’s lip then curled up in a mischievous smirk. “Wait. Don’t tell me you were so bored, you decided to do this to pass the ti—OW!”

Kashi blew on his fist as he happily examined the bump at the back of Syèl’s head. “That’ll teach you to shut up for once.” The daeben then looked at Nornesh with an apologetic smile. “My apologies. The brain damage he suffered as a child renders him unable to filter his thoughts.”

Once again, Syèl exclaimed, “Wow. You really do know me.”

Kashi let out a frustrated sigh but chose not to engage. Instead, he asked the dragon, “If you do not mind, you were something about the mana pool?”

Nornesh’s gaze traveled between the two men, intrigue and amusement in his golden-brown eyes. “Yes. I was saying that I have refined this pool for hume usage. However, it is still very much chaotic. By my estimation, even the strongest humes on this continent can only last a few minutes. Daebens, by nature, are not loved by mana. I do not think you will last very long.”

Kashi’s eyes sparkled as he came up with a bright idea. “Want to bet?”

Nornesh blinked, his gaze expectant. “Bet?” 

“Yes. Bet” replied Kashi. “I bet that I can last beyond 1 hour.”

“An hour?” Nornesh’s brow shot up with ridicule and scorn. “HAHA! An hour, you say. How preposterous. I give you ten minutes. Just ten minutes.”

“No,” refuted Kashi with a firm shake of his head. “An hour. The stakes must be high because I want an equally high reward.”

Nornesh paused and then regarded the daeben with curiosity. “What reward do you seek?”

“A favor,” Kashi replied with a loose grin. “Just one favor. I complete this task, and you will owe me a favor. Do not worry. You still reserve the right to refuse should the favor be preposterous.”

“Ho-ho,” Nornesh chuckled with a grin as he rose to his full height. “You want  me  to owe  you  a favor? Do you have any idea how much my favor is worth?”

“Yes, I do,” Kashi answered, his gaze respectful but firm. “That is exactly why I seek it out, even at risk to my own life.”

“No.” Nornesh refuted with a shake of his head. “You would not propose an hour if you were unsure of your victory.” He then raised three claws and said with an evil grin. “Three hours. Survive three hours, and I will owe you that favor.”

Kashi grimaced, and his face instantly turned pale as a sheet. “Three hours is a little excessive, isn’t it?”

“No,” Nornesh said with a shake of his head. “That is how much my favor is worth. Do not worry. I will not demand anything of you, even if you fail. Assuming you do not die, the pain alone will be punishment enough.”

Kashi’s brows shot up. “Pain?”

“Oh. Did I forget to mention? The mana is so strong that it destroys and repairs your body cells every passing second. It’s enough to make a dragon faint.” Nornesh sported an evil grin as he revealed, “Even I hypnotize myself to sleep before I go in. It can’t kill me, but the pain is an annoying side-effect.”

Kashi frowned but then sighed and said, “Fine. I shall take the bet. But if I lose and survive, I will owe you a favor. It might seem worthless right now, but I assure you, one day, I will become someone worthy of collecting a favor from.”

Nornesh grinned as he looked at the daeben. “Of that, I have no doubt.” He then glanced at Syèl, who was still massaging the back of his head. “And what about you? Are you interested in taking on the challenge?”

“Are you crazy?” Syèl questioned with ridicule in his eyes. “What sane person would willingly torture themselves. Sorry, but the only S and M I’m interested in are Salt and Mayo.” Fixing his jacket, he then added, “Besides, I’m a vampire. Taking pure mana doesn’t do anything for me. Only interested in mana I can extract from blood. Speaking of which…” The halben gave Nornesh a once-over and then proposed, “Have you ever considered donating blood? It helps a lot of people in emergencies and is a great karmic activity.”

Nornesh smiled as he regarded the cheeky vampire. “You want my blood? I daresay, you are even more daring than your friend.”

Syèl nodded, his lips spread in a wide toothy grin as he said, “Why, thank you. I appreciate someone who notices my talents.” He then patted Kashi, who appeared to be crying on his back. “See, even my friend here is moved to tears by your kindness and generosity. So, about that blood? How many gallons are you willing to donate?”

“BAHAHA!” Nornesh burst out laughing once again, his eyes shining with joy. “I forgot how refreshing it is to speak with someone not scared of my status or strength.” The dragon nodded. “Fine. I have decided. I will give you both what you wish—”

“YES!”

“—IF you can win a Blood Out against me in ten minutes.” Nornesh laughed as his body was shrouded in white light. The light then rapidly shrunk until it was about 8-feet tall and then disappeared, leaving a bronze-skinned man with a pair of burning red horns curled backward over his head.

The man, dressed in a loose pair of pants, spread out his arms and then approached the duo. “What do you say? Are you willing to try?”

Kashi looked at Syèl with exasperation. “Guess you got the fight you wanted.”

Syèl, in turn, laughed as he pointed at Kashi’s rapidly clenching fists. “Stop pretending, you battle maniac. You are even more excited than I am.”

“Ah. Damn it,” Kashi cursed as he looked at his hands. “Guess I couldn’t hide it any longer.” Glancing at Syèl, he said, “Now that I think about it. This will be the first time we are truly fighting side-by-side.”

“Imagine that.” Syèl grinned as he looked at Nornesh. “Anything I should know before we get started?”

“Don’t get in my way?”

“Heh. Right back at ya!”

BOOM!

Nornesh grinned as he looked at the fists caught in his palms. “Good Punch,” the dragon complimented. “This one was free.”  BOOM!  A powerful pulse sent Kashi and Syèl flying back as Nornesh spread his arms out wide. “The next won’t be as easy!” 

Kashi and Syèl’s eyes went wide with shock as hundreds of mandalas suddenly appeared behind the dragon. The daeben’s hair stood on end as he gritted his teeth and shouted, “Scatter!”

The duo took off in opposite directions as hundreds of beams blasted out of the mandalas and tore through the earth. Kashi grimaced as he weaved through the endless barrage. He did not dare stop as the numbers were horrendous. A single pause would have dozens of those beams crash directly into him.

“Try harder!” Nornesh laughed, hands in his pocket as he admired the little rabbits jumping about. “Your ten minutes will fly by if this is all you have.”

“You sadistic fuck!” Syèl screamed back as a slab of earth exploded in his front. “How the hell are we supposed to hit you now!?”

Nornesh glanced at Syèl, and suddenly several beams concentrated on him. “I never said I would just let you hit me, did I?”

“Goddamn it!” Syèl cursed as he watched the incoming bolts. Gritting his teeth, he stomped his foot against the earth. A giant, semi-circular wall rose from the ground but then exploded as it was struck by Nornesh’s attack. Syèl used the resulting smoke to escape in a random direction, eyes red with frustrated rage. However, he did not have time to experience this rage, as several mandalas suddenly appeared above his head. 

BOOM!

“FUCK!” A loud curse emanated from a red ball that bounced out of the explosion. The ball cracked, revealing an angry, halben within. The halben glanced to his left, where Kashi wasn’t faring much better, too focused on defense to launch a counterattack. “Damn it. We won’t get anywhere like this!”

Kashi swore under his breath as he slid past another barrage. “I know! We have to get this into close combat!” The daeben pulled out his bow and then shouted. “I need a second!”

“Second? Gotcha!” Syèl once again stomped the ground, but this time, his mana traveled far across the earth to Kashi’s position. At that point, the spell activated, causing a massive wall to shoot out from the ground, leaving only a tiny hole at its center. 

BOOM! BOOM!

Within milliseconds, the wall began to show signs of cracking as it was struck by dozens of bolts, but that time was all Kashi needed. With practiced motions, the daeben swiftly notched, aimed, and then shot dozens of arrows through that narrow slit. 

The arrows zipped through the air, many of them struck down by the beams. Still, quite a few made it within 3 meters of Nornesh. Unfortunately, they then fell to a mana shield. However, just when it seemed all hope was lost, a slight crack appeared at the center of the mana shield, formed by dozens of bolts consecutively striking the same spot.

The arrows’ sacrifices proved to be effective, as eventually, the crack shattered, revealing a small hole through which the remaining five arrows zipped through.  Pa! Pa! Pa! Pa! Grab!  

Nornesh revealed a sly smile as he swatted the arrows and then grabbed the last. Looking at Kashi, he said, “Nice try.”

Kashi, however, returned his gaze with a grin. “Same to you.”

Nornesh’s brows drew together, but then his eyes went wide as realization dawned. He quickly tried to squash the arrow, but it exploded, releasing a plume of gas that blocked his sight.

Kashi’s expression turned grim as soon as the arrowhead exploded. “NOW! Don’t you dare hold back!”  BOOM!  Black ki burst out of the daeben as he activated Ferulic’s Techniques and then charged at the dragon. Across the cavern, Syèl’s eyes narrowed to slits, grew fangs, and a pair of black wings tore out from his back. With a single, strong flap, he zipped across the ground, appearing before Nornesh in the blink of an eye.

Nornesh, meanwhile, cleared the dust with a calm breath and then regarded the charging duo with intrigue. Kashi’s diversion worked for the most past. Nornesh couldn’t aim properly during the milliseconds he lost his sight. 

For Kashi and Syel, that was more than enough time to dodge the randomly firing bolts and enter an attacking range. 

Nornesh, pleased by their tactics, grinned as he challenged, “Alright then. Come!” 

As luck would have it, Syèl arrived first, but the halben wisely chose not to engage in hand to hand combat. Instead, he channeled a wall of ice spears from the earth that charged at the dragon. 

Nornesh snorted as he met the incoming wall with a solid punch. The shockwaves from his blow shattered the wall to pieces and then sent Syèl flying. The halben cursed as he righted himself in mid-air and then swung around for another pass. However, in that brief second, Nornesh parried a punch from Kashi and then retaliated with one of his own.

Kashi, knowing he was not the dragon’s match in strength, smartly deflected the blow to the right. He then made for a retaliatory punch, but Nornesh utilized the momentum from his deflected punch to twirl in place.  Crack!  Kashi suppressed a groan as the dragon’s elbow crashed into his nose and then sent him flying.

Kashi, however, quickly raised his bow and fired off several arrows, even as he flew across the ground. 

“Good reaction!” Nornesh praised but then summoned a pillar of flames that burned the incoming arrows. He made to charge at the daeben but then was forced to stop as he sensed a threat from above. The dragon tilted his neck to the side and then smiled as a spear made from lightning and ice crashed into the ground, missed his head by a few inches. 

“Headshot?” Nornesh mused as he turned around to see Syèl charging at him from above with two more spears in his hands. The halben flung both spears at the dragon, but he easily sidestepped both throws. “Good Choice, but the body’s a much larger target.”

“Yeah?” Syèl roared as a spear fashioned from his blood coagulated in his hands. Lightning, fire, and ice revolved around the spear as he raised his over his head and then swung down at Nornesh as he shouted, “Try this on!”

BANG!

Syèl’s eyes went wide, a bitter smile on his face when Nornesh blocked the blow with a golden sword he seemingly conjured out of nowhere. “That’s cheating.”

Nornesh, however, laughed as he countered, “If you can have one, why can I not?” As he spoke, a ball of mana rapidly gathered in his left hand. Syèl’s instincts blared warnings as the dragon pointed that hand in his direction. Luckily, he barely dashed off to the corner as a massive beam blasted by him. 

BOOM !

Syèl’s gaze narrowed as he looked at the giant crater left behind in the mountain wall. “Son of a… Are you trying to kill us!?”

“The thought has indeed crossed my mind,” Nornesh replied with a laugh as he suddenly turned and swung his sword in a wide arc. Red-hot flames flew out in an arc, almost crashing into the charging daeben.

Kashi, however, dropped to his knees, gaze serious as he slid under the flames. A dozen arrows shot towards Nornesh, but the dragon rapidly parried them all and sent them flying. However, in the act of doing so, Nornesh left himself open. Seizing the opportunity, Kashi stepped into the dragon’s personal space with two arrows firmly stabbing towards his throat.

BAM!

A heavy force suddenly knocked Kashi to the ground just when he seemed to be on the verge of victory. The daeben’s face crashed into the earth, but Nornesh was not done. The dragon raised his foot to stomp his head in, but the ground suddenly jerked upward, sending Kashi rolling several meters away.

Kashi recovered his senses as he rolled to a stop and then glared at the tail that danced menacingly behind the smug dragon. That was what got him! The daeben then glanced at Syèl and nodded, expressing his thanks for the save.

Syèl acknowledged the nod, even as he charged at Nornesh. Learning from his previous mistake, the vampire summoned a host of small mana spears and then bombarded the dragon, hoping to harass him to death.

Unfortunately, Nornesh was also an insta-caster and thus responded with a similar barrage of death beams. Both attacks exploded between them, which then caused snow and dust to scatter across the cavern.

A figure rapidly moved with the dust, but a loud c lang  rang out as it tried to attack its target. A pair of golden-brown eyes gleamed within the dust as it regarded the yellow eyes staring at it. “The same trick will not work twice.”  BOOM! 

Syèl coughed up blood as Nornesh sunk his fist into the halben’s midriff. The heavy blow knocked the halben a meter into the air. Nornesh, relishing in the battle, spun around and then shot out his right leg for a high roundhouse kick. 

Just as his leg was inches from making contact with Syèl’s chin, Nornesh looked at the ground, where he was stunned to find Kashi sliding in for a kick to his planted leg. The daeben had hoped to hide within the smoke and snow, but Nornesh actively used his thermal vision since the first dust explosion.

‘Smart!’  Nornesh inwardly praised. Both the dust and Syèl were decoys. This was the actual attack. If this kick landed, it would definitely destabilize Nornesh, leaving him defenseless to at least one attack. This would have certainly worked on anyone else, but unfortunately, the dragon’s senses were too sharp. 

Nornesh grinned and, then, in defiance of the laws of gravity and momentum, suddenly jumped. As a result, not only did Kashi miss his strike, but Nornesh’s kick only scraped Syèl’s head. Unfortunately, the force behind the kick was enough to send Syèl spinning in place.

Meanwhile, a flaming dragon coated the dragon’s right leg as it completed its revolution and then kicked out at the sliding, stunned daeben.

BOOM!

Nornesh should have had a breather here, but his instincts suddenly went crazy. Following their guidance, the dragon reached out and grabbed hold of two arrows that burst out from the flames, while his tail caught hold of a spear that struck at his back. 

Nornesh’s gaze bore surprise and shock as he looked at Kashi, who stood within the flames like it was nothing. However, his lips soon curled up in a grin as he surmised, “Fire Immunity, is it? Well, then, how about th—”

“Like I’d let you!” Syèl shouted as he released the spear, and then pointed his outstretched arm at Nornesh. “You eat this!” Hundreds of lightning bolts shot out of a mandala that appeared in front of the hand. 

Nornesh, however, grinned as he released Kashi’s arrows. The sudden momentum shift sent Kashi careening towards him. Nornesh then grabbed the daeben’s flailing arm, and then with deft movements, switched places with him.

BOOM!

Kashi, much to the dragon’s amusement, screamed as the thunderbolts crashed into his exposed back. However, just as Nornesh took a step back to dodge the next barrage, he hit something hard. 

The dragon looked behind him, shocked to find a wall of stone erected behind him. Wait! Syèl was the mage! And earth magic could only be performed when one was in contact with the ground. How then?

It was then that Nornesh noticed the sly smirk on the bleeding daeben’s lips. Nornesh suddenly looked directly above and was stunned to find a giant sun overhead. Because of his flame attacks burning everywhere, he hadn’t noticed the giant ball forming overhead. 

Syèl grinned as he made a grabbing motion. The ball then compressed into a tiny sphere in his palm, which he then flung at Nornesh with everything he had. Nornesh grimaced as he made to move forward, 

Nornesh made to dash forward, but another wall shot up in front of him. This wall, which had over two-thirds of Kashi’s mana powering it up, cracked but ultimately held under the dragon’s mad dash. 

Half a second.

Half a second was all it would have taken for Nornesh to smash through the wall. Unfortunately, half a second was too long in a warrior’s battle. As such, Nornesh was forced to bear the impact of Syèl’s attack.

BOOOM!

A red flower blossomed within the cavern as the ball erupted, sending rocks and man careening across the landscape. Kashi, in particular, coughed up blood as the impact crushed his internal organs, causing blood to leak from his ears and nose. The flames themselves brushed off him, but the impact was much greater than expected—especially as he was far too close to ground zero.

BAM!

Syèl flew by and caught Kashi before the daeben crashed into the wall. The halben’s face was extremely pale, even for a vampire. As a result of their time limit, Syèl could not afford to waste time probing and taking things easy against Nornesh. And so, he poured almost 70% of his blood into the previous attack. 

By Syèl’s calculations, that was the maximum he could spare without putting his life at serious risk. After all, although vampires had abnormal health regeneration, that was dependent on the amount of blood in their system. Because both their magic and health relied on blood, vampires had to be wary of running out of blood, or they would become totally useless, burdens even.

Syèl grimaced as he looked at the densely packed flames near the cavern’s center. He knew the flames were nothing to a dragon, but he hoped, just like Kashi, the impact at least tore off a layer of skin. After all, they were only aiming for first blood.

Meanwhile, Kashi let out a rueful smile as the halben dropped him on the ground. “Thanks,” he said and then looked toward the flames with pensive eyes. “Do you think it worked?

“I don—”

Clap! Clap! Clap!

Syèl’s reply was cut short as sonorous claps echoed in the region as figure emerged from the flames. The halben’s eyes grew wide and then fell into despair as he cursed, “What the fuck? Now, that’s just cheating!”

“Cheating, is it?” Nornesh laughed as he fully emerged from the flames, only in a different form. Burning red scales glistened among the flames, having grown over the previous human form. The dragon’s head had also morphed into a dragon head, making him stronger and a hundred times more resistant to impact. “This is just my body. You cannot consider it cheating, right? Lesson one child. A trump card is only valuable for as long as it remains hidden.”

Syèl grimaced as he glared at Nornesh, unable to come up with a counter-argument. “Damn it!” he cursed, “What do we do now? We don’t have much time left?”

Kashi groaned, clutching his chest as he rose to his feet. Even with Yggdrasil’s help, it would still take a few minutes before he was restored to full health. Syèl’s attack was as devastating as his mana was chaotic. He had to force the latter out of his body before the healing could begin in earnest. Fuck. This was why he hated fighting people who actually knew how to fight with ki and mana.

The daeben’s gaze hardened as he glared at the approaching Nornesh. “Listen here, Syèl…” Kashi whispered a short series of instructions, which caused Syèl’s brow to rise in shock.

“Are you sure?” Syèl questioned, for the first time, genuinely worried.

Kashi stubbornly nodded. “It’s the only way.”

Syèl gritted his teeth, but then nodded and said, “Alright. I’ll go soften him up a bit. Rest for now.”

Nornesh’s gaze sparked with interest as Syèl charged towards him. However, unlike previous occasions, the halben opted for a blood sword as he charged in for close combat. It seemed the vampire had given up on long-range attacks after seeing Nornesh’s scales.

Regardless of his reason, Syèl battled valiantly against Nornesh. What the halben lacked in speed and strength, he made up for in rapid analysis and judgment. As a result, despite not posing a significant threat, he did manage not to get himself one-shotted either. 

However, even with Syèl’s battle skills, superior speed and strength proved to be the victor in the end. Nornesh’s heavy-handed parry caused Syèl to overshoot his swing. This, in turn, exposed his right flank, which Nornesh punished with a devastating kick. 

CRAACK!

The sound of several broken ribs rang out, but a soul-crushing punch cut off Syèl’s subsequent shout. The force blasted Syèl into the mountain walls. The mighty impact rendered him unconscious, and he thus fell to the ground, limp.

Nornesh grinned as he raised his hand, causing a mandala to appear above the halben. Fortunately, he suddenly stopped and spun around, intrigue and excitement in his eyes as Kashi charged towards him with a ki-image of a bloodied Asura behind him.

“Brilliant!” Nornesh praised as Kashi unleashed the 1000 arms of Asura upon him. However, he easily parried them all, punching at speeds imperceptible to the human eyes. 

“Try this then!” Kashi, infuriated by Nornesh’s lax expression, roared, “ [Gilgamesh]! ”

Following Kashi’s roar, hundreds of mandalas suddenly appeared around them. Every arrow, both in Kashi’s inventory and in his inner world, shot out of the mandalas like comets to the ground.

Pinned down by Kashi’s Asura, Nornesh could not dodge the barrage, but at the same time, neither could Kashi. As a result, both men suffered under the seemingly endless assault. 

Unfortunately, contrary to Kashi’s expectations, only he suffered the consequences as the arrows harmlessly bounced off Nornesh’s scales. He, however, was only alive thanks to Yggdrasil’s aura as he turned into a pincushion by his own arrows. Luckily, most were concentrated on Nornesh, but because the dragon inevitably dodged some, Kashi could not prevent himself from getting skewered – especially if he wanted to keep Nornesh within range of the attack.

Several seconds later, the assault finally stopped, just as Asura finished. Kashi, bloodied and terribly weak, nearly collapsed, despair and anger in his eyes as he looked at Nornesh. 

“I must praise you,” Nornesh said as he looked at the daeben. “I would most certainly have lost this challenge were it not for my scales. Your will and desire to win are both commendable. Unfortunately, you overestimated your abilities.”

“Hehe,” Kashi chuckled, but then coughed up blood as he stumbled towards Nornesh. “Who said I’ve lost?” The daeben’s foot got caught on a loose stone, and he fell, crashing hard against the earth. Still, he crawled toward Nornesh, a determined light in his eyes as he said, “I still have twenty seconds left.”

“Yes, you do,” Nornesh agreed with a chuckle. “But what good will that do? You have nothing left.”

“Heh, you said it yourself,” mumbled Kashi as he grabbed Nornesh’s ankle. “A trump card is only a trump card—”

Nornesh’s sharp sensed surmised something was wrong. He made to quickly retreat, but a stone snake shot up from the earth and wrapped itself around him. “What!?” 

Across the cavern, a fatigued Syèl rested against the wall, a shit-eating grin on his face as he raised his middle finger with his left hand, while his right was placed against the earth.

Nornesh grimaced as he realized Syèl had faked getting knocked out. The dragon immediately tried to get out of his restraints. As previously stated, this would only take half a second to escape, but Kashi had other plans.

“—For as long as it remains hidden,” stated Kashi, a broad grin on his face as he suddenly morphed into his dragon form. 

“You have dragon blood!?”

Ignoring Nornesh, Kashi proclaimed with a tired grin, “We win.”

Prick!

Kashi’s claws stabbed into the dragon’s ankle. As he was too close, there wasn’t enough force to cause any real damage. However, the sharpness of a dragon’s claw could not be understated. It managed to tear through the scale and prick just a tiny bit of the tough muscle beneath.

It was just a tiny bit. Barely even breaking past the skin. But it did the job. 

Kashi raised his claw, revealing a drop of red blood with a slight golden hue around it. He raised his head to look at Nornesh as he boasted, “How about tha—”  !!!

Kashi’s heart suddenly accelerated as he stared into Nornesh’s vacant expression. The dragon just silently stared at the drop of blood. But the longer he did, the worse dread enveloped the daeben. As he recalled Brock’s warning about Nornesh’s temperament, Kashi suddenly chocked as he felt the grim reaper’s icy hand around his throat.

The daeben tried to resist, but he was far too tired and weak to fight back as Nornesh raised him by the throat, the dragon’s eyes devoid of all emotion. Kashi recognized this all too well. This was Dragon Rage. A common trait among all dragons where their consciousness got temporarily overtaken by anger. In this mode, they could not be reasoned with until either enough time passed, or they eliminated the source of their anger. 

Realizing the severity of the situation, Kashi rapidly slapped Nornesh’s arm, hoping to wake him up as he struggled against his grasp. “Wait! Nornesh! WA—”

BOOOOM!

“KASHI!” Syèl shouted as a giant beam exploded from Nornesh’s fist and then blasted a massive hole through Kashi’s chest. The halben slumped to the floor, eyes wide in disbelief as he stared at the bloody cavity where Kashi’s chest should have been. The daeben’s arms lifelessly dropped to his side as his eyes lost their light. “No. No. This can’t be happening,” stuttered Syèl, hoping against hope this was some elaborate trick by Kashi.

Unfortunately, all hope was slaughtered by the heartless notification.
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CRASH!

Lunette listlessly stared at the system prompt, her eyes vacant and lifeless. She did not react to the shattered glass on the floor nor the pool of water that soaked her toes. A thousand thoughts ran through her head, all at once, but eventually, they all settled on one image: Kashi’s smile when she pulled away from him.

Was that really their last interaction? Was her rejection the last thing Kashi would remember of her? Did Kashi go off alone because of the way she reacted? Surely, he would not have died if the party was there with him. Was she the reason he died? Was this all her fault?

“Lune!” At that moment, Shadow burst into the room, concern, and fear in his eyes as he searched the room for his sister. Upon spotting her standing in the corner, he immediately rushed to her side and grabbed her arms. He then carefully looked into her eyes as he asked, “Are you okay?”

Lunette’s eyes shook, and then, guilt-laden tears streamed down her face as she said, “I killed him, Shadow. I made him go off on his own and got him killed.”

“No.” Shadow grimaced, recognizing the pain in his sister’s eyes. “You did not kill him.” Shaking his head, he rationalized, “First, this is most likely some plot. You know how Kashi is. I would not put it past him.” Then, with a hardened gaze, he added, “Even if that is not the case, and he truly is dead, it is certainly not your fault. Kashi always flies close to the sun. It was only a matter of time before he got burned.”

Shadow knew from Lunette’s empty gaze that she wasn’t taking his words to heart. Sighing, he gripped her shoulders and then said, “I know where he was headed. Let’s go see for ourselves.”

Lunette’s eyes shot open, life returning to them as she questioned with terse excitement, “You know where they are?”

“Yes.” Shadow nodded and then clarified, “I snuck a peek when Brock marked the area on Kashi’s map.” 

Invigorated by this new revelation, Lunette wiped her tears, purpose, and fight, appearing in a pair of determined eyes. She quickly swapped to a new set of clothes and then prompted her brother, “Let’s go.”

The duo, with determined gazes, made to leave the room. However, they both received a prompt that caused their brows to draw together in a frown.


“What the fuck!?”

Thousands of screams simultaneously erupted around Destia as Maggots received a prompt announcing their leader’s demise. Seconds after, tens of thousands more were made aware of the situation as spies within the Maggots quickly leaked information to their employers.

Many independent guilds and mercenary groups considered this a blessed opportunity to launch an attack on the Hopeful Maggots. They could not attack earlier because Kashi, while not being an active member of the guild, was considered to be a threat on the level of a nuclear weapon. 

If an attacking guild failed to ensure Kashi’s death during its assault, nothing stopped the daeben from launching a solo retaliatory attack. Even if the top brass survived, Kashi was more than capable of crippling any guild’s regular army and operations by himself.

There was one reservation several guildleaders had: Leila Lightwood. Strangely, neither she nor Miote had sent a message to the regular guildmembers. As a result, it was had to tell if this was a trap to weed out their enemies or simply buy time.

However, ten minutes passed without a word, several guildleaders ordered their men to start advancing on the nearest Maggot Outpost. But, just when these forces were about to begin their conquests, they received a message from their spies in the Hopeful Maggots that caused them to frown.


Unknown…

Darkness. Complete Silence. A place devoid of light, sound, or any stimuli. This was the world Kashi found himself in upon opening his eyes. He could neither move, scream nor shout. His hands hung limply by his side as he simply floated through this incredibly dim reality.

The young man had lost track of how long he’d been in this world. Without even his breath to accompany him, time lost meaning. Was it five minutes, ten, or maybe over an hour? 

Suddenly, a peal of white light appeared in the void. Before Kashi could appreciate the welcome addition, he was pulled into the light by an aggressive suction force.

The bright light temporarily blinded the daeben, and he could not help but let out a yell at the searing pain. However, that pain was soon accompanied by elation as Kashi realized he could once again feel and move his body. 

“Damn. No one warned me  [Second Wind]  would hurt this bad.” The daeben groaned as he blindly felt around himself while waiting for the pain to wear off. Suddenly, Kashi’s brows creased when his fingers sunk into what felt like loose sand. The daeben, confused, searched around, but then his confusion was only compounded when he felt several metallic objects around him. 

Kashi was more than familiar with the shapes these metal objects took. Some were swords, others spears, and many others were broken pieces of armor. This was nothing like Nornesh’s lair/cavern. 

“Syèl?” Kashi called out. “Syèl! If you’re out there, this isn’t funny!” When no one answered, the daeben’s apprehension grew even worse. “Damn it! Why is this taking so long to heal?” Kashi cursed as he clawed at his eyes. However, it was as he rubbed his sore eyes that he realized a severe problem.

Seriously, why was such a basic injury taking so long to heal? Even without Kashi’s natural regen, Yggdrasil should have healed this in a heartbeat. Just then, Kashi felt a terrible chill. He realized that he had lost connection to Yggdrasil. He could neither feel the ancient tree nor Orez. 

Luckily, the burn cooled off over time. Eventually, Kashi was able to take a peek at his surroundings. The sight left him stunned.

Kashi found himself in a desolate flat land that appeared to have once been a battlefield. The land, as far as he could see, was dotted with thousands, if not millions, of weapons stabbed into the earth. Torn articles of clothing, flags, and broken armor surrounded these weapons, fighting the passing breeze as if determined to tell their tale. 

The daeben’s shock was only increased when he looked to the heavens, only to find there was no sky. In all his lives, Kashi had never seen the stars shining so brightly. If he were not in a game world, he would have guessed he had to be in a planetarium of some sort.

But as it stood, those stars were really the only source of light overhead. Kashi could not see a sun, moon, or anything else that could serve as a light source. This explained the dreary, dark, yet not so atmosphere that enveloped the area.

Determined to get answers, Kashi grabbed a sword. But to his dismay and shock, he found it would not budge an inch. The daeben then switched his attention to a helmet, but he found this too impossible to carry. They all felt like they had been magnetized to the ground. That, or they weighed a couple thousand pounds each.

Whatever the reason, Kashi indeed failed to lift the weapons and was forced to bend over to examine them. Kashi was shocked when his preliminary examination found ancient runes written on the swords. He recognized most of these runes from Razznik’s heydays. 

But this did not make sense! Genaco had gotten rid of the rune language from King’s Journey precisely so that people like Kashi would not have an obscene advantage over newcomers. So, how could these armaments bear these extinct runes? And more importantly, where the hell was this supposed to be?

!!!

The hairs on Kashi’s arms suddenly stood on ends as he felt a threatening presence behind him – the likes of which could end his life if he was careless. 

“I have waited a long time,” a scarily familiar voice called. 

Kashi’s heartbeat accelerated as he rose to his feet and then turned around. “You…” Sure enough, just as he expected, a muscular man stood opposite, harsh red eyes glaring at him with unconcealed hatred. The man was barechested, revealing a wickedly chiseled body adorned by countless battle scars. The man’s once long, red hair was cut short, further accentuating his savage appearance.

Kashi winced as he examined the scar that ran down the man’s left eye. “Razznik? How?”

“Shut up,” spat Razznik, his body trembling with unbridled rage. “I did not have any expectations, to begin with, but you… You disgust me!”  BOOM!

He’s fast!  Kashi, without a moment to waste, raised his left arm to parry Razznik’s punch. However, just when Kashi’s arm made contact with Razznik’s, the older man’s arm snaked back. Before Kashi could react, Razznik’s left fist crashed into his nose, crushing it. The resultant force then sent the daeben flying until he crashed into a shield. 

“Look at you,” Razznik spat as he approached the fallen daeben. “Falling for such a simple feint. Did you let it go to your head? Everyone calling you Guildmaster? The fame? The power?” 

“Shut up!” Kashi roared as she shot to his feet. “What the hell do you know? It’s easy for you to act tough when you’re a goddamn god!” However, not one to lie down and roll over, Kashi activated  [Ferulic’s Breathing Technique].  Or rather, he should have activated it. “The hell?” muttered the daeben when nothing happened.

Razznik’s red eyes burned with rage as he examined the stunned look in Kashi’s eyes. “There it is again. From the moment you arrived in this world, you’ve been relying on other people’s power.” In his rage, he disappeared and then appeared next to the daeben. Before Kashi could snap out of his shock, the warrior spat, “You are worthless!” and then once again sent Kashi flying with a punch.

This time, however, Kashi managed to block the blow with his arms. The daeben’s eyes turned serious as he regarded the man across from him. “…What did you do to me?”

“I?” Razznik grabbed a sword from the ground and then pulled it out. “What did I do to you?” The warrior’s eyes contained intense ridicule as he glared at the daeben. “The question is, what have you done to yourself? To Suzuki!?”

Kashi’s gaze hardened as he stared at the man. If he wasn’t sure before, now he was. The man opposite him was certainly Razznik. The feeling, the stifling sensation of death, the boiling rage surrounding his eyes. Everything was the same. However, the most important thing was that question about Suzuki. There were many known tales about Razznik’s madness and propensity to murder. However, only a select few were aware of an illogical trait he possessed – his unending loyalty and concern for one Mato Suzuki.

Kashi did not know what was going on, where he was, or how the hell Razznik was even here. But there was one thing he was sure of. This thing, This Razznik, would certainly kill him if he let things go on like this. The daeben drew his brows together as he questioned, “What the hell do you mean? What could I have done?”

Razznik, however, as if expecting this reply, snorted and then remarked, “You still do not get it. Fine, I will just beat it into you.” He threw the sword to Kashi, who caught with confusion in his eyes. “Or kill you first. I do not particularly care which comes first.”

Whoosh! Clang!

Razznik blew across the wasteland and then clashed blades with Kashi. His fiery glare locked with Kashi’s steely gaze as he said, “You are fake. An impostor.” The warrior briefly disengaged, then once again charged at the daeben. 

Kashi gritted his teeth as he weathered Razznik’s onslaught. Up, down, left, right. Razznik’s blade seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. At times, it was as sharp and quick, like an eagle in flight. Other times, it was soft and whimsical, like a cloud in the sky. Kashi tried his best to hold his ground, but Razznik’s swordsmanship gradually overwhelmed him, resulting in more and more cuts appearing all over his body.

Razznik’s eyes, rather than joy or elation, conveyed indescribable rage with every new cut Kashi incurred. “Everything you are. Everything that makes you strong, you got from others: your bow, Yggdrasil, even your technique, all Ferulic’s. You’ve become the very thing Suzuki, and I mocked. Blind gamers who rely on the system to do everything.” Razznik suddenly jerked the sword out of Kashi’s hand and then slapped the daeben with the flat of his blade.

Kashi spat out a bloody tooth, eyes blood red with rising rage. “What are you talking about? I don’t rely on the sy—”

“When was the last time you trained?” questioned Razznik. Seeing Kashi’s stumped expression, he sneered and dropped his sword. He then grabbed a spear from the ground and tossed it to the daeben. Following this, he grabbed another and held it behind him. “Remember when you lectured that kid on the right way to use a spear? I bet it felt good, didn’t it? Utilizing your superior combat knowledge to put a noob in his place?”

BOOM!

Kashi rapidly swung the spear, barely parrying an evil thrust. If he’d failed, Razznik would most certainly have pierced his heart. Only now did he realize that Razznik was indeed prepared to kill him on the spot. 

Razznik said as his attacks grew fiercer, “Only, was any of that combat knowledge yours? You took Suzuki and my experiences. Our lives, and used it to suit your needs, without ever adding anything of value. When was the last time you created an original attack? Something you can call your own? Everyone around you, be it the vampire, the swordswoman, or even the assassin. Each and every one of them took the gifts given to them and carved out their own identity.” 

Razznik suddenly retreated. The abrupt change in momentum caused Kashi to lose his footing and stumble forward. Razznik, in turn, punched out with his left hand.  Boom!  A power ki force escaped his fist and then blasted Kashi several meters backward. Razznik then jumped and sent his spear crashing down onto the daeben.

Kashi, luckily, recovered in time and raised the spear over his head. Razznik’s spear crashed onto his with the force of a thousand mammoths, causing the earth to grumble in stark complaint.

Razznik glared at Kashi as he pressed the spear down on him. “You stagnated the moment you arrived in this world. Content with our knowledge, you did not pursue anything beyond the Golden Body. Complacent with Ferulic’s gifts, and thus did not pursue anything of your own. Have you ever stopped to ask yourself what would happen if you lost those gifts?” Sneering Razznik answered, “No. Of course, you did not. You have enjoyed being called Guildmaster far too much to ever consider the ramifications of your selfish laziness.”

Kashi groaned as he dropped to a knee. His muscles ached as he fought back against the spear bearing down on him. But try as he might, Razznik’s blade grew closer to his face with each passing second. The daeben cursed and then weakened the pressure from his left hand, which caused his spear to bend to the left. As a result, Razznik’s spear followed the inclined slope and then harmlessly crashed into the earth. 

Kashi seized this opportunity. He sent the right side of the shaft shoot upwards to Razznik’s exposed chin.  BAM!  To the daeben’s shock, Razznik, as if expecting this very move, grabbed the shaft before it could reach his jaw, having already let go of his spear the moment it began to slide. 

Razznik glared at the daeben, his fierce gaze akin to the burning coals in hell. “No improvement whatsoever.” Razznik kicked out, his boot crashing into the daeben’s midriff. The impact caused Kashi to double over, eyes glazing over in pain. Razznik then whirled Kashi’s spear and bashed him with the shaft. 

Kashi was once again sent flying, only this time, he scraped along the floor, cutting himself on several sword and spear edges. The daeben eventually came to a pitiful stop, blood pooling out of numerous wounds. He had no time to rest, however, as he quickly pushed himself up and then bounced backward.

BOOM!

Reality proved Kashi made the right choice as Razznik appeared next to, and then slammed the spear onto the daeben’s previous location. Kashi groaned as he fixed a broken arm back in place and then glared at the man walking towards him. “You. It’s easy for you to lecture me when you’re a freaking god.” He laughed through bloodied teeth as he challenged, “Do you really believe this would be one-sided if we—”

“On the same level?” Razznik taunted, his gaze turning harsher. “Same strength? Same speed? Is that your excuse?” The warrior sneered as he corrected, “Idiot. If I did not go out of my way to tie my stats to yours, do you really believe you could have withstood a single breath?”

“What?”

Razznik let out a snide laugh. “You still don’t get it? The moment you got here, both our stats were aligned to be the exact same. The reason I seem stronger lies in the difference in our training.” Razznik dropped the spear and then picked up a sword. He ran his fingers across the blade, his expression distant as he remarked, “Even the sharpest blade will rust or dull if it is not regularly sharpened and polished.” He turned to look at Kashi in abject disgust. “You were handed the sharpest blade one could possibly have. But, not only did you not try to improve it, you failed to even give the minimum care, content with your superiority over mediocre opponents.”

Razznik’s eyes flitted over to a bow. With a snide grunt, he pulled it out of the ground and then flung it at Kashi, who, in turn, instinctively caught it. “You chose the path of an archer, did you not? Something different. A path of your own to follow.” As he spoke, he dropped his sword and then pulled out another bow, while a quiver of arrows appeared on both his and Kashi’s backs.

Razznik notched an arrow and then pulled the string to full length as he trained the bow at Kashi. “This path you evidently chose. Just how far did you go with it?”  BOOM!

The earth erupted with a shattering boom as Kashi explosively retreated. The daeben grasped his bow, a pensive expression on his face as he quickly notched an arrow. His eyes darted around, searching for Razznik.  Above!  Kashi looked to the sky, and sure enough, Razznik appeared there, already letting an arrow loose.

To Kashi’s shock, the single arrow split mid-flight into a salvo of dozens, which then rained upon the daeben with great prejudice. The daeben cursed as he dashed to the side, weaving his way through the onslaught. Occasionally, he would shoot down arrows that got dangerously close, but despite his best efforts, he was forced on the defensive throughout the battle.

“Look at you!” Razznik cursed as he chased the daeben through the battlefield. “Is this what you call Mastery? You chose this path yourself, yet your bow has been nothing but a gimmick! A tool only useful for Ferulic’s skills. All this time and you are still stuck in Intermediate Mastery. Do you not realize why that is!?” Razznik watched Kahi weave through the onslaught. No matter how trashy the daeben had gotten, at least one thing that didn’t slacken was his instinct for danger… But this was far from enough. Growling, Razznik warned, “Watch your step.”

!!!

Following Razznik’s warning, Kashi felt a chill run up his spine as he realized he was heading for a cliff wall. No wonder it had seemed so easy to counter the warrior’s arrows. Razznik had been guiding him to this very destination. “Fuck!” Kashi cursed as he came to a hard stop and then turned around. The daeben’s abrupt stop inevitably caused him to get struck by a couple of arrows.

Razznik paused, eyes gleaming as he watched Kashi get consumed by the resulting explosion. “Good call,” he praised. He made to notch an arrow, but then suddenly stopped and quickly backed off.

VWOOM!

Razznik’s decision proved to be the right one as a giant arrow blasted right past where he initially stood. He stopped three paces back but then suddenly jerked his head to the right. To his surprise, a small, unassuming arrow nicked his cheek as it zipped past. If he had been any slower, that arrow would have torn through his nose. Razznik tapped the blood leaking from the wound and then looked at Kashi, who was bloodied all over from severe injuries but had a defiant glare.

“Three paces back,” Kashi taunted. “Not too close—”

“Not too far. Same as always” finished Razznik. “Good. You at least still have some common sense to utilize my habits against me.” Razznik raised his bow and then looked at Kashi. “Which is why this is all the more unforgivable. With everything you know, all the gifts you’ve inherited. If you just applied yourself, you would have conquered any field. Instead, you do not even know the first thing about being an archer.”

Kashi grimaced as he gripped his bow. He wanted to retort. Say Razznik did not know what he was talking about. Who said he did not know anything about archery? He was definitely in the top percentile amongst the archers in Destia. However, the longer he thought about it, the more he realized the truth. The archery he was proud of was the one inherited by Razznik and Suzuki.

Neither men were archers by nature, and so, to them, the bow was just a tool useful for specific scenarios. This was the archery Kashi inherited. If he genuinely wanted to treat the bow as his own path, he would have diligently studied and practiced archery. Instead, he had always treated the bow as a vehicle for Ferulic’s Overpowered Bow Techniques.

Kashi’s lackadaisical attitude towards the bow was further compounded by the fact that he had not searched for any Archery training grounds since leaving Kerta. It seemed that subconsciously, he had already begun to consider himself a King, and as a result, neglected his training. Kashi’s eyes grew grim. Who was he kidding? Razznik was absolutely right. He had become complacent and proud. He was trash.

“It would seem you are not beyond saving,” Razznik muttered as he dropped to the ground. He dropped the bow and then took slow but deliberate steps towards Kashi. “In fact, I would have considered forgiving you were it not for your true sin.”

“Forgive?” Kashi spat with a cold sneer. No matter how despondent Kashi felt, he would not give this man the satisfaction he sought. “You aren’t even Razznik. He is dead. Who are you to forgive me?”

Razznik stopped a couple of meters away from Kashi. His gaze narrowed. “Who am I? I have had a thousand years to ponder that exact question. Do you want to know what I decided?” 

“I—” BOOM!  Kashi grimaced as he blocked Razznik’s punch with the bow. Razznik, seemingly unperturbed, took a step forward. He alternated his arm and then launched another devastating punch.  “AM—” BOOM!  The impact caused cracks to run across the bow. Kashi grimaced but could only raise the bow one more time as the next punch swiftly followed.  “RAZZNIK!”   BOOOOM!

Kashi frowned as the bow shattered to pieces, sending shrapnel flying in every direction. The daeben quickly expelled ki from his body, forming a mini shockwave that blasted away the shrapnel. Unfortunately, before he could celebrate this mini accomplishment, a hand tore through the ki wave and grabbed his throat. 

“I know who I am,” said Razznik as he slowly squeezed Kashi’s throat. “Who are you? Who is Kashi? For whom do you fight? For what do you live? What is your goal?  Your  goal—not some meaningless quest handed to you by some game character. You do not have any, do you? You claim you want to unite the world but only do so because it was the first quest given to you. If the daeben got to you first, you would just as easily followed them.”

Razznik’s eyes burned with rage as he tightened his grip. “It is this stupid attitude of yours that makes you think lounging around doing nothing productive is a wise course of action.” Razznik wanted to say more, but then Kashi coughed, floundering as he fought to suck in air through increasingly tighter airways. Kashi murmured something during this struggle which caught Razznik’s attention. Curious, Razznik relaxed his grip as he questioned, “What did you say?”

To Razznik’s shock, Kashi’s eyes suddenly blazed with flaming rage. “Fool Me Once!”  SHIK! 

Razznik’s eyes widened in shock as Kashi stabbed a pair of arrows into his arm, just below the elbow. The daeben then ruthlessly dragged the arrows towards himself, tearing a giant gash down Razznik’s arm in the process.

Razznik lips twitched as he involuntarily released Kashi, having lost nerve contact with his fingers. “Ah. I forgot,” he muttered as he examined the gash on his arm while Kashi quickly backed off. “That dragon killed you the same way, didn’t he?” Razznik then flexed his right arm, issuing a small smile as the terrible injury healed at speed visible to the human eye. “My apologies. I will not insult you like that next time.”

Next time?  Kashi gritted his teeth and clenched his fists.  ‘Like hell, there’ll be a next time.’  The daeben, no longer satisfied with consistently being on the defense, suddenly charged at Razznik.

Razznik, faced with the daeben’s charge, likewise clenched his fist and waited. Once Kashi was within range, he unleashed an explosive punch. Kashi’s gaze narrowed as Razznik’s fist zipped to his face, seemingly expanding in size till it seemingly covered his vision. Kashi knew this was just an illusion, a trick of the mind that affected the weak-minded or fearful.

Kashi let out a breath and then shut his eyes. Following his instincts, he ducked to the bottom left and then dashed forward.  BAM!  Kashi’s brain rocked within his skull as his face crashed against Razznik’s knee. Evidently, Razznik had also predicted this course of action and reacted accordingly.

Kashi’s head flew back, blood spurting from his nose like a fountain. The daeben, however, buried the pain as his eyes flew open. His vision was soon covered by Razznik’s palm as the warrior grabbed him by his hair. Kashi quickly formed a barrier with his arms, protecting his face as Razznik crashed the daeben’s head against his knee multiple times.

Eventually, Razznik tossed Kashi across the wasteland and then watched as the daeben rolled along the ground. Razznik paused and then examined his arm. The gash was almost non-existent, but a new scar had joined the rest. He clenched his fist and then glared at Kashi. “To be honest, I do not care what you do with your life. But your actions… Have you ever stopped to think about how your selfishness affects Suzuki?”

Kashi groaned as he coughed up blood and then stumbled to his feet. Through swollen, bloodied eyes, he could barely make out Razznik’s blurry form. “What the hell are you talking about? What do you know about Suzuki.”

“Nothing,” confessed Razznik. The warrior’s gaze grew vigorous and heated as he clenched his fists. “I know absolutely nothing! Except for the fact that your selfishness is leading him to his death!” Razznik paused. Suddenly, an evil glint appeared in his eyes. “Maybe that’s your plan? You want him dead, so you can take ov—”

“SHUT UP!” Kashi screamed. He visibly trembled with rage, blood dripping from his palms as his nails dug deep. “You can insult me all you want, but don’t you dare question my loyalty to Suzuki! You think I will ever harm him?”

“HA!” snorted Razznik as he stormed to the daeben’s front. Kashi, too weak to resist, could do nothing as he was grabbed by the hair once again. This time, however, Razznik slammed his forehead against the daeben’s. “Then tell me. If you care so much about Suzuki, when was the last time you willingly seceded your time in this world without either the threat of getting auto-logged out or some other issue out of your control?”

Kashi hesitated. “I—”

“You cannot remember, can you?” Razznik pressed with a sneer. “I have watched every moment of your life from the day you arrived. Looking at you, anyone would be forgiven for thinking you are the main consciousness, and Suzuki is the sub.” The warrior’s fiery gaze burned into Kashi’s. “You know, don’t you? Suzuki wants to die. But he will never commit suicide. He needs you to do it for him. To limit his ties to the living, he willingly lets you have as much time as you want. He is hoping your drive will be stronger when the inevitable battle comes.”

Razznik snorted and then released the daeben. He cursed and then walked away, muttering countless swears beneath his breath. Eventually, he stopped and then rested against a tower shield stuck in the ground. He took a breath to calm his raging emotions and then glared at Kashi. “Ever since you came in here, you have stayed as long as you possibly could. You made plans with the assumption that nothing would force you out, never once considering what that would do to Suzuki. Did you forget? You are supposed to exist on Parallel roads, both existing but never intersecting. Who gave you the right to destroy Suzuki’s road?”

Kashi listlessly stared at Razznik, the fight gone from his eyes. Compared to all of Razznik’s criticisms, this was the first that actually cut to his heart. When he thought back to his time over the past in-game year, he had to admit that he had indeed been selfish beyond reason. Just because Suzuki never asked, Kashi only left the game willingly, less than a handful of times. 

Just as Razznik said, anyone would be forgiven for thinking Kashi was the main character, while Suzuki was a tacked-on extra. There was simply no excuse. Kashi could claim he did not mean it all he wanted. He could say he did not know. But the truth was, his mindset, even after Suzuki revealed the truth, never changed. Despite boasting that he would find a way for them both to live, he never once thought of sacrificing his time for Suzuki.

Suzuki stared at Razznik with a hollow gaze. “I…” 

“Do not bother,” spat Razznik. “I cannot have Suzuki believing your stupid lifestyle is correct.” His gaze hardened as he pulled out a sword from the ground. “There is no worth in keeping you alive. Suzuki can always make a new personality and start from scratch.” Razznik walked up to and then placed the sword against Kashi’s neck. “Hopefully, they take this lesson to heart.” His gaze narrowed, a sinister glint in his eyes, as he raised the sword. “Well, as long as they appear before me, I will cut down as many as do not.”

WHOOSH!

Clang!

Razznik’s eyes widened as he looked at the being that held his blade in its hands. A humanoid figure shrouded in white light. It was impossible to make out any defining features from this presence. But Razznik knew that his time was up the moment it appeared.

‘Tch’  Razznik cursed as he looked at the mysterious figure. “Are you going to interrupt me, Light-kun?”

The light shimmered as if in amusement as the somber voice of a forty-fifty-year-old man replied, “Your naming laziness never ceases to amaze me.” The figure then tapped the sword. Razznik’s gaze remained even as the sword crumbled to pieces that harmlessly fell to the floor. The being nicknamed Light then placed its palm on Kashi’s shoulder. “I agreed to bring him to you. I never said you could kill him.”

Razznik grunted and folded his arms. “Fine. But I still need to smack some more sense into him. You can wait a little longer.”

Light shook its head. “No. I am afraid you have run out of time. Any more time spent here will put a significant strain on the young man’s brain. Perhaps even cause permanent damage. Are you willing to risk that?”

Razznik glared at Kashi. Moments later, he picked up a sword and rested it on his shoulder. “He’s not worth it,” said Razznik as he waved Light away. “Get him out of my sight before I change my mind.”

“Heh. Something you actually care about,” Light remarked as a bright halo spread from his palm and engulfed Kashi. “I cannot tell you how fascinating this is. Then and now, two different men, but retaining the same obsession.”

“Shut it.” Razznik cursed as he snapped his fingers. If Kashi could see through the light around him, he would have been stunned to see the broken pieces of armor rising up from the ground. Within moments, every cracked armor and weapon was good as new. However, the truly shocking thing was what followed.

Dark energy poured out of Razznik in droves, running into these pieces of armor and clothing. The energy solidified within seconds and then transformed into clones of Razznik. 

Without warning, the landscape transformed from a wasteland devoid of life to a battlefield packed with warriors and mages from countless classes waiting for some sort of signal.

Light pulsed as it looked across the battlefield. “I will never understand what drives you.” As he said that, he snapped his fingers. The light around Kashi suddenly compressed to the size of a tennis ball. A portal leading to a dark zone appeared, which he then flicked the ball into.

Razznik’s gaze narrowed as he watched the portal close. Before it closed completely, he suddenly stared at the ball and transmitted a message only he could hear. The portal closed thereafter, and Razznik turned his attention to the battlefield. 

Light watched from above as Razznik announced, “Same rule as always. No system skills. Let’s see who lives the longest this time…”

Light pulsed, its thoughts unknown as it watched the ensuing carnage as thousands of Razznik’s slaughtered each other in a bid to improve just a smidgen bit more. S0 it had been thousands of years ago when it first met this man. An endless drive to get stronger… 

It wondered… Why had such a man readily accepted death? 


Nornesh’s Lair.

Five Minutes after Kashi’s Death.

Nornesh scratched his head as he fended off a fiercely pissed off Syèl. He did not mean to kill Kashi, and he could not kill Syèl, even though the vampire was getting on his nerves. Honor dictated he had to let the halben’s anger run its course. However, what if he knocked him out? That should cool him off, right?

Just as Nornesh was considering this shortcut, a bright light burst out by the mana-pool. Nornesh turned to the pool in shock. He had kept Kashi’s body there, so the barrier protected it from Syèl’s rampage. At this moment, however, he suddenly felt powerful life energy, the likes of which he’d never seen bursting out of the daeben’s body.

The light’s distraction caused him to miss a step. As a result, he finally ate Syèl’s rage-fueled fist to his jaw. 

“That does it!” Nornesh roared. He made to punch the halben but paused when he noticed the vampire staring slack-jawed into space. “What’re you looking at?”

“Visible.” Syèl listlessly muttered and then turned to look at Kashi. 

Nornesh’s brows shot up, an incredulous look in his eyes as he looked at the now visible prompt.





	
Notice:  Well, This is Embarrassing! Your  Friend: Kashi  is Alive!

Please Ignore the Previous Prompt. 
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Nornesh’s Lair,

11:21 pm. 19  th   Banem 1092.

“Ugh…” Kashi groaned, clutching his chest as he sat up. The daeben winced, his brows furrowed in a tight frown as he thought back to Razznik’s beatdown, as well as the warrior’s final warning. 

“You will die if you are still reliant on Ferulic’s abilities the next time we meet. See you soon.”

‘See you soon?’  Kashi cursed under his breath.  ‘Like hell, you will.’  A raging fire burned in the daeben’s eyes, but it was soon quenched by the system’s prompt.





	
Warning:  You have been revived by  Second Wind.  All injuries have been healed, and you are left with 600 HP.

Second Wind Cooldown Time:  14 days.  










 

Kashi examined the prompt with a frown. Fourteen Days? This was the longest cooldown he had ever seen for a skill. There were people with self-revive skills in King’s Journey, and the longest he had ever seen was two days. Was the reason for the Second Wind’s absurd cooldown because the Circle was not fully established? 

Kashi shook his head, choosing not to dwell on the matter. This was good anyway. It would reduce his reliance on the skill. After all,  [Second Wind]  wasn’t invisible. In fact, it was practically useless in a fight.

“Oi! How long are you gonna stare into space!”

Forced out of his thoughts, Kashi looked up to see a grinning Syèl squatting in front of him. Syèl chuckled as he patted the daeben’s shoulder, eyes wide in wonder. “You can come back from the dead? So, what is it? Are you immortal? Will you come back if I decapitate your head?” Syèl’s eyes shone as he raised his right hand, which was bathed in flames.

“I’d rather not find out,” Kashi refused with a subdued laugh as he rose to his feet. “More importantly,” said the daeben as Syèl stood up. “Did you receive any notice after I died?”

“Notice?” Syèl laughed, snaked his arm around Kashi’s neck, and then revealed the two last system prompts from the system log. “Notice? Boy, the gang is probably  pissed  the fuck off right now.”

“Fuck me.” Kashi cursed as he examined the prompts. The daeben rubbed his face and then let out a defeated sigh. “Well, that’s one trump card gone. Our enemies now know I can come back from the dead at least once.” Kashi groaned and then looked to his left, where a visibly embarrassed Nornesh stood. The daeben frowned and then spat, “You owe me.”

Nornesh chuckled and then shrugged. “I suppose I did renege on the terms of our challenge. You won, and I made a fool of myself. Fine, I shall add one more favor.”

“Three,” argued Kashi. “If I did not return, you would have been guilty of going back on your word. I imagine that would have been quite shameful for a Divine Dragon such as yourself.”

Nornesh revealed a toothy grin as a dangerous glint sparked in his eyes. He glared at the daeben, but Kashi was more than equal to his intimidatory tactics. Realizing that the daeben would not back down, the dragon laughed and then put up two fingers, “Two favors. I will add two extra favors for a total of three. How does that sound?”

Kashi hesitated but then agreed. “Fine. Two favors it is.” He extended his right hand, which Nornesh gripped in a firm handshake to solidify the agreement.

Nornesh’s grin turned sly following the handshake as he then proclaimed, “Great! Now, as your first favor, I shall definitely attend this battle of yours.” 

“Huh!? That cannot count. You were going to attend. You already agreed!”

“Sure, but I neither guaranteed nor promised,” argued Nornesh. “We dragons are whimsical. Who knows? I might have changed my mind by sunrise. Now, I am giving my word that I will attend. You should understand the significance.”

Syèl noticed Kashi was about to explode with apoplectic rage, and thus soothed with a sarcastic chuckle. “Give it up Kash, old ginger is the spiciest. He has you on a technicality.”

“I know that!” Kashi spat as he yanked Syèl’s arm off his shoulder. “Fuck! Do you think I’m stupid too?”

“Whoa whoa,” called Syèl as he raised his hands. “I’m not the enemy here. What’s your deal?”

Kashi clucked his tongue but then shook his head and said, “Nothing. Nothing. I guess dying put me in a bad mood or something.” He then looked at Nornesh. “Our agreement still stands, right? You see how long I can last in the mana pool?”

“You are just intent on making me out to be a complete bastard, aren’t you?” complained Nornesh as he scratched his snout. “Of course, you can dip in the pool. I, too, am intrigued to see just how long you can survive in there.”

“Fine. Watch me,” stated Kashi as he walked to the pool. Under his breath, he muttered, “I’ll show you who’s weak.”

“Ah, remember to strip,” reminded Nornesh. “Most clothing is destroyed by the dense mana.”

Kashi raised a brow as he looked at the dragon. There was no way of knowing if Nornesh was bluffing or not. He had seen items disintegrate when injected with more mana than they could handle. The only difference was that those materials were actively enhanced with mana, whereas this was a passive soak. Well, rather than risk losing everything, the daeben decided to do as proposed and unequipped everything he wore save for a pair of boxer shorts.

Ready, Kashi walked toward the pool. However, his brows furrowed when he was but a meter away. Before even entering, it already felt like needles were prickling his skin. If this what the gaseous mana felt like, how would the pool itself feel? Kashi stared at the pool for a few seconds but then gritted his teeth as he ran forward and then leaped towards the center.

Kashi dropped into the lake, but contrary to expectation didn’t even make a splash. The mana was so thick, it felt more like falling into a bowl of custard or oatmeal. As a result, rather than sink right to the bottom, Kashi slowly submerged until only his neck was aboveground.

For a few seconds, nothing happened, causing Kashi to wonder if Nornesh was just pulling his legs. Just as he was about to ask the dragon if there had been a mistake somewhere, Syèl shouted, “What’s your safe word?”

Kashi’s brow shot up. “Safeword?”

“Yeah! In case you’re about to shit yourself and need rescuing,” Syèl encouraged with a sarcastic chuckle. 

“What? You mean like ‘help’?”

“Help?” Syèl tested the word on his lips and then nodded. “Help. Classic.” The halben’s lips then curled in a teasing smirk as he joked, “…Or kinda kinky if you look at it another way. Wow, Kash, I had no idea you had such a wild side.”

Kashi, in turn, rolled his eyes and was about to retort, but Nornesh suddenly said, “It’s about time.”

“It’s about time? What do you me—AAAAGH!” Kashi’s sentence cut to a sharp, soul-piercing scream. The daeben’s eyes immediately turned blood red, strong veins popping along his neck as he struggled against impossible levels of pain. The punishment of the Out-of-Body Training was nothing compared to this!

Kashi felt like he had been dipped in lava. The violent mana melted his skin, muscles, and bones, but at the same time, healed him so quickly, he was in no danger of death. At times it felt like someone had taken shear pliers to raw nerves, other times like iron was burning along his veins. 

Kashi screamed out loud, unable to endure the pain like he usually did. This was destruction on a subatomic level. It felt like the mana pool hated his body and had decided to restructure him from the ground up. What Kashi did not know was that the added difficulty was a result of his chosen race.

Dragons were known as creatures ‘loved by mana.’ As a result, even though Nornesh suffered immense pain, the damage was not unbearable because his cells already accepted mana readily. Kashi, on the other hand, was a daeben. Daebens, even more so than dwarfs, were disliked by mana. Their bodies could not store as much mana as other races, and their magic arts were usually much weaker.

The daebens’ mana weakness was one of the primary reasons they became the best rune crafters in the world. Runecrafting relied more on skill and external mana, as opposed to internal mana. The daeben mastered the art of runecrafting to position themselves as viable threats to other races. As history tells it, this strategy eventually worked. The devices built by the daebens using runic technology played a massive role in their eventual bid for world domination. Alas, they failed at the final stage.

Kashi was not aware the daebens’ innate flaw would cause his destruction to be so much worse than anyone anticipated. Frankly, the daeben was not aware of much at the moment. Every cell in his body screamed at him to jump out of the mana pool. Escape while he still could. While he could still muster the strength. However, just when he was about to give up, he recalled Razznik towering over him, sword in hand. 

Kashi recalled the condescending glare Razznik directed his way. The look that said he was less than trash. A mistake Razznik needed to fix. “…I. Am. Not. Worthless.” Kashi deliberately accentuated each word. He was not sure if it was for his own benefit or as a dig to Razznik. Maybe it was a mixture of both. It didn’t matter. 

Those words affirmed Kashi’s resolve. He would stay until he passed out or died. Never would he willingly take a step out of that pool. It must be said that Kashi might have lacked in many areas, but one thing he had in abundance was stubbornness. Once he made up his mind, he folded his hands and then submerged his entire body in the pool. Even as he felt like his eyes were being burned with a branding iron, he stubbornly chose to egg on. 

Nornesh watched the daeben, sparked interest shining in his eyes as he remarked, “It would seem he has a strong will. I half expected him to jump out in ten seconds.”

“Heh. You have no idea, do you?” joked Syèl as he shot the dragon a teasing grin. “I don’t know that kid too well, but from the little I know, he is one stubborn asshole. You’re gonna lose this bet.”

“Well, time will tell, won’t it?” stated Nornesh with a satisfied grin. Suddenly, his eyes shone as he recalled an important fact. “Speaking of, do I not owe you some blood? I believe you said you needed my blood, did you not?”

Syèl’s eyes immediately turned to stars with respectfully regarded Nornesh as he said, “Well, Great, Wise Divine Dragon, Nornesh-sama. Please, grace me with a bucket full of your blood.”

“Bucket full?” Nornesh sneered. “Sure, I can easily give you a bucket of my ordinary blood.”

“Ordinary blood?” Syèl cocked his head, confusion in his eyes. “What do you mean ordinary, and why does giving me a bucket-full sound rubbish all of a sudden? I’m a small dude. I don’t think there’s enough space in me for more than a bucket.”

Nornesh shook his head and sighed. “I initially had half a mind to deceive you, but killing the daeben was out of my plans. Now, I’m honor-bound to tell you the truth. All mana-beasts have two types of blood: Ordinary Blood and Essence Blood.” Nornesh winced and then pierced his right hand into his chest. Seconds later, he retrieved it and looked at the drop of blood floating above his palm. “This is Essence Blood. It is formed from concentrated mana and ki, right at your heart. Have you ever felt like you were out of mana but then suddenly exploded with one final move you didn’t know you had? More than likely, you burnt your essence blood to achieve that move.”

“What? So, it’s not just the power of Nakama?” remarked Syèl with mock-devastation.

“Friendship does not beat basic biology,” argued Nornesh with a snort. “You cannot burst with power that was not there, to begin with. The Essence Blood is what most people utilize in emergencies.”

Syèl pointed at his chest. “So, I have one of those too?”

“As long as you regularly utilize mana or ki. Yes, it will naturally form,” answered Nornesh. The dragon then said, “Now imagine. The amount of mana and ki compressed in your Essence blood is usually, at minimum, half of your full mana in your blood. Which do you think is worth more then: a bucket of mana-diluted blood or a drop of Essence blood?” Nornesh paused and then said, “Especially in a large beast like me. The mana in my blood is so diluted that that drinking it all will barely affect any change.”

“Huh.” Syèl nodded his head, and then scratched his chin in thought. “So, what you are saying is that when draining beasts or people, I should try to aim for their essence blood.”

Nornesh smiled. “Smart, but unfortunately, it is not so simple.” The dragon pointed at his heart. “Dragons are loved by mana, and so, we can easily access, control, and use our Essence Blood as we please.” He then pointed at Syèl. “Most other species, however, have their Essence Blood hidden. It usually only makes an appearance during critical situations or in times of excited emotions. Both of which are outside their control.” The dragon shrugged and then said, “I cannot teach you how to hunt for Essence Blood. You will have to find a vampire for that.”

“Damn,” cursed Syèl. “Where am I supposed to find one of those?”

“I do not know,” replied Nornesh. “Vampires are notoriously difficult to find for obvious reasons. But, even if I knew, I would not tell you. I have only spoken this much to wipe off my karmic debt to that daeben.”

“Hear that, Kash. Thanks for dying!” Syèl laughed, saying as he looked to the mana pool, “Can you let him kill you aga—” The halben paused, his brow rising. “Hey, is it just me, or is that lake getting smaller?”

“That is—!” Nornesh snorted, but then the words seized in his throat. Before his very eyes, the lake slowly but surely shrank, as if sucked into a hole at its center. “ Impossible!”

Meanwhile, Kashi’s expression turned even uglier, if that was even possible. Amid the explosive, tendon-cutting pain, he barely felt mana begin to pour into his body at an increased pace. Naturally, this caused the pain he suffered to triple, but at this point, there wasn’t really much difference between the levels of pain to the daeben.

More importantly, the daeben was concerned by the mana that disappeared as soon as it entered his body. Perhaps it was because of Razznik’s warning, but Kashi was hyper-aware of anything related to Ferulic, Yggdrasil included.

Kashi, who intended on using the mana as the springboard to restart his body training, tried to block Yggdrasil from absorbing mana, at least until he was finished. However, for the first time, Kashi felt like Yggdrasil was a separate conscious entity. Try as he might, he could not stop the suction force in his heart that rapidly swallowed all the mana around him.

Fortunately, the rapid pace at which mana stormed Kashi’s body correspondingly increased the rate at which his cells were broken down. Typically, this would have killed the daeben as the cells would not have reconstructed in time. Luckily, however, Yggdrasil poured out healing aura in excess, as if in recompense for stealing the mana. This gave rise to a unique situation neither Razznik nor Kashi could have imagined.

Kashi never knew Yggdrassil could pour out a healing aura this quickly. Usually, he had to open a portal. Only then would Yggdrasil’s aura be free to pour out. This time, however, it felt like a direct channel had been opened to the World Tree. If this was possible, Kashi could very well consider himself an immortal. the rate at which he was getting healed was much faster than any being could realistically kill him.

All these thoughts ran through Kashi’s head, but rather than be overjoyed, he instantly became skeptical and paranoid. Not just because of Razznik’s warning, but also because more than most, he understood  King’s Journey , and in turn,  Live No Evil’s  obsession with karmic justice. No one received a massive boon without paying the appropriate price in both games.

If Kashi came across this immortal healing ability after conquering the world, slaying Razznik, subduing the gods and every mythological creature known to man, he could accept it. But, for some barely above Lv. 150 hume to achieve such a reality-breaking ability? Not possible. There had to be a dangerous catch somewhere that he wasn’t seeing.

Unfortunately, despite Kashi’s wariness, all attempts to stop Yggdrasil proved futile. The tree relentlessly absorbed the mana, which in turn forced Kashi to focus on reaping as many benefits from this disaster as possible. The daeben shut his eyes, pushed the pain to the back of his mind, and then focused on his body, willing his cells to stop resisting the mana. 

Kashi’s absolute destruction followed this decision, including his bones and internal organs. Several times, death lovingly wrapped her hands over the daeben’s shoulders, but Yggdrassils’s healing rebuffed her advances each time. 

Thankfully, the daeben’s torture began to pay off. Initially, the mana completely destroyed his cells. But as time passed, those cells became harder to break down, signifying their improved mana absorption.

Kashi would have squealed in triumph were his mouth not already occupied by pained screams. Regardless, as time passed, the pain eventually reduced as his cells became tougher to breakdown. This finally allowed Kashi to regain enough mental clarity to take a peek into his inner world. The daeben gathered his wits, concentrated, and then forcefully delved into Orez, where he was met with a shocking sight.

A heavy storm raged in Orez. Rain poured down as a powerful thunderstorm rend through the sky. Yggdrasil’s branches waved and shook violently as if praising three massive tornadoes above it. If one looked closely, they would notice that most of the rain was concentrated on these tornadoes. 

Below Yggdrasil, several centaurs closed their eyes and happily soaked in the rain. Like the humes, the beasts also forgot about hunting each other. Instead, they sat next to each other on the open plains, willingly allowing the rain to soak their furs and skin.

Elsewhere, Rayatha’s eyes would have popped out if he were present to see several plants grew at rapid speed from a set of flower beds he cultivated. Even for Orez’ mana rich world, this was a stupendous growth rate.

Kashi appeared in the sky and took in the sights. He then glanced suspiciously at Yggdrasil, but he could not see any sign of the tree absorbing the mana for itself. For all intents and purposes, it appeared the mana was absorbed primarily into the three whirlpools, and the rest were then distributed to the rest of the realm.

‘Ugh.’ Kashi groaned and then doubled over, clutching his head in pain. It appeared entering Orez did not eliminate the sensation of pain from his real body. Well, this was useful information. Painful as it was. The daeben bit his lips and then, focusing on that pain, flew over to inspect the whirlpools.

‘What the?’  One cocoon and two massive eggs sat at the center of each tornado, greedily sucking in the surrounding mana. Why was Yggdrasil forcefully nurturing the Hydra eggs and Kira? Even more so, judging by how frantically the mana was pouring into the realm, the World Tree appeared anxious. 

Kashi turned his attention to Kira’s cocoon. Despite trying to play it cool, the daeben’s eyes lit up. It had to be understood that Kira was his oldest companion. She had been by his side through thick and thin. Not having her by his side felt weird and uncomfortable. His eyes shook with anticipation, hoping she awoke from her slumber.

CRACK!

Suddenly, a tiny, minuscule crack rang out, almost buried beneath the raging thunder. To Kashi, however, this crack resounded like the loudest explosion! The daeben’s eyes widened as he paid close attention to Kira’s cocoon.

…

Unfortunately, after a while, it became clear the crack did not come from Kira’s cocoon. Disappointed, Kashi then examined the eggs. As expected, both eggs now bore new sets of cracks on their shells. 

As if in anticipation, the eggs’ tornadoes suddenly merged, creating a mega funnel that forcefully sucked in even more mana than their previous total. Fuelled by the relentless absorption, the cracks slowly spread across the shells as the beings within began to push against their shells.

At the moment, however, the baby hydras were still too weak. So they absorbed even more mana, causing their tornado to rotate even more violently. As a result, the hydra eggs seized the lion’s share of the incoming mana, leaving very little for Kira or the world itself.

Kashi frowned but could not bring himself to attempt stopping them. Since they were so close to birth, it was only fair he allowed them that final push. Kira would come along shortly. And so he watched as the cracks spread, till they formed an intricate web pattern around the eggs, and then…

BOOM!

The tornado blasted the eggs into the sky. Kashi watched, dumbfounded, as tiny heads pierced through the shells while airborne before both eggs suddenly crashed into the ocean.  BOOM!  Following the crash, two massive geysers erupted. 

Kashi flew over the sea and kept his eyes peeled. Eventually, fourteen black, snake-like heads peaked out of the sea. All fourteen heads turned to Kashi in rapt attention, eel-like feelers floating in his direction. A short pause followed. After which, one head let out a strange cry as it bobbed up and down. Following this cry, the other heads simultaneously let out frantic cries as their feelers stretched toward the daeben as if wishing to ‘touch’ him.

Suzuki did not have pets growing up. Razznik was not interested in having one. Kira, as a cub, would have loved nothing more than to grind Kashi into paste. As a result of these ‘experiences,’ Kashi was not sure how to respond to these cries. However, perhaps due to an instinct in all living creatures, Kashi sensed they were calling out to him.

This instinct, coupled with the knowledge that the hydras had, at some point, been conquered by his world, gave Kashi the courage to descend into their midst. Kashi’s descent into the mass of heads was akin to throwing catnip amongst a group of cats. The hydras’ heads squealed in delight as the heads took violent turns rubbing up against Kashi’s chest.

By the way, tiny is relative. Tiny, by human terms, is a baby. Tiny by Hydra terms is a horse-sized being, with 6 foot long necks and a head larger than the average human's chest.

Despite his pain, Kashi allowed himself to laugh as he patted the hydras’ heads. Emboldened by the daeben’s acceptance, a head bit his shoulder and then yanked him onto its back. Only now did Kashi realize that the fourteen heads were actually two pairs of seven heads as the massive bodies emerged from below the sea. 

Two heads played with Kashi, three hissed at the other hydra, and the last two paid looked ahead as the hydra suddenly sped across the sea like a bat out of hell. Kashi suppressed a yell as he tightly grabbed onto the hydra’s neck. Jesus Submerging Christ! The fuck was that!? 

Apparently, the hydra found Kashi’s expression delightful. Its heads bobbed in place, making strange cackling sounds that sounded suspiciously like laughter. Kashi glared at the heads playing with him, but apparently, the Hydra’s youthful exuberance had yet to understand fear. So, it only cackled louder as it sped up, sending sea spray flying into Kashi’s eyes and hair.

The hydra’s sibling cried out from the side as if offended by Kashi’s decision to stay with it. Kashi, for his part, laughed and then, after a minute, jumped from one hydra to the next. He nearly fell, but luckily, the hydra bit into his shoulder, stabilizing him before he slipped off.

Kashi had barely muttered thanks when this hydra, proving its more adventurous nature, suddenly delved into the ocean. Kashi’s eyes shot wide as he stared at the open sea. The duo blasted past thousands of interesting flora, but unfortunately, there was no aquatic life to populate the environment.

The daeben barely had time to ponder how to fix this when the first hydra zipped overhead and slyly stole him away. Kashi nearly threw up from the whiplash, but at the same time, he felt strangely liberated as he was pulled away. That sense of liberation only intensified as the hydras fought over him like children over a beach, only with supercharged speed.

That feeling intensified, reached its boiling point, and then… BOOM! 

Kashi’s eyes widened as the hydra burst out of the ocean. The storm had cleared at some point, issuing in beautiful sunshine. Beautiful droplets captured the sunlight, sparkling like little, fleeting diamonds. A smile suddenly spread across the daeben’s lips and then slowly morphed into full-blown laughter.

Sensing Kashi’s mood, the hydras cackled as they gently brought him to the shore. When they reached the shore, Kashi hopped off the hydra’s back and then waded his way to the banks. He then collapsed onto the ground, taking huge gulps of air to regulate his breathing.

Kashi sighed and then raised his hand, blocking out the sun. Seconds later, however, that proved unnecessary as a dense net of necks formed a blockade. Kashi sat up and then looked at the hydras. Just as he was wondering what he should do about these two, Kashi got a notification.





	
Congratulations:   Pseudo-Totem Unlocked





	
Through the birth of the Unbound Hydra, the Water Element has been temporarily stabilized. You are close to achieving full stabilization. 

Stable Elements:  Earth (Full), Water (Pseudo), Wind (Pseudo), Fire (Full), Lightning (Pseudo).

Unstable Elements:  Metal.

 

Proficiency of Fully Stabilized Abilities increased by 100 %

Proficiency of Pseudo-stabilized Abilities increased by 50%










 





	
Congratulations: You Successfully Hatched Two Hydra Eggs





	
Congratulations, Daddy. You are now the proud father of two Hydras, one male, and one female. You can find out which is which in your won time. Hydras, although fiercely territorial, are also very loyal. These hydras have imprinted on you and will view you as their parent, more important than anything.

 

Warning:  Hydras are fiercely territorial, Unbound Hydras even more so. Only one Unbound Hydra can exist in a world at a time. Enjoy your Hydra Babies, but remember to bring popcorn for their eventual battle to the death!










 

 





	
Congratulations: Beast Assimilation Complete!





	
Well done, you absolute cheat-code! Through conquering the unique beast:  Unbound   Hydra , the Hydra’s characteristics have been assimilated by you.  Characteristics Gained

Underwater Breath:  Your pores can absorb oxygen from water. Swim free, Ariel!

Poison Immunity : Total immunity to all poison. Eat comfortably at the enemy’s table.










 



            

    
        Chapter 226: Boss Man's Stats

    
    
    
    
                
“What did I do?” Kashi stared at the raging Nornesh, wondering what had gotten into the proud dragon. What did Nornesh have to be angry about? Kashi was the one who got killed. He was about to repeat the question when he spotted Syèl laughing at pointing at the ground. Kashi suddenly felt terrible foreboding. The daeben swallowed hard and then looked around him.

Kashi instantly groaned. Just as he feared, the mana pool no longer existed. Yggdrasil sucked up everything, not sparing a single drop. Now, Kashi understood Nornesh’s rage. Pulling up, taming, and then maintaining this violent mana could not have been easy. Anyone would be pissed if a guest came in and cleared out their fridge and storeroom.

A thousand thoughts ran through Kashi’s head at once, until his eyes shone with mischief. Kashi met Nornesh’s gaze and then said, “So, I guess I won, right?”

Nornesh froze for a moment, in disbelief of his own ears. Suddenly, the flames on his hands turned black as they flared up. “WHAT DID YOU SAY!?”

Kashi winced as the flames burned his chest. Damn, now it was apparent Nornesh had gone easy on them. If the dragon had used these black flames from the start, neither Kashi nor Syèl would have survived. Contrary to expectations, Kashi’s expression remained neutral despite staring death in the face. Instead, he curled his lips as he said, “I won. We bet that I could survive for three hours in here.” Looking around, the daeben chuckled, “But there’s no more mana in this pool. I can remain here for the remainder of the time if you want. But either way, that favor is already mine.” Nornesh opened his mouth, but Kashi interrupted, “My favor is that you let this go.” The daeben then added with a shit-eating grin, “I suppose that leaves me with only one favor.”

Nornesh’s eyes burned. “You!”

“Let it go, man,” Syèl called from behind. “Old ginger might be the spiciest, but the student will eventually surpass the master.” Shrugging, he added, “He’s got you on a technicality. You gotta let him go.”

Nornesh glared at Syèl, but the halben only responded with a helpless shrug. His eyes said,  ‘Don’t blame me, chief. Blame the game.’  Even though Nornesh would have loved nothing more than to snap Kashi’s neck, he was honor-bound to respect his rules. 

Thus, Nornesh, after a long, internal debate, freed Kashi and then turned to Syèl. The essence blood floated in his hand as he spat with a spiteful grin, “Nothing says I have to give you th—”

“[Dawn Pelmut]”

Nornesh’s jaw dropped to the floor, stunned silly by Syèl’s audacity. He was so shocked that he failed to react until the Essence Blood was dancing on Syèl’s palm. “You!” Nornesh exploded with rage. “You dare steal fr—”  *Cough*  Kashi’s sudden cough caused chills to run up the dragon’s spine. He looked at the daeben, shock in his eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

Kashi, however, replied with a smile, “A few hours ago, maybe not. Now, though, I do not intend to rely on external power, so…” Glancing at Syèl, he said, “My last favor. I ask that you overlook Syèl’s slight.”

Nornesh regarded Kashi with disbelief. “You would waste an Elder Dragon’s favors this way?”

“Is it really a waste if you appreciate the reason you wasted something?” retorted Kashi with a profound smile. He then said, “So, will you grant me this final favor?”

“Heh.” Nornesh’s maw twitched but then spread in exaggerated laughter. “He-hahahahaha!” The dragon’s laughter turned increased as he bent his head backward. Eventually, after a short while, and a few tears later, Nornesh clamped his right hand on Kashi’s shoulder. “Good Kid. I like you.” He then glanced at Syèl and added, “Your friend, not so much. Are you certain you do not wish to swap out your favour to killing him?”

Kashi shook his head, sighing sadly as he said, “Maybe some other day.”

“I can hear you guys, you know,” complained Syèl as he played with the Essence Blood. “I’m standing less than three meters away from you guys.”

Nornesh let out a regretful sigh. “I suppose I must let you go. This request does not cross my bottom line.” His eyes then sparked with a vindictive light as he glared at Syèl. “You, however; I shall not teach you the safe absorption method for that Essence Blood. Wallow in pain, you ingrate.”

“Oh? This will hurt?” questioned Syèl with a skeptic look. The halben raised the blood to his mouth and then swallowed it. Nornesh watched, eyes glittering with anticipation, but apart from a momentary wince, Syèl had the most relaxed expression. Anyone would think he just ate a berry, not one of the most destructive essences on the planet. Several seconds later, Syèl’s eyes widened. “Oh? This is really something.” He opened his right hand and then admired the blue flame that appeared.

Kashi and Nornesh’s eyes twitched as they looked at the flame. Did this bastard just skip straight to a Tier 3 flame? Why were the heavens so unfair? Kashi, in particular, looked at that flame with trepidation. He was immune to Tier 1 flames. He possessed a partial immunity to Tier 2 flames, but from Tier 3 up, he had zero immunity. Even with Syèl’s multitude of skills, Kashi always took solace in the fact that he was resistant to Syèl’s favorite attack element: fire. From today onward, that was no longer a guarantee.

Syèl, meanwhile, grinned as he flexed his arm and examined a prompt that informed him that he had advanced to Vampiric Prince. As a result, his Strength and Agility had both risen by 200 points, his magic-skill potency had increased to 200%, and finally, his health regen had increased to 3%/s. Syèl grinned as he examined the prompts. Indeed, the fastest way to Vampire King was to find dragons and other rare creatures. 

More importantly, however, the Essence Blood not only granted him 10,000 HP, free, also gave him a few passive skills.  [Bloodline Sense]  granted him the ability to sense dragons or dragonkin nearby.  [Divine Aura]  covered him in a holy aura that offered protection against both black and holy magic (It also had the side effect of making him seem trustworthy to strangers.)  [Dragon Tongue]  granted him an understanding of an ancient draconic language. The language possessed powerful magic, but he had to go searching for them himself.

Syèl glanced at Nornesh. Unfortunately, the dragon’s stormy expression belied his most likely response. His question might just be that straw that broke this dragon’s back. Sighing, Syèl said as he walked over to Kashi, “Thanks for the save.”

“No problem,” stated Kashi with a smile. “If you weren’t here, he might have burned my corpse to ash. Don’t know if I can come back from that.”

Syèl laughed and then wrapped his hand around the daeben’s neck. “So, what did you get from your torture? Anything sweet?”

“Sweet?” mused Kashi. “Don’t know.” He muttered and then opened his system logs to see the past few logs. Seconds later, he and Syèl’s jaws dropped at the veritable waterfall of notifications that poured out. Hundreds of [Mana +1] poured out until finally, they hit the summary.





	
Congratulations! You have unlocked  Blessed Body





	
Well, well, well, It would seem your secret hankering for torture has finally paid off in the ultimate reward. Through immense punishment unfit for even the worst devils, you have successfully forced your body to unlock and improve its mana potential. Your Blessed Body’s affinity to mana is at its current peak. As a result, you are more sensitive to mana, and mana wishes to be used by you. Here are your rewards:

 

MP Increase:  Through torture, you have gained +5,000 MP. You will find it much easier to absorb violent mana in the future.

Mana Lord:  The Blessed Body has ordained you a lord of mana. All MP Costs halved, and Mana-related skill potency increased by 20%

Mana Affinity:  Your affinity for mana is now at its peak. You will gain an additional point each to Wisdom and Intelligence each time you level. 










 

Kashi and Syèl stared at the prompt with blank expressions. Finally, the daeben looked at Nornesh with trembling eyes. “Uh… It seems I owe you a favor.” This was far too much! The additional 5000 MP was nice, but the real kicker was Mana Affinity! Anyone would tell you. Rather than instant growth, growth in potential was what ultimately differentiated top warriors from riff-raff down the line. No one took increases in leveling points lightly. 

Syèl, at a loss for words, patted the daeben’s back as he exclaimed. “You’re truly something else. Why do you always seem like a walking cheat code?”

“Says the guy with Tier 3 flames,” snorted Kashi with derision. “You had the explosive growth. Mine’s just potential. It’ll take a while before I can boast about it.”

“Says you,” challenged Syèl with a snide grin. “You think I don’t know what this Mana Lord means? This’ the equivalent of having your mana doubled in a second. It doesn’t even have any restrictions on skill proficiency, which means there should be some skills you can now use indefinitely.”

Kashi hid a bitter smile. Yes, that was true. A lot of his earlier skills already cost next to no mana. If he added the halved mana cost and then coupled that with his MP Regen, then yes, there were many skills he could indefinitely use. However, something about being called an overpowered cheat by Syèl did not sit right with the daeben, so instead, he challenged. “Alright then. Let’s compare skills side by side. See who’s the real cheat.”

Syèl paused, but then suddenly grinned with confidence. “You’re on. Okay. On the count of three. 1… 2… 3…” 

“!!!”

Kashi’s brow shot up as he stared at Syèl’s seemingly endless skill window. The halben had learned hundreds of magic spells, most of which were self-taught. The daeben sneered as he then looked up at Syèl. “I’m supposed to be the OP one? When did you have time to learn all these?”

Syèl laughed and scratched the back of his head. “Well, you see. I like to experiment with my spells when I’m bored.” Waving his hand, he defended himself. “Don’t be fooled by the numbers. Most of them are failures. I only use a handful from these.” Syèl then examined Kashi’s skills and said, “You might not have as many skills as I do, but yours are far more Overpowered… Huh. See? They’re so good, you only felt the need to add one original skill. I need dozens just to boost the basic skills to acceptable levels.”

Kashi winced. “Well, I’m sorry I don’t have original skills. I’ve been busy, you know.”

“Why are you complaining to me?” questioned Syèl with a raised brow. “I was praising, not condemning you?”

“I—” Kashi snorted and then shook his head. “Forget it. Let’s see your stats. That will paint a clearer picture of who’s truly OP between the both of us.”

“Oh? Stats, huh?” Syèl’s smile strangely faltered for a minute. “Yeah, that might be the best way to judge.” He swallowed hard, and then, once again counted down, “3…2…1.”

 





	
Name


	
Kashi


	
Alignment


	
Blessed Neutral





	
Level


	
157


	
Profession


	
Dimension Artist





	
Title


	
King Maker





	
Fame


	
1578





	
Health


	
30820


	
Mana


	
30870


	
Ki


	
33820





	
Vitality


	
175 + 20


	
Stamina


	
195 + 20





	
Wisdom


	
 142 + 20


	
Intellect


	
80 + 20





	
Strength


	
452 + 20


	
Agility


	
255 + 20





	
Dexterity


	
200 + 20


	
Endurance


	
Phys END


	
323





	
Mag END


	
614





	
Charisma


	
240 + 20


	
Charm


	
100 + 20





	
Stealth


	
60 + 20


	
Instinct


	
190 + 20





	
Fighting Spirit


	
550


	
Leadership


	
30





	
Luck


	
27 + 20


	
Art


	
261 + 95







	
Attack


	
Physical ATK


	
5821





	
Magic ATK


	
1357





	
Defence


	
Physical  DEF


	
4033





	
Magical DEF


	
7525





	
Poison Resistance


	
Immune





	
Electricity Resistance:   175%

Fire Resistance:  175%

Ice Resistance:   50%

Dark Resistance:   50%

Light Resistance:   50%










 

 
‎  





	
Name


	
Syèl


	
Alignment


	
Chaotic Neutral





	
Level


	
172


	
Profession


	
Vampire Prince





	
Title


	
Butcher





	
Fame


	
1350





	
Health


	
181,200


	
Ki


	
8110





	
Vitality


	
620 + 200


	
Stamina


	
193 + 20





	
Strength


	
493 + 20


	
Intellect


	
355 + 50





	
Dexterity


	
100 + 20


	
Agility


	
375 + 20





	
Leadership


	
5 + 20


	
Endurance


	
Phys END


	
135





	
Mag END


	
234





	
Charisma


	
70 + 20


	
Charm


	
210 + 20





	
Stealth


	
130 + 20


	
Instinct


	
300 + 20





	
Fighting Spirit


	
213 + 20


	
Luck


	
51 +20





	
Attack


	
Physical ATK


	
4285





	
Magic ATK


	
7795





	
Defence


	
Physical  DEF


	
2800





	
Magical  DEF


	
3592





	
Poison Resistance


	
+ 75% Resistance





	
Electricity Resistance:   85%

Fire Resistance:  175%

Ice Resistance:   50%

Dark  Resistance:   65 %

Light Resistance:   30 %

Holy Resistance:  15%










 

Kashi and Syèl stared at their statuses for a good minute, then looked at themselves.

“CHEAT!”  
‎ “CHEAT!”

“I’m a cheat?” Kashi bellowed with exaggerated laughter. “Look at those Hit Points! What are you, a BOSS? Is that it? Are you the final boss? What kind of OP shit is th—”

“Sharrap!” interrupted Syèl with a belly full of rage. “I’m a vampire! I don’t have wisdom stat, so I don’t have mana, idiot! Both my mana and health come from that HP. Does it sound so ridiculous now?”

“Heh, don’t try and hoodwink me,” sneered Kashi. “Even if we say an even 50-50 spread, that’s still over ninety-thousand HP and MP. Do you think that’s normal? Cheat Code!”

“Bull!” Syèl spat with a snide grin. “You think you’re smart. Focusing on my HP? What about you? 30k across the board? What kind of perfect all-rounder are you? How is any of that even fair? Most people would kill to have just one of those stats at your level, and you have them on all three fronts? And I’m the cheat code?” Syèl then jabbed his finger at Kashi’s stat page as he continued, “And what’s with that Attack and Defence? Huh? 7,500 Magic Defence? You’re the final boss of final bosses! The asshole that uses mages’ ultimate infernos as bath steam!”

Kashi refused to back down as he, too, jabbed at Syèl’s page. “Aren’t you a mage? How is your Strength higher than mine? The fuck have you been eating?”

“My strength’s higher, but your attack’s ultimately higher,” argued Syèl. “I guess Dragons are better attack dogs than vampires, eh?”

“Fair, but what about your Magic Attack? Seven thousand!? Are you a walking nuclear bomb!?”

Nornesh, unable to stand their arguing, roared,  “That’s enough out of the both of you!”  The dragon, who was already in a bad mood, huffed and grumbled, “Are you both trying to show off in front of me? Is that it?  Here’s our potential.   We shall soon surpass you.  That sort of thing?” Nornesh glared at Kashi and then waved his hand, “You have what you came for. Leave. I will see you at Oni Hill.”

Kashi and Syèl paused to regard the dragon. Following Nornesh’s rebuke, they looked at each other, nodded, and then bowed toward Nornesh. 

Kashi spoke for both of them as he said, “All joking aside, thank you, Nornesh, for your help. You might say you only helped us because your honor dictates so, but we are grateful that you held up your side of the deal.” The duo then stood straight, firm smiles on their faces as Kashi declared, “And yes. We were showing off. You might have trounced us today, no contest. But soon… Soon, we shall return and defeat you in a fair, all-out battle. Until then, please take care of us.”

Nornesh’s eyes gleamed as he regarded the duo. Suddenly, his lips parted as he revealed a toothy grin. “You want to defeat me?” The dragon snapped his fingers, and soon after, the Elder Dragons in the pass burst into the cavern. Nornesh chuckled, exclaiming as he once again snapped his fingers, “You will have to go through them first.”

Kashi and Syèl watched, slack-jawed as the Elder Dragons rapidly shrunk until they were naught but a bunch of red scales floating in the air. Those scales flew down and then embedded themselves onto Nornesh’s right arm. 

“Oh…” muttered Kashi in disbelief.

Syèl, in turn, replied, “Now, that is the true cheat code.”

“Now, do you understand?” Nornesh boasted a smug grin, pleased by Kashi and Syèl’s stunned expressions. These two had been flying on cloud nine ever since they got here. It felt good to finally put them in their place.

 “Ah. I understand.” Kashi looked at Nornesh with a strange gaze. “You must have been lonely.” 

*COUGH*  Syèl nearly choked on the laughter he barely held back. Instead, he violently coughed, beating his chest as he succumbed to a heavy fit, which only got worse as Nornesh’s darkened expression.

Kashi, seemingly oblivious to the heavy atmosphere, suddenly looked at the empty crater where the lake once pooled. “Say, do you mind telling us how long it takes you to stabilize a pool of that size?” The daeben regarded Nornesh with a skeptical gaze. “Surely something of this scale would require months or even years?”

“Months?” Nornesh sneered. He saw through Kashi’s basic provocation. But his pride as a dragon would not let him ignore it. “A pool of that size would only take me a week at most. However, do not even think about it. I will not work for you.”

“I see.” Kashi sighed in disappointment. “I suppose I will have to build the Mage Academy elsewhere. I was looking forward to having a dragon as the headmaster too.”

“What are you talking about?”

“What Mage Academy?”

Nornesh and then Syèl questioned. Nornesh saw the confusion in Syèl’s eyes. So even the halben did not know about this. What was this blasted daeben planning?

Kashi looked at Syèl. The daeben’s eyes shone with a peculiar glint as he said, “You know we are building an academy at Rosendun, right?” 

Syèl nodded. “Yeah, sure. Shokō said it’s gonna be the guild’s next top priority project.”

“Academy?” Nornesh cocked his head to the side. What in the blasted hells was going on? Why were Summoned, known for their extreme selfishness, talking about building an academy?

“Yes. An academy.” A weird smile played across Kashi’s lips as he looked at the dragon. “The greatest academy this world has ever seen. Large enough to contain a full town. It will accept children from all over the continent for free. It will teach the basics of magic, combat, sciences, math, history, and ethics. An academy that does not discriminate by race, talent, gender, or status. That sort of academy.”

Nornesh smacked his lips. “You have a large appetite.” The dragon looked at the youth with praise and disdain. He praised the daeben’s sneaky dream of teaching the next generation to humbly follow the Empire. He, however, viewed the method with disdain. “I know you Summoned are rich, but not even you can afford something of that magnitude. Not unless—” Nornesh stopped talking when he saw Kashi’s smirk. “Of course. You have your king’s backing.”

“More than the King’s backing.” Kashi wagged his finger. “We have the backing of the nation’s taxes. Millions of hardworking men and women ensuring the future of the next generation.”

‘What the hell is he on about?’  Seeing Kashi like this made Syèl’s skin crawl. How was the daeben spitting lines you’d hear from politicians so easily? There had to be a catch. Kashi was not such a good soul. Luckily, Nornesh shared the halben’s unease.

“Skip the preamble.” Nornesh could no longer listen to the daeben’s nonsense. “What do you want to say?”

Kashi smiled. “Only that, while the Academy is a good all-rounder, nothing beats specialized schools. We want to build specialized Academies in both Merriheim and Serisis.” Kashi took in Nornesh’s blank stare. Despite the dragon’s seeming indifference, the fact he had yet to kick Kashi out meant he was interested. “We will build a Mage Academy in Serisis. This place has the highest concentration of mana on the continent. There is no better place to build an Academy.”

Nornesh’s gaze narrowed. “When did you decide to build an academy here? It does not seem like you came here with such intentions.”

“No, I did not come here with such intentions.” Kashi shrugged, revealing a guilty smile. “But we did decide to build a mage academy here before I met you. That much is true.” Kashi pointed at the lake. “That changed things. Unlike most other professions, magic is heavily reliant on talent. But what if we had a way to increase people’s latent talent for magic? How many do you think would rush here?”

“Forget about it.” Nornesh snorted. Bright red flames spurted from his nose. It was difficult to tell if he was angry or impressed by his glare. “Do you believe everyone is like you? Most people who enter the pool won’t even last ten seconds before they are destroyed from the inside out. You need above-average self-healing abilities to survive in that pool.”

“Maybe so, but what if dedicated healers and priests were overseeing the baptism. With ten or more, don’t you think we can heal the cells as fast as they are destroyed?”

Nornesh’s brow twitched. Indeed, in the presence of healers, that could work. However, that was not the only hurdle. “Even with healers, the progress will be minuscule. You only improved so quickly because you absorbed everything quickly. Even I require weeks to fully absorb a pool of this size. A regular hume would take years to reach the same level as you.”

Kashi shook his head. “It is not sustainable to make every student as mana-sensitive as I am. It will be enough to raise a student’s sensitivity just enough that they feel some improvement.” Kashi laid his plans bare for the dragon. “My intention is that every student will get one opportunity at enrolment to baptize in the pool for as long as they can endure the pain. After which, they will get free baptisms once a month until they graduate. Of course, extra chances may be gotten through classroom performance or some other rewards.”

“Why does it seem like you are targeting the poor and untalented?”

“Because I am.” Kashi sighed. His brows scrunched together in a troubled expression as he lamented, “What choice do I have? The loyalty of the talented and rich are not easily obtained. This way, those who are raised from nothing to powerful figures will be thankful for the country that provided these chances.” Kashi paused and then added, “Plus, more talented mages and talented individuals means more high-class work and research can be done. Which boosts the economy, fills the crown’s vault, and finally stabilizes the country even further.”

Nornesh frowned. Everything the daeben said sounded altruistic and good. It appeared like Kashi was really thinking about the good of the world. Nornesh did not buy it. No matter what, Kashi was a Summoned. Not only that but an extremely powerful one. The dragon refused to believe Kashi’s philanthropic façade. “What is your angle? Speak the truth or not at all.”

“Tch.” Kashi clucked his tongue. Dragons were suspicious by nature. It would take more than a few flowery words to hoodwink them. Realizing the jig was up, the daeben sighed and then said, “Alright. I didn’t lie. But I might have left something out.”

Nornesh and Syèl’s gaze focused on the daeben.

Kashi looked at the two men, let out a bitter smile, and confessed, “By accepting the poor, many people from other countries will willingly migrate here to learn. Not only will this reduce their military might, but also possibly bolster ours. However, more importantly, people who study here can go convince their folks at home that we are not so bad. It might induce easier surrenders when the time comes.”

“Whew.” Syèl let out a breath of air and patted his chest with relief. “That sounds a lot more like you.”

“Mm. Indeed.” Nornesh agreed. His gaze relaxed, evidently more comfortable with this scheming daeben. The dragon then looked at Kashi. “Your plan is solid. Except for one problem. How do you intend on subduing the mana pool? Do you even know how?”

Kashi shook his head. “No. I do not. But I am confident my researchers will figure it out eventually.” He paused a sly smirk curling up the side of his lips. “Of course. It would be much easier if a great and mighty Dragon taught them. Perhaps even choose to head the school?”

“As I said, you have a large appetite. You even dare suggest a Divine Dragon work for you?”

“Work for me? Of course not!” Kashi adopted an innocent expression, eyes wide in disbelief. “The Academy belongs to the country. You would not be working under anyone. Rather, it will be yours.”

Nornesh shook his head. “Nice try.” The dragon chuckled as he regarded the brazen daeben. Kashi reminded him of his youthful days following the Calamity. Back then, when chaos reigned supreme, he lived without fear, challenging everything in sight. Unfortunately, with time, that fire died. Nornesh shook his head, scattering the wayward thoughts. He then focused on the daeben. “Unfortunately for you, I refuse to participate in any of this continent’s political squabbles. Unless it affects this continent’s stability, I will not interfere.”

“Naturally.” Kashi nodded in agreement. “I would not ask you to do so either.” He then argued his case. “However, the Academy is not political in any way. It will be an institute for learning, to bring up the next generation. Political propaganda and campaigning of any kind will be prohibited. What better way to ensure this remains as intended than with a nigh-omnipotent dragon at the head?”

“I—”

“And you will get paid. Handsomely.” Kashi pounced on Nornesh’s hesitation, choosing this moment to target every dragon’s inherent flaw. Greed. One of the significant differences between Divine Dragons and regular dragons was their ability to control their desire and the things they were greedy for. Regular dragons were content with gold and precious treasures. Divine Dragons, on the other hand… “Also, you will attain the respect of the entire continent. The headmaster of the greatest school shaping the great mages of tomorrow. That is prestige and respect that cannot be obtained by being an Emperor or General. One born solely of respect, without an iota of fear.”

Yes. Divine Dragons sought respect. Not fame, infamy, or fear. But respect. Almost akin to worship. Perhaps it was because they were beings closest to becoming gods, but they viewed respect as more important than gold. 

Usually, a Divine Dragon would obtain that respect from other dragons by default. Unfortunately, until recently, dragons were almost extinct on the continent. Razznik’s breach had allowed a couple to wander in, but they were mostly wild dragons. Only the intelligence of Elder Dragons could offer the respect a Divine Dragon sought – or a hume.

Nornesh’s brows twitched. Kashi was offering respect on the scale of a country. That was millions of sentient beings who would view him with respect and reverence. Nornesh would have loved to pretend he was not moved by the offer. But, there was a reason, he had those scale-clones guarding the entrance. He did not need protection, but it felt good to see someone treating him with respect and reverence – even if that someone was himself.

Kashi noticed the struggle in Nornesh’s eyes. He thus decided to go in for the kill. “These are desperate times. Wars are being fought endlessly all over. The people are looking for something or someone to save them. I guarantee that there will be nothing but gratitude from parents who can send their children to study at the academy. Perhaps, you might even find disciples worthy of teaching?”

‘Disciples?’  Nornesh’s eyes burned at the thought of finally having someone to pass on everything he had learned. The Divine Dragon had lived for over a thousand years. Even for Divine Dragons, this was quite lengthy. He was undoubtedly nearing the end of his life span. Perhaps he only had a few decades to two centuries left in him. This could be the last chance to leave a lasting mark on the continent. A stamp to show that he, Nornesh, once lived. 

Nornesh blinked, suppressing the tears that almost formed. He then looked at the daeben and remarked, “You are good with your words. I must commend you.”

Kashi laughed and scratched the back of his head. “I try.”

Nornesh sighed and then looked to the sky. “Perhaps, this as well is destiny.” He then looked at Kashi and asked, “Child, do you have one of those communication devices. What do you call them… rinks?”

Kashi nodded and pulled out his rink, all the while suppressing his excited hand. 

Nornesh looked at the rink and then let out an embarrassed smile. “You would not happen to have a spare, would you?”

Kashi stared at Nornesh in disbelief. What the hell did he mean a spare? Who would carry around an extra Rink?

“Here. Use mine.”

Nornesh caught the rink thrown by Syèl. He gave Syèl a strange look as he asked, “Do you not require this?”

Syèl shrugged. “Everyone in there is also on my Friends List.” He then looked at Kashi and grinned. “I don’t have any Resident friends, you see. Not everyone is like Mr. Connect over here.”

Nornesh looked at the translucent, cloudy ball and then back at Syèl. “This ‘Friends List’ should be some form of communication between Summoned, correct?”

“Yup.”

“Alright. Then I will accept this.” Nornesh then held out the Rink to Kashi. “I will contact you when I make my decision.”

Kashi tapped his Rink against Nornesh’s. He had to resync his connection because Nornesh’s mana wiped out Syèl’s, which removed the previous links. After the synchronization was complete, Kashi returned the rink to his inventory. The daeben smiled, evidently in a good mood. Although Nornesh had said he would make his decision later, that was most likely only because he had to preserve his dignity as a Divine Dragon.

Indeed, Knowledge was the greatest Weapon. Without Razznik’s past experiences, Kashi would not have known the best way to bring Nornesh onboard. Of course, Nornesh would never fight for him, but he would provide the greatest protection for the academy. Who would dare touch what a dragon had claimed? 

Plus, even though Nornesh was not aware, the dragon would also become the most famous mascot and attraction for the academy. How many people would get a chance to see a single dragon in their lifetime – let alone a Divine Dragon? 

To Mages, Dragons, who were loved by mana, were the pinnacles of existence. They would undoubtedly flock over by the droves. 

Kashi nodded, pleased with himself. This was a fruitful trip in more ways than one. Although he had only spent about an hour here, it felt like days had passed. That was the magnitude of the accomplishments made. 

Kashi thus looked at Nornesh and said, “Thank you for your generosity. Syèl and I will take our leave now.”

“Yes, you should.” Nornesh regarded the youth with amusement. The child’s audacity was quite refreshing. Was Kashi fearless or brainless? It was hard to tell… No, the fact that he survived this meeting proved it was fearlessness. Smiling to himself, Nornesh decided to add an extra warning, so this audacious youth would not die too early. “Be careful, child. You are not the first to figure out the strengthening effects of the mana pool.”

Kashi’s joy evaporated. His brows furrowed as a sense of foreboding came over him. “No. Don’t tell me—”

“They have been coming here for years to extract mana,” Nornesh explained. “We have an agreement. They would not make a move on this territory, but once a month, I would allow them to extract mana from the ground. Untamed, of course.” The dragon grinned as if finding the realization amusing. “I never considered what they did with that mana, but listening to you, I am sure they have something similar to your plan. A way to improve mana sensitivity and talent.”

Kashi groaned and rubbed his face in anger and frustration. Why were those bastards always one step ahead? 

Nornesh observed the daeben’s frustrated expression. It was quite refreshing to see the daeben without his smug attitude. “Yes, it is as you feared. The Chaos Order already beat you to it.”


???

“I didn’t think this was possible.” Within a dimly lit room, Myra Locktree happily exclaimed as she looked at the goblin sitting within a bubbling, dense pool. 

The goblin screamed bloody-murder as blood burst out from thick veins popping from his skin as if looking to jump out. Terrible injuries ran across the goblin’s skin, making his body look like a child’s terrible patchwork. A dozen hooded figures sat around the goblin, sweating profusely as they poured healing aura his way. Eventually, one hooded figure swayed.

“Next!” Myra shouted.

The hooded figure stood up and was then swiftly replaced by another. The figure sent a wary glance at the goblin as it accepted a restorative potion and then walked to the side to rest.

Myra, meanwhile, looked at the priest standing next to her. The old Frogger held a massive notebook in his hand. “What’s the record for the longest baptism?”

“First time?” The Frogger flipped through the book’s pages and then said, “Three months. The Princess.”

Myra rolled her eyes. “Do not add that freak. I mean the rest of us.”

“You should have said second then. The Princess is always first.” The Frogger harrumphed and then flipped the page. “Ah. Here we go. Lord René appears to hold that title. He lasted nine days, seven hours, and three seconds.”

Myra turned to look at the goblin. Anticipation shone in her eyes as she said, “I wonder how long he will last…”

Within the pool, the goblin, Bok gritted his teeth, enduring the devastating pain as his cells were ripped apart. Whenever he felt like giving up, he would recall the flames. The laughing Summoned. The blood. The stench. The absolute despair of powerlessness. 

“This… is… nothing.” Like the breath of a growling beast, Bok breathed in and then out. Through pain, he would sharpen his fangs. A pair of blood-red eyes glared at the burning future only he saw.  ‘Wait for me.’
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00:30 a.m. 22  nd   Banem 1092.

“To think you would complete the pact in two days.” 

The Sword Spirit looked at the youth sprawled on the ground with a large egg tightly clutched to his chest. Despite itself, a smile tugged at the edge of its lips. “Since you passed this stage successfully, I suppose it is time.”

Hektor panted heavily, unwilling to move an inch of his body. His bones and muscles ached like he’d been massaged with a mallet. Strangely though, he wore a broad smile despite the pain and fatigue. Why? Because he could feel the power thrumming in his blood. It was unlike anything he had felt in his life! “…Time for what?”

Crack!

A tiny crack answered that question. To the sensitive Hektor, that crack was akin to the angry peal of a thunderbolt! The youth instantly sat up, red eyes glaring at the egg in his hands.  Crack!  As expected, he did not hallucinate the sound! A small crack did indeed appear on the shell! 

Seconds passed. Hektor attentively watched as the slowly increased. He could sense the anger frustration of the baby within as it struggled to push the tough shell out of its way. Hektor swallowed hard, and, affected by the baby’s mood, could not help but tense up.

“Ease up!” The Sword Spirit ordered. It looked at the egg, a trace of anticipation evident in once empty eyes. “You are emotionally connected to that dragon. If you panic, it will panic too. You need to soothe it. Let it believe in its strength.”

Hektor stiffened but then nodded and relaxed his nerves. He sighed to release his frustrations and then began to coo at the egg. “You can do it, little one. Do your best.” As Hektor soothed the baby, he was taken back to his childhood. His father would watch over his sword practice with a stern but kind gaze. Mother would come over with a snack from Madam Guchu’s pastry shop when the sun was at its highest. She would praise him, saying he would definitely surpass his father one day.

Yes. This was before the war brought the bandits to Hektor’s home. Before his parents perished protecting him. This was before an angry six-year-old child joined the army searching for revenge, thanks to a large body that convinced the quartermaster he was twice his age.

Hektor swallowed in an attempt to push down the sorrow bubbling up his throat. Suddenly, he felt something warm in his heart and mind. It was like a warm fireplace on a cold and snowy night. Almost like someone was trying to make him feel better. Hektor rapidly blinked as he looked at the egg.  ‘Could it be?’

CRACK!

As if to confirm his thoughts, a small, silver head broke out of the shell. The little reptilian cried out both in joy and frustration as the rest of its body broke past the restricting eggshell. A pair of tiny, furled wings broke through as the dragon stumbled on four, short, stubby legs. 

“Gotcha, big guy.” Hektor gently caught the dragon before it fell over. The beast sniffed his hand in curiosity. Pleased with the scent, it purred and then rubbed its head against the young man’s hand. “Heh. You’re a cute one, ain’tcha?”

The dragon raised its head. “RAAAR!” 

Hektor almost burst out laughing. The little dragon was already trying to establish its dominant pride. Unfortunately, its roar was closer to a baby chick’s chirp than anything else. Hektor pet the dragon’s head. “Don’t worry. We’ll work on that. By the way, aren’t you hungry? What kind of food do baby dragons eat?”

At the mention of food, the baby dragon immediately raised its head and sniffed the air. Its nose caught the eggshells, and it struggled out of Hektor’s grasp. The dragon waddled over to the shells and then revealed a set of razor-sharp teeth, which it used to crunch down on the shell. 

Hektor watched as the dragon crushed the shell into little pieces that it then swallowed. Once it finished, the dragon let out a yawn and then crawled back to Hektor. It cried and then raised its front paws onto the youth’s lap. Hektor, in turn, laughed, picked up the yawning beast and then cradled it against its chest.

The dragon yawned once again, and for a brief moment, its eyes cracked open, revealing a pair of wonderfully violet eyes. While Hektor was overcome by its beauty, the dragon let out its largest yawn yet and then shut its eyes. Shortly afterward, its breathing evened out as it fell into a deep slumber.

Hektor caressed the dragon’s shiny head and rose to his feet. He looked at the Sword Spirt, who had a strange look in its eyes. 

“So, he was born in the end.” The Sword Spirit gazed at the dragon with a thin smile. 

“He?” Hektor looked at the dragon. “It’s a he? You can tell?”

The Sword Spirt nodded. “Yes. It is a male child.” It made to reach out its hand, but then hesitated, and ultimately pulled it back. Instead, it fixed Hektor with a firm gaze. “You must take good care of this child.”

“Definitely!” This was a dragon! There was no way Hektor would be careless with it. Besides, he had already formed a mental bond with the dragon. He would never feel comfortable if anything happened to it.

“All right then. Do you have his name?”

“His name?” Hektor paused. Just then, a series of words appeared in his subconscious. He opened his name to speak, but the Sword Spirit’s sharp glare shut him up.

“Do not easily disclose the name in your mind.” The Sword Spirt cast a solemn gaze at the sleeping dragon. “That is the child’s true name. It carries tremendous power over him.” He then looked at Hektor. “Choose a name for the child. One which the rest of the world can use.” The Sword Spirit paused, and then added, “If you do not mind, I can offer a few suggestions.”

“Ah. No, I’ve got it.” Hektor felt a chill creep up his spine. He did not know why, but it felt like allowing the Sword Spirit to name the dragon would be a terrible idea. Instead, he gazed at the sleeping dragon and then said with a smile, “Rex. I’ll name him Rex.”

“Rex?” 

“Yes. It was the name of my Instructor in the army.” Hektor’s gaze grew wistful. “I would not be here were it not for him.”

The Sword Spirit nodded. “I see. Rex. It is a good name.” He then snapped his fingers. A thin pamphlet-like book appeared in his hand. He glanced at the book and then at the youth. “The Dragoon Technique is very short. There are three phases, one for each of a dragon’s growth phase. You will perfectly memorize these techniques, after which I will destroy this book.” The Sword Spirit’s gaze then narrowed as he warned, “For your sake, refrain from carelessly sharing these techniques. You will end up on the wrong end of a Dragon’s Breath.”

Hektor accepted the notebook with a solemn expression. Indeed, if the Dragoon technique became common knowledge, it would not be long before dragons were seized or stolen from their homes as mounts. To prevent this, the Elder Dragons would definitely snuff out all traces of the leak, himself included. 

“So I just read this?” The youth clasped the notebook and then looked at the sleeping dragon. “What about Rex?”

The Sword Spirt glanced at the sleeping dragon. Its gaze then hardened as it looked at Hektor. “You will care for the dragon for the next three months. He shall not leave your side for even a moment. You will hunt together, sleep together, live together, and if it comes to it, die together.”

Hektor frowned. “Three months? I cannot wait that long. Kashi has something big planned, and I need to be there for him.”

A smile tugged at the edge of the Sword Spirit’s lips. “That is for you to decide. If you choose to aid the daeben, then you must take Rex along. In the meantime, however, your days will consist of hunting with Rex, and training with me. When the time is right, I will send you on your way.” The Sword Spirt observed Hektor’s antsy eyes. “Do not worry. I will let you go in two weeks. Shorter, if you can complete everything you need to learn in that time.”

“That so?” Hektor cast a skeptical glare at the Sword Spirit. However, considering he had been given a dragon and training, it did not appear the Spirit wanted to harm him. So, Hektor carefully sat on the ground and then, with his free hand, began studying the book given to him by the Sword Spirt.

The Sword Spirt’s gaze held a peculiar light as it observed the hardworking youth. Its gaze then softened as it glanced at the sleeping dragon. “Rex, huh,” it muttered under its breath and then turned towards the North. “…Wait until you see this.”


Redmont Manor

1:03 a.m. 20  th   Banem 1092.

Bzzzzt!

A bolt of lightning zipped over the city’s rooftops and then stopped a few blocks from Redmont Manor. The lightning bolt descended onto the sparsely populated street. It then revealed itself to be Kashi and Syèl on Drixlia’s back.

Drixlia, upon hitting the ground, slowed to a canter as it approached the Manor’s main gates. The manor guards recognized the unique lightning-clad kirin and its daeben passenger. They, therefore, made way without much fuss, allowing the trio to enter the mansion without incident. 

Kashi rode up to the front door and then dismounted, while Syèl alighted from the cloud he had attached to Drixlia. Syèl dispersed the cloud, while Drixlia returned to Orez. 

Syèl then walked into the mansion, but to his surprise, Kashi remained outside. “Not coming in?”

Kashi shook his head. “Nah. I think I’ll wait for sunrise.” A heavy shadow hid behind his smile. For some reason, he could not bring himself to cross the doorway. “Got some paintings I need to work on anyway.”

Syèl’s brows furrowed. “It can’t be? Lune—”

“No. No. That’s not it.” Kashi shook his head, a bitter smile plastered on his face as he looked at the building. “I just got something to work on. I’ll see you guys in the morning.” Before Syèl could respond, Kashi jumped onto the manor’s rooftop. Upon the roof, he gazed at the night sky while various thoughts ran through his head.

Moments later, Kashi sighed and shook his head. He needed to clear his thoughts. Between Suzuki, Lunette, and Razznik, far too many things had happened that night. He needed some time to process exactly how he felt – time away from them.

Kashi thus removed an easel and canvas from his inventory. Finally, Rosario’s brush appeared in his hands. Since its upgrade, the brush produced its own ink to paint as he liked without worry. 

Kashi set everything up. But then, when he tried to paint a line, his hand froze. 

So many things. So many emotions wished to cry out at the same time. The complex battle took shape in the increasingly large blot at the canvas’ center. The brush would not move, as the turmoil in the daeben’s heart intensified. Eventually, Kashi stopped.

The daeben looked at the dark sky and let out a long sigh. So, it seemed he would not be getting anything done this night. What if he le—

“Hey. So, this is what you guys call art.”

Kashi looked over at the smiling halben who had appeared beside him and examined the blob point with a sly grin. “What are you doing here?”

“Me?” Syèl pointed at himself. The halben’s eyes went wide with mock-shock. However, moments later, he relaxed and said, “I just want to get a portrait done.”

“Portrait?”

“Yeah, a portrait of my awesome self!” Syèl jabbed a finger at his chest, a disgusting grin on his face. “It’s not every day you get to meet a Vampire Prince, you know? Don’t worry. I’ll pay you well for your services.”

Kashi sneered. “How much?”

“Blank cheque.”

“Million Syros?”

“Done.”

“Oh?”

Syèl chuckled. “Just charge it to the corporate account. Hopeful Maggots, that is. This is a business transaction for the benefit of the guild.

Kashi rolled his eyes. However, when he saw Syèl’s shit-eating grin, he could not hold back a chuckle. “Fine.” Kashi laughed and pointed ahead of himself. “Sure thing. Just stand there.” The daeben bit on the end of his brush and gave Syèl a once-over. Seemingly pleased with what he saw, he then sent the brush flying across the canvas.

This time, however, the brush was much smoother. No mistakes were made, and before long, Kashi was humming while Syèl struck ridiculous poses. All the while, the night wore on.

Eventually, a sea of red flushed over the horizon. The beautiful morning sun bathed Kashi and Syel in its warm glow as it ushered in a new day. Kashi, however, pretended not to see the sun. Instead, he continued to paint with a serious expression.

Syel, for his part, also pretended not the notice the rising sun. He observed Kashi’s furrowed brows with a wry smile. He then tucked his hands in his pocket and continued gazing upon the city below. Following the sun, folks had begun leaving their homes in droves. Some packed their hunting gear for the fields, others dressed in fine garments walked to administrative buildings, while many more boarded carts headed for the shores.

Noticeably, none looked like they were headed for a farm. Serisis’ only significant source of food was their monsters and aquatic fauna. This lack of food heavily impacted the healthy, available workforce. That then negatively affected the net daily income, which then reduced the crown’s coffers and finally prevented the crown from paying for jobs it might have wanted to create.

Syel thought of Lunette as he looked at Kashi. Perhaps this was why those two were so interested in this country? The economic potential here was enormous. Any grass-roots investment was sure to explode shortly, especially with the Mage Academy and their Mana reservoirs. Both would surely bring in massive funding soon!

Syel let his mind wander for a while. Eventually, increased activity within the manor reached his ears. Deciding it was time, he looked at the daeben. “Kashi. Time’s up.”

“Ah.” Surprisingly, Kashi made no attempt to argue. Instead, he sighed as he dropped Rosario’s brush. “I guess that’s enough for today.”

“Can I see?” Though Syel said those words, he had already dashed behind Kashi. The halben’s eyes went wide when he saw the painting!  ‘Goddamnit, I’m so cool!’  Syel, luckily, still had the presence of mind not to scream out loud.

The Syel within the portrait retained his last pose. Chest out, arms in pocket, gazing into a far horizon. However, Kashi had taken a few liberties. For example, Syel, in the painting, stood at the edge of a massive cliff. A pair of fire and stone Chinese dragons coiled around him gazes also locked onto an unknown future. Peals of lightning struck in the background as a fierce wind billowed the halben’s jacket.

That’s right. The painting was Alive! Well, sort of. It was more akin to a 2-Second GIF or an animated picture. Either way, it was a rare sight, even in a fantasy world. Syel could not get over how badass it looked! He doubted a video could produce the same ethereal quality. 

“What do you think?” Kashi studied Syel’s expression. He wasn’t used to drawing self-portraits of people whose opinions he actually gave a shit about. Luckily, Syel’s bright eyes allayed those fears.

“What do I think!?” Syel laughed and lifted the painting. “This is awesome! I’m definitely getting a house now. Gotta hang this somewhere!” Wait. Kashi had been drawing for hours. This couldn’t be all he worked on, right? The halben’s eyes turned sharp. “Hey. You got any more?”

Kashi laughed as five paintings appeared in his hands. “Sure. Just be careful. I didn’t have frames to put them in.”

Syel nodded, eyes wide as he admired the paintings. Each one was better than the last! Damn. He’d always known Suzuki could draw. But he didn’t think he was this good. This was a billion-dollar film territory of skill... The massive buffs from the paintings were also lovely. 

Kashi released a sigh of relief. Only now did he realize he had been slightly nervous. What would he have done if Syel hated it? Kashi shook his head and then asked Syel, “Hey. Can you make this for me?” 

Syel listened to Kashi’s explanation with a questioning brow. “Alright. I’ll try my best. Don’t know if I can get it exactly, though.”

“Just try.” A clump of dirt and stone appeared in Kashi’s hand as he spoke. He then handed the mass to Syel, who viewed them with skepticism.

“You a construction worker now?” Syel shook his head and enveloped the stones in his hands. A mandala then appeared between his hands as he began reshaping the stone to fit the shape in his head. The halben’s brows locked in total concentration. This was a lot harder than just summoning stone dragons and spikes. It required fine control of mana. 

Thankfully, if there was one person on the continent with excellent control over mana, it was Syel. Seconds after the mandala appeared, it promptly disappeared. Syel opened his hands to reveal a 10 x 10 cm. square stone case. “What do you plan on doing with this?” Syel asked as he handed the case to Kashi.

“Something fun.” Kashi grinned as another clump of dirt appeared in his left hand. “Mind working on this one next?” Without waiting for Syel’s answer, he stuffed the pile in the halben’s hand. Syel naturally grumbled, but Kashi ignored him. The daeben smiled as he pulled out a tiny portrait and then slotted it into the case. Kashi then handed the case to Syel and accepted the newly made case. “Try injecting it with mana.”

Syel skeptically examined the painting in the case. It was pretty basic—just a small, empty room. Still, Syel did as suggested and poured his mana.  Whoosh!  Syel suddenly felt like he had been transported to the space in the painting. Only, his body was not there. If he had to describe it... Yes, it was the same feeling he got whenever he entered the virtual world.

Interestingly, Syel found that he could move freely within this dimension. Only, he felt more like a ghost or a floating camera. Just as he thought that Syel caught sight of a candle on the floor. Instinctively, he tried to ‘grab’ it.  Vwoosh!

Syel groaned as he shook his head. The action informed him he had returned to reality. Intriguingly though, he did not come alone. The candle he saw was in his right hand. Syel frowned. Wait. Did this bastard really?

“Yup,” Kashi confirmed Syel’s thoughts with a proud grin. “Finally mastered Dimensional Painting enough to create small dimension pockets for everyone to use.”

Syel rubbed his face and groaned. “Kash.”

“Yeah?”

“Mimi’s gonna murder you.” Syel had a point. The dimensional pockets could potentially sabotage both the train and skyboat business. If people had such a reliable method of carrying around a heavy load, why would they need trains?

“Mi ―No, never mind.” Kashi shook his head. He would not get involved in Syel’s weird nicknames. He explained, “Yeah, I thought of that. That’s why I’m not planning on releasing them to everyone. I don’t even have that kind of time. I’m thinking more along the lines of having them as rewards for our guild members and companies affiliated with us, both Summoned and Residents. What do you think?”

Kashi had indeed thought long and hard about it. 

Trains and Skyboats were definite cash cows, but they were also copyable technology. The Hopeful Maggots needed something that was solely theirs, something that could never be reproduced elsewhere to firmly secure their legacy. The Bank was the first step. Kashi viewed this as another opportunity. Somewhere far down the line, though.

But perhaps, more importantly, the Dimensional Pocket was an excellent excuse to slowly level his Dimensional Painting Skill. Large projects took far too long and needed much more concentration. At least, for the Beginner and early-Intermediate stages, quantity beat quality in terms of leveling speed.

“Not a bad idea at all.” Syel admired the Dimensional Pocket as he turned it this way and that. “Small, compact. Pretty functional. It’ll catch on fast.” His brows then wrinkled softly. “The only problem is the name, though. Dimensional Pocket’s a mouthful for everyday conversation.”

Kashi tapped his chin. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m thinking maybe PokeDim.”

“That’s a lawsuit.”

“Okay. How about DimPock?”

“Sounds like you’re ordering Dim-sum with a side of Pork. Damn! Now, I’m hungry!”

“Yeah? Well... Dicket sounds neat?”

“Dicket!? BAHAHA!” Syel burst out laughing, unable to control his amusement any longer. “You said Dicket. You really said Dicket. Hey Dickhead, let me see your Dicket! My  Dick et’s bigger than yours! Bahahaha!” The halben clutched his belly as he rolled on the rooftop.

Kashi had half a mind to just kick Syel off the roof and be done with it. The daeben’s ears somehow turned red from all the embarrassment. So, he folded his arms and asked, “Well, what would you call it then? It’s not easy to come up with names, you know?”

Syel took a breath and then commented as he patted his chest, “That sounds more like a shitty author’s excuse.” He then chuckled as he sat upon the roof. “But, I’ll help ya out this time.” The halben paused and then said, “How about Pocket?”

Kashi frowned. “That’s too simple ―”

“Sometimes, simplicity is best.” Syel regarded Kashi with a profound smile. “Think about it. The name’s simple, people are already used to it, and it quickly gets the purpose of its existence across.”

“Yeah. But, like you said. People are already used to it. Don’t you think it’ll sound weird?”

Syel smiled. “When was the last time someone asked if you had a pocket? Or even anything regarding your pocket specifically?” 

Kashi froze. He realized he could not recall a single moment in recent history where someone had referenced his pocket.

“Pocket’s a word we’re used to, but rarely ever use.” Syel chuckled as he juggled the Dimension Pocket. “I can picture a bunch of people walking around, asking each other about their Pockets. Can you?”

Kashi thought about it. Him in a tavern. A man comes up to him asking for the ‘goods.’ Kashi replies,  “It’s in my pocket. Hope you’ve got one big enough.”  The man replies,  “My pocket’s bigger than yours.”  Kashi crushes the man’s skull. 

Alright. That last part was unnecessary. But, at least he confirmed that ‘pocket’ did sound reasonable in use. At least to his ears. Kashi looked at Syel and nodded. “You’re right. Pocket does sound reasonable. Let’s go with that.”

“Heh. Recognizing my greatness at last.”

”...Don’t make me regret this.” Kashi rolled his eyes and took out two pockets he had just made. He then flung them in opposite directions on the rooftop. “Thanks for your hardwork!” He said to seemingly no one in particular.

Moments later, two hands caught the pockets just before they flew over the edge. A pair of Serian guards then slowly emerged seemingly from nowhere. 

Kashi smiled as he looked at both guards. He recognized that technique. It was used by assassins to blend into the peripheral view of their targets. Unlike invisibility techniques, this was more of a finely honed illusion skill. “You both hid perfectly. So, don’t feel bad I caught you. Probably wouldn’t have, but I could, unfortunately, smell your scented oils. It’s faint, but my nose is sharper than most.”

The guards expressed their thanks, which Kashi responded to with a smile and a wave. Kashi then looked at Syel, and both men jumped down from the roof. 

Kashi and Syel walked into the manor, just in time to be invited to breakfast. Syel glanced at Kashi. Seeing that the daeben did not make up any excuses to run away, he gladly told the waitress to lead the way. Technically, regular food did nothing for Syel, but as he retained his taste bud, he saw no reason to shy away from good food.

When Kashi and Syel reached the dining hall, it was already packed with the Maggots, the kings, and the countries’ delegates. The amorous conversation froze immediately the two entered. 

Upon seeing the daeben, Shadow and Jade immediately screamed, “Kashi!”And then ran up to him. Within a moment, Kashi was surrounded by not only Maggots but other delegates too.

Kashi had anticipated this reaction. He calmly answered their questions. Yes. He did die. Yes. It was for a short period. No. He could not recall anything after he died except for darkness. Yes. He did have a skill that brought him back to life. No. He could not reveal details about the skill.

Kashi had no qualms about revealing he had a resurrection skill. The system’s hasty prompt already snitched. Any intelligent gamer would have sussed out that he had a way to resurrect. Right now, he was only confirming these to the less-informed.

It took a few minutes, but everyone eventually calmed down. Since Kashi was fine, there was no point in overreacting.

In all the commotion, only Syel noticed that, aside from acknowledging each other’s presence with thin smiles, Kashi and Lunette did not interact. The halben sighed. He really wanted to smack these children upside the head. The only people who hesitated like this were those who had yet to realize how fleeting and essential time can be. But, it was not his place to interfere. Not yet, at least.

Kashi, meanwhile, waited for everyone to return to their seats. After everyone was seated, he looked at King Parissius and King Xafier. He pulled out two portraits from his inventory and walked to their side. “Your Majesties. If it’s alright with you, I would like to leave keys to Orez with you both. When you wish, please enter with this, and I will see that you are returned home.”

King Parissius’s brow rose. Perhaps because of the time he spent with Kashi, he could sense something was off. Kashi giving them keys meant he planned on leaving. “Are you alright? Is there a reason you cannot wait?”

Kashi revealed a bitter smile. This damned king was sharp at the most inconvenient times. Everything is fine, Your Majesty. I need to leave for training. It is but a few weeks to the battle of the millennium. I do not feel ready.” Kashi extended the keys to both kings. “Please take them. Later, it will make transporting you both so much easier.”

“Later?” King Xafier frowned as he and King Parissius accepted the keys. 

Kashi nodded. “Yes. Later.” The daeben took out another key and held it out to King Chu. “Your Majesty. I request you let King Parissius Vermillion and King Xafier Anton use this key to enter Orez. Then, later, when you feel your forces are ready, you can enter Orez. That way, I will transport you all safely to the battlefield.”

King Chu accepted the key with a concerned gaze. “You. Are you certain you are in good mind? You just suffered a traumatic event. Are you certain you do not wish to rest and recuperate first? At least stay for breakfast?”

Kashi glanced at his guild members. He then sighed and shook his head. “Unfortunately, I sadly must decline.” He smiled as he straightened and then bowed one last time. “I will be going now. I wish you all well.” 

With those words, Kashi turned to leave the room. However, he paused for a second at the door. He then looked at Leila. “Sorry. When everyone is ready, please leave with King Parissius. I’ll get you guys to where you belong when everyone’s gathered.”

Leila, however, frowned. “You’re doing it again.”

In response to her chastisement, Kashi let out an awkward laugh and scratched the back of his neck. “Don’t worry. I just need to work something out on my own for a little bit. I’ll be back before you know it.”

Leila observed Kashi’s expression. Failing to find any defining traits she could pull inference from, she sighed in frustration. Well, if she could not nail down what was wrong with him, at the very least, she would reduce the stress. This was not her first time dealing with this scenario, after all. Suzuki and Razznik both retreated into their shells often. To be honest, it was a surprise it had taken this long for Kashi to do so. Leila nodded and then promised, “I’ll take care of  everyone .” She emphasized everyone, but her eyes were on Lunette. “You go do whatever you need to do.”

“Thanks.” 

Finally, Kashi left the room, his back strangely looking smaller than usual...

 



            

    
        Chapter 228: I Want to Fight

    
    
    
    
                
Suzuki’s Room.

11:32 p.m. 20  th   June 2024.

Suzuki stretched as he walked out of his room. The young man cracked his neck, freeing up joints that had locked from staying in place for too long. He then made his way to the kitchen, grabbed an apple, and silently munched on it as he organized his chaotic thoughts. It had been a crazy nine days for Kashi—possibly more eventful than the previous months combined. The daeben, and in turn, Suzuki had been forced to face their inner demons. The parts they did not like to think about.

‘Razznik.’  Suzuki frowned as he recalled the warrior who effortlessly trounced Kashi.  ‘That’s not him.’  Suzuki was sure of Razznik’s death. He was right there when Razznik ‘disappeared.’ 

‘But then, why?’  Why did that Razznik feel so familiar? It wasn’t just physical. Suzuki knew Razznik better than anyone else. The bone-deep arrogance. Eyes that only sought strength. Actions that often contradicted his words.  ‘It’s the same.’  This Razznik was the same in every way. If Suzuki had not witnessed Razznik’s passing, he would have sworn this was the real man.

‘Shouyou, you bastard. What did you do?’  Suzuki decided he had to meet Shouyou soon. There were too many things that blond devil had to answer for.  ‘There’s Zuri, too.’  Though this was for Kashi, Suzuki did need to find out about Zuri. But, not now. Not tonight. 

For now, Suzuki had other plans. Something had been bugging him. Something he noticed the last time he trained but did not put too much emphasis on. Suzuki looked at the half-eaten apple in his hand. 

He squeezed.

Blurksh!

The young man frowned as he examined the dripping mess. Somehow, he had just crushed an apple. Suzuki knew his strength better than most. If he used the finger technique, he could crush an apple, sure. But like this? With his fingers flat across the surface? That was not ordinary. 

But, there was only one way to test this theory for sure.

Suzuki cleaned up his mess and then made his way out of the apartment. The young man stopped outside the building and then gazed up at the dark sky. The moonless sky didn’t feel so lonely as the stars were out in full force. Suzuki gazed at the dense star clusters.  ‘That night. What was the sky like when Razznik died?’  “Whatever.” The young man snorted, pulled up his hood, and then walked across the empty streets to the training center.

As a result of gamers’ irregular hours, the training center was open 24-hours. Suzuki, thankful for this, entered the hall and then made his way to a fitness machine. The machine, released by Genaco, allowed its user to perform a comprehensive fitness test. From weight to stamina and strength. It resembled a treadmill but had a raised platform housing a catcher’s mitt. To test your strength, all you had to do was punch them, mitt. The score would then be displayed.

The last time Suzuki used one was at a gym near his previous home. At the time, he had gotten a score of 500 lbs, which was beyond impressive for a slim teenager. By comparison, heavyweight boxers achieved around 900-1000 lbs, while the average person had about 200 lbs. 

Suzuki stared at the catcher’s mitt as he climbed onto the machine. The young man pulled his right arm back as he slowly took a deep breath. He then crouched, raising his left arm ahead of him in a striking stance. A moment...

Whoosh!

Like a bullet from a barrel, Suzuki burst forward. The young man’s body swiveled, sending a massive rotational force from his legs to his waist. Without wasting a sliver of momentum, that force was then transferred to his arms. Suzuki’s fist spun as he punched out. 

BOOM!

The machine violently shook as Suzuki’s fist barrelled into the mitt.  Whoo.  The young man let out his breath and then stood up. Hm. That felt way more powerful than anything he had ever put out. To confirm his suspicions, Suzuki looked at the score screen, whose numbers scrambled as if unable to correctly ascertain his score. Eventually...

1,134 lbs.

Suzuki’s mind blanked. He stared at the incredulous number and then at his own fist. What the hell!? He knew his body best. There was no way in hell he could put out something that heavy with his build.  ‘Wait a minute.’ 

Newton’s law of motion. For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. This was reality. Ki and Magic did not exist. If he was putting out those numbers, then... 

Suzuki took off his hoody and sneakers, then switched the machine to weight mode. His eyes twitched as he stared at the number on the screen. 

95 kg.

Haha... Someone was playing with him, right? This had to be a prank. Suzuki removed his shirt and examined his body. Yeah. Not to brag, but Suzuki was someone who took extra care of his body and weight. His muscles were of the lean variety, the type that was not obvious except he wore a skin-tight shirt. Those tiny muscles had up to 95 kg of weight? On a body that was not up to 6 feet tall? 

Could someone please explain what the hell was going on!

Suzuki could not comprehend it. Ninety-five percent of his time the last three months was spent in the Virtual World. It was already weird that he did not lose muscle mass considering his sustenance most comprised of the Full Body’s nutrient solu...

Suzuki’s gaze turned sharp. The nutrient solution. Could there be something wrong with it? Did Genaco put something in there? The longer Suzuki considered it, the more likely it seemed. That was the only explanation for how he suddenly grew stronger despite sleeping all day.

‘How many?’  How far did this go? Was this something Shouyou did to mess with him? Suzuki frowned. Or was this something affecting everyone on the compound? No. Maybe the whole world? 

Suzuki gritted his teeth. “Sons of bitches.” What was Genaco’s end goal? Suzuki frowned as he looked at his fist. Well, in the end, it did not matter. He had confirmed one thing at least. Somehow, Genaco was strengthening him. There was only one reason to raise a bunch of strong warriors.

It seemed the battle Akari talked about was real and not some scare tactic.  ‘Will I have to kill someone?’   Suzuki shook his head. There was no point in worrying about some distant future. He would deal with that when it came to it. In the meantime...

Bzzzz...

Suzuki wore his clothes and then took out the vibrating phone from the hoody’s pouch pocket. Genaco sent a notification that the first team battle would take place on Monday, 8  th   July 2024. Suzuki did the math. That was nine days. With time dilation, forty-five days, or just over six weeks. Good, it would not clash with Kashi’s battle. 

Suzuki looked at the extra prompt. A mild warning from Genaco, if you will. ‘Teamwork is paramount in the completion of these battles.’ Teamwork, eh... Suzuki frowned as he thought of his  team . “Don’t need it.” On this, he agreed with that fake Razznik. Teams? Bah. Who knew when they would turn around and stab you in the back. The only thing a man could rely on was himself. The one thing no one could ever take from him was the training and knowledge required to climb the problematic tower to the top. 

Suzuki had climbed that tower alone all his life. He would not seek assistance now. The young man tucked his hands in his pockets and then walked out of the training center. Usually, he would stay and workout for an hour or two, but his hands were itchy. They were shaking. Ever since Kashi faced Razznik in that... wherever the hell that was. Suzuki could feel his hands shaking.

“Whoo...” Suzuki breathed out as he walked into a building in the restricted sector. As usual, he took the elevator down and then went to the Gladiator Combat Room. Luckily, no one was in, so he did not have to deal with any blowhards this time.

Suzuki slid into a capsule, affixed the helmet, and then shut his eyes. He selected one-on-one combat from the pop-up menu and chose to stick with the sentinel model. Finally, he placed the A.I intelligence at the highest, and then allowed the system to connect him to the Sentinel.

Having learned his lesson from his first experience, Suzuki surrendered the secondary functions to the onboard A.I. Suzuki then opened his eyes. His sentinel stood in a small room with another sentinel-make across from it. The scanners picked up several weapons on the wall, ranging from swords to bows and arrows. The sentinel across from him was painted red and held a katana in his left hand.

Suzuki examined the thin blade as the A.I fed him information about its sharpness, weight, and length.  ‘A katana.’  Suzuki shook his head.  ‘This is not his style.’   The young man grumbled in discontent. However, despite his complaints, a thin smile rose on Suzuki’s lips as he raised his fists. “Still, let’s play.”

As if in response to his challenge, the sentinel brandished its blade and then charged. Rear thrusters instantly shrunk the gap. In the blink of an eye, its sword crashed down toward Suzuki’s skull. 

Suzuki, however, remained static, as if frozen in place. The sentinel, without mercy, swung even faster, aiming to end the battle in one quick swing.  Twitch.  Just when the blade was inches from Suzuki’s head, his fingers twitched.

Suzuki’s eyes suddenly met the sentinel’s. The machine’s systems screamed out warnings! Something was wrong! The intelligent A.I attempted to retract its swing, but it was already too late. Suzuki’s left hand shot up. The armored hand accurately struck the flat of the katana blade.

The sentinel’s swing harmlessly swung over Suzuki’s head. Suzuki was not done. His left arm snaked out and latched onto the sentinel’s sword arm. It held on like a vice, refusing to budge even an inch. Suzuki’s eyes flashed with a red light as he followed through with a gut-wrenching punch to the sentinel’s midriff.

The sentinel exploded backward.  Craack!  Suzuki kept the arm that separated from its body. Suzuki threw the arm away. He then looked at the sentinel and shook his head. “Too obvious. He wasn’t like this.”

The sentinel rose to its feet, performing a quick analysis as it did. It judged its current chances of winning to be less than twenty percent. As a result, it waited. A section of the wall slid open on the wall opposite Suzuki. A soldier-class gladiator walked in. Its frame was the middle ground between the lithe Sentinel and the heavily armored Crusher-class.

Sentinel-class A.Is were trained with assassin style combat. They were taught to kill with as few moves as possible, each one aiming for vital spots. Sentinel-class were perfect for ambushes or sneak attacks but were not as adept at prolonged combat. 

Soldier classes, on the other hand...

Suzuki focused on the heavy buster sword on the Soldier’s back. Okay. This was closer. But was it any good with that weapon? 

The Soldier examined the damage to the sentinel and then looked at the torn off hand on the floor. It performed rapid calculations, judging the threat’s danger level. Maximum. This was a maximum level threat! Accepting the challenge, the Soldier drew out its buster sword. 

Suzuki tensed up as he watched the Soldier drop into a deliberate low stance, sword point pointed at him.  ‘This one is different.’  Suzuki already knew. This one was an expert. It was leagues stronger than the sentinel. Suzuki kicked up the katana and then brandished it. This one was strong. ‘ But…’

Suzuki and the Soldier slowly approached each other, each tentative inch gained a challenge to the other. Who would flinch first? 

It happened once Suzuki crossed the one-meter mark.

BOOM!

The Soldier’s thrusters activated. It suddenly barrelled towards Suzuki. At this pace and distance, there was no chance of Suzuki dodging. 

It just so happened Suzuki had no intention of doing so. The katana zipped forward. Bang! Sword points crashed amidst shining sparks. Sentinel and Soldier glared at each other through the embers. 

The clash neutralized the force from both blades. Suzuki and the Soldier quickly disengaged and then clashed once more. This time, the Soldier’s buster sword soared to the sky from the ground. BANG! Suzuki’s katana crashed down like judgment from heaven. The buster sword was condemned to the ground.

Suzuki flattened his blade against the fallen sword and then swung forward, using the bustersword’s edge as a guide. The Soldier’s eyes flashed. It unhesitantly released the sword and then spun in place. 

Suzuki’s strike sailed through the air, missing the Soldier by a hair’s breadth. The Soldier, however, utilized the rotational spin to crash its elbow onto Suzuki’s head. Suzuki mentally smirked. Borrowing the same trick, he completed a rotation with his sword arm. As a result, he danced away from the blow.

The Soldier, however, did not give up after seeing its strike had failed. It raised its leg and kicked down on the buster sword’s hilt. The force sent the sword flying upward, where it spun in place.  BOOM! 

The Soldier calculated the required force and angle and then punched against the sword hilt. Boom! The sword blasted ahead like a cannon. 

Caught off-balance, Suzuki could only raise his sword and swiftly blocked the strike. The force, however, sent man and blade flying to the wall. Clang! With a deft swipe, Suzuki pushed the sword over his chest. Boom! That strike proved to be just enough. The blade struck drove into the wall, just above his shoulder.

Suzuki, however, did not time to rest. The Soldier chased followed behind the sword, ready to deliver the finishing strike. Suzuki’s eyes flashed. He kicked off the wall and burst forward. The Soldier fell within striking range in a blink of an eye. 

Fwish!

Suzuki cut a sharp arc ahead of himself. But his sword met no resistance. The Soldier jumped over Kashi and landed on his sword. Suzuki grinned as he began to feel his mind jumping with joy. “The whole body is a weapon.”

Whoosh!

Suzuki’s dormant tail suddenly whipped out and then snaked around the Soldier’s leg.  Whip!  Suzuki yanked the Soldier off and then spun around, his blade going ahead of him.  Crash!

With a sickening crunch, Suzuki cut the Soldier down the middle. The young man admired the wreckage but then clenched his fist as he looked at the door. This time, a slightly larger soldier walked in. Except this time, it boasted two assault rifles in addition to the buster sword. 

Suzuki’s eyes flashed. If he had lips, he would have licked them from the growing excitement. “Come.”

In response to Suzuki’s challenge, the soldier-class drew its rifle. It trained the gun at the opposing gladiator and then squeezed the trigger. Faced with the impending onslaught, Suzuki rapidly took stock of his surroundings. 

Small room, no cover. The maimed sentinel-class and the destroyed soldier-class were the only things in the room aside from Suzuki and the gladiator class. Suzuki looked at the gun. Without cover, he could not afford to allow the Soldier to seize the momentum.

Bang! Rat-ta-ta-ta! 

Suzuki kicked up the destroyed Soldier’s torso just as the first bullet exited the chamber. The daeben grabbed the corpse and then charged, holding it in front like a shield. Bullets tore into the makeshift shield, the impact threatening to push Suzuki back. However, the young man moved ahead, even as the shield began crumbling to pieces.

The Soldier’s eyes flashed. It pointed the gun towards Suzuki’s feet.

Boom! 

But just then, as if sensing their intentions, Suzuki kicked hard against the ground. He folded himself into a ball as he leaped into the air, significantly reducing his possible hit areas. The Soldier, in retaliation, sprayed non-stop, perhaps hoping to decimate the shield before Suzuki landed.

Warning!  Suddenly, the Soldier stopped shooting as it perceived a significant threat. Suzuki’s trajectory currently ended right behind it. If it continued like this, Suzuki might just land a sneak attack!

“Too late!” Suzuki spun in the air and then flung the tattered shield. This forced the Soldier to block the projectile. Suzuki took advantage of this to explode past the Soldier with his thrusters. The second his feet hit the floor, Suzuki spun around and then swung at the Soldier’s exposed back. 

Boom!  The Soldier smartly blasted forward, barely dodging the most fatal of blows.  Clang!  But not before Suzuki’s blade severed the assault rifle still on its back. The blade traveled further but was rebuffed by the Soldier’s broadsword.

Suzuki did not fight the recoil. He spun with the blade and then once again burst forward. He chased after the retreating Soldier and swung down, aiming to slice it two from the head down.

The Soldier, in response, turned to face Suzuki. It then raised its assault rifle above its head just as the blade came crashing down. BANG! The katana slammed into the rifle. The blade cut deep, but before its cut all the way through, the Soldier bent the rifle at an incline and then let go.

The incline forced Suzuki wide, which then bought the soldier time to retreat even further. Once again, Suzuki chose not to fight the new path. He allowed the blade the travel downward, then spun in place as he brought the momentum to a slow stop. 

Suzuki did not mind surrendering the momentum he had built up as he had achieved his primary objective in that exchange. Suzuki’s street fights against dishonorable hoodlums had built up his fighting ethos. First, always aim to get rid of long-range projectiles even if you suffer a small loss. A broken finger or busted eye was an excellent price to pay for getting rid of someone’s throwing knives or some other asshole flinging bottles or broken glass from afar.

Suzuki watched the Soldier as he shook the blade loose of the rifle. The young man then slowly raised the sword as the gladiator across drew its buster sword. Another thing Suzuki learned. What to do when faced with an opponent physically and technically stronger than you?

Steam leaked from Suzuki’s mouth as he simulated slowly breathing out. 

Boom! The Soldier suddenly burst forward and then swung its blade at Suzuki’s midriff. It had learned from the previous one’s mistake. Suzuki’s horizontal draw was too quick. Suzuki would definitely cut it in half if it went for a typical overhead swing. This time, it also opted for a horizontal swipe. Suzuki had to either dodge or block. This should prevent him from counter-attacking.

‘If this were my real body, maybe.’  Rather than block, Suzuki jumped backward, just an inch behind the sword’s reach. Immediately the sword swung past,  ‘Now!’  Suzuki’s thrusters blasted him forward. He made to pierce the Soldier’s head, but he suddenly stopped as he sensed something wrong. 

Suzuki glanced to his side. Sure enough, the Soldier’s swinging arm had suddenly stopped.  ‘Ah, that’s right. They’re robots.’  By the time Suzuki recalled this fact that allowed brakes to be installed in the gladiators’ joints, the buster sword was already on its way back. 

Suzuki jumped and placed the katana beside him, using his second hand to hold the blade in place.  ‘BANG!’  A terrible force traveled through Suzuki’s blade into the gladiator. Luckily, Suzuki’s feet were off the ground. So, a large portion of the force was lost to sending the young man flying backward.

Once Suzuki landed, he immediately kicked off to the side. BOOM! He looked at the Soldier who had just crashed his sword into the ground where Suzuki once stood. Despite flying to the side, Suzuki had a thought.  ‘I’m a robot. I do not fear recoil.’  Just as Suzuki thought that, the thrusters activated. Not only did he stop, but he charged even faster toward the Soldier who had yet to rise. This was the difference between a robot and a human. Humans could not handle rapid acceleration and deceleration. The g-forces were far too deadly for most.

Suzuki’s katana pierced for the Soldier’s head.  ‘Clang!’  The Soldier’s right arm shot up at the last second. It deftly knocked Suzuki’s blade to the side and then pulled out the buster sword with its left. The Soldier then whirled and swung at Suzuki with a merciless glare.

The Soldier swung at Suzuki, but he parried with the katana. The Soldier did not let up, however, and followed through with an unrelenting barrage. Suzuki faced the inferno with a calm gaze. The young man gently parried each strike, patiently awaiting his opportunity.

This was Suzuki. A young man who could weather all kinds of storms, patiently waiting for his opportunity. This was what he learned fighting on the streets. When facing a stronger opponent, do not be afraid to surrender momentum.

The opponent might be stronger and faster, but as long as you could shoulder the pain, an opportunity would arise, eventually. When you got that chance...

Suzuki continued to weather the Soldier’s barrage. The Soldier’s attacks increasingly grew wilder and stronger, akin to natural disasters. Suzuki’s defense, meanwhile, was like water. Sometimes, soft. Sometimes, hard. Suzuki’s free-flowing parries prevented the Soldier from gaining an overwhelming advantage. At the same time, he kept the Soldier honest by unleashing devastating counters between parries. The Soldier was forced to keep alert as every single one of those attacks if they landed, would have ended it.

Clang! Clang!

Suzuki’s heartbeat quickened as the battle intensified. Flying sparks from the clashing blades lit a sleeping bonfire in the young man’s heart. Yes. This. This was it! This was the feeling! The Soldier’s rapidly improving attacks caused Suzuki to unintentionally shout. “Haha! Yes!”

Suddenly, Suzuki felt stifled. The virtual connection was not good enough. He wanted to feel this battle with his real flesh and blood. Feel the fatigue from the tiring attacks. The pain in his limbs as the sword gradually grew heavier. The loud booming in his ears as his heart rapidly pumped blood through his veins.

Ah, Suzuki wanted to feel it. Suzuki fought to suppress the growing desire within his heart. The one thing he could not allow himself to feel. But try as he might, he could not push that feeling down. Each time he tried, Razznik’s image as he beat down Kashi resurfaced. “Goddamnit.” Suzuki cursed. He then uttered the words he had tried to bury deep. “I want to fight him.”

BANG!  Suddenly, the Soldier tripped and then fell over. The stunned gladiator quickly scanned its feet and only then realized what had tripped it. The mangled ‘shield’ Suzuki threw earlier. It had tripped over it when it tried to dodge Suzuki’s last attack. 

Clang! It looked at the katana that rested on its shoulder.

“Good fight. But you’re not him.” Suzuki retrieved his katana. The young man released a disappointed ‘sigh.’ “Your entire body is a weapon. The ground is a weapon. The world itself is a weapon. Only when you understand this can you begin to call yourself a warrior. Razznik would never lose track of what’s around him, no matter how hectic the fight.”

To Suzuki’s surprise, the Soldier returned its sword to its holster and then bowed. It did not say anything, but Suzuki somehow understood. It was acknowledging its loss and expressing gratitude for the lesson. Suzuki mentally frowned. Did he just assist the machine overlords in their eventual take-down of humanity? He pondered for all of three seconds and then threw the thought to the back of his mind.

If Genaco were stupid enough to allow proper, self-aware A.Is into the real world, then the world deserved to end. That was neither his problem nor his cross to bear. With these thoughts, the young man logged out of the gladiator.

Seconds later, Suzuki opened his eyes in the Gladiator Combat Room. He got out of the capsule but then paused when he noticed a man looking at him. The man revealed a lackadaisical smile as he observed Suzuki’s wary gaze.

“Bit paranoid, aren’t you?” Tsukoden Kimuri, leader of the gladiator team, Nature’s Vanguard, gazed at the teenager. He had watched Suzuki’s fight and had to acknowledge this kid as the real deal. “Saw your fight. You’re pretty good, kid.”

Suzuki frowned. Kimuri’s smile did not sit right with him. It was too relaxed. Like everything in this world was within his control. “Were you following me?”

“What?” Kimuri stared at Suzuki, mouth agape. This kid was serious! “Why in the hell would I do something so stressful? I would more likely hire someone to do that for me.”

“Did you do that?”

“What?”

“Hire someone.”

Kimuri took out his cigar and then snuffed it in a case he carried. He fixed Suzuki with a hard glare as he cautioned, “Listen, kid. If I wanted to follow you or have you followed, you would not have a clue.”

“So, you do not deny you have the skill.”

“No? I―”

“Good to know.” Suzuki shook his head and then made for the door.

Kimuri watched the young man, shock and awe evident in his wide eyes. Did this kid just play him for information? Him? Tsukoden Kimuri? Kabuki’s Gray Fox? His eyes narrowed. “Hey, kid.”

Kimuri burst forward immediately Suzuki turned around, with what could only be described as inhuman speed. His right leg suddenly shot up and then arced down. The motion drew a beautiful but deadly picture as his feet made a collision course for Suzuki’s face.

BANG!

Kimuri paled. He only wanted to scare the kid and so correctly judged the kick. He could not have struck Suzuki unless the kid willingly brought his face to Kimuri’s boot. A moment later, though, Kimuri’s face got even whiter, but from pain. Only then did he notice that his boot did not impact Suzuki’s face, but rather, it had been grabbed.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Suzuki was livid. His cold eyes glared at Kimuri as if wishing to tear the man into pieces. However, beneath the anger was a little excitement. That kick had been extremely painful. Suzuki might have blocked it, but the aftershocks that traveled through his body almost made him cough up blood. Anyone who could injure his strengthened body was definitely abnormal.

Kimuri had a similar thought process. He knew just how powerful his kick was. Only a freak could not only block his kick but also catch his leg without serious injuries. His gaze narrowed as he observed the youth. ”...You too?”

Suzuki frowned but then released Kimuri’s leg. Might as well ask since he was here. “Are you stronger than normal?”

“Ah. So, you found out.” Kimuri suddenly grinned. “You must be pretty strong in-game for you to have blocked my legs. I’m pretty proud of them, you know.”

Suzuki ignored the final sentence. “What do you mean in-game?”

Kimuri chuckled as he admired the young man’s frustrated eyes. “In-game? Did I say that? Well, you’ll just have to find out, won’t you?” He then made to leave the room, but Suzuki interrupted him.

“Where are you going?” Suzuki’s, fierce cold gaze regarded Kimuri. 

Kimuri shrugged. “Going to my room, of course.”

“Didn’t you come to use the Gladiator Room? You’re leaving without even using it?” 

Kimuri took out a fresh cigarette and then lit it. He took a drag and then delightfully exhaled. “Nope. I got what I came for.”

Suzuki’s eyes narrowed. “So, you were following me?”

“Not exactly. I went for a jog and just so happened to spot you.” Kimuri’s benign smile pissed Suzuki off. “Not the same, I would argue.” Kimuri stuffed his hands in his pockets and then made his way out of the room. “See you at the prelims, kid. I’m looking forward to it.”

Suzuki snorted. He almost walked out but then remembered he would have to share an elevator with the chain smoker. So, instead, he waited a few minutes and then made his way back to his room.

Suzuki checked the time when he finally got back. 2:12 a.m. It was just under three hours since Kashi logged out. Suzuki made his way to the capsule but then suddenly stopped. His brows creased in a frown. “Are you saying that because of what Razznik said? Don’t worry about that fake. Nothing will come of me staying out here. You know I’ll just waste time sleeping and watching anime. So, do us both a favor. Shut up and live your life without worrying about me. I’ll let you know if I need any time for myself.”

There was a pause, and then Suzuki sighed. “Fine. Okay. Sure. You can logout once a day. Not that it’ll do any good. Happy?”

Suzuki shook his head. Grumbling, he climbed into the capsule. “Ah, really. I really want to smack him, just once.”

Whoosh!



            

    
        Chapter 229: Fancy a Date?

    
    
    
    
                
Somewhere in Serisis.

00:35 am. 21  st   Banem 1092.

31 Days to World’s End.

Drixlia huffed as it absent-mindedly dug at the bare ground. The kirin was bored out of its mind, but it could not risk leaving its current position. Every now and then, a curious or foolhardy monster would attempt to draw near, but most times, a well-placed lightning bolt was sufficient in chasing them away. Luckily, this was not a high-leveled area, so barring any unfortunate miracles, there was no chance of any local monsters overpowering it.

Crack!

A crack in the ground drew Drixlia’s attention. The kirin harrumphed with excitement as the tear slowly widened until a hand broke through. Kashi emerged from beneath the ground with a slight frown. He had no choice but to bury his body underground to prevent the local wildlife from treating it as lunch. But, it did not take away the unpleasantness of awaking to a dust-covered body.

Kashi sighed and futilely dusted himself off. “Thanks, Drix.” Kashi patted the kirin with a grateful smile. Burying his body was not complete insurance. Some beasts had excellent smell, and bad luck was something he genuinely feared. So, he had Drixlia guard his body. It was a tedious job, but the kirin completed it nonetheless. 

Meanwhile, the monsters who had gathered around Drixlia, awaiting their chance, dispersed upon sensing the daeben’s power. They only dared confront Drixlia under the assumption that the delicious being buried underground was dead. Since Kashi was not only alive but even stronger than Drixlia, there was no longer any point.

Kashi ignored the retreating monsters. The experience points from these low-level creatures weren’t worth the effort. Instead, he checked the in-game clock. Indeed just over 14 hours had passed in-game since he logged out. By now, both the Merrite and Rosen delegations should have returned to Orez. He would take care of them before going dealing with his issues.

With this at the back of his mind, Kashi patted Drixlia. “Take care of me just a little longer.” He chuckled as Drixlia harrumphed and bumped its head against his. “All right. I’ll be right back.” 

Kashi closed his eyes. When he opened them, he stood in the sky above Yggdrasil. The daeben quickly flew to the ground, where he found the Merrites, Rosen, and Maggots resting beneath Yggdrasil’s branches.

Kashi really did not feel like talking, so he briefly informed the group that it was time to leave. He would take them to their specific destinations in a minute. The daeben left those words behind and then returned to the real world before anyone could ask any questions.

Upon his return, Kashi took out Rosario’s brush. He drew a massive ten-meter sigil on the ground and then used  [Lock] . Perhaps because of its size, it sucked out 10,000 MP before its completion. Then, as expected, the sigil caused a massive commotion as it forcefully absorbed mana from the world. Luckily, this was a remote location. No one noticed aside from a few curious monsters. 

Kashi examined the sigil, and then, when he was sure it was functional, he once again returned to Orez. This time, however, he appeared near the shores, far away from the settlements. He then, once more, drew another sigil and used  [Lock] . When the sigil finished forming, Kashi walked into it and then activated [Dimension Piercer.] He hoped it would send him to the one in Destia.

Unfortunately, he received an error prompt.





	

Warning:  Dimension Piercer cannot cross Dimensions at current Dimension Artist Mastery Level. 

Required:  Dimension Artist (Intermediate.) 

Warning:  Orez’s space is still unstable. Only keys generated from Orez can allow visitors safe passage. Gather all elements to stabilize Orez’s space.












Kashi frowned. Well, that put a damper on things. It appeared he had to wait a little while longer until guests could independently travel through his world. The daeben sighed and then returned to Destia. “No choice then.” Kashi regarded Drixlia with a wry smile as he took out a painting from his inventory. He placed a hand on Drixlia and then ripped up the painting.

A blinding light burst out and consumed Kashi. Within seconds, he pierced through space and appeared on a field outside Riven. Several Residents and Summoned gaped at the daeben who appeared from nowhere. Their jaws dropped even deeper at the kirin.

Kashi chuckled as he glanced at Drixlia. “You really stand out.” Drixlia rebutted with an angry harrumph, but Kashi ignored it. He took out Rosario’s brush and then spent a few minutes drawing a carbon copy of the sigil in Serisis. Finally, he activated  [Lock] . Kashi stepped out of the way, ignoring the stunned shouts as the portal gobbled up the surrounding mana. 

When it was complete, Kashi opened a portal. The first contingent, King Parissius, his delegates, Leila and Stryke, stepped out. Jade, Syel, Shoko, Shadow, Lunette, and Miote remained in Orez. 

King Parissius revealed a wry smile as he looked at his surroundings. “You couldn’t drop us closer?”

Kashi smiled apologetically and then pointed at the sigil behind him. “Sorry. I don’t think they’ll let me make that inside the town.”

“And what is that?”

“You’ll find out in a few seconds.” Kashi and King Parissius shared a mischievous smile before the daeben turned to Leila. “Sorry. I’ll be depending on you.”

“Mm.” Leila understood the importance of the next few weeks. She had to ensure the Maggots were prepared for the battle. Which meant more intensive level-boosting raids and supporting the crafting of higher-level weapons. No doubt. These upcoming days would be the most critical test of her time as Vice-Guild Master. Leila had the administrative side covered. But there was one place she could not help. One thing that bothered her. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

“I’m fine,” Kashi affirmed, but his smile was off.

Leila could tell because she had seen the daeben’s real smile. But she could not tell what exactly was wrong. She could do many things, but mind-reading, unfortunately, was not one of them. “Fine.” Leila sighed. She decided to trust in Kashi this time. “Just don’t overdo it. We’re here if you need help.”

“Yeah!” Stryke, affected by Kashi’s mood, also appeared subdued. His cautious gaze as he observed Kashi’s expression belied his apprehension. “You have us.”

Kashi looked at Stryke. “Punk.” 

“Ow!” Stryke cried out as he grabbed his forehead. A significant bump had risen from the spot Kashi flicked.

Pat!  Kashi placed his hand on Stryke’s head and then gently ruffled it. “You’re still too young to be worrying about me.” The daeben then waved as he stepped back onto the sigil. “Take care of yourself. Don’t slack off, or you’ll be eating my dust.” With those words, he stomped his foot on and then transferred 10,000 MP to the sigil.

Kashi felt a sensation similar to when he used Rinks once the sigil activated. He was suddenly ‘aware’ of one other door. As long as he willed it, he would be transported there. Kashi had no reason to hesitate. He once more stomped on the sigil and then said, “ [Pierce] ” 

Light poured from the sigil, swallowing everything above it. A few seconds later, it disappeared, leaving a stunned crowd behind. 

King Parissius stared at the empty spot. “BAHAHA!” The dignified king suddenly burst out laughing. “Oh. Yes. They definitely wouldn’t let you build that in the city.” He understood now why Kashi dropped them off here. No matter how much King Parissius trusted Kashi, the city would not stand to have such a significant security breach.

King Parissius looked at the teleportation sigil and then at the onlookers. The fact that Kashi did this in the open meant... “Destroy it.”

Two wind blades suddenly shot out from either side of the king. Boom! The ground exploded, destroying all traces of the sigil. The delegates shivered as Narkis and Alex silently sheathed their blades. Moments later, they once more ‘disappeared’ from sight.

King Parissius examined the destroyed sigil. Once he was sure the diagram was not salvageable, he nodded with satisfaction. He turned to look at Leila. The halben sensed his gaze and returned an approving nod.  ‘Ah. As expected.’  King Parissius smiled. It was truly gratifying to work with intelligent people. “It would appear we both have work to do.”

“It would seem so.” Leila nodded. She shared a look with Stryke and then looked to the south. “I must apologize. I shall not be able to accompany you back.”

King Parissius smiled and waved his hand. “Go do what you must. We will begin preparations on our end.” He watched as Leila nodded and then headed for the stable outside Riven with Stryke. Her stallion was resting there. When the young woman was out of sight, the young king’s gaze turned solemn. “Once we get back, summon the Minister of War. We do not have much time left.”

The delegates vehemently nodded and then followed behind their king as he returned to Riven. Of course, a hundred soldiers marched out to escort and protect him long before he reached the city walls. 

King Parissius frowned as he walked into the bustling city. Four Weeks. He had to vastly improve the country’s soldiers in four weeks. Only then would they stand a chance. Not just against the Chaos Order, but the increasingly powerful Summoned. The world would not be the same following that battle. 

They had to be ready. 


Merchant’s Guild, Merriheim.

1:12 am. 21  st   Banem 1092.

31 Days to World’s End.

Kashi and Drixlia appeared in front of the Merchant Guild in a flash of light. The daeben let out a sigh of relief. This was the last stop. He had dropped off Absalon, Jade, Asha, and the dwarfs at Aygorzi. Absalon immediately went to prepare the troops while Jade rushed back to her lab. The new, hard deadline determined she was about to encounter a series of sleepless nights as she sought to perfect everything needed for the battle.

Asha began a journey to gather willing fighters to join this battle. Finally, King Xafier ordered the dwarfs to ramp up armor and weapons production. This would be the first large-scale transaction among Aygorzi, Serisis, and Rosendun. They could not mess this up!

Kashi looked at the merchants, who quickly bent their heads, and continued about their business. There was not a soul in Merriheim who did not know Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots. A man who caused chaos wherever he went. This was his reputation. It was best not to get involved with this living disaster.

The man in question did not care for the fearful or judgemental gazes. Kashi opened his portal, allowing Miote, Shadow, Lunette, Shoko, and Syel to exit. Kashi first looked at Miote. “I’ll leave the bank to you.”

Miote grinned. “Yeah, don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure we have enough cash to fund this battle.” The chesch glanced at the siblings. Well, it seemed this was not an atmosphere for him to hang around. So, he tapped Kashi’s shoulder and then walked into the Merchant’s Guild. “See you soon, Kashi. Try not to die.”

“Wait!” Kashi’s call stopped the merchant in his tracks. “Catch.” Kashi flung the spare pocket Syel gave him. 

Miote caught the pocket with confusion in his eyes. Clack! That confusion cleared up the second he opened the case. Miote, who had followed the progression of Kashi’s powers very closely, instantly guessed the purpose of the small picture. The chesch’s eyes narrowed as he glared at Kashi. His lips parted, revealing a beautiful grin that did not reach his eyes. “Looks like this is not the time. But, we’ll need to have a looong discussion on gradual progression in business. Kashi-dono.”

“Sure. Hehe.” Kashi replied with nervous laughter. He had pissed off Miote multiple times in the past, but this was the first time the chesch genuinely seemed like he would tear Kashi a new one if he got his way. Kashi swallowed and then patiently watched Miote retreat into the building.

“I guess that covers everything.” Kashi sighed as he looked at the remaining four individuals. These four were exceptional, even in this crazy guild. They did not have any outstanding duties, but none could be ignored. Kashi quickly worked out a plan on how to best utilize their time. “Uh... Lune... Lunette.” Kashi’s hesitation came through in his uncertain tone. “Please, gather the orchestra and any volunteers for the Bard Division. Practice as many new songs as you can. If the enemy is as sly as we think, we’ll need all new songs to catch them off-guard. The bards’ buffs might just decide this battle.” The daeben then said to Shadow. “Protect her. Make sure no harm comes her way. The Chaos Order knows she exists by now. They might make a play.”

Shadow frowned. “If you want to protect her, why not stay?”

“I have to go.” Kashi shook his head. There would be no point if the others were with him. He needed to be alone to find himself. Razznik was right. Even now, he still depended on his teammates. That was a fatal flaw that was making him weak.

“Are you at least going to say what’s going on with you?”

”...Sorry.”

Frustrated, Shadow jerked his head to look at his sister. “And what about you, Sis? Not going to say anything!?”

Lunette bit her lip but ultimately nodded and said, “Be careful.”

Shadow cursed under his breath, but there was nothing he could do about it. Trauma was not something that could be overcome overnight, or just because someone wished it away. In this regard, perhaps Mato Ryumaki made them ‘too human.’

“Thank you.” Kashi, oblivious to Shadow’s internal struggle, thanked Lunette. He then turned to Shoko and Syel. He immediately felt a headache incoming as he looked at these two cheat lifeforms. What to do with them? He could not send them out to one-shot destroy the West Claw’s rebels. That might piss off those strong recluse characters. Eventually, Kashi shrugged and gave up. “You two do whatever. Just be back in time for the final fight.”

Shoko grinned and elbowed Syel in the gut. “Hey. We finally got some vacation time. What do you want to do? We cannot really level much in these three weeks.” This was true. The higher you climbed, the slower leveling got. Of course, you could beat this by constantly fighting higher-level creatures. 

Unfortunately, both Shoko and Syel were around Level 175. 

In a world with a level cap of 200, there weren’t many monsters around Level. 180 and above. It would take too much time to search for and start killing these monsters. At most, they would only gain 3 levels by the end of the third week. It was not worth the hassle.

The people who designed Destia evidently wanted the gamers to focus more on quests once they reached the higher levels. After all, only by emphasizing quests over monster-slaying could the poor fauna of the world survive.

By the way, Kashi leveled quickly despite rarely level-battling or raiding like other players, precisely because of his primary quest plot-line. Multiple level increases accompanied every territory added to Rosendun’s. Smaller boosts in experiences also occurred when smaller targets were met. For example, when Leila first opened relations with Serisis.

Syel looked at Kashi, Lunette and then rested his gaze on Leila. A small smile spread on his face as he said with twinkling eyes. “Fancy a date?” 

“What?” “What?”


Somewhere in Serisis.

00:56 am. 21  st   Banem 1092.

31 Days to World’s End.

Kashi and Drixlia appeared on the sigil he left behind. The daeben sighed as he thought back to Syel’s daring request. He’d never expected Syel to be the type to propose a date. Not in a million years. Even more shocking, Shoko not only accepted but immediately logged out after dragging Syel into Orez.

The ensuing silence between Kashi and Lunette could only have described as deafening. The daeben quickly escaped before the situation got even more awkward. Kashi let out another sigh. He knew he could not avoid Lunette forever. Still, this was not the time. Right now, he had to figure out a way to defeat Razznik.

That’s right. Despite what he told the kings, Kashi considered it a foregone conclusion that Razznik would be successfully summoned. This was not because of some prophecy, or fate, or feeling. No matter what, Kashi did not forget that this was still a game world. The return of Razznik could be considered the end of a major story chapter. What developer would introduce this massive threat and then not use it? 

The Chaos Order would undoubtedly be formidable opponents. But they had yet to generate enough clout amongst casual gamers to justify being an opponent capable of uniting the entire player base.

No. Razznik would definitely show up. And when he did, Kashi had to be ready.

But there was one small problem.

Razznik had trained for a thousand years, sharpening every skill he had to perfection. The Chaos God’s battle instincts were as close to perfection as one could reasonably get. Kashi, on the other hand, had slacked off greatly when it came to improving his basics. Increasingly, he found himself reliant on  [Gilgamesh]  and  [Asura] , a pair of OP skills that decimated opponents without requiring much strategy on his part.

‘Razznik was not like this.’  No. Razznik, despite his overwhelming strength, often fought with the bare basics. It was precisely this simplicity that often made it nigh impossible to catch the warrior off-guard. 

What about Kashi?

Kashi was definitely strong. No one could reasonably doubt the daeben’s accomplishments. But, his over-reliance on powerful one-shot abilities would be easily found out in a fight against true experts.  [Gilgamesh]  and  [Asura] , despite locking Kashi in place when activated, were godsend against monsters. But would he dare use them against Syel or Shoko?

‘No. That would be suicide.’  Kashi placed his bow on the ground as he recalled Nornesh’s test. What was the difference between him and Syel in that fight? That was the first time Kashi fought an opponent that did not give him any chance to use Gilgamesh. No. That was not quite right. It was not that Nornesh did not give him any opportunity, but Kashi did not dare use any skills that would lock him in place for the briefest second.

‘Useless.’  Razznik’s rebuke echoed in Kashi’s mind. The daeben sat next to his bow as he pondered. Was he genuinely useless? When did he start relying on system skills? Even without skills, he should have been able to injure Nornesh much earlier. Compared to Syel, Kashi’s performance had been subpar, both at long and short-range. While Syel pressured Nornesh with a myriad of intelligent combination magic, Kashi relied on his body to catch the dragon off-guard.

On the one hand, Kashi’s immunity to fire and dragon blood were his hard-worn abilities. To not use them was stupid. But on the other hand... Kashi clenched his fist.  ‘I’d have lost if Nornesh specialized in ice magic.’  Kashi had been lucky so far. Fire was the most common attribute among mages for its destructiveness. He had gotten cocky because his fire attribute countered most mages. Couple that with the fact that his dragon blood made him physically stronger than most of his foes, then it was no surprise that Kashi had neglected his training.

‘No more.’  Kashi looked at his fist. Starting today, he would return to the basics. But, Four weeks was not enough time. Razznik had mastered the basics. Kashi would never beat the Chaos God if he fought with just basics.

‘I need something original.’  Kashi needed something no one had seen before. Only a unique style would give him a chance against Razznik. With this in mind, the daeben took out everything he had and placed it on the ground. A quiver of arrows, a painting, a drop of his blood, and after considering it, he also set Rosario’s brush beside the rest.

These items represented everything that was Kashi. Unless he wanted to throw everything aside and start from scratch, he had to build using these as the foundation.

Kashi revealed a bitter smile. “What do you think, Drix? Got any ideas?” 

Drixlia harrumphed in response. The kirin gave Kashi a look as if questioning the daeben’s sanity. 

Kashi chuckled. “Well, I guess that’s the appropriate response.”

Shaking his head, Kashi slung the quiver and bow over his shoulders. He returned the painting to his inventory but then hesitated after picking up Rosario’s brush. He thought about returning it to his inventory but then ultimately holstered it at his waist. 

Perhaps because of the situation, Kashi was ready to consider any and all options. It might have been desperate, but these were desperate times. Once he was ready, Kashi rose to his feet and then climbed atop Drixlia’s back. The foundation was strong, but he was not sure what to do with it right now.

So, Kashi ultimately decided to focus on something else. Something new that he could train while he reinforced his foundation. With his next target in mind, Kashi spurred Drixlia on. “Let’s go to the sea.” 


???

1:18 am. 23  rd   Banem 1092.

31 Days to World’s End.

BOOM!

The underground cavern trembled. Simultaneously, a mighty earth dragon crumbled to the floor in a messy heap. Hundreds of Rockbiter Rats peeked out from tunnels, staring in shock and greed at the delicious-looking corpse. 

Unfortunately, none dared to enter the cavern because of the young man next to the corpse. Hektor grunted as he brushed dust off his face. Earth dragons were notoriously difficult to fight because of their skill in earth manipulation. Hektor couldn’t count how many times he face-slammed into massive stone walls while fighting this beast. Ultimately, however, he still emerged victorious.

Hektor clucked his tongue as he examined his injury-free body. It was a comfortable victory, too, despite all the dust. A grin spread across the young man’s face as he clenched his fist. Yes! He had gotten stronger. 

Definitely. 

Hektor glanced at an empty space on the ground. As if in reaction to his gaze, a white ball slowly appeared. Rex playfully waddled to Hektor and gently raised his front paws.

“Can’t be helped.” Hektor chuckled as he lifted Rex. The baby dragon cried with joy and snuggled its head against the young man’s chest. It then turned to the earth dragon and let out the cutest little roar. Well, it was much closer to a cat’s meow, but the baby’s exposed teeth affirmed its intentions. “Alright, go eat.” Hektor pet Rex and then let him down next to the corpse.

Hektor cut out a hole in the dragon’s scales and then sliced out a chunk of meat for himself. He did not need to worry about Rex. He might be a baby dragon, but he was a dragon nonetheless. Hektor bit into the dragon meat as he watched Rex tear a hole in the corpse and then walk inside. 

The first time Rex did this, Hektor panicked, but contrary to his expectations, the dragon did not drown inside the blood vessels. In fact, it appeared right at home as it swam up the vessels until it reached the earth dragon’s heart. Rex gobbled the human-sized heart, drained the dragon’s blood, and then tore its way out of the corpse.

By the time Rex emerged, Hektor wore a strange expression as he looked at the snow-white dragon. The young man could not understand where the dragon kept all that food, and most importantly, how its scales remained so white. It was almost like it rejected any dirt.

“Do you feel proud?”

Hektor froze. He slowly turned to see the Sword Spirit wearing a harsh smile. A lump formed in his throat. “I... won.” Hektor finally managed to find his tongue. The Sword Spirit’s aura was just too strong. Especially when it seemed upset. Hektor felt like he would crumble if the spirit just exerted a bit more pressure.

“Yes. You won.” The Sword Spirit’s harsh gaze bore into Hektor’s. “But it was quite the stupid victory, don’t you think?”

”...What?”

The Sword Spirit snorted. Hektor made quick progress after practicing the Dragoon Technique. The technique’s strength greatly depended on a mixture of the dragon and the dragoon’s latent talents. In Hektor’s case, his personal strength had exploded exponentially. Although the Sword Spirit had not confirmed Rex’s level, he was at least an Elder Dragon. That was why Hektor had gotten so much stronger.

But.

“You became stupid.” The Sword Spirit frowned. Previously, despite sustaining injuries, Hektor fought with caution. Granted, he was more instinctual than analytical, but the young man possessed fear in his heart. Fear made him cautious. Fear made him careful. But, Hektor’s new strength eroded a lot of that fear. “Why did you let yourself get hit so many times? You could have just as easily dodged them all.”

Hektor’s gaze lowered. Indeed, he could have and should have dodged the earth dragon’s attacks. It might have taken longer, but it was undoubtedly the safest, most secure method. At that moment, he recalled how Kashi battled alone in Suvron’s pass against a horde of monsters. “Yeah. I could’ve dodged.” Hektor raised his head. Resolve burned strong within his eyes as he admitted, “Yeah, I’m pretty stupid. I’m not as smart as Leila, Miote, or the others. I’m not as strong as Kashi, Syel, or Shoko. There’s nothing special about me. I’m just a kid from the swamps.” 

The young man’s fists clenched tight as he gritted his teeth. “I will never be worthy of fighting by Kashi’s side. So, at the very least. I want to be his spear. I will go ahead of him to clear the way. I will pierce through whatever blocks his path. Opening the shortest path to Kashi’s goal. That’s the path I want to take.”

The Sword Spirit’s mouth twitched as he observed the fervent youth’s expression. “You want to swing your sword for another’s cause? You are fated to become a Dragoon. One of the strongest beings in the world. Will you truly be satisfied following another?”

Hektor laughed and scratched the back of his head. “My Army Instructor used to say something to us.  ‘Some men choose to lead—others to follow. Neither is more important than the other. A leader without followers is like a lion without a pride. Strong, but fated to be killed or swallowed by an unforgiving world. A follower without a leader is like a headless chicken. Wasting his energy and vigor, running without a goal until he eventually falls.’ ” Hektor’s eyes shone as he regarded the Sword Spirit. “I’m more than happy following Kashi. It’s because of him that a kid from the slums could one day meet dragons and talk to gods.” Hektor pumped out his chest. “I don’t want to be a Leader of Men. It’s enough being the Leader of One Man. I’m fine as long as I’m in control of my own life.”

Rex walked over to Hektor’s side, admiration in his eyes as he observed the warrior’s proud stance. The baby dragon pushed on his stubby little feet to raise his chest high. It then glared at the Sword Spirit over his lifted chin and softly growled.

The Sword Spirit glanced at Rex. Its lips curled up in a frustrated smile. “I watched over you for a thousand years.” Unfortunately, Rex had no recollection of that time. Plus, its grasp over human language was still too little. It might not have recognized the Sword Spirit’s words regardless. 

The Sword Spirit, realizing the futility in speaking to a baby dragon, gave up. It looked at Hektor. “Leader of One Man, is it? That is not a bad principle to live by. Heh.” To Hektor’s shock, the scary Sword Spirit chuckled. “You are more like me than I thought. Indeed, who cares if you want to swing your sword for the sake of another?” An imposing aura suddenly burst out of the Sword Spirit, causing goosebumps to shoot up both Rex and Hektor’s skins. “People will tell you your path is foolish. I will tell you your path is foolish. But why should you give a damn what the world thinks? You are You! Your path, for as long as you can pursue it, is the correct one. That conviction. That is what it means to be a Dragoon. Pierce through the world’s beliefs to forge your own path. That is the Dragoon’s creed.”

Hektor’s eyes lit up. His heartbeat accelerated. Hot blood gushed through his veins, causing his face to flush red with excitement. “So... So. I’m not stupid?”

“No. You’re stupid!”

“Huh?” 

“Extremely stupid! Insanely stupid!” 

Hektor felt like someone drenched him with cold water. The youth’s eyes dropped, and his fingers shook with fear. If a being like the Sword Spirit believed he was stupid, then was there any hope? Rex, sensing Hektor’s discomfort, cried and rubbed his head against the youth’s leg.

“But ―” Hektor’s gaze trembled as the Sword Spirit continued speaking. “You are a stupid kid with a chosen path.”

Hektor looked up. To his surprise, the Sword Spirit was smiling. “Chosen path?”

“Ah.” The Sword Spirit pointed at the bone sword in Hektor’s hand. “Stupidity can be cured through practice.” He then pointed at Hektor’s heart. “But no amount of practice can help a rudderless fool. You need to know who you are and what you want to achieve to work toward it. Or else, you will end up like a washcloth in the wind, blown whichever way nature fancies.”

A sword materialized in the Sword Spirit’s right hand. “First lesson. Do not charge in blindly. That is neither brave nor valiant.” The Sword Spirit tapped its foot, and a stone wall emerged in front of it. “Next time, rather than breaking through with your body, utilize your ki.”

“Ki?”

“Your ki is the most flexible weapon you have. It can be a weapon, a shield, a boost, and also...” The Sword Spirit swung the sword. A red ki blade shot out and rammed against the wall.  BANG!  A tremendous explosion followed, but the wall stood firm. The Sword Spirt looked at Hektor. ”... a scouting tool.” The Sword Spirit dematerialized its sword as it regarded the young Dragoon with a stern stare. “The earth dragon’s intellect is sub-par, so your brute force, no, mindless approach worked. If it were me, I would put up a succession of weak walls and then utilize half of my mana to create a powerful final shield. You, overestimating your strength, would crash into that obstacle with full force. At your level, this might only leave you disoriented for a second or two.”

Schling!  Hektor swallowed as a ki blade appeared next to his neck.

The Sword Spirit’s cold eyes bore into Hektor’s. “But you should know. At your level, that is akin to an eternity. You can get killed seven times over in that timeframe. Do you understand?”

Hektor’s gaze turned grim as he nodded. He realized that he had indeed gotten cocky. What would have happened if he went to battle with that mindset? Hektor shivered at the thought. He then looked at the Sword with admiration and awe. This was the importance of having a great, wise, benevolent mentor.

“Good.” Evil shone in the Sword Spirit’s eyes as the sword reappeared in its hand. Its lips curled in a deadly grin as it proclaimed, “Now, I shall commence beating the stupidity out of your bones.”

Fuck. Benevolent, my ass.

Rex cried in agreement, but just as Hektor assumed it wanted to fight alongside him, it immediately turned invisible. The little baby then cheered on its ‘big brother’ from safety.

“Fuck.” Hektor did not know whether to laugh or cry as he gazed at the empty spot. Fine. Whatever. He brandished his bone sword and then focused on the Sword Spirit. A certain future reflected in the young man’s eyes as he pushed off and charged. “Soon...”



            

    
         Chapter 230: Xu Yao

    
    
    
    
                
Abandoned Island off the Serian South Coast.

7:32 am. 23  rd   Banem 1092.

31 Days to World’s End.

A few miles off Serisis’ Southern borders sat a lonely island. The ruins of an abandoned fort told the tale of a time when this fort was necessary to protect Serisis from the dangers of the sea. Fortunately for Serisis, the border had been safe for several decades. Unfortunately for the fort, this meant the soldiers were relocated elsewhere. Right now, only a skeleton crew of about ten sailors stood watch for the improbable event of an attack.

Usually, these sailors spent their time playing cards, drinking, or exploring the depths of the ocean. This morning, however, was different. The sailors sat on the beach, debating as they watched a strange sight.

“How lon’ you reckon he’s gonna last this time?”

“Give it thirty minutes?”

“Fuck! Thirty minutes? You think that’s possible!?”

“Twenty wasn’t.”

“Ugh.”

The sailors’ argument froze as a daeben shot up from the depths of the ocean, escorted by massive water columns.  Pwoosh!  Eight purple limbs shot up after the daeben, hot on his tail. 

Kashi instinctively reached for his bow.  Grip!  The daeben frowned as his fingers tightened around the bow shaft. “ Useless. ” Kashi frowned as he recalled Razznik’s glare.  ‘No. Don’t chicken out.’  Having firmed his resolve, he loosened his grip. He then stretched out his hands toward the ocean. “Let’s try this again.”

Veins popped on Kashi’s forehead as he willed the ocean’s waters to move. “Come on!” Kashi pushed and pushed, but no matter how much he gave, the ocean refused to respond. Suddenly, Kashi sensed immense danger. The daeben’s eyes turned grim as he spotted a tentacle diving straight at him.

Kashi moved to dodge, but a quick scan revealed he had been surrounded. This was the sky, after all. Even with the  Sky Walk  skill, his range of movement was too small compared to the ground. The Giant Octopus took advantage of this to surround Kashi with its limbs. There was nowhere to run.

Kashi quickly appraised the situation. This was bad. At this rate, he would get smacked hard into the ocean. The daeben kicked the air, shifting his position by a few meters.  Thwack!  Kashi coughed blood as a tentacle smashed against his back with the force of a semi-truck. Luckily, because of his positioning, the smash sent him hurtling to the island.

The sailors watching the fight paled. Kashi was coming straight at them! At the daeben’s current speed, the sailors would be lucky to find anything left of their bodies if he crashed into them. 

‘Shit,’  Kashi recognized the crisis. Against his better judgment, he forced himself to spin and then kicked the air.  Crack!  Kashi stifled a groan as several bones in his right leg shattered at once. Thankfully, The opposing force significantly slowed his crashing speed. Unfortunately, one of the sailors learned how to run away from the Prometheus Institution. Rather than veer off to the side, he continued running in a straight line, which meant Kashi would definitely hit him after tumbling forward.

Kashi was once against forced into desperate straits. With his right leg out of commission, he struck the ground with his left immediately, he landed.  Crack!  The left leg shared its brother’s fate. Thankfully, its sacrifice was not in vain. 

Whoosh!  A stone wall shot up from the ground in front of Kashi.  BAM!  Kashi crumbled to the ground after smashing against the wall, clutching his broken nose. The daeben groaned and cursed as he sat up. He looked to the shores and saw Drixlia fending off the octopus with several lightning strikes.

Although the Giant Octopus was infuriated, it did not dare leave the ocean. So, after blustering a little while longer, it turned around and dove deep, temporarily satisfied with giving the daeben a good slap. With that body, the daeben should be bedridden for a week at the very least.

This was true. Unless a mage was present, broken bones took absurdly long to heal, even for Summoned. Unfortunately, this was not an average person but Kashi. Yggdrasil’s healing aura flooded his legs before he could even begin to process what it meant to have two broken legs.

While his legs healed, Kahshi frowned. He looked at his hand, wondering where he went wrong. Water control. Should it be this difficult? This was just level. 1? If this first level was so difficult, how would the rest be?

“Hey, kid! You alright?”

Kashi looked up at the sailor, who ran back to check on him. This was the man who learned to flee from the Prometheus Institute. “I’m fine. Thanks. Next time, try to run away from the danger.”

The sailor scratched his head, eyes looking down with embarrassment. “Me ma always said I was stupid. She says if I fix me brain, I’d be the King of the Seas.” Ambition and Desire sparked in the sailors’ eyes. “King of the Seas... Ain’t that grand.”

“Perhaps.” Kashi did not know how to get rid of the sailor. Did people become chatty after experiencing a near-death experience?

“Anyway, daeben-dono. What kind of magic was that?” The sailor’s eyes shone as he pointed at the wall. “That wall. I’ve never seen anything like it!”

“That? That’s just plain old magi ―”

“No, no, no. Nothing bout that’s plain. I know cuz I’ve seen lotsa mages.” The sailor patted his chest, a deliberate proud grin on his face. “No magic circles, no chanting. Never seen someone control earth either without either of those. It’s almost like you’re―”

“Innate!” Kashi’s eyes sparked with shock. “Innate! That’s it!”

“Huh? What?”

“It’s innate!” Kashi shouted once again and then shot to his feet. The daeben ignored the stinging pain and rushed to the shores. Once his feet touched the water, he stopped and then stomped on the floor.  Boom!  A stone wall rose shot up from the ground. Kashi’s eyes narrowed. “This is it. This feeling.” The daeben shut his eyes. He needed to memorize it. The path his mana followed when activating [Wall]. “Wall.” Boom!

And so, the sailors and Drixlia were treated to a strange sight. Kashi, with his eyes closed, repeatedly summoned pillars of stone, as if creating a dam in front of the beach. The daeben went on for hours until he grew weak with hunger. At which point, he dove into the ocean and returned with a fish twice his size. 

Kashi roasted the fish and then shared it with the sailors. Once he was done eating, he returned to his training, continually summoning  [Wall] . 

Day turned into night and back to day, but the daeben did not pause except to eat. 

Kashi continued to use  [Wall] , and the sailors would have called him mad had something strange not happened. It had just been for a brief moment, but one of the walls Kashi called was smaller than the rest. A few iterations later, a larger one appeared. Soon after, a misshapen wall appeared, with strange indentations. By nightfall, Kashi’s eyes shone as he gazed upon a stone ball rolling across the beach.

Yes, this was it! The way to manipulate elements innately. You inject your mana into the object. And through careful control, alter the nature of that object. The basic principle was easy to understand but extremely tough to put in practice. Mana in fully realized objects and elements were closely bonded together. Tearing them apart to manipulate the object was far too difficult for regular mana.

Mages used magic to achieve this effect. But there were a few animals that could also do the same, but without magic. They were able to accomplish this because their mana was innately attuned with certain elements. An Earth Dragon innately controlled earth while a Kamaitachi controlled wind.

Kashi never realized it because  [Wall]  came as a skill, but he could innately control the earth. This innate ability, of course, originated from Yggdrassil. The tree was the only pure earth attribute he had. But the damn system never mentioned it! 

As if summoned by his rage, Kashi received a timely prompt.





	
Congratulations! You Have Unlocked Innate Ability: Earth-Control [Lv. 1]





	
Earth-Control [Lv.1]:  The earth is yours to command. With enough practice, you might one day give birth to a new legend.

P.S: Took you long enough. Know that there are areas the system will not aid you. Learn to think for yourself!










 

Kashi glared at the prompt. He wanted to strangle this blasted system, but there was no place to direct that frustration. Instead, he closed the tab and then looked at the ocean. Kashi walked into the ocean until he was waist-deep and then sunk his hands into the flowing waters.

‘Remember the feeling.’  Kashi shut his eyes and focused on the mana flowing through his body. Slowly, he leaked mana from his hands into the ocean’s water. Little by little, his mana trickled out, and like a hidden poison, diffused through the ocean.  ‘Hear me out.’  Kashi passed his wheel through his mana to the ones scattered within the ocean. At first, the connection was weak. Earth was different from water. Earth required a strong, sturdy type gotten from practicing one skill for ages.

Water, on the other hand, was soft and gentle but equally strong and tyrannical. Its nature largely depended on its mood. Bonding with the temperamental water element proved to be a much harder time than earth. As time passed, Kashi eventually decided to switch tactics. 

Kashi walked into the ocean until he was completely submerged. The rolling waves lapped softly against his skin - sometimes, gently brushing, and other times harshly pulling or pushing. Kashi did not fight the waves. With a small jump, he surrendered himself to the ocean.

The second Kashi stopped fighting, the ocean grabbed him like a long-lost friend. A heavy undercurrent dragged him underwater. It took Kashi past several lifeforms, some friendly, others not so much. Despite faced with the increasing danger, Kashi made no move to defend himself.

Time lost its meaning as Kashi surrender to the current. The daeben’s mind emptied, and for a brief moment, he forgot everything. Razznik, Suzuki, Lunette, the Maggots, Rosendun. Finally, he allowed himself to drop it all for a moment. 

Kashi slept.

Who knows how long Kashi slept for. When he awoke from his slumber, he found himself in front of a familiar underwater lair. Before he could question how he arrived there, a giant octopus, whose limbs could stretch out to about 100 meters, burst out of the cave.

The octopus roared with rage as it glared at the daeben. Kashi had stolen thousands of eggs from its nest! Those were its babies that it was using the last of its life to raise. To think this bastard had come for more.

Kashi observed the octopus with a gentle gaze. He could understand her anger. No species appreciated a cradle-robber. However, Kashi needed to set up a functioning aquatic ecosystem fast. Hydras were hungry creatures. They required a self-sustaining system that provided them with food. Aside from training his water-control skill, feeding the Hydras had been his secondary motivation for coming all the way to the ocean.

“Forgive me.” Kashi bowed his head. When he raised his head, his eyes had turned cold.

The Giant Octopus was having none of it! It roared and then launched its tentacles at Kashi. 

“I do not know how to control this yet.”

It was at this point that the Giant Octopus realized the flow of water was weird. It hastily looked above Kashi’s head to see a 30 m maelstrom contained within something loosely resembling a ball.

Kashi’s eyes lowered. He flicked his finger forward. The maelstrom zipped toward the Octopus, which quickly wrapped itself with its tentacles.  BOOM! Squish!  Its efforts proved useless. The maelstrom crashed into the octopus, enveloping it in sharp, merciless watery blades.

Kashi watched as the maelstrom ground the octopus into a sea of red paste. Only when he was confident it was dead did he drop the facade.  *Cough*  Kashi doubled over and coughed up blood. Not daring to underestimate the Giant Octopus, Kashi had overdrawn his mana, ki, and blood. Only that kind of attack, with his life on the line, could get rid of the Octopus in one blow.

The maelstrom dispersed moments later, scattering the blood across the ocean. 

Kashi winced. He did not have much time. The daeben quickly descended into the cave, where he found tens of thousands of orange-sized eggs. The daeben did not stand on ceremony. He once again risked severe blood loss as he opened massive portals at either side.

A greedy suction force rapidly sucked in all the eggs within a few seconds. 

BOOM!

Kashi’s expression turned ugly as a tremendous force crashed against the roof of the underworld cavern. The daeben closed the portals and then swiftly swam for the exit. However, his heart leaped into his throat as he looked into an eye three times his size blocking the exit. 

“Fuck!”

Kashi took out an arrow from his quiver, and flung it with all his might.  

Clang!

The arrow harmlessly bounced off the eye as if it struck metal. Kashi despaired. There was no way he could handle something on that level!

Roooar!

At this juncture of death, a deadly roar tore through the ocean, its owner clearly pissed off about something. The ‘being’ that watched Kashi reacted to this roar. It retreated from the cave and swam to confront the new challenger. 

Kashi did not dare waste this opportunity. The daeben took a ‘breath’, and then burst through the exit - to meet total carnage. Kashi’s bloodbath had attracted thousands of aquatic lifeforms from across the ocean. These monsters, big and small, which usually minded their own territories, savagely fought over the Giant Octopus’ corpse.

Kashi stealthily swam through the blood fog. His heart froze in his throat as he knew that the littlest mistake would have the fish on him. Lady Luck did seem to be on his side this time. However, due to the frenzied chaos, none of the fish paid attention to the lifeform leaving the battle.

But, as they say. Disaster strikes at the 11  th   hour.

Kashi had just about cut through the blood when a curious fish stared at him. The fish sniffed, feeling something weird. Two more sniffs, though, and it knew what was strange. This thing smelled like eggs! 

Octopus eggs, to be exact!

The crazy fish screamed to its friends, who immediately joined it in chasing after Kashi. That school’s strange action attracted attention. Several fish now noticed the black two-legged creature scurrying away. They also smelled the eggs on him. Most of these fish were too small to contend for the Giant Octopus’ corpse anyway, so with red eyes, they joined the chase.

“FUCK!” Kashi swore for the third time. The daeben torpedoed through the ocean with everything he had, but the fish quickly gained pace. At this rate, they would catch up in a few minutes. Some of the smarter fish sent signals to their friends ahead of Kashi, and soon the daeben found himself in a closed, rapidly closing net.

As a result, Kashi gritted his teeth and rapidly changed course, choosing instead to swim directly upward. 

Unfortunately, the underwater cavern was hundreds of meters deep. Kashi winced as he commanded the ocean to propel him upward. This kind of push did not require precise control. In fact, Kashi’s bones began to creak from the counteracting forces. 

ROOAR!

Kashi fearfully looked down. The chasing fish scattered as a colossal black mass sliced through the ocean like a missile. Kashi could not make out any discerning features, nor estimate its size. All he knew was this: He would certainly die if that thing reached him. Casting his fortunes to the wind, Kashi summoned every last bit of mana and channeled it into the ocean.

BOOOM!

Like a missile ejected from a submarine, Kashi burst upwards, cutting several meters in a second. But, the monster below was even faster. Despite his speed, Kashi could feel it closing in. He could feel himself losing control of the ocean as the monster’s mana eroded his and seized control.

“AHHH!!!” Letting out a defiant roar, Kashi sacrificed even more of his blood! The daeben’s complexion paled, and his sight turned blurry. But Kashi kept going. He pushed on, gaze fixed on the faint light shining through the surface. But, as fate would have it, just as Kashi’s fingertips broke the surface, the ocean around him went still. 

The ocean’s water locked Kashi in place, preventing him from moving an inch as the monster opened a mouth that stretched out for tens of meters. 

Kashi stared into the approaching abyss with a wry smile on his lips.  ‘So, this is how it ends.’   Due to his vapid bloodloss, Kashi’s eyes slowly lost focus as he lost consciousness. But, just before the world went black― KRRRAKUM! ―the world was illuminated, only briefly, by a flash of blue and gold.


Abandoned Island off the Serian South Coast.

8:58 am. 23  rd   Banem 1092.

29 Days to World’s End.

“Ugh.” 

Kashi awoke with a groan to the chirping of birds. He felt like his veins were on fire, and his head pounded like a beating drum. Kashi winced and then slowly opened his eyes. He found himself in an unfamiliar room. Cracked walls and extremely sparse furniture gave off an air of desolation and poverty. 

Kashi groaned as he sat up. A frown formed between his brows as he checked the date on the system clock. He had been out for two days? What the hell? That was two days of practice wasted! Kashi cursed as he stood up. He walked to the door and then pushed it open.

Kashi walked out onto a familiar beachside. He spotted five sailors rowing onto shore on a skiff, having finished their fishing for the day. Two sailors waited on the coast to help with mooring the boat, but the remaining three were not in sight. 

Hnnng!

Startled by a grunt, Kashi looked to his right, where he saw a sailor snoring as he rested against the wall. As if sensing the daeben’s gaze, the sailor woke with a start. The old midi smiled as he gave Kashi a once-over.

“So yer awake, kid? Was thinking ye’d be down fer a few weeks. How’s ye feeling?”

“Hurts like hell. But I’ll live.”

The midi grinned, amused by Kashi’s answer. “All we can ask fer, really.” His gaze then dimmed. “Don’t know if yer ride’s gonna make it, though. He’s in a bad way.” 

Kashi frowned. “Drix? What happened? No.” Kashi grabbed the sailor and then tossed him over his shoulder. “Point the way. Tell me what happened as we go.”

The midi pointed with its feet. “That way, kid.” Kashi took off like a jet, but the midi’s gaze remained calm, surprisingly unperturbed. “When yer disappeared, Drix ya call him? Yeah, Drix went looking fer ye. The kid charged across the Forever Sea nonstop for two days looking for ye. Luckily, he managed to find ye, but ―”

“Drix!” Kashi shouted as he broke through the trees to a small clearing. The remaining sailors were crouched over a heavily panting Drix. The grass around was charred brown by electric sparks that shot out of the kirin’s body. The sailors, a masonian man, and a female kafu fed Drixlia some ground herbs, seemingly immune to the sparks.

Kashi frowned. The hell? Drixlia’s electricity wasn’t something you could just stand in. Who were these people, really?  Bzzt!  Kashi shook his head. This was not the time to consider that problem. Drixlia really did seem to be in bad shape. Kashi dropped the midi and then rushed over to the kirin’s side.

Drixlia looked terrible. Horrible injuries ran along its abdomen and legs as if something had nearly torn it in half. The kirin’s eyes were glazed over, evidently unable to recognize its surroundings. Its breathing was labored and slow. Despite its brave struggle, it was nearing the end of its life.

As he examined Drixlia’s injuries, Kashi finally recalled the last moments before he passed out. When he broke out of the ocean, Drixlia descended from the sky in a flash of blue lightning. But then, the monster chasing him caught up and attempted to swallow them whole. 

In that moment of desperation, Drixlia jumped four tiers to forcefully utilize Tier 5 Gold Lightning. That overdraft alone was enough to break the kirin in pieces, but then, Drixlia got scratched by the monster’s teeth as it escaped the beast’s mouth. That scratch very nearly tore it clean in half.

That was the moment Kashi blacked out. Barely a second passed from the moment Kashi broke out of the ocean to Drixlia escaping the monster. That was how tight the margin of error Drixlia was forced to work with. By all accounts, it was a miracle either of them survived that encounter.

The midi placed a hand on Kashi’s shoulder. ”Ye must be a great owner. He only had one thought in mind. Getting ye to safety. Alas, the best we can do is slow his passing and reduce the pain.”

“Thank you.” Kashi looked at the pair of alchemists. “I will make sure to repay this favor.” He then placed his hands on Drixlia and said with a half-smile. “Sorry, Drix. I never agreed to a leave. We’ve still got way too much work to be done.” 

Whoosh!

“Oh my.” The midi and alchemists exclaimed in shock as they watched green aura pour out of the daeben’s hands until Drixlia was shrouded in the green mist. 

Kashi’s brows furrowed. Perhaps because of Drixlia’s high-level anatomy, it was taking longer than expected to heal its injuries. The daeben gritted his teeth. Damn it! This only happened because he was weak! He had to get stronger. Strong enough that he did not need to rely on anyone for help. Only 

Fifteen minutes later, Kashi’s hands shook, and sweat pooled on his brows, but thankfully, Drixlia’s condition had stabilized. The kirin’s breathing was steady, if a bit low, and most of its injuries had healed. Some rest should take care of the rest.

Kashi waited for his mana to refill and then transported Drixlia to Orez to recuperate under Yggdrasil’s branches. The daeben then looked at the silent but stunned sailors. He rose to his feet and bowed. “Thank you. Drix would not have made it without your help. I will certainly repay this debt.”

The midi waved off Kashi’s gratitude with a nonchalant smile. “What’s yer name, kid? That was something special, you just did.”

“Kashi of the Hopeful Maggots.” 

“Kashi? Hopeful Maggots? What’s that - Some sorta guild?”

Kashi stared at the midi with shock in his eyes. Not to brag, but was there a soul who had not heard of the Hopeful Maggots? Especially in Serisis, Rosendun, and Merriheim? “Yes. It’s a guild. My guild.”

The midi clapped his hands, praise in his gaze. “Oh? Yer a guildmaster, are ye? No wonder yer all peculiar-like. So, what brings you here? Seemed like ye were training?”

Kashi nodded. “Something like that.” The daeben warily observed the smiling midi and the other sailors. Previously, he had been too panicked to notice, but there was more to these sailors than met the eye. For one, he could not sense how strong they were. Which meant they were either stronger than him or had outstanding concealment techniques. The daeben’s eyes narrowed. “If you do not mind, may I request your identities?” 

The midi shrugged. “Well, it ain’t any grand secret. The name’s Fang Ling.” He pointed at the alchemists. “He’s Jang Guk, and she’s Chen Moon. We, along with the seven on the shore, are what remain of the Queen’s Guard.”

“Queen’s guard?” Kashi’s brow shot up. “The Serian Queen?”

“Yeah.”

“But she’s―”

“Dead?” Fang Ling snorted. “Can’t be proven without a body. We believe the queen is still alive, somewhere out in the Forever Sea. We search for her every day.”

Kashi stared at the midi. What level of devotion was this? The queen had been pronounced dead over twenty years ago. These guys did not give up that whole time? Kashi was not sure if this was loyalty or stupidity.

As if reading the youth’s thoughts, Fang Ling said, “Often, the difference between loyalty or stupidity lies solely in the result.” He then pointed to the shores. “C’mon kid, ye should meet the others. I’ll tell ye everything as we walk.”

Kashi thought about it, then followed the midi. Interestingly, pure-blood midis did not ‘walk’ but hopped like the rabbits they evolved from. Of course, you’d only have yourself to blame if you dared to underestimate them because of this.

Fang Ling exposed the truth as he walked. The Serian Queen Xu Yao often went on expeditions across the Forever Sea in search of not only adventure but items that could boost Serisis’ economy. Most of the few plants that could survive in Serisis’ harsh soil were found during such excursions. 

During one expedition, Queen Xu Yao stumbled upon a great treasure that granted her nigh command of the sea. She hoped that she could turn Serisis into a great fishing city by driving away the much stronger beasts that killed local fishermen.

Unfortunately, the treasure’s power attracted the King of the Sea, Kudrick of the Void. Kudrick was a giant leviathan that was over sixty meters in length, twice the size of the average blue whale. The giant leviathan usually spent its time at the lowest depths of the ocean, thousands of meters deep.

On that day, however, Kudrick was offended by the tug of an item that dared to control its territory. It thus launched a devastating attack on Queen Xu Yao’s ships. Hundreds perished in an instant. Queen Xu Yao, realizing the battle’s severity, immediately ordered the sea to swallow up and then transport the survivors to a safe location.

The last Fang Ling saw of his queen was her proud back as she faced off against the mountain that shot up from the sea. 

“That fish did not kill Her Highness.” Fang Ling said to Kashi as they walked up to the seven sailors who were inspecting the skiff for any damages. “I feel it in me bones. Her Highness is out there, waiting for us to rescue her.” He frowned. “We would have found her by now were it not fer that bastard, Kudrick. Ever since that battle, he lurks close to the surface and chases us if we dare enter his territory.”

“Kudrick.” Kashi’s gaze turned cold. “He’s the one who wounded Drix?”

“Most likely. Those bite marks were too deep. Only Kudrick could have caught yer beast at that speed.” Fang Ling paused when they reached the skiff. The sailors stopped their work to inspect the daeben with curious gazes. “Lads, meet Kashi. Kashi meet the lads.” Without pause, he jabbed a thumb at Kashi. “Kashi, here’s a guildmaster, alright? Treat him with some respect.”

The sailors glanced at Fang Ling, then at Kashi. After a short pause, they smiled. “Nice ta meetcha, Kashi.” An old masonian in his fifties greeted. “Let us know if ya need any help.”

Fang Ling nodded, pleased with their reaction. He then turned to more pressing matters. “No luck this time too?”

“None.” The masonian groaned and shook his head. “We’ve checked everywhere else. It’s time to accept it. If the Queen’s alive, she’s definitely within Kudrick’s territory.” 

Fang Ling frowned. His eyes turned grave as he gritted his teeth. “So, in the end, we must battle Kudrick. Hehe, what a bad joke.” The sailors’ gazes grew heavy, but not one looked down. They had resolved to rescue their queen, and they would do so, even if it cost them their lives.

“Sorry to say this, but if Kudrick’s what I saw, then you do not stand a chance.” The sailors glared at Kashi’s rude remark, but the daeben continued with a cold gaze. “It’s not a matter of strength. Its command over water is absolute. You’re dead if you hit the sea.”

Fang Ling glared at Kashi. “With all due respect, kid, this ain’t none of yer business.”

“On the contrary, it is certainly my business,” countered Kashi. “Kudrick almost killed Drix. I owe him.” Kashi was pissed. Royally pissed. Both at himself and this Kudrick bastard. “It’ll take few months, but I do have a way to remove its control over the ocean. I only ask that you wait for a while.”

Fang Ling’s gaze narrowed. “What method is this?”

“A hydra.” Kashi did not attempt to hide the truth. He needed to show some sincerity to gain their trust. “A hydra is probably the only sea creature capable of seizing control of the ocean from a leviathan.”

“Yer saying ye have access to a hydra?”

“Yes. An infant Hydra, newly hatched.” There was no need to reveal he had two. “It will take a few months for her to reach maturity. So, please, be patient for a while longer.” 

Fang Ling observed the daeben’s tone and expression. It did not seem Kashi was lying, but he found the prospect too outlandish to believe. So, with raised brows, he asked, “Ye own a hydra? Ye?”

Kashi nodded. “Yeah.” He raised his hand and summoned a large portal. Water flooded from the portal, accompanied by a man-sized Hydra. The black beast’s feelers inspected the unfamiliar area, but then upon sensing Kashi, it ran back and nudged the daeben with its heads. 

“That...” Fang Ling opened his mouth and then closed it multiple times. He was at a complete loss, disbelief, and shock in his eyes. Fang Ling examined Kashi once more. What the hell was this kid!? How could he nonchalantly summon a Hydra?

Kashi smiled and then returned Dee to Orez. “That should be enough, right?”

“Uh... uh, yeah?” Fang Ling looked at Kashi like the daeben was an alien. “How’d ye get yer hands on a Hydra? And it looks like she likes ye, even?”

“Secret.” Kashi decided to keep a small air of mystery. “I just need time for her to grow. Then we can go hunt Kudrick together. How does that sound?”

Fang Ling observed the daeben. “What’s yer angle?” The old guard was no fool. No one risked their lives for others without some ulterior motive. 

“I want to kill Kudrick,” Kashi answered honestly. “Also, I am interested in this treasure your queen found. If we must kill Kudrick to find her, then I’m all for it.”

Strangely, Fang Ling’s expression relaxed upon hearing Kashi’s greedy answer. “Alright. We’ll wait for ye. But there ain’t no guarantees on the queen’s treasure. Only she can decide on its fate.” 

Kashi smiled. “You do not need to worry about that. I can be persuasive.”

Fang Ling thought about it, then sighed. “Alright, kid. Deal’s on.” The midi’s eyes shone. “So, what’re you gonna do now? Back to practice?”

“Yeah. Got a big battle coming up. I need to be ready.”

“Ready, huh.” Fang Ling cracked his fingers as he gave the daeben a once-over. “Can’t work with a weakling and can’t work with a dead man.” His lips curled in a grin. “Fer that Hydra’s sake, let’s have a little spar.”

The daeben grinned as Ferulic’s Bow appeared in his hand. “Don’t die, old man.” 



            

    
        Chapter 231: My Path

    
    
    
    
                
Abandoned Island off the Serian South Coast.

9:20 am. 23  rd   Banem, 1092.

29 Days to World’s End.

Whooo...

Kashi let out a slow breath. A gentle breeze brushed by the shores as the sounds of lapping waves and chirping birds slowly disappeared. The daeben’s eyes narrowed as he nocked an arrow, eyes peeled on the midi standing a few meters away. Fang Ling’s nonchalant gaze had Kashi on high alert. Somehow, he could tell.

Fang Ling was strong!

Fang Ling smiled.  Ksh, Ksh . He tapped each foot on the sandy shore, then fixed Kashi with a challenging glare. “I’m coming, kid!”  Vwoom!  Sand and stone scattered as the midi disappeared from view.

‘Where!?’  Kashi quickly checked his surroundings but failed to find Fang Ling.  ‘Above!’  Kashi jumped back and jerked his head to the sky. Indeed, he spotted the grinning Fang Ling hurtling down with a vicious kick.

“Got You!” Kashi trained his bow at the midi.  Ffft!  A host of arrows zipped toward the airborne midi.

Fang Ling grinned. “Good eyes, kid!” The midi’s expression remained even despite being faced with an unforgiving onslaught. His eyes shone as he kicked the air.  Dun! Dun! Dun!  Kashi’s eyes widened in disbelief. Fang Ling, without breaking pace, shifted mid-air at breakneck speed, dodging and weaving through the arrows with unprecedented ease. Once he broke through the final layer,  VWOOM!  

Fang Ling shot off like a rocket.  Bwoom!  He appeared before Kashi in the blink of an eye and promptly swung his left foot at the daeben’s head. Kashi swiftly raised his right hand to block the strike. 

Dun!  To Kashi’s shock, Fang Ling kicked the air just before his foot hit the daeben’s hand. The recoil sent his body spinning in the opposite direction.  Bang!  Fang Ling’s heel crashed into the back of daeben’s head.

“Ugh.” Kashi tumbled forward and then rolled along the ground to absorb the impact. He came to a hard stop and then looked over his shoulder.

Vwoom! Fang Ling appeared inches away, his left leg cutting a sharp scythe towards Kashi’s neck. The midi’s eyes sparkled. “Look alive, kid.” 

Kashi winced and swiftly raised his arms.  BANG!  The ground cracked as Kashi suffered the midi’s full force. He was sent sliding back across the sand. He groaned as his arms throbbed in pain. 

Kashi frowned as he looked at Fang Ling, who dropped to the ground with a thin smile. The midi was strong without a doubt. But, after receiving his kick, Kashi could tell. Fang Ling was not as strong as him. In fact, the midi was weaker, both in terms of speed and strength. 

But, then why?

Fang Ling grinned as he eyed the youth. “Ready, kid?”

Kashi’s eyes turned grim as he charged a set of ki-arrows.  Dun! Fft!  Fang Ling kicked off just as Kashi’s arrows flew. This time, Kashi learned his lesson and staggered his shots, hoping to force Fang Ling into a corner.

Fang Ling, in turn, danced around the arrows, twisting and turning at impossible angles. Kashi’s eyes widened as he studied the midi. Fang Ling was not faster than him. Why, then, could his arrows not hit? It was simple. 

Fang Ling had pushed the concept of ‘Air Step’ to its extreme limits. Kashi, like many Summoned, knew how to use this move, but he had not seen anyone use it the way Fang Ling did. Rather than a simple, evasive maneuver, Fang Ling turned ‘Air Step’ into a three-dimensional flash-movement technique. 

It didn’t matter where the attack came from. Fang Ling only had to kick the air to change his body’s trajectory to bypass it. Even more astonishing, the midi’s ki-control was exquisite. He always chose the minimum amount of ki required to push cross a precise distance, rarely ever over or undershooting his target. 

Fang Ling’s mobility allowed him to dance circles around Kashi without ever getting hit. Eventually, though, he began pushing in, closing the gap between himself and the daeben.

Kashi took a step back to increase the distance. At that moment, an image of Razznik flashed through his mind.  ‘Is that your way? Will you retreat!?’  “Fuck off!” Kashi’s eyes burned. Strangely, despite his words, he no longer took that step back. Instead, he stomped on the sandy ground.

“Shit!” Fang Ling cursed just as he broke the one-meter boundary.  Boom!  Dun!  He kicked backward, barely dodging a geyser of sand that shot up in front of the daeben. He barely had time to regain his balance before a host of ki-arrows shot out from within the sand curtain. 

The sand curtain robbed Fang Ling’s line of sight to Kashi. This, in turn, robbed him of the opportunity to read Kashi’s attack from the bow. As a result, he was unprepared for the storm of arrows fired from beyond the sand.

Fang Ling’s eyes narrowed. He was forced to rely on acute vision and superior instincts to barely dodge the never-ending arrows.  Tfft!  Blood poured. The midi looked at the injury on his right arm with a smile. “Good job, kid. Seems I can take this a little seriously, after all.”

Before Kashi could question what Fang Ling meant, the midi’s ki suddenly exploded outward, scattering the incoming arrows but then condensed a second later. Fang Ling’s lips curled up as he bounced in the air. “Now, let’s try this again.”  Dun!

Kashi, who had been keeping an eye on Fang Ling with  [Mind’s Eye],  grimaced as Fang Ling’s speed doubled. The midi zig-zagged through the arrows to appear before the sand wall. Upon reaching the wall, Fang Ling’s eyes shone as he kicked out twice in short succession. Balls of ki shot out from his legs and slammed into the wall.

Boom!

The balls exploded as they hit the sand wall, tearing open a small hole.  Dun!  With a firm kick, Fang Ling zipped through, thus appearing before Kashi with ferocious momentum. 

Fortunately, Kashi was ready. The daeben met Fang Ling’s kick with his fist.  Boom!  Sand and dust scattered for several meters as the two colossal forces clashed. Kashi’s superior strength sent Fang Ling flying back. 

But.

Dun!  With his first kick, Fang Ling stopped his backward flight.  Dun!  With his second, he flew above Kashi,  DUN!  His last kick sent his heel crashing down toward Kashi’s head. The entire sequence took less than a second. In the eyes of others, Kashi had just punched Fang Ling away, but then the midi appeared above the daeben,

BAM!

Kashi’s left arm snaked upward and caught Fang Ling’s heel. He made to pull the midi, but Fang Ling spun in place, sending his left heel crashing toward Kashi’s neck. Recognizing the danger, Kashi released Fang Ling’s heel and then bent backward, so the midi’s foot sailed harmlessly past. 

Kashi was not one to only be on the receiving end of punishment. He gritted his teeth and dropped his hand to the ground. Once his fingers touched the sand, he flung his arms upward and then crossed them.

Whoosh!

Sand erupted at either side of Kashi in the shape of scythes and then cut toward the midi above. 

Dun! Dun! Dun!

Fang Ling rapidly ascended, barely dodging the crash as both sand scythes smashed into each other.  Grrr...  Fang Ling’s eyes narrowed as a strange sound issued from the sand.  Boom!   The sand exploded like a geyser and then shot upward with the force of a rocket. 

Dun! Fang Ling kicked to the side, dodging the sand column. Dun! He then shot to the ground like a missile. As he sped down, the sand split, forming five veins that crashed towards him.

Fang Ling’s eyes shone with a warrior’s joy as he bounced his way through the sand.  Pufft!  Eventually, Fang ling broke through the last layer of sand to see a frowning Kashi with his arm extended outward. 

Kashi bled from his nose as he forced himself to control the sand better than his skill level allowed. Unfortunately, as a result, he could not transition smoothly to defense. This allowed Fang Ling to close the gap in one swift motion and place his large, rabbit feet against Kashi’s head.

Whoooo!

Heavy winds burst out from Fang Ling’s foot, scattering the sand and dust gathered around them. The midi grinned as he bounced away from the daeben and then landed on the ground. He regarded Kashi with a thin smile. “Not bad, kid. You’re pretty strong.”

“No.” Kashi frowned as he rubbed the blood off his cheek. “I’m weak.” He clenched his fist, angered by his failure. “I should have won that fight.”

“True.” Surprisingly, Fang Ling agreed. He felt it while fighting Kashi. The daeben was faster and stronger. But he was also unrefined, like a chipped gemstone.

Something was missing to make him whole. Fang Ling looked into Kashi’s eyes. He’d taken a liking to the daeben’s rage-filled gaze. “Kid. Yer an archer, right? Why didn’t ya back off? Yer aim’s as good as it gets. No way, I’d have caught ya if you kept yer distance.”

“I do not know.” Kashi frowned as he recalled Razznik’s scathing glare. “Somehow, it just does not feel right to back off.”

“Yeah? But you didn’t charge either, did ya?”

“Charge?” Kashi’s eyes widened. “I did not charge? Me?”

“Where’s ya mind at, kid?” Fang Ling pointed at Kashi’s feet. “Ya ain’t moved a single step on yer own.”

Kashi’s heart trembled as he looked at his feet. Indeed, just as Fang Ling said, he did not move during that battle. His feet were buried deep in the sand as if anchored by his insecurity.

Fang Ling smiled observed the daeben’s lost expression. “I see what’s going on.” He had seen those eyes before. “Yer lost. Yer don’t know which way to go, do ya? Advance, retreat, or stand still. Yer don’t know which to pick, and so yer stuck.” The midi chuckled as Kashi looked at him in shock.

“Don’t be so surprised, kid. Yer ain’t the first to hit a bottleneck.” Fang Ling said as he drew a circle with his right leg. “Every warrior has a moment when they have to choose their path. Some find that path, others forever languish in mediocrity.” Fang Ling raised his leg and pointed his foot at Kashi. “Yer different, kid. You’re strong. And I’m pretty sure you already know your path. You just have to remind yourself. But, if you would allow me to give you one piece of advice...”

Kashi swallowed hard. Fang Ling’s grave expression suggested the midi considered this advice very important. “Please, do so.”

“You,” started Fang Ling as his gaze traveled to the bow in Kashi’s left hand. “ Give up your bow .”

“...What?”

Fang Ling pressed on, disregarding Kashi’s stunned gaze. “Give up that bow. I don’t know what kind of fighter yer are. But I know ye ain’t no archer. Ye ain’t got the mentality. Yer blood’s too hot.” Fang Ling pointed at Kashi. “To begin with, have ya ever heard of a close-range archer? That’s bullshit. The bow’s too limiting. Ye can’t block with it, or it might break. No one’s gonna give ya time to draw in a close fight. Of course, ya can withdraw to create space, but, like ya said, that ain’t yer style, is it?” Fang Ling glanced at the bow and then looked at Kashi. “Why’d you pick the bow anyway?”

“Why?” Kashi’s fingers trembled as they gripped the bow shaft.  ‘Something different.’  No. Back then, any weapon that was not the sword would have sufficed. The bow just happened to be the first one he laid eyes on. Kashi never actually chose a weapon. He just continued using the bow because it was the weapon on hand. Eventually, he came across the Realm-Piercing Bow Techniques. That only solidified his ‘choice.’ 

But now that Kashi thought about it, he rarely used the bow as an archer should. Instead, he invented his bow-less, hand throwing style. He often resorted to either this style or his fists when battling extremely tough bosses. What did that mean? It meant that on a fundamental level, Kashi rejected the bow. He had just never actively considered it.

Kashi lifted  [Ferulic’s Practice Bow] . Could he let go of this bow? Most of his fundamental abilities were tied to the bow. Giving up the bow would mean cutting off a significant portion of his strength. 

‘Is that your way? Will you retreat!?

Kashi frowned.  Grip!  The daeben tightened his grip around the bow, but then, with a sigh, he sent the bow to Orez. Kashi stared at his empty hand for a while and then looked at Fang Ling. 

“Sure about that, kid?” Fang Ling cautioned when he saw the resolve in the daeben’s eyes. “It’s a big decision.”

“Don’t worry, Ling-san.” Kashi clenched his fists, a determined expression displayed on his face. “I’m not letting go. Not yet. I just want to see it. What I would be like without the bow. Maybe, the answer I seek lies there.”

Fang Ling grinned. “I like the look in yer eye, kid. How about it? Wanna go another round?”

Kashi grinned as he clenched his fists. “It would be my honor.”

 

Ygg, Ederwood

10:25 am. 23  rd   Banem 1092.

29 Days to World’s End.

Beautiful sunlight flittered through the trees, but the city below was gripped by a tense silence. Several wisben gathered around one of the major roads, wary eyes watching one woman as she, along with her guild, walked to the Augury.

“Hmph, the peanut gallery’s out in full force today.”

“Now, now, don’t be mean, Grizzly. These folks don’t have much in the way of excitement after all.” RustyReaper smiled as she soothed the scowling GrizzlyDiamond. “Besides, this is a good day, don’t you think? It’s been a while since we’ve been together like this.”

GrizzlyDiamond grunted. However, he could not bury the smile that tugged at the edge of his lips as he looked at the people around him; RustyReaper, Honne-Onna, and Nightslayer in his main assassin character. At their head, the small but deadly Rogue, Roro, walked alongside the beautiful thorn, Brilith Loneheart.

Like RustyReaper said, it had been months since they were all gathered in the same place. Often, one or more were sent on assignments, so it was quite rare for them all to be recalled like this. GrizzlyDiamond could smell the scent of something exciting. That was the only reason Brilith would have ordered them all to gather like this in their main accounts.

“Grizzly, how did it go?”

Brilith’s sudden question shook GrizzlyDiamond out of his thoughts. His lips parted in a toothy grin. “It’s as you guessed, Brilith. Orcs are the best race for pure warrior class. The strength modifiers put all other races to shame.”

“Will you have any trouble with your skill?”

“Nah, I’ve already memorized the breathing technique.” GrizzlyDiamond waved his hand with a nonchalant expression. “My orc account will acquire the technique with a few more days of practice. Can’t say the same about the Berserker mode, though.” He let out a frustrated sigh. “Pretty sure the Berserker mode’s like a class upgrade. It’ll need some long-ass, annoying quest to activate.” 

Brilith glanced over her shoulder, cold eyes boring into GrizzlyDiamond’s soul. “Whatever it takes, acquire that Berserker status as quickly as possible. Or all our efforts would be for nothing.”

“Definitely!” GrizzlyDiamond swallowed a breath of air when Brilith turned forward. Sometimes, he found it extremely difficult to reconcile Brilith’s cold presence with the cheerful and bubbly Yokina Natsu in real life. Either the girl was a natural role-player, or ...

“Crazy.”

Everyone turned to the grumbling, little Roro. “It’s all crazy. Why’re working so hard when we could just destroy them?”

Brilith’s expression warmed as she patted Roro’s head. “We aren’t just fighting for that little territory, but the continent, Ro-chan. The orcs would make powerful soldiers if we can successfully conscript them. Which reminds me...” She looked at Nightslayer, who was wrapped in his trademark, gold ninja outfit. “Did you complete your task?”

“Preliminary negotiations have been completed successfully.” Nightslayer’s eyes, the only thing not covered up, sparkled with excitement. “The assassin’s guild is open to future co-operation, dependent on the profit and risk involved.”

Brilith smiled. “Good job, Night.” The assassin’s guild was an old power on the continent, an underground power on a similar footing as the adventurer’s guild. Thousands of assassinations were carried out by its members yearly. Yet, despite the continent’s best efforts, they had failed to find any traces of this ancient force. Nightslayer had captured the eyes of this guild. This opened a myriad of new possibilities for her guild.

“We’re here.”

Honne-Onna’s announcement drew Brilith’s attention to the building at the center of Ygg, the old Augury, home to the oldest wisben. Intriguingly, the Holy Mother, Anya, stood in front of the Augury, her crooked frame supported by an old cane. Several prominent figures in Ygg, Summoned, and Residents alike surrounded the building as if awaiting an announcement.

Brilith’s gaze traveled from Anya to the children stood at her sides. Sophie she recognized. That little twerp had the other half of Yggdrasil’s blessings. Unfortunately, Brilith had not found a way to successfully transfer blessings between people, or she would have long since killed the impertinent brat. 

The other girl, the daeben, Brilith did not recognize. Of course, she had never met Zuri, so it was no surprise she was in the dark as to her identity.

Brilith’s gaze then turned grave as she focused on a man standing behind the trio, seemingly like an ordinary bodyguard. The man sensed her gaze and nodded his head in acknowledgment. 

Brilith, however, felt goosebumps crawl over her skin! She could tell that this man was different! She’d only felt this kind of pressure once before - When she first met Anya. This man, like Anya, stood at the peak of this world!

‘I’ll beat you.’  Brilith’s gaze mellowed as she brought her emotions under control. It did not matter how strong this man was. Eventually, he, like everyone else, would worship at her feet. 

So, with a strengthened will, Brilith tore her gaze off Rider and looked at Anya. Brilith smiled, clasped her hands as if in prayer, and then bowed. “Esteemed Holy Mother. I’m pleased to see you remain in good health. I, Brilith, hastened upon receiving your summons. I pray all is well?”

Anya cracked a thin smile as she regarded the bowing Summoned. The old woman knew in her heart. This child, Brilith, harbored great ambition. A raging flame that could just as quickly burn down the forest as it could provide warmth to a camp. Left to Anya, Brilith would not have half the power she did now.

‘Why her?’  Unfortunately, Yggdrasil precisely chose to bestow this girl the second half of its blessings. Anya could not understand this decision. 

Brilith was the antithesis of everything Yggdrassil represented. Death and misery were the Summoned’s companion, whereas life and joy were Yggdrasil’s. 

“Welcome back, child.” Anya smiled. “I have indeed summoned you for an urgent mission.” The old woman looked at Rider, who nodded and then stepped forward.

Rider’s powerful gaze bored not only into Brilith’s eyes but the other figures present. “According to prophecy, Razznik Y’Terlow will be summoned in 29 days.” Loud murmurs erupted, but Rider powered through, effectively silencing their cries. “We must prevent this at any costs, or the world as we know it might cease to exist. Razznik is the god of Chaos, and as such, the laws of creation themselves fall to ruin in his presence.”

“Hey man, if you’re right, do you expect us to fight a god!? Most of us aren’t even level 200 yet!” 

Rider glanced at GrizzlyDiamond, who immediately felt a powerful chill run down his spine. “Do not fret. I only require your assistance in defeating those who aim to summon Razznik to this plane. For certain reasons, I cannot personally participate. But, in the event that Razznik is summoned, I will do something about it.”

Brilith’s gaze narrowed. “How dangerous is this quest?”

Rider scanned the ground. “At least half of you will most likely perish. The Choas Order have prepared for this for over a decade. Expect strong resistance.”

“Chaos Order?” Fire burned in Brilith’s eyes as a sinister smile curled up her lips. “Perfect. I owe that guild.” She then glanced at Anya. “Is there an accompanying reward?”

Anya nodded. “You will be suitably compensated.”

Brilith smiled and then nodded. There was no need to argue specifics with the Holy Mother, especially in front of other wisben. Confirming the reward was enough. She knew Anya would not shortchange her.

“This battle. Where is it going to hold?”

“Oni Hill.” Several Summoned’s expressions twitched. Oni Hill? That place was also in this game? “At the center of Drakase.” Rider looked at the trembling Summoned as he confirmed, “The battle will take place at Oni Hill in Drakase. You have 27 days to prepare. Do not worry about transportation. A teleportation matrix will be prepared for you all.” 

“Teleportation matrix?” 

“You will understand when the time comes. Just make sure you are ready. The matrix can carry 1000 people.” Rider nodded and then glanced at Zuri. “We’re leaving.”

Zuri’s eyes shone as she ran over and then jumped onto Rider’s back. She then smiled and waved at Anya and Sophie. “See you, Sophie! Take care of Anya-obaasan! Zuri’ll get stronger, and come see you guys soon!”

A pair of dark-black wings made from condensed ki sprouted from Rider’s back. The hybrid ascended with one mighty flap and then looked at Anya. “I’ll return with the matrix.”

Anya smiled. “Are you going to see Niye?”

Rider nodded. He glanced at Sophie and then at Brilith. “Just like you, she must have one or two potential champions by her side. We could use all the help we can get.” His gaze warmed as he looked to the northeast. “Besides, it has been a few decades since anyone visited her. She must be quite lonely.”

Anya chuckled as she observed the man floating above. For all of Rider’s posturing, he was the only one who went out of their way to visit the Cursed. 

Rider liked to claim he was just passing by. Still, the Cursed knew it was because he was secretly worried they would succumb to the despair of watching life grow and die around them without end.

Rider, after all, was a hybrid even before the curse. No one knew his real age, but he had definitely lived a few centuries before meeting Razznik. As such, he was uniquely equipped to deal with the passing of time, unlike the other humes.

Anya thought of the stubborn kiwox sitting alone in her temple. Her features softened as she said, “Tell Niye I said hi.” 

Rider revealed a wry smile. “I suppose time can indeed heal anything. I will pass along your greetings. Just do me a favor, and be civil when you meet.”

“Ho-ho.” Anya’s eyes turned into crescents as she chuckled. “These old bones wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

Rider sighed. Anyone foolish anyone to believe those worlds would soon find themselves in a world of hurt. The hybrid shook his head and then looked at the crowd. “Remember, 27 days. Sharpen your blades and bolster your forces. I shall not wait for anyone.”

Leaving those words behind, Rider took to the sky.  BOOM!  A sonic boom exploded as the hybrid disappeared from sight, speeding towards the northeast.

Brilith’s gaze narrowed as she looked at the empty sky. She took a deep breath and then turned to her guild members. “You heard the man. Put all assignments on hold. Order potions from the apothecaries and commence level training. Everyone here must gain at least one level before the time limit. Am I clear!?”

“HOO!” The guildmembers behind her generals roared their assent. Following this, the generals set out with their consignments for the surrounding forests. These were going to be a torrid three weeks of mourning for the monsters.

Brilith watched her troops disperse and then glanced at Anya, but more specifically, the elf by her side. Her lips curled up in a smile.  ‘Soon.’  With that thought, she turned and left the Augury, determined to improve her strength before the big day.



            

    
        Chapter 232: Drakase

    
    
    
    
                
Drakase’s Northern Shores

2:25 p.m. 25  th   Banem 1092.

29 Days to World’s End.

Drakase, the forgotten island nestled between Merriheim’s ‘claws.’ Heavy ash darkened blotted the skies of this dreary, forever rendering it in a darkened state. A thick fog surrounded the island as if to cut it off from the rest of the world. Silence hung over the region. Neither songs from birds nor chirps from crickets pierced the silence. Even the wind made no sound, almost like time itself had frozen. So it had been for a thousand years. 

But, as fate would have it, that serene peace was to be broken on this day.  Whurrr...  From the ocean came a set of strange sounds, like something cutting through the waves.  Dush!  As expected, a fleet of massive deathsworn ships tore through the fog and then made their way to the shore. 

Grrrru!

The deathsworn fleet groaned as they pulled onto the shore one after the other. Their expertise and timing revealed a well-trained fleet that had performed this maneuver on several occasions.

Several sailors of vastly different races jumped off the ships and then pulled the vessels further onto the shore. When done, they caught giant stakes thrown from the ship, which the sailors drove into the ground, and then tied mooring ropes around to prevent their ships from being carried back out to sea.

Grrruuu... Bang!

Each ship dropped their respective gangplanks following the fleet’s successful mooring. Du! Du! Du! Hundreds of soldiers marched down from the boats in an orderly fashion. They then assumed an orderly formation on the beach. Perhaps because it was not war-time, the soldiers held their helmets under their arms, in turn, revealing their faces.

If Kashi were here, he would have been shocked to notice that the army was only about sixty-percent daeben. The other forty was a combination of many different races. There were even a few centaurs, Foggers, and kobolds  ―  races that were seen as inferior by the humes.

Even stranger, however, was the fact that these soldiers had clear, determined eyes. These were not the eyes of the coerced or forced, but rather, those who firmly believed in a cause and were willing to lay down their lives to make it a reality.

Ka. Ka. Ka.

The soldiers stood at attention as ten figures in dark robes stepped down from the central ship. Tremendous power oozed off these people. So much so that several soldiers sweated as they struggled to remain on their feet. 

“It’s the star!”

A soldier’s sudden shout drew the army’s attention to the sigil glowing at the back of the robed people. It was a giant wheel, with eight arrows stabbing out in equidistant directions from a red eyeball. This symbol represented Razznik, the god of chaos, and it was their organization’s official sigil.

Unfortunately, directives from above ordered that no one could don the symbol outside the Holy Land. The fact that the cardinals now wore these outside could only mean one thing...

“Yes, it is as you have guessed.” A sweet, sultry voice arose from the ship. The voice was not loud, yet it somehow reached everyone’s ears, seeming like it came from right beside them.  Clack! Clack!  The soldiers quickly dropped to their knees as a young woman emerged from the boat, with a thinly smiling, white-furred kafu a few steps behind her.

Queen Alia Tatjana Thorraid, clad in purple leather armor that emphasized her considerable bust revealed a sultry smile as her red eyes glanced at the army. “The time has come for the Chaos Order to step out of the shadows. Ten years we have prepared for this day. The day we proudly step into the light. Raise your head, soldiers of Chaos, and fly your flags with pride!”

“OOOOH!” The soldiers thumped their chests and cheered with a loud voice. Vwooom! As if spurred on by their zeal, Chaos signets appeared on the warriors’ armors, shining proudly in the darkness.

“If nothing, your motivational speeches have shown marked improvement.”

Alia sported a proud grin as she glanced at Cathek. “I will show you just how much I have grown.”

“I do not doubt it.” Cathek smiled warmly and then pointed at a massive, gloomy mountain far off in the distance that seemed to blot out the sky. “But, for now, guide your troops safely to Oni Hi ―”

Krraaagh!

A shrill cry interrupted Cathek. The kafu frowned and then looked to the edge of the forest. Sure enough, a limping skeleton trudged out of the forest range that surrounded Oni Hill. A pair of faint, blue will-o-wisps burned in the skeleton’s eye sockets +as it craned its head back and forth as if examining the army.

Boom!

The soldiers, despite facing only a single skeleton, took a step forward in unison, their collective aura crushing down on the undead. If it were the usual undead, the skeleton would either charge madly or instantly flee from the blatant provocation.

This skeleton, however, calmly observed the rows of soldiers. The flames in its eyes flickered softly as its rotted jaw opened with a clack. “ Leave! ”  VWhoosh!  A tremendous aura crushed the army’s and then sent them stumbling back several steps. The skeleton, whose voice echoed for several miles, glared at the stunned army as if daring them to defy its command.

Alia regarded the skeleton with interest. “Uncle, is it me, or does that undead possess intelligence?”

Cathek ignored the skeleton and instead gazed at the mountain. “Do you know why this place is called Drakase?”

Alia groaned, revealing a cute pout. “Another lesson?”

“One can never stop learning, Your Majesty.” Cathek smiled as he turned his gaze to the forest range. “As you know, no creature is as loved by mana as dragons. Conversely, when dragons die, the ‘dead mana’ they expunge is too thick and toxic for most species. As a result, dragons instinctively gathered in this land to die.”  Ka. Ka.  Cathek walked down the gangplank with Alia by his side as he explained, “Drakase, the name of this land, means  ‘Dragons’ Graveyard’  in the common tongue.” 

Cathek glanced at the ocean and then commanded, “Rise, Gunder.” 

Vrooo!

The sea roiled and churned, eventually parting as a 50 meter long, dirty-golden dragon emerged from its depths. Skyrm, or rather Gunder, walked over to Cathek’s side and then laid down its head. 

“After you, Your Majesty.”

“You really know how to travel in style.” Alia grinned as she examined Gunder’s beautiful scales. She ran her hand across the scales, a gentle smile displayed on her lips as she turned to Cathek. “Uncle, are you certain we cannot keep him? It might be tough, but we should be able to strengthen the seal?”

Cathek chuckled but ultimately shook his head. “I am afraid that is impossible, Your Majesty. Skyrm calculated perfectly. We cannot seal his soul any longer without damaging the body.”

Alia sighed, sorrow in her eyes as she patted Gunder’s scales. “What a pity. Such a magnificent creature will cease to exist.”

Cathek’s lips twitched, but in the end, he nodded. “If that is what you wish.”

“It is.” Alia jumped onto Gunder’s back and took a seat on the dragon’s broad back. A harsh light appeared in her eyes. “If we can’t have him, no one else can!” However, her expression instantly softened as she looked up at Cathek, who appeared behind her. “You were saying something about Drakase?”

“Yes.”  Pa.  Cathek tapped his boot against Gunder’s back. “Walk.” He then continued as Gunder took slow strides toward the skeleton. “Traditionally, dragons are extremely greedy creatures. Even in death, they want their graves to be extravagant and beautiful. As a result, they often came to the island with followers.” 

The skeleton jerked its head to look up at Gunder as he approached. Its eyes flickered, the flames burning brighter.

“These followers would bring the dragon’s loot and then protect the cave until they died.” Cathek smiled when Gunder stopped in front of the skeleton. “Unfortunately, even in death, they are not released from duty. Over countless years and cumulative dead mana gathering, the dead once again walked among the living.” Cathek glanced at one of the robed figures. “Your Necromancer uses a similar tactic to power his ghouls.”

The skeleton looked at Gunder for a few more seconds.  Clack!  It’s jaw shut with a loud clack. Seemingly satisfied, it turned and walked back into the thicket, soon disappearing from view.

Alia looked at the thicket with a raised brow. “Why did it leave? Was it scared off by Skyrm?”

Cathek shook his head. “These kinds of low-level undead do not know fear. Only the mission written in their bones.” 

“Mission?”

“Yes. For which, they would even battle against gods, let alone dragons, even one as powerful as Skyrm.”

“What is their mission?”

Cathek smiled and tapped Gunder. “Walk.” He then looked at the soldiers and the robed figures and ordered, “Keep close, or this forest will swallow you.”

One of the robed figures placed their hands on the ground and muttered a low chant. Moments later, a strange beast resembling a stingray rose from a portal below her. The creature was roughly 20 meters wide and about 8 meters long. The robed figures jumped onto the ‘stingray’ as it gently flew behind Gunder.

The soldiers, unfortunately, had to rely on their own legs to traverse the dense forest.

Cathek observed the army’s march. When he was confident they would not fall far behind, he turned his attention to the gloomy mountain in the distance. “The undead of Drakase have only one mission: To protect the graves of the dragons here. They will instinctively attack any living creature that approaches this place, except, of course, other dragons.”

Alia’s brow rose. “Doesn’t that mean that we can just loot them all as long as we come with dragons?”

Drrrr.... gugugugugu!

A gut-wrenching sound akin to a horrifying combination of gurgling and grinding bones rang out through the forest as the ground began to quake.

“Haha, that cannot possibly be the case.” Cathek gaze ahead with a calm expression. “If we get too close to a burial cave or site, the true guardian will make an appearance.”

“True guardian?”

“Well, there are multiple kinds, but...” Cathek pointed to his left. “That should provide you with an idea.”

Alia looked to the direction Cathek pointed. “What the F―” She clamped her right hand over her mouth, stifling the curse before it emerged. Her eyes, however, remained wide with shock as she gazed at the 20-meters-tall giant that arose from within the trees. The rotting zombie hoisted a massive club onto its back and glared at the procession.

“Do not fret, Your Majesty. It will not attack as long as we do not impede its territory.” Cathek glanced at the undead giant and then turned his attention back to the mountain. “Contrary to the common folk tales, the undead do not go out killing the living for their brains. Instead, most undead are victims of simple programming. Their task and purpose are determined by the place they were born, and the only thing they need to feed on is dead mana.” 

A wry smile curled up Cathek’s lips as he recalled his youth. “Unfortunately, greedy fools from the hume territories sought to claim the treasures buried here and thus labeled this land as evil and heretic. Eventually, they even had Razznik kill the Demon King, the only being that prevented the elite from razing this place to the ground.” His lips parted as his smile morphed to a haunting, toothy grin. “The fools unknowingly created an even greater enemy, as Razznik took it upon himself to protect this land afterward.”

Alia frowned. “Why would Razznik protect the undead? From your stories, he’s not the type to be so magnanimous.”

“Is that how you interpreted the tale of the Cursed Seven?” Cathek grinned. “On the contrary, if you asked me, Razznik is perhaps the most magnanimous man I have ever met. Oh. Of course, he is a god now.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It is only natural that you do not.”

Bwoosh. 

Cathek’s eyes shone as Gunder broke out of the forest into a large expanse of rocky terrain. Small rivulets filled with molten lava silently flowed through the landscape. Cathek’s gaze traced the creeks to the base of an enormous mountain range whose peak pierced through the ashy sky as if challenging the rule of the gods. “You will soon see for yourself the kind of man Razznik truly is.” Cathek looked at Alia, a strange fanaticism in his eyes as he whispered, “Welcome to Oni Hill, Your Majesty.”

“Oni Hill. The home of Razznik Y’Terlow...” A lump formed in Alia’s throat as she gazed at the towering mountain range. Terrifying pressure from the silent monolith. She had never felt this intimidated in her entire life. Not even when faced with possible death in the defeat eleven years past. The daeben queen looked at her Uncle, who wore a relaxed smile. It was at times like these that she truly understood how much of a monster this man was. “How... How do we get in?”

Cathek pointed at the base of the mountain. “The Gates of Purgatory.” 

”...Gates of Purgatory?”

“You shall see when we get closer.” 

Just as Cathek said, sets of gigantic gates hewn into the mountainside came into sight as they neared the mountain’s base. The gates were spaced around a kilometer apart from each other and went around the mountainside. The first thing that popped out was the 100-meter skeleton statues standing by each gate. Terrifying auras oozed off these sculptures, threatening to crush all who neared them. 

Gruuu!

One of the skeleton sculptures turned its head to stare at the army once they were within a hundred meters close to a gate.  Gruuuu!  A bone-crushing pressure suddenly exploded over Alia and her army. The robed figures and Cathek were unfazed by the pressure. Alia, however, sweated as she resisted. 

The regular army fared much worse.

Several soldiers crumbled to the ground in a heap of sweat, some bleeding from their noses and ears. Evidently, even these expertly trained warriors were unable to bear the pressure from the statues. 

Cathek smiled as he looked at the statues. “Razznik was a proud man. Towards the end of his life, countless fools tried to claim his head for fame, glory, or wealth. While he indeed welcomed battles, Razznik soon grew weary of the everyday riff-raff that came to challenge him. So, he devised an ingenious sorting method... A series of tests, to weed out the weak from the strong, and thus ensure only the best of the best got to challenge him.”

Alia’s blood chilled. She glanced at the red-eyed statue with trepidation. “This is just a test?”

“This?” Cathek chuckled and shook his head. “This is not a test. This is just a preliminary screening to determine those worthy of his test.” Cathek then looked at the severely injured soldiers. “Order your men to retreat to 200 meters. This is their limit.”

Alia nodded and then ordered her soldiers to step back and heal their injuries. The loss of her soldiers did not bother her. This had been the plan, to begin with. The soldiers would hold the line and prevent anyone from approaching the mountain.

Cathek nodded and then tapped Gunder, who approached the gate with steady steps. “There are eight levels in Oni Hill, each corresponding to a ring of Chaos. Usually, we would have to battle fiercely to reach the summit. Fortunately, Razznik ordered easy passage for a few, select individuals.” When Gunder reached the gate, Cathek ordered the robed figures to climb aboard the dragon’s back. He then looked at the mountain and said, “Climb.”

Vwoosh!

With a heavy flap, Gunder bypassed the gate and took to the air, slowly flying up the mountainside.

Alia frowned. “Will the enemy not attempt a similar method?”

In reply, Cathek stretched out his hand. A mandala appeared in the air, from which cold ice poured out. Moments later, an ice sculpture that looked identical to Cathek appeared before them. “Let me show you what will happen if there is such a fool.” The ice sculpture jumped off Gunder’s back.

BOOOM!

The ice clone barely crossed a meter before it suddenly exploded into fine dust. Even among the robed figures, only a few managed to catch what happened. A giant ki bolt shot out of the mountain and then crashed into the ice clone. It was so fast, 99% of the continent’s population would have missed it.

Cathek chuckled at Alia’s horrified expression. “To be fair, you will certainly gain Razznik’s acknowledgment if you can make it up this mountain unscathed.”

Alia gave Cathek a scathing glare. “That’s physically impossible!”

“You never know, Your Majesty,” Cathek countered. “Humes are known for constantly achieving the seemingly impossible.”  Vwoosh!

Gunder broke into the ash cloud as Cathek spoke. The dragon’s passengers shielded their nose and eyes from the choking soot until,  woosh,  Gunder burst out from the clouds.

“Oh.” A single word escaped Alia’s lips. Her eyes widened in awe and amazement as she gazed upon the stunning view beyond the clouds. Seated atop the mountain was the most beautiful garden she had ever seen. 

Blooming flowers danced in the light breeze, accentuating a crystal-like pond, from which the occasional fish jumped. Her gaze traveled along a crystal garden path to a glass throne that glistened in the sunlight.

Cathek’s eyes grew hazy as he admired the garden. “A thousand years. One thousand years and this place remains untouched by the hands of time.” The kafu smiled as he ordered Gunder to set down on a patch of grass behind the throne. “It is even more impressive when you realize that this was previously the mouth of a volcano.”

Gunder dropped to the ground with a soft thud, following which, the robed figures, Cathek, and Alia alighted. Alia and the robed figures trembled in shock the moment their feet touched the ground. A dense combination of mana and ki shot up from the earth into their veins and blood.

Alia, sensing the incredible opportunity, shut her eyes and then sunk into a deep meditation. She sent her subconscious to explore her veins. She found that the blood vessels, wherever the energy passed were transformed, and then strengthened. 

“This is...” Alia gasped. She understood the importance of this opportunity instantly. She immediately cast all thoughts aside and then sunk into deep concentration. She carefully guided the energy to every inch of her body, making sure not to leave a single place untouched.

Crack! Crack! 

The sound of popping bones rang out as Alia broke through several levels. The daeben queen eventually opened her eyes minutes later, bright eyes shining as she felt her increased power. She looked at Cathek, shock in her eyes as she excitedly exclaimed, “I broke through! I’m level 202!” 

Cathek grinned as he reached out and fondly patted Alia’s head. “Congratulations on finally becoming a Transcendent.”

“Congratulations, Your Majesty.” The hooded figures surrounded Alia and then bowed. “We are pleased to welcome you among our ranks.” These phrases finally revealed their identities! These ten were the Chaos Order’s Cardinals! One-half of the strongest powers on the continent. 

The cardinals never left the holy land. Yet, all ten were present at this time. This, more than anything, proved how essential this operation was to the Order.

“Heh.” Alia issued a proud smirk. Finally! Finally, she had broken through. She had been stuck at level 199 for years. No amount of training could let her breakthrough. Yet, she had broken through just like this? Her lips curled in a sinister grin as she thought of the coming battle. “Heh. I am shaking with anticipation.”

Briefly, the image of a daeben charging into a colossal army flashed in the daeben queen’s mind. Alia gazed out to the sea of clouds, a wistful smile on her face as she whispered, “I wonder... Will you be there?”


Abandoned Island off the Serian South Coast.

2:53 p.m. 23  rd   Banem 1092.

29 Days to World’s End.

‘Achoo!’

“Ye alright, kid?” Fang Ling looked at the sniffing daeben with a puzzled expression. “Didn’t think Summoned could catch colds.” The midi had his arms crossed as he observed Kashi, who was seated on the beach.

“Barring extreme conditions or curses, yeah, we are immune.” Kashi groaned as he gazed at the crumpled clump of dirt in his hand. “Damn it. That messed up my concentration. I have to restart from scratch.”

Fang Ling attentively watched Kashi pick up a fresh clump of dirt. The daeben rolled the dirtball until it was about ten centimeters wide and then clasped it within his palms. On the surface, nothing appeared to be happening beyond this moment. But, Fang Ling could tell from Kashi’s tensed, furrowed brows and brewing sweat that the daeben was deep in concentration. Unable to hold back his curiosity any longer, Fang Ling asked, “Is there a point to this?”

Luckily, although Kashi’s task required immense concentration, it was not to the point he could not answer easy questions. “It’s the fastest way to improve my Earth control skill.”

“Earth control, is it?” Fang Ling thought back to the last few spars since Kashi temporarily retired the bow. The midi convincingly won each fight, but they discovered something strange during these bouts. Kashi, even without the bow, was not as offensive as they both assumed he would be. 

Even without his bow, Kashi approached battle carefully. Rather than blitz the opponent with overpowering force and ferocity, the daeben seemed to be the type who preferred to hoodwink, trap, or deceive the enemy and then finish them off with swift, critical strikes.

Kashi’s fighting personality was made even more apparent when he began using Earth Control. Rather than attempting to strike Fang Ling, the daeben utilized the earthen structures to limit Fang Ling’s movement range. The intent was obvious. If Fang Ling could not bounce around freely, Kashi could take him out with one well-placed punch.

Unfortunately, Kashi’s earth control was still abysmal. The constructs he could make were very limited in design and complexity. Furthermore, there was often a delay between intent and the structure’s movement. Due to these setbacks, Fang Ling could still easily crush Kashi before the daeben really got into gear. 

“Yeah, if ye got that mastered, ye’ll really be a frightening force.” Fang Ling had to agree that, for now, this was possibly Kashi’s greatest room for growth. 

Kashi agreed with Fang Ling’s assessment. At the moment, and especially because of time constraints, Nature Control and hand-to-hand combat were the only skills with room for quick improvement.

After facing Razznik and then Fang Ling, Kashi finally began to see where he had gone wrong. The problem was that he was too OP! Too Overpowered! As a result, he rarely ever got a chance to fight people on his level. He was always either battling monsters much stronger than he was or scrubs much weaker than him.

With monsters, Kashi often resorted to  [Gilgamesh]  and  [Asura] . Both skills dealt massive damage and covered vast areas, perfect for battling these giant monstrosities with ginormous HP. Who knew how long it would take with typical fighting styles?

At the other end of the spectrum, Kashi could destroy most scrubs with a sneeze. Okay, slight exaggeration, but the point stood. Either way, neither kinds of battle required Kashi to really explore who he really was as a fighter. This led to his current lopsided build, where he could not pin down a set style and thus was quickly overwhelmed by those on his level.

As such, Kashi had two distinct goals for the next twenty-something days. The first was to hone his battle instincts with Fang Ling. The second was to lay the foundation for building his own battle style. Mastering the elements was merely the first stone to be laid in this process.

“It’s done.” Kashi opened his hand, revealing a mud cuboid. The daeben revealed a wry smile. “I wanted a cube.”

“That’s better than last time.” Fang Ling thought about Kashi’s previous horrible constructs.

Kashi chuckled. “I suppose.” He then took out Rosario’s brush and quickly painted the cuboid black and white.

“Oh? Yer painting them now?”

Kashi shrugged. “Figured I might as well raise my painting skill while I’m at it.”

Fang Ling grinned. “Yer one greedy bastard, ye know that?”

“I know.” Kashi placed the block on the ground, put Rosario’s brush away, and then rose to his feet. He brushed the dust off his backside and then fixed Fang Ling with a challenging glare. “Down for another round?”

“...Yer know it, kid!”

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 233: Sonic and Sayen

    
    
    
    
                
Jatakem, Imperium.

7:45 a.m. 27  th   Banem 1092.

25 Days to World’s End.

Jatakem, the Holy City of Imperium. This ancient city was one of very few that had survived the passing of time, existing even from before the Calamity. The famous city’s name stemmed from the innate belief that nothing evil could prosper within its walls. Over the years, countless evildoers fashioned designs for this land. However, their ploys were often thwarted before they could come to fruition.

Many residents claimed a goddess walked amongst them. This goddess destroyed evil as she had placed the city under her protection. Many others argued that this was false. Nothing but a pipe dream. These people did not believe in the goddess’s power and firmly believed that Jatakem’s strength came from the sweat of its people’s brows.

These conflicting ideas resulted in the creation of two major factions in Jatakem. The goddess faction, led by a famous priest, and the hume faction, led by the ‘regent.’ 

Jatakem, unlike most cities, did not have a royal family. They, instead, boasted a parliament, which created and passed laws for the populace. The ‘de-facto’ leader and judge of this parliament was known as the Regent. The Regent would have been the most powerful man in Jatakem were it not for the Stargazers.

The Stargazers was led by a community of astrologers famous for reading people’s possible futures through studying the stars. The priests often helped citizens avoid danger and make important life choices. As a result, Jatakem’s citizens respected the parliaments’ laws, but they loved the Stargazers.

The parliament, led by the Regent, hated the Stargazers. Their desire to destroy the organization and consolidate Jatakem’s powers often caused small scale battles behind the scenes.

The Summoned were not spared from this conflict. These two superpowers sought soldiers, both for protection and to attack their enemies should the need arise. As a result, it only made sense that the Summoned were snapped up by a faction almost as soon as they first entered the land.

Kraaaa!

A griffin’s piercing cry tore through the morning sky. Residents and Summoned alike stopped whatever they were doing to look at the procession that descended from the skies. 

A flock of armored griffins flew overhead, making a beeline for the Grand Temple. Griffins were beasts with the head and wings of an eagle, and the body of a lion, save for a pair of talons where its front paws should have been.

“It’s them, right?” An old cobbler muttered as he admired the procession. Flying was forbidden within the city. Only a select few people were permitted to break that rule. Even fewer had access to griffins. The old cobbler’s eyes sparkled when he spotted a blue-furred kafu leading the procession. “Heh. As always, he’s got a branch in his mouth.”

The kafu, Sonic, leisurely chewed on a leaf stalk as he admired the city beneath. During his time, Sonic had visited many cities in Destia. Unfortunately, none came close to catching the Edo period vibes like this city did. From the wide and dusty but clean streets to the tatami floor buildings and architecture. 

Sonic especially appreciated the abundance of kimonos and haori worn by both Summoned and Residents. Naturally, these basic designs were heavily altered to suit battles and new-age fashion, but the underlying concept remained the same. 

“Uwah... There’s even more samurai’s than last time.”

Sonic looked at the man who covered his mouth as he exclaimed in shock. The man, a brunette chesch, adjusted a pair of glasses as he smirked at the folks below. “Can you blame them? There’re more sword dojos than grains of sand in this city, Gentle Breeze.”

Gentle Breeze grinned and adjusted his glasses. To be honest, he did not need glasses. But, because of real life, he felt uncomfortable without one. So, he had a blacksmith make him one. It was expensive and served no functional purpose, but it felt good, so he did not care. 

“So, why do you think Sayen summoned back?” Gentle Breeze spoke as they approached a massive temple.

“Already told you, I haven’t got a clue.” Sonic sighed as he guided the griffin to set down in front of the temple. He fished out a badge from his inventory and then handed it to the guards that surrounded them. The badge was an invention by their guild. Identities could be confirmed by checking the badge’s unique mana signature.

The guard, upon confirming the badge’s authenticity, handed it back and then saluted Sonic. “Identity confirmed. Welcome back, General Sonic.”

“At ease, soldier.” Sonic dismounted his griffin. He then said as he patted the beast’s side. “Please, take good care of Ray.”

“Of course.”

Sonic nodded and then walked into the temple with Gentle Breeze. The other soldiers were only there as an escort and did not have clearance to enter the temple.

“I’m just saying, don’t you think it’s weird?” Gentle Breeze continued to voice his unease as they traversed the temple’s corridors. “We were told to subdue a territory in Markoth. Just when we’re on the verge of completing that task, we get an urgent summons. We even had to leave the others behind.”

Sonic’s brows slightly furrowed. To be honest, he, too, felt a little off about the situation. This was not Sayen’s way of doing things. She was always so relaxed when giving out tasks. And somehow, Sonic always had ample time to finish one quest before the need to clear another arose. This was how efficient Sayen was in handing out missions. 

Recently, though, both the request to go to war and now, this felt like Sayen was reacting to something. She was not pre-emptively solving the situation like she usually did.

Eventually, Sonic sighed. “There’s no point worrying about it like this. We’ll soon have the answers for ourselves.”

Gentle Breeze groaned and adjusted his glasses. “I envy your simple-mindedness. I’m terrified over here that this might be a trap.”

Sonic laughed and tapped his hips. “I don’t know about anything else, but worst comes to worst, we can just run, right?”

Gentle Breeze shook his head in defeat. This guildmaster was too different from the norm. This was a man who prioritized running from any unfavorable situation over fighting to the death. Well, that recklessness and subsequent cowardice had earned them a lot, as well as saved their hides multiple times, so Gentle Breeze could not complain.

“Look alive, Breeze. We’re here.”

Gentle Breeze clenched his fist as the duo approached an ornate sliding door. The picture of a beautiful, curled up, orange, nine-tailed fox graced the entrance. A pair of guards at either side of the doorway sized up Sonic and Gentle Breeze. They verified the duo’s identities and then slid the door open.

“No matter how many times I come here, I’m still left speechless.”

Sonic nodded, agreeing wholeheartedly with Gentle Breeze’s assessment of the garden they walked into. This was, honestly, the most beautiful garden he had ever been to in his life. The landscape designer was someone with a brilliant eye for detail and beauty. Only such a mind could find such perfect balance between Bonzai trees, Japanese Maple trees, stepping stones, flowing streams, fresh grass, sand, and beautiful bridges. 

If Sonic had his way, he would lay down in this garden and just watch the clouds pass overhead. Unfortunately, life seemed intent on making sure that never happened.

Sonic and Gentle Breeze tensed as they crossed an orange bridge. They would come upon Sayen’s home once they turned the boulder at the end of the bridge. The inevitable would eventually occur. They rounded the massive boulder, and a small shrine came into view. 

“What the!?” Gentle Breeze’s eyes went wide in shock. Was that Sayen-sama braiding a daeben’s hair? The chesch rubbed his eyes, but there was nothing wrong with his sight. A daeben child was indeed seated between Sayen’s laps. At this point, Gentle Breeze noticed a strange man resting against the temple’s wall.

“Sayen?” Sonic stared in shock. “You’re in your real form?”

“Real form!?” Gentle Breeze’s eyes went wide when he noticed a pair of fox ears sticking out Sayen’s hair. Indeed, Sayen’s usually dark hair was now bright orange. She also sported a pair of fox ears and long bushy tails that curled around her and Zuri. Gentle Breeze stared at the man and daeben in shock. Sayen’s true form was a national-level secret!

Even Sonic, with all his contributions, only got to see Sayen’s true form recently. Who were these people? How could she feel comfortable revealing her true form so easily?

Sayen’s fingers paused. She looked up at the duo and smiled. “You are finally here, Sonic-kun, Gentle Breeze-kun. Rider was getting impatient.”

Both men turned to look at the man most likely named Rider. A hint of apprehension appeared in their eyes. They could not accurately gauge this man’s power. He was like a deep hole, empty and vast. All attempts to probe his depths were utterly futile.

Rider, at this time, opened his eyes. He observed both men, mentally judging their posture and expressions. 

“Good. You pass.”

“What?”

Rider ignored Gentle Breeze. Both men met the minimum requirements. No, to be honest, they were far above average—especially the kafu, Sonic. 

Rider felt something similar to Kashi from this man. Razznik used to call it the ‘Warrior’s Aura.’ It was the smell of someone who walked through blood and grime most of his life, someone who had surpassed the masses to reach a completely different level. These people lived with death as a constant companion and had thus learned to conquer that greatest of fears.

Sonic frowned. Rider’s gaze made him uncomfortable. It felt like his secrets were laid bare before the man’s eyes. It was not a pleasant feeling. “What did we pass?”

Rider glanced at Sayen, who nodded her consent. She was not one to talk for too long and revealing the truth required just that. So, she instead resumed braiding Zuri’s unruly locks while Rider regaled the duo with the true tale of the Cursed Seven.

Twenty minutes later, Sonic and Gentle Breeze stared at Rider in shock. What a story! What a tale!

“There was such a setting!?” Gentle Breeze, unable to handle his shock, accidentally blurted out. Sonic frowned and pinched the chesch’s tail. Such words were taboo. What if the system punished them for breaking the rules?

However, despite his rebuke, Sonic was equally as shocked. The only difference was in his ability to keep his calm. “So, Rider, is it?” Technically, Rider was thousands of years older than him, but Sonic could not bring himself to use honorifics with the Residents. Perhaps it was his method of keeping his realities clear and separate. “What part do we play in all this?”

“In 23 days, I will return with a teleportation matrix.” Rider rapidly fired off instructions. He did not wish to spend any more time around Sayen than he needed to. It wasn’t that he feared her, but until he found Zeno, he could not risk hearing any terrible news about his future. Conversely, him finding out Zeno was fine might end up affecting the future and possibly jeopardize it. “Ready your forces by then. I will not lie to you. It will be an extremely tough battle. So, prepare like you would for the end of the world.”

Sonic nodded. “Got it. We’ll be ready.”

“You’re not going to ask about rewards?”

Sonic shook his head. “This guy, Razznik. Him coming here won’t be good for Sayen, right?”

Rider re-evaluated Sonic. Could it be this man had fallen for Sayen? Did he realize this ‘young woman’ was really over one thousand year ―

“Rider, would you like to know what I saw in your future?”

A chill ran up Rider’s back. He glanced at Sayen, who regarded him with a thin smile. Damn. This was bad. She was pissed! He had forgotten about Sayen’s other ability. Over the years, she gained the ability to sense people’s intentions. It wasn’t quite mind-reading, but she could glean a vague sense of the intent behind a person’s thoughts. In this case, she sensed the ridicule and insult in Rider’s mind. 

That ability on its own would not have been so terrifying. But Sayen’s precognition had a second level, which she called  [Hands of Fate].  This impossibly overpowered ability allowed her to alter the future by a tiny margin with her words. 

For example, Sayen could proclaim that Rider would trip on a stone during his trip. This was a small change, and as such, it was allowed. She, however, could not proclaim that Rider would lose his life, as that interfered too much with the threads of fate. This, however, did not mean she could not cause the vampire a world of pain.

Rider would never forget the century he pissed Sayen off. He kept slamming into flocks of birds or monsters while flying. Sometimes, what should have been a simple landing, would result in him slipping, and as a result, proceeding to fall off a cliff. Rider also recalled the last time an assassin tried to kill Sayen.

The poor fool slipped on a slimy frog and ended up falling into one of the garden’s streams. He then ‘coincidentally’ encountered a drake eel swimming past. The resulting barbecue was something no one should witness in real-time.

“I’m good, Ni, sorry, Sayen. Thank you.” Rider immediately beckoned to Zuri, who reluctantly stood up from Sayen’s laps. The little daeben pouted as she looked at Sayen with a longing gaze. Rider, however, was having none of it. He scooped up Zuri, whose thick black hair now sported beautiful braids along its sides. “See you soon, Sayen.”

Sonic’s eyes twitched as Rider took the sky via a pair of massive wings. This guy... He was indeed someone beyond their league. Well, it wasn’t his business. Under no circumstances would he engage such a monster in a fight.

Sonic, thus turned his attention to Sayen. “So, here’s our report on the subjugation. As you instructed, we worked with the Regent’s forces to seize a portion of Markoth’s southern territory. However, we will not be pushing any further.” Sonic paused and examined Sayen’s thin smile. ”...Are you sure this is the right move?”

Sayen nodded. “Markoth might be disorderly and chaotic. But the one thing those warlords fear more than themselves is an invasion from an outside force. It was enough to steal a piece of the border to show we will not be a pushover. Any further, and the warlords might very well unite to attack us.” She sighed as she gazed at a koi jump out of the stream. “Do not forget. Our purpose is not to gain more territory, but to secure a safe future for our citizens.” Her gaze darkened. “Well, for as long as we can.”

“Ah, I see. Should I say as expected of the wise Sayen?”

“Hehe, flattery will not get you anywh—wuwu!”

A strange sound escaped Sayen’s lips when Sonic suddenly approached her and placed his hand on her head.  Pat. Pat . “There there. I’m proud of the great Sayen-sama. Always has the best plans.”

Gentle Breeze buried his head in his palms. “Aish... Captain’s disease is acting up again.” He then looked at Sayen, whose tails were bouncing, despite her angry expression. It was also important to note she made no move to remove Sonic’s hand.  ‘Argh. This old woman is also wuwuing to him. Is there no more dece― ’

“Breeze-kun...”

Gentle Breeze suddenly felt a heavy chill run down his spine.

”...Would you like me to read your future?”


Abandoned Island South of Serisis

10:25 a.m. 3  rd   Zelyr 1092.

15 Days to World’s End.

Whooosh!

Fang Ling stood at the helm of a boat as it washed onto the lonely island’s shores. The midi’s furrowed brows depicted his frustrated anger. Once again, their search had turned up fruitless. More and more, he began to believe they needed to even deeper beneath the sea. But, unfortunately, that was Kudrick’s territory. At the moment, Fang Ling could not think of a way to break past Kudrick’s senses to delve deeper to search.

In the end, it seemed he had no choice but to rely on external help. Speaking of which...

Fang Ling hopped down from the boat, and then, after placating the crew, ventured inland. Over the past couple of days, the daeben kid moved further inland in search of firmer soil. He would only emerge when it was time to either eat or spar. As Fang Ling progressed through the foliage, he came across several smooth, spherical depressions in the ground. 

Fang Ling swallowed hard as he walked past these holes. That monstrous kid grew at an astonishing rate. The experienced veteran could tell. In a few months, he wouldn’t even be capable of chasing the kid’s tail anymore.  ‘Well, I can always boast of being a monster’s teacher.’

Fang Ling consoled himself as he emerged into a small clearing.  ‘As creepy as always.’  Dozens of stone and mud statues filled the clearing. Initially, they were deformed messes without any discernible shapes, but the further Fang Ling walked, the more defined they became. 

Some statues depicted warriors in battle poses. Some depicted beasts poised for an attack or laying down. Fang Ling suppressed goosebumps that shot up as he gazed into the life-like eyes.  ‘Did he have to paint them?’  This was the real source of Fang Ling’s unease. For whatever reason, Kashi insisted on painting these sculptures. 

Unfortunately, the daeben was far too skilled an artist. Kashi’s statues ended up looking too realistic, almost like they would move out and attack at a moment’s notice.

Splash!

A loud splash by the creek drew Fang Ling’s attention. He jerked his head to see Kashi standing on a tiny man-made island. Evidently, the daeben had thrown a giant rock into the creek and somehow locked it in place. Kashi, however, was not alone on the island. A laughing mermaid sat on the stone platform. Streams of water rose from the creek and arced around her in beautiful spirals.

“What the ― ” Fang Ling quickly rubbed his eyes and focused. This time, he saw the truth. The ‘mermaid’ was another sculpture. Only, this time, it had reached such a high degree of realism that it momentarily created an illusion. Having regained his senses, Fang Ling walked to the edge of the creek and then called out, “Kashi!” 

“Ling-san!” Kashi looked up from the sculpture, paint comically splattered on his cheeks and fingers. “Just a moment!” He quickly applied the finishing touches to the sculpture. Immediately he raised his hand, Kashi received a series of prompts.





	
Dimension Artist  Leveled Up! [Beginner Level 7 --> Beginner Level 8]

Artist  Leveled Up! [Expert Level 4 --> Expert Level 5]

Sculptor  Leveled Up! [Intermediate Level 5 --> intermediate Level 7]

Water Control  Leveled Up! [Level 3 --> Level 4]

Earth Control  Leveled Up [Level 5 --> Level 6]










Kashi examined the prompts with a bright grin. When he started, he had no idea that the combination of sculpting and painting would reap such enormous benefits. Sculpting in particular. Kashi’s method of ’sculpting’ was pulling a stone from the ground and then gradually breaking it down with Earth Control.

Initially, Kashi could only produce things like balls and cubes. Anything more complex ended up a terrible mess. However, he persevered. 90% of his day was spent sculpting until he finally reached an acceptable level.

Fortunately, all those ‘failures’ were not wasted. Kashi painted each statue with Rosario’s Brush, imbuing them with his spatial (dimension) aura to see if anything interesting would happen. As fate would have it, there were results. Kashi found that the sculptures absorbed the spatial energy and then locked it within them. Unfortunately, only ‘beautiful’ or rather, ‘well-proportioned’ statues could hold the energy.

Statues considered failures by either Kashi or the system imploded, releasing terrifying spatial fluctuations around them. The fissures Fang Ling passed earlier were results of similar explosions.

“What do you think will happen if I destroy this?”

“Spare me, kid.” Fang Ling looked at the statue with a wary gaze. He’d seen what happened when those ugly products self-destructed. What would happen if a man-sized, perfectly sculpted statue imploded? The midi shivered at the mere thought.

“Heh, I’m just playing, Ling-san.” Kashi chuckled as he examined the statue. The paint did a good job of hiding it, but he could make out several defects - areas where he either dug too deep, made an angle too sharp, or chipped off sections. His earth control was still far from perfect, but he was satisfied with the speed of progress.

There was only one problem.

“Ye ready, kid? Time fer our spar!”

Kashi looked at Fang Ling. Despite so many days passing, he had yet to defeat the old man. Furthermore, he was yet to reach 100% clarity on exactly what style to pursue. He had, at the very least, confirmed that he preferred close combat to far. He also confirmed that he was not as instinctive as Razznik. He liked thinking his way through battles. 

But, how to convert those ideas to battle? Ping! A sudden notification drew Kashi’s attention.





	
Congratulations: You Have Unlocked the Next Level of Rosario’s Brush





	
Congratulations! You have reached the requirements to unlock the third ability of Rosario’s Brush.  [Paint the Heavens]. 

 

[Paint the Heavens]:  The Original owner of this brush used it to paint the cosmos, the minute atoms of life, and mankind. Initially, he had countless brushes for different uses, but one day, he forgot the Heaven Brush at home. So, he created a new brush. One, in which all brushes were incorporated, so he would never forget a brush ever again. 

 

Rosario’s Brush can now grow or shrink to any length or width (Only active when wielded)

 

Warning:  Weight will increase or decrease in proportion to size. If you are unable to wield it, Rosario’s Brush will shrink to default length and thickness.

 

Note:  Rosario’s Brush has accepted you as a worthy master. You may now rename it. 










 

Kashi’s brows rose with interest as he closely examined the prompt. Huh... This could be interesting. Rosario’s Brush could change sizes? That could certainly come in handy. It was just unfortunate that the brush had zero attack power. In fact, now that Kashi thought about it, that was quite impressive in its own right. Even a stone had some attack power, but Rosario’s brush had zero. Almost like its owner detested the thought of fighting with it.

But, Kashi remembered Fladnag mention that Ferulic fought with the brush. The conflicting information left the daeben confused. Eventually, however, he shook his head and examined Rosario Brush’s stats. But before that, he chose to rename the brush. “Let’s see, it can grow and shrink and is a brush. Hmm...  [Ruyi Jingu Bang Ross] . Nah, that’s too long.  [Jingu Brush]  for short.” 





	
Jingu Brush [Divine] [Unique]





	
Weight: 5 


	
Durability: Infinite





	
Atk (Mag): N/A


	
Atk (Phy): N/A





	
Mana Capacity: Infinite


	
Ki Capacity: Infinite





	
Crafted by the Lord of Cosmos. Grants its wielder the ability to combat the very fabrics of space and time through art.

 

Current Rank: Level 3/6

 

Rank 1: Elemental Jubilee (Grants user with the ability to inscribe items with the basic elements)

Rank 2: Celestial Ink (Rosario’s brush now produces its own paint.)

Rank 3: Paint the Heavens (Rosario’s brush can grow and shrink as wielder desires)

Rank 4: ???

Rank 5: ???

Rank 6: ???










 

“Well, let’s see how this works.” Kashi gripped the brush. He glanced at Fang Ling, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “ [Grow, Jingu Brush] ” Vwoosh! Following his will, Jingu Ross rapidly expanded until it became a nine-foot spear. Only, rather than a blade, a brush was affixed to the tip.

“Hmm...” Kashi played with the brush. He spun it around and then proceeded to dance around the platform with the Jingu Brush. He rapidly thrust, parried, and pirouetted, going through old spear and bo-staff kata forms Razznik learned.

Whoosh!

Kashi jumped over the creek. Overtaken by the excitement, he charged at Fang Ling and swung down. 

“Yer brat!” Fang Ling cursed as he jumped back, barely avoiding the brush as it struck the ground hard.

 Puff...

Both Kashi and Fang Ling froze. Contrary to expectations, the ground only let out a little puffy sound like it had been hit with a pillow. Sweat instantly pooled on Kashi’s forehead as he raised Jingu Brush. The daeben coughed and then looked to the side, struggling to hide his embarrassment. “Well, that was not quite what I was expecting.” 

Kashi wanted to bury his head in the ground. This wasn’t just zero attack power; it was negative! With his strength, even a level 1 sword could crack the ground. The blade would shatter right after, but the point stood! 

Kashi shrunk Jingu Brush and returned it to his pocket. He then awkwardly smiled as he looked at Fang Ling. “Let’s pretend that never happened?”

Fang Ling grinned. “Fat chance, kid.” 



            

    
        Chapter 234: Convincing General Adachi

    
    
    
    
                
Iruma, Saitama Prefecture, Japan.

8:43 p.m. 23  rd   June 2043.

A middle-aged maid warily looked at the Full-Dive Capsule before her. The miss did not appreciate being disturbed while she was gaming, but this was an urgent issue. As such, she did not hesitate to push the ‘Summon’ button on the capsule. That sent a message to the gamer, requesting them to logout. There was a more severe, ‘eject’ option, but she did not have enough lives to risk pushing that button.

Five minutes later, the Full-Dive Capsule’s lid slid open with a low hiss, revealing Adachi Ayumi in a sports bra and shorts. The young woman’s eyes opened and then swiveled to the maid. “Ah. Mrs. Tokoyami. I trust my father is home?”

“Yes, miss. He is.”

“He wants to see me, does he not?”

Mrs. Tokoyami nodded. “Miss, your father requests your presence. He awaits you in his study.”

“Study, is it?” Ayumi sat up and then walked out of the capsule. “He changed the location. This must be serious.” She took off her clothes and then stepped into the shower. The cold water chilled her skin, momentarily letting her forget all her obligations. “Did something happen recently? While I was in school, or in the game?”

“I’m not certain, miss.” Mrs. Tokoyami thought back to the past couple of days. “Master Adachi has been leaving the house more frequently lately. But nothing else major.”

“Hmm? No visitors?”

“AH!” Mrs. Tokoyami’s eyes went wide in shock! “There was one! A blonde foreigner came to visit the other day. Two days ago, I think it was.”

“Blonde?”

“Yes. He didn’t spend too long, so I almost forgot.” Mrs. Tokoyami shivered as she recalled the scene. “I have never seen Master Adachi so angry. He seemed like he would kill that man if he had the chance.”

Ayumi frowned. “Blonde man.” She recalled how Suzuki complained about a blonde man at Genaco. Always called him a blonde idiot or gold devil, amongst countless other creative insults. That’s right… If she recalled correctly, his name was, “…Shouyou James?”

“Shouyou!” Mrs. Tokoyami clapped with delight. “That’s it! His name was Shouyou! Master Adachi called his name when he shouted him out of the compound.”

“Father shouted?” Ayumi dried her body with a towel as she stepped out of the toilet. She regarded Mrs. Tokoyami with disbelief. “Are you certain? I have never seen him raise his voice.”

Mrs. Tokoyami patted her chest and heavily sighed. “I know. It gave me quite the fright.”

“Hmm…” Ayumi thought about her father’s strange actions. Shouyou James. Did he have something to do with Suzuki’s disappearance? No, it was almost inevitable that he played a part. After all, Shouyou only showed up after her father agreed to search for Suzuki. He must have rustled the right feathers to draw this man out of hiding. 

‘But why would Father get into a heated argument with this Shouyou? It’s not like him to lose his temper.’

Ayumi needed to get to the bottom of this. Thankfully, she had already been summoned. She would use this opportunity to gain some answers. Having made up her mind, she quickly got dressed in a formal shirt and loose, black pants. Her father’s study was something of a business room. Whenever he summoned Ayumi there, it was for serious negotiations, beyond the simple boundaries of a father and daughter.  ‘Well, not that we’ve ever been that.’

“This is good.” Ayumi tied her hair in a bun, eyes steely with determination. “I needed to talk to Father anyway.”

Mrs. Tokoyami’s eyes widened. “You don’t mean?”

“Yes.” Ayumi ejected a thumb drive from the capsule and then fixed Mrs. Tokoyami with a firm gaze. “I’ve completed the feasibility report. Not only is it doable, but it should yield immense profits. I just have to convince Father.”

Mrs. Tokoyami’s eyes watered as she looked at the young woman’s powerful gaze. She could not help but recall a slightly older woman, with similar features, who once said the same words to her, except with a little twist.  “Don’t worry, Naan. I’m gonna convince that blockhead to marry me! My 5-point plan’s perfect!”

Ayumi looked at Mrs. Tokoyami with a raised brow. “You’re crying for no reason, again.”

Mrs. Tokoyami chuckled. “At my age, you cannot control several parts of your body.”

“Eww.” Ayumi jokingly scrunched her nose and then dashed out of the room. She, however, tossed over her shoulder before the door shut. “Too much information!”

Mrs. Tokoyami’s smile dimmed a little when the door closed. Sighing, she muttered under her breath. “She still has a little of you in her. I wish she didn’t inherit so much from her father. Oh, my. What am I saying?” Shaking her head, the old maid resolved to punish herself with cleaning. She made to leave the room but then noticed a picture frame slightly unbalanced on the wall. “Here we go.” She fixed the frame and then nodded. “Cleaning complete. Punishment completed.”

What? She said she would clean. She never said what room she would. Every maid in the house longed to be on rotation for Ayumi’s room. It was always spotless! 

Mrs. Tokoyami hummed a happy tune as she bounced out of the room.


Ayumi’s expression turned serious once she stepped into the hallway. Aside from when she greeted the maids, her face barely shifted. Such was the intensity of the battle she was about to face. Honestly, toying with the royals and ministers in L.N.E was a thousand times easier than requesting, even something as simple as a day off from her father. 

Sophistry and promises were enough to sway most people in the world. Ayumi’s father, however, only listened to cold, hard facts. Numbers. Irrefutable truths of the world. Any attempt to pick at that man’s emotions would only end in embarrassment. Ayumi could not count how many men and women had come out weeping after a meeting with her father. His callousness was unmatched. Luckily, his eye for business was equally unmatched.

Ayumi walked across a garden to a small wooden building resembling a gazebo. She walked up a small set of stairs and stopped in front of the tatami doors. The young woman took a deep breath, steeled her nerves, and then knocked. 

Ku-Ku.  Two short, rapid knocks. Simple and effective. Her father’s preferred knocking style.

“Come in.” A deep voice called from within the room.

Ayumi swallowed hard. She reached out to the doors.  ‘Here we go.’ Gruuu!  She slid the doors open and shut them behind her shortly after. Usually, she would have her head down in her father’s presence, but, as this was a negotiation, she walked in with her head held high and a blank expression. 

“Never show weakness. Do not let the opposite party know how you feel.”

Her father… No, from now on, he was General Adachi. General Adachi’s advice (spelled warning) played in Ayumi’s head as she took in the study.

General Adachi was a well-learned man. This was evident in the study’s layout. A dense collection of books occupied the circular building’s walls. Small holographic clocks hung behind his desk, displaying the time regions of some strategic countries, and a second holographic projector for presentations sat at the center of the room.

General Adachi, dressed in a haori worn over a yukata, sat behind a beautiful mahogany desk, his attention on a document in his hand. 

“Good Evening, General Adachi.” Ayumi humbly bowed and then fixed the general with a firm gaze. “I have arrived as per your summons. My apologies for the delay.”

General Adachi looked up, startled by his daughter’s tone. He then glanced around and realized the reason. “At ease, Ayumi.” The general removed his glasses, put down the documents, and then concentrated on his daughter. “This is not that kind of meeting. I need to meet a deadline, so I called you here.”

Ayumi’s gaze traveled to the sheaf of papers on the desk. 

“Always give the other party your full attention. It is both the basic respect and protection afforded to yourself and the other person.”

Ayumi looked at the general. “General Adachi, I am afraid I cannot do that.”

“Oh?” General Adachi’s gaze turned sharp. A vicious aura exuded from his body as he linked his fingers. “You must have a proposal? Go ahead. I will tell you what I have in mind afterward.”

Ayumi trembled internally, but she did not let her unease reach her face. “Yes, Sir.” She presented the thumb drive and then pointed at the holographic projector. “May I?”

“You may.”

Ayumi nodded and then slotted the thumb drive into the holo-projector. Moments later, a 3-D model of a beautiful grassy plain appeared. 

“Live No Evil.” General Adachi’s gaze narrowed as he read the title floating over the field. “Is this what you want to talk about? More playing time?”

“No.” Ayumi shook her head. “Not exactly, anyway.” The image flipped to that of a beautiful golden building on a long street. If Suzuki was here, he would have recognized the  New Genesis Bank . “I want to request a loan of ten million dollars. I have found a venture worth investing in.” 

“Be firm and explicit in your demands or requests. Leave no room for guesswork or doubt, except on purpose.”

“Ten million dollars!?” A terrifying aura burst out of the general. His eyes, hot with rage, glared at his daughter. “What did I tell you about requesting loans?”

“Always make sure you have more than sufficient collateral, so even a loss will not utterly destroy you.”

“So, you know.” General Adachi glared at Ayumi. “Do you have ten million dollars? Or it’s sufficient in collateral?”

Ayumi shook her head. “Naturally, I do not have that kind of money. If I did, I would not require your aid.”

“Then—”

“But I do have sufficient collateral.” Ayumi’s gaze hardened. “Something worth more than ten million dollars.”

General Adachi observed the young woman’s expression. His daughter did not appear to be bluffing. Did she really have such collateral? How and when did she acquire this asset? “What is it?”

“My future.”

“What?”

“My future.” Ayumi reiterated. She looked into the general’s eyes, which seemed to say,  ‘What the hell are you talking about?’  She knew he was giving her a chance to explain herself before he shut down this interview. “The future you want for me. If I am unable to pay you back, I will live the life you want. I will join the company when I graduate and marry the man you choose to secure our business and future.” Ayumi’s gaze did not waver as she continued, “You know my worth. If I join the company, I will, at the very least, double its growth. If I marry strategically, its net worth might even contend with the top three in Japan. That should be worth more than ten million dollars, do you not agree?”

There was no point arguing with sappy things like ‘I will be a good girl, daddy.’ The man before Ayumi did not react to those kinds of platitudes. However, numbers were a stat he could respond to. 

Ayumi’s stats were the best. Every business General Adachi put under her care rapidly blossomed. Because of child-labor laws, he could not officially hire her in a full-time capacity, but she had more than excelled during limited internships. There were many teams in the company that requested she return in a managerial capacity once she graduated.

Unfortunately, in her fourth year of High School, Ayumi suddenly declared she would not join the company upon graduation. Instead, she stated she would find her own path and look for a project she wanted to grow, even if it had to be from scratch.

This decision troubled the general greatly. 

To make matters worse, he had reached an agreement with Ayumi, stating that he would not interfere with her choices once she graduated. She would be an adult then, and he needed to accord her that respect.

The General was not one to break his agreement. Not even if the result was not in his favor.

General Adachi examined his daughter’s expression. Ayumi was confident. This was no Hail-Mary approach. She had carefully considered the pros and cons before coming forward with this proposal. “This project. I assume it is the one you have chosen to grow?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you decided to do so from scratch. Why did you change your mind?”

“You were the one who taught me that only a fool refuses to use the resources available to him.” Ayumi looked into her father’s stern eyes. As expected, she could not glean any reaction. It was impossible to read this man. “Pride is useless. You are a valuable monetary resource. I intend to utilize you to the full extent.”

“And, what is your contingency in the event I refuse? Your collateral has no value to a bank.”

‘You never make anything easy.’  Ayumi maintained a neutral expression despite her rising anger. “Then I will start from scratch. I have saved a million dollars over the years. I shall invest that instead. My profit margin will not be as large, and there is a much larger risk starting with a smaller figure, but it will be enough.”

“Ho. You have already calculated the risk and profit margins.” General Adachi shut his eyes. The room fell to a deathly silence. 

Du-Du! Du-Du!

Ayumi’s heart pounded in her ears. This was it. If she could not pass this first gate, then it was all over. General Adachi rarely entertained the same proposal twice.

Moments later, General Adachi opened his eyes. His steely gaze remained neutral as his lips moved, “Let me see what you have. I will decide afterward.”

“L.N.E, or as is more commonly called,  Line , is in a unique opportunity for maximum profits from investments.” Ayumi gathered her wits. Everything rested on her presentation. She could not afford to fail here. “This is as a result of the currency conversion from Syros – the game’s currency – to real-world currency.”

General Adachi’s brows furrowed. “This conversion. Tell me how it works. If the company can add Syros for cash, wouldn’t the economy crumble?”

Ayumi shook her head. “It does not work that way. Only Syros turned in by players can be traded. Genaco collects a commission from the deals processed. This way, there is little risk of artificial inflation when a few parties buy up millions of Syros and flood the market with this new wealth.”

“Oh? It’s more stable than I thought.” General Adachi looked at the hologram. “So, if the economy is stable, there should be a standard transfer rate, right?”

“Not quite,” corrected Ayumi. “The worth of Syros to the real world is dependent on how much the majority of gamers earn in-world. For example, at level 1, a gamer might have monthly earnings of about 1,000 Syros a month after repairs, equipment upgrades, potions, and general upkeep. However, by level 100, they would most likely be earning around 5,000 – 10,000. The really skilled guys who hunt the highest level monsters can earn up to 50,000 Syros a month. Currently, the bulk of casual players are around level 100 to level 150. The average income is 70,000 Syros a month.”

Ayumi took a breath. This was the problem with MMO economies and why it was so easy for them to get thrown out of whack. One day, 1 gold could bag you 1$, but the next, you’d need 100 gold to get that same 1$.

“As players begin to earn more, the value of Syros decreases.” Ayumi sighed and then said, “This is an unfortunate reality that no one can change. A level cap helps to stabilize the economy, but we are yet to reach this game’s level cap, so we are unsure of what the eventual standard rate will be.”

General Adachi frowned. “You want to invest a huge sum in such an unstable economy? By your own admission, the value of Syros would drop the day after your purchase.”

“In a normal MMO, this would be stupid.” Ayumi looked at the bank and then said, “But, L.N.E is different. Only the players’ Syros are processed. This means that at all times, there is a finite amount of tradeable Syros. That gives us a unique opportunity.” The young woman’s gaze turned vicious. “What do you suppose would happen if one company had complete control over the bulk of this finite resource?”

“You would have a monopoly on the resource to be exchanged.” General Adachi’s expression grew grave. “You could very well dictate the prices at which the Syros are sold.”

“Two.” Ayumi raised her fingers. “We have two cycles we must take advantage of. The first rush exchange of syros to yen, and the proceeding rush exchange of yen back to syros. We must seize these for ourselves.”

General Adachi interlocked his fingers and then fixed the young woman with a hard stare. “Why are there two cycles. The people buying the Syros will all be in the first rush, no?”

“We are the ones creating two cycles.”

“Oh?”

“If we buy up all the Syros on the market, then those searching for Syros would have no choice but to form a second cycle to purchase from us.” Ayumi tapped her finger on the hologram, which then switched to a chart. “We will change the flow of demand. Our bulk purchase will convince people to quickly sell off their syros instead of waiting for a prospective buyer. Then, we will sell back at an increased price.”

General Adachi’s eyes furrowed in doubt. “You are certain people will buy? Won’t they rather wait for the prices to drop?”

Ayumi shook her head. “No. In fact, my only fear is that we won’t have enough Syros to meet the resulting demand. You see, in MMOs, people are willing to spend upwards of hundreds of thousands of yen to skip the grind. Some casuals just want some syros to buy gear they like without having to fight scary monsters. But, most importantly, companies exist.”

“…Companies?”

“Yes.” The hologram switched to depict warriors charging through a battlefield. At first, this image’s aim was not apparent, but then Ayumi zoomed onto the distinct logo on the logo pauldrons.

General Adachi’s eyes widened. “Isn’t that?”

“Yes,” Ayumi confirmed. “Many clothing brands like to recreate their brands in the gaming world. The thinking, I believe, is that gamers would more easily buy their brands in real life if they are exposed to them more often in the game world.” She switched the hologram to an image of two different articles of clothing with stat tables beside them. “The thing is, gamers don’t respond to brand, as much as effectiveness. You see, if a loincloth has more defense stat than a full suit of armor, you can be certain gamers would choose that. So, if these clothing brands want to promote their brand, they have to hire the best artisans with the best tools and materials. All these cost thousands, if not millions of syros if they do not want to go through the trouble of procuring them themselves.”

The hologram switched to a depiction of several floating logos. “Genaco forbade companies from getting involved in the game until the market opened. If even one company buys syros to begin production as soon as possible, do you think the others would be willing to be left in the dust while waiting for cheaper Syros rates? Do not forget that these companies will be looking for millions of Syros, not a few thousand like normal people. How long would it take to amass all that?”

A strange light gleamed in General Adachi’s eyes as he listened to Ayumi state her case. “Hmm… Playing on their uncertainties. Without access to the transaction records, these companies will never know if the other has already purchased syros. That conflict ensures they will jump on the first chance to buy Syros.” The General closed his eyes. “Seizing the opportunity to create artificial scarcity, understanding the psychology of your intended targets and thus manipulating them to willingly serve your purpose.” General Adachi opened his eyes and approvingly nodded. “You have certainly grown well, Ayumi.”

Ayumi’s fingers trembled. In fact, her whole body was shaking, but she somehow managed to prevent the tremors from rising to the surface.  ‘He complimented me!’  A genuine compliment was so rare in this household. In her entire life, Ayumi could count on her fingers how many times her father had offered a sincere compliment.

“…However—” 

Ayumi’s trembling immediately stopped. She could not let herself get caught up in her emotions. This man would undoubtedly strike the most important questions during her moment of weakness. 

“—This plan of yours is heavily dependent on the first purchase of Syros.” General Adachi cut straight to the heart of the issue. His sharp eye latched onto the single thread that could unravel everything before it began. “If you can think up this plan, others can. What prevents other companies from buying up these syros before you? For that matter, what stops Genaco themselves from buying them.”

Ayumi swallowed a lump that formed in her throat. As expected of General Adachi. This man never overlooked the crucial aspects of a business proposal. Most would have been overtaken by the profits and signed off on the deal. But he accurately pinpointed the one tiny but ultimately significant weakness.  ‘Thank you, Miote.’

Luckily, even though it might seem like it, Ayumi was not fighting alone. For the first time since the meeting began, a soft smile spread on the young lady’s lips. She once again switched the hologram to depict a familiar structure. “New Genesis Bank.”

“What?” General Adachi’s brows furrowed. His daughter rarely smiled in his presence. The last time she did was when she beat the internship to wrest control of her future. Was she confident? Or was it something else?

…Or someone else?

“New Genesis Bank. It is the key to this plan.” Ayumi’s smile brightened. “This is the bank created through the efforts of my guildmates and friends.”

The general’s brow twitched.  ‘Friends?’

Ayumi, oblivious to her father’s thoughts, continued, “The process of currency exchange is as follows: Players submit Syros to a designated in-game bank. The bank then exchanges that Syros with any external party who wants to purchase Syros for real-world currency. When the player’s syros is sold, their balance is sent to their real-world bank account. Currency Exchange can  only be  done through submitting Syros to the bank.” 

Ayumi’s eyes shone as she stated, “Do you understand? All Syros flow through the bank first. And then the bank decides who to sell it to. So, since this is our bank—”

“You get the first refusal on all syros.” General Adachi unclasped his hands. For a long time, he just stared at his daughter. Seeing that smile on her face, he recalled another woman who never stopped smiling… Even as she bled out on the maternity table. The old general shut his eyes and then controlled the storm that had begun raging in his heart. When his heart calmed down, General Adachi let out a sigh and then looked at Ayumi, unmistakable pride in his eyes, “Your mother would be proud.”

“Mother!?” Ayumi’s smile broke. Her eyes went wide, and her mouth opened in shock. “D-did you just say, mother?” How could she not be shocked? First, General Adachi complimented her twice in one day when he hadn’t in over a year. Then, he suddenly mentioned her mother, who he had not mentioned even once since Ayumi could tell the difference between left and right.

“You are just like your mother.” General Adachi continued in his deadpan tone. “She too liked to save the clincher for last. You could have led with that, but you purposely strung me along for the ride. Did you want to be complimented that much?”

“Pat my head! Do it, you blockhead! Don’t you know how to show affection to a prim lady?”

“What lady?”

“Father?”

Ayumi flinched as General Adachi rose from his chair. The general rounded the table and then stood in front of Ayumi. His gaze lowered as he looked at the young lady who was the spitting image of her mother, his late wife. 

Ayumi cringed as the general raised his hand. Granted, her father had never hit nor raised his voice at her, but she could not fight the unease at this unfamiliar course of events. 

Puff…

“Huh?” Ayumi stared at the man, whose hand softly patted her head. “Huh? Father?”

General Adachi’s lips cracked, slowly curling into a small smile at the edge of his lips. “You did well. You really did well.” 

“Huh? Ah?” Ayumi, absolutely flustered, could only manage unintelligible noises.  ‘What the hell is going on? Why is Father patting me? It’s not like it doesn’t feel good. No, it feels really good. But why!? Is Father sick? Is he dying? Is this his final wish, and/or atonement?’  A thousand thoughts flew through Ayumi’s mind. In the end, she took her father’s lesson to heart and directly asked, “Are you dying?”

Twitch!

General Adachi’s fingers twitched. His smile froze as he looked into his daughter’s suspicious eyes.  ‘Okay. I deserve that.’  His face returned to a neutral expression as he dropped his arm. “Yes. I’m dying.” Ignoring the shocked girl, he returned to his chair and sat down. “I’m dying from the incurable disease called old age. I probably only have a few decades left.”

“Fa—”

“In fact, since this old man is dying, I think it’s time I retired.” General Adachi fixed Ayumi with a neutral stare that gave nothing away. “From tomorrow, the company is yours. Grow it, Sell it, Burn it, I don’t care. In any case, I already have enough savings to last me three more lifetimes.”

“FA—”

“Before you refuse, consider this,” General Adachi tapped on the desk and then said, “The company’s investment budget is 200 million dollars. That will be yours to play with as you please. You can even invest in this gaming project. I’m sure you have people in there you trust. Investing a massive sum is enough. You do not need to personally participate, do you?”

Adachi Ayumi frowned. She was her father’s daughter. Everything she knew, she had learned from this man. He was not the best father. In fact, most would consider him a terrible father. But, he was a constant in her life. When she was younger, he would stay late into the night, ensuring she completed her assignments perfectly. Sometimes, he would end up not sleeping as he still needed to meet his deadline before work began.

Whenever Ayumi fell sick, he would be the first to come to her aid and would only leave when she had fully recovered. His expression never changed, and he very rarely gave any words of praise, but no matter what, when it mattered, he would listen and defer to her judgment.

It was precisely because Ayumi was her father’s daughter, because of how well she knew this man. Ayumi knew. She could smell it. Something that did not belong around her father. 

Desperation.

General Adachi was desperate. He was so desperate that he did no longer bothered to hide it. Ayumi could not understand it. What would make this man desperate? General Adachi was not the kind of man to be intimidated because his daughter wanted to strike out independently. In fact, he would be the first to praise her independence.

Then… the problem could only be  ‘why’  Ayumi was striking out on her own. L.N.E. The general did not like something about L.N.E.

“…His name was Shouyou! Master Adachi called his name when he shouted him out of the compound.”

Shouyou James! Ayumi smartly pinpointed the most likely source of her father’s strange behavior. “Father.” Ayumi’s gaze hardened. “The man named Shouyou. What did he say?”

General Adachi stared at his daughter. Once again, he recalled his wife’s brilliant smile. “Are you certain you will not stay and inherit the company?”

“Father. General Adachi. Be Direct. Leave no room for guesswork, remember?” Ayumi approached the table. She leaned over and stared into her father’s eyes. “Spill it.”

General Adachi visibly aged as he let out a long sigh. Eventually, he looked at Ayumi. “I found Suzuki. The kid you were searching for. I found him.”

“Really?” Ayumi struggled to control her emotions. She knew this was not the crux of the issue. “What went wrong?”

General Adachi looked at his daughter. In her entire life, Ayumi had only called two people ‘friends’. The first was a youth by the name of Mato Suzuki. His daughter began to change from the moment she met that boy. He knew the lengths she would go to meet him again. The general sighed. “Suzuki and several other people have been gathered by Genaco for a secret experiment.”

“Oh?”

General Adachi nodded. “Shouyou James offered to take you to see him.”

“Is there a problem?”

The general frowned. “He said, if you go there, you will most likely end up risking your life in battle soon.” General Adachi glared at his daughter through reddened eyes. “Real life, Ayumi. Not that game. You will end up having to fight or kill someone.”

Ayumi, however, had already tuned out from the first sentence. Her hands trembled on the desk. “Then, Suzuki, right now, is in a place where he will end up risking his life?”

“Yes.”

Ayumi clenched her fists. “How do I get there?”

General Adachi frowned. “You will end up risking your life.”

“How do I get there?”

“Do you know what it feels like to kill someone?”

“Father! How do I get there!?”

“Ayumi!”  
‎ BAM! “DAD!”  Ayumi stared in shock at her father. She had never raised her voice to him. She felt guilty seeing his shocked eyes, but she steeled her resolve. If she grew weak here, she might never get the guts to ask again. “Just tell me! How do I get there?”

“Shouyou James will be in touch after some battle at... Oni Hill, I think he called it.” General Adachi slumped in his chair, revealing a very rare weak expression. “He said you would understand.”

Ayumi nodded. “I do.” Her eyes drooped as she observed her father’s exhausted face. She had never seen him like this. Not even when he got into an accident. He always wore a neutral expression, as if unafraid of whatever the world threw at him. For the first time, the stoic General Adachi had fear on his face. Ayumi could not help but feel guilty. She reached out and squeezed the old general’s hand. “Don’t worry, Father, I will be fine.”

“Don’t worry, honey. I’ll be fine. It’s just a little blood, right doc?”

General Adachi stared at his daughter. The same reassuring smile. The same words. The same face. He shut his eyes, unable to bear it any longer. The general wrenched his hand free and then turned his chair around. “Leave. Do as you wish. You may collect what you need from the Investment Accounts.”

Ayumi froze. That cold, frigid tone. She knew he was seriously pissed off. “I’m sorry, Father.” Ayumi bowed and then walked out of the room. She shut the door behind her and then rested against the door as she looked up at the moon.

Sob… Sob…

Ayumi’s eyes watered. He was crying. The strong general. The man who never wavered. He was crying. 

‘I’m sorry, Father.’  Ayumi wiped her tears with her arm. Her tears glistened in the moonlight as she walked along the garden path. Her gaze hardened with resolve.  ‘Watch over me as I walk my path…’



            

    
         Chapter 235: A Father's Cautious Love

    
    
    
    
                
Shouyou James’ Office.

11:23 a.m. 24  th   June, 1092.

Suzuki walked through the office hallway, brows drawn in a tight frown. Despite his protest, Kashi insisted on forcing him to come out after every five in-game days, even if only for an hour or two.

Originally, he intended on hitting the gym, but then changed his mind when he saw the sun. He rarely woke up during the day. This was a good opportunity to do something he had been putting off for too long. The young man stopped in front of a door and gently knocked.

Ku. Ku.

“Come in!”

Suzuki tucked his hands into his hoody’s pocket and then made his way into the room. ‘As expected.’ The young man looked at the games sitting around the office. It would not be a Shouyou office without random arcade games littered haphazardly around.

“So, you’re finally here, Su-kun.”

Suzuki looked across the room to the smugly smirking blonde man seated behind a desk. James Shouyou. Now that Suzuki thought about it, his life went out of whack from the moment he met this man. The young man’s eyes narrowed.

“You look pissed.” James’ smile widened to a full grin. “Well, to be fair, you always look pissed. You should smile more.” When Suzuki did not respond, he shrugged and then pointed at the chair. “Take a seat. Bet you’ve got tons of questions to ask.”

“I’m good.” Suzuki silently searched James’ eyes. In this world, Suzuki had never met a soul he could not read. No one, that is, except this man. “I remembered, James.” Suzuki frowned. Kashi’s little episode forced him to relive the buried memories. That was why he remembered something he’d forgotten. Something he initially thought irrelevant. “How long?”

James’ brow rose. “How long?”

“Since when have you been watching me?” Suzuki’s gaze grew cold. “Back then, at the hospital. You were there when I woke up the first time.” Suzuki remembered it. The first time he awoke after the accident. The nurse by his bedside ran away, screaming for the doctor. The door she yanked open in her haste. The blonde man barely visible through the door crack. “That was you, wasn’t it?” His memory was hazy,  but t hat was to be expected. It was his first memory after a  massive  accident. Furthermore, his vision was blurry, and he passed out soon after.

Suzuki glared at James. Was this the reason he always held on to that room? During Razznik, and now Kashi’s dives, his ‘waiting room’ always was that white hospital room. Was this a subconscious way of warning himself that there was something he  missed ?

“Oh? You remembered?” James leaned back in his chair. His smile relaxed, and he looked at Kashi. “Yes. That was me. You had several third-degree burns. Fixing your skin without leaving any blemishes was expensive, you know?”

Suzuki’s frown deepened. This was what he hated the most about this man. James always seemed to be in control. It sometimes felt like everyone else was dancing around in his palms. “Why?”

“Why?”

“Stop playing dumb. Why did you help me? Why did you only show up years later?” Suzuki clenched his fists. “I have a shit ton of questions. So, let’s make this quick. I’m not letting Kashi walk into that battle blind.” He jabbed his index finger at the smug man. “He needs to know what the hell you’re planning. No. What you’ve been planning for years now.”

“Haha!” James burst out laughing. He gave the young man a look of ridicule. “Do you think  this  is some anime? That you’re some chosen one I personally groomed all these years for a nefarious plot?” James shook his head and waved his hands. “You’ve got it all wrong, Su-kun.” He shrugged when he noticed the doubt in Suzuki’s eyes. “Alright. I’ve never kept any secrets. You just never asked the right questions. Why did I help you?” James chuckled and reached into his desk cabinet. He pulled out a picture frame and passed it to the youth.

“This is—” Suzuki froze, eyes wide in shock. The picture depicted Mato Ryumaki, his father, and Shouyou James standing in front of an upright blue, transparent pod filled with a strange liquid. Something obscured from view by their hands floated within the pod.

“Your father was the most brilliant man I’ve had the pleasure of meeting on this planet.” James pulled Suzuki’s attention to him. “He and Akira are the closest things I have ever had to friends.” He revealed a bitter smile as he pointed at the frame. “You—or rather, Razznik already met Light in King’s Journey. It’s quite honestly the greatest invention in the history of mankind. A fully sentient artificial intelligence capable of building worlds, other A.Is, and performing more calculations per second than all computers in the world combined.” James looked into Suzuki’s eyes. “Your father designed that. That was why he couldn’t be with you all those years. He bet everything on this one invention.”

Suzuki frowned. “What about Lunette and Shadow?”

“Those two?” James wore a wistful smile. “They’re the first sentient A.Is Ryu developed. The building blocks for Light, you might say.” He scratched his chin. “Back then, he was always so mopey and alone. I light-heartedly advised him to design them after something he loves to keep him company. I didn’t think he would base the design on his own family.”

Suzuki clenched his fists and tightly shut his eyes. He took a minute to calm down the rage that rushed up to his chest. He could not afford to lose his temper here. Not now. He was eating up enough of Kashi’s prep time as it was.

“Oh? You’ve really learned to control your anger well.” James chuckled. The veins bulging on Suzuki’s head and neck were hilarious to him. “Time was, you’d have jumped over the table and begun strangling me to death.”

“It’s not too late.” Suzuki opened his eyes as his breath evened out. Despite his words, he shook his head and said, “So, this is the reason you helped me? You were my father’s friend?”  
‎ “More or less.”

“So, you watched me while I was in foster care?” Suzuki’s brows furrowed. “Then, the contract Razznik supposedly earned. That was all you?” For some reason, that left a nasty taste in his mouth. That contract was one of the few things Razznik was satisfied with before he died. 

Mr. and Mrs. Akio might have gotten a large share of the money, but there was more than enough for Suzuki to live off of when he turned 18 and cut them off as planned. The warrior was glad that, somehow, with his own hands, he forged a brighter future for Suzuki.

The thought that that achievement was all James was, quite frankly, downright disgusting.

“Yeah, it was all me… is what I’d like to say.” James snorted as he watched Suzuki’s rapidly changing emotions. To most people, Suzuki’s face was forever neutral, but James had learned to read the young man’s real feelings from his eyes’ minute fluctuations. “But, Razznik earned that deal all on his own. To be honest, I was not planning on interfering in your life until you turned 18.” He patted his chest with a mournful, wronged expression. “Razznik catching the eyes of our talent scouts was shocking for me too, you know? Nearly had a heart attack when I saw your profile.”

“Why?” Suzuki gritted his teeth as he recalled Mr. Akio’s favorite belt. “Why did you decide to wait?”

James’ smile disappeared when he saw the pain in the young man’s eyes. Suzuki was the toughest person James knew. But being tough did not negate the pain. It only meant one was able to bear the pain. Written another way, toughness meant someone had become so accustomed to the pain that they could deal with it better than others. “I had to wait. I made a promise to your father.”

“What?”

James sighed as he raised his head to look at the ceiling. “Your father loved you, Suzuki. More than you will ever realize. He took so many measures to ensure that should anything ever happen to him, both you and your mother would be okay for the rest of your lives.” He revealed a bitter smile and then looked at Suzuki. “You could say he learned from what he once considered his biggest mistake and made sure to account for every possible scenario.”

Suzuki laughed. “So, he did see  me  as a mistake.”

“Right up until your birth, yes.” James honestly revealed the truth. “He often talked about how scared he was. But that only lasted until you were born. He always said he knew from the moment he first laid eyes on you. “My mission is to make sure Suzu gets everything he wants in this world.” He would repeat that phrase to death. Made me sick, to be honest.” James shrugged, and then continued, “But that’s precisely why he made me swear not to bring you in until you were 18.”

“What the hell are you talking about? What changes at 18?”

James shrugged. “You become a billionaire.”

“…I’m sorry?”

“Well, a yen billionaire. You’d only be a dollar millionaire.” James chuckled and then pointed at the picture. “Aside from a few research grants, Ryu never accepted payment from the company. He, instead, demanded a percentage share of all profits from Light, if and when he completed it.” He then looked at Suzuki. “Your house was a research benefit. To be honest, your parents were dirt poor. That is why your father spent all that time in the office. The sooner he finished, the faster your lives could really start.”

James shook his head. Reality was often cruel. A man sacrificed his family’s present happiness in the hopes of a blissful future. Unfortunately, he lost his life right after accomplishing that dream. James rubbed his face and then looked at Suzuki. “Aside from your school fees and upkeep, Ryu kept separate accounts for both you and your mother in the event of his death. That is what the Akio’s were leeching off of. But, even larger than that, he put you down to inherit his shares in Light, but only when you turned 18. He feared someone might manipulate you to steal your shares if you got it earlier.”

James brushed back his hair and then revealed a bitter smile. “As I said, he became paranoidly cautious after you.” He sighed and said with a shrug. “That’s why I waited so long. You were only supposed to inherit the shares when you turned 18. I didn’t think you would suffer that much in the foster care system.” He pointed at himself. “I’m a foster care kid too, you know? My first folks weren’t the royal-stamp grade, but they at least tried their best. Of course, they don’t compare to the old Jedi.”

Suzuki frowned. “Who?”

“Never mind.” James waved off Suzuki’s question and then linked his fingers. “I believe I’ve answered your questions, right? Do you have any more?”

“Tons, actually.” Suzuki did not care about this billionaire nonsense. Being alive was already a blessing he did not deserve... “But I’ll ask the one that’s been weighing on my mind the longest first.” His gaze turned frosty cold. “Taki. Usman Taki. He’s one of yours, isn’t he?”

James’ smile once again blossomed. “Ho? You figured it out? When?”

“The first day I met him.” Suzuki snorted. “The others didn’t personally care about me, but Taki. He was watching me too closely.” Suzuki shrugged and then said, “Same with Kashi. Whenever they are together, Miote doesn’t stop looking at Kashi. It’s obvious someone got him to watch us. The only person who would give a damn about me in this place and has the power to pull off such a thing.” Suzuki pointed at James. “You. You’re the only one.”

James chuckled. “Look who’s been watching Detective Conan. Well, you’re not wrong, though he’s far from the only one keeping an eye on you two. He’s inexperienced, so cut him some slack. Besides, he hasn’t reported in a long time.” His eyes lit up as he said in jest, “I think he’s taken a liking to you two.”

“I don’t care.” Suzuki shrugged. “He can do what he likes. Just needed to confirm that.” The youth then held up two fingers. “Question number two. This one’s for Kashi. What the hell’s up with Zuri? Is she like Lunette and Shadow? Don’t even pretend not to know who Zuri is. I know you keep track of everything Kashi does. I won’t be surprised if you watch him like a pervert.”

“You wound me.” James placed his hands over his chest and then scrunched his face in mock-hurt. He then laughed as he remarked, “I only follow Kashi because of you.” Ignoring the scorn on the young man’s face, he chuckled and then tapped on his desk.

A holographic screen appeared, hovering over the table. “Zuri’s a special case.” The image switched to reveal a hospital room. Several machines, monitors, and pipes were hooked up to a tiny, skinny child lying on the bed. “Zuri is the first coma patient to be successfully injected into the gaming world. Hospital researchers are trying to see if Virtual Reality can stimulate coma patients into waking up.”

“…And?”

James shook his head. “It’s tough to know whether it’s a success or not. She is the first and only candidate so far to enter the program successfully. Furthermore, it seemed to do a number on her mental faculties. Her memories were erased, and she mentally regressed to about an 8-9-year-old.” James pointed at the screen. “She’s 14, by the way.” He released a defeated sigh as he lamented, “There’s a system monitoring her progress. It will only give her the option to logout when it deems the situation safe enough. Or else, there’s a high chance of regression.” James looked at the silent Suzuki. “Don’t worry. There’s no danger to her life. She can live there till she’s grey and old. We’re prepared to pay the full price.”

Suzuki nodded. That ought to satisfy Kashi’s unease. Frankly, he should have asked much sooner, but Kashi was either too busy, or Suzuki woke up at the dead of night.

“Hmm…” James looked at Suzuki. Something was off. All these questions. Sure, they were things Suzuki would have been curious about. But they were not the type of thing that would make this stubborn kid come all the way to his office. Besides, what was it that Suzuki said at the start? “I thought you did not want Kashi to walk into that battle blind?” James grinned. “Why don’t you stop beating around the bush and ask what you really want to know.”

“Razznik.” Suzuki’s gaze turned sinister. “That thing in the game.” The young man would never forget the eyes he saw through Kashi’s. The arrogance. The way he looked Kashi in the eyes. The way he carried a sword. It was the same. It was exactly the same! “How the hell is Razznik in that world!?”

James’ grin grew even wider till they were almost the size of a Cheshire cat’s. “Now, that is the real question.”  

James stood up. He glanced at Suzuki, off-handedly saying as he walked toward a Street Fighters Arcade machine. “Say, how do you think the A.Is were created?” 

“How?” Suzuki frowned. Why was he asking such an inane question? “You already said it. Light. It produces new A.Is, doesn’t it?”

“Oh. You were paying attention. Nice!” remarked James as he flipped on the machine.  Nwuom!  The logo flashed on the screen. James emerged from the back of the machine. He cast a mischievous smile at Suzuki and then challenged,  “ But, then. How was Light itself created?”

Suzuki frowned. “How the hell am I supposed to know that? I didn’t study artificial intelligence!”

“Fair point.” James chuckled. He tapped on his head as he selected a character. “It’s the brain, Suzu-chi. Previously, no matter how advanced our A.I technologies was, they always lacked a little something extra. Something that would elevate them beyond intelligent lines of code.” James’ eyes shone as he turned to look at Suzuki. “That’s where your father, Ryumaki, comes in. He designed a machine that could accurately map out and interpret the neurons firing in our brains while we think.”

“Huh?”

James sighed. “How did a blockhead like you come from Ryu?” He gave Suzuki a look of disdain. “Listen, Ryu’s machine could listen and store your thoughts for further processing. We used several volunteers, from babies to old men, on the cusp of death. Through mapping out the neurological activities in these individuals, Light became the first A.I to truly understand the meaning of life. Also, the only one of its kind to be able to create more A.I that can learn from any stimuli regardless of the field of expertise.” 

“Just like humans?”

James snapped his fingers. “Exactly!” Unfortunately, that resulted in his fighter getting smashed. “Damn it!” He quickly restarted the fight and then said, “The A.Is produced by Light are capable of rapid-learning from exposure to any random stimuli. They are also capable of determining quick judgments over various kinds of situations.” James knocked back his opponent, then quickly pointed at Suzuki’s chest. “The heart. It wasn’t enough to have Intelligence. The A.Is needed to understand empathy so they could reach much more humane decisions, even if they went against hard logic.” James grinned as he rapidly rushed the enemy character. He then declared as he launched a 17-hit combo that wiped the rest of its health bar.   
‎ “That’s the Spirit of Humanity after all!”

Suzuki snorted. “I don’t know what cherry-picked side of humanity you’re talking about.” He walked over to the machine and seized control of the second player controls. Quickly selecting Hwaorang, he derided, “The humans I know are selfish, lying vicious assholes. They betray and lie to each other at the drop of a hat, and…” Suzuki frowned. “…they murder those they swore to protect, and find funny ways to justify escaping the punishment they deserve.”

“Dark as always.” James looked at the stone-faced Suzuki. As expected, the kid was still blaming himself for the accident. James recalled when Razznik first told his in-game avatar about the difference between Suzuki and himself. Suzuki later confirmed this to be accurate but blamed himself for what was really a series of unfortunate accidents.

James, however, knew that Suzuki was not the type to be comforted by soft words. If anything, they would most likely piss him off more. He selected Jin, and then said as the stage booted, “I prefer to see the good side in humanity.” His gaze momentarily darkened. “Well, I’m banking on it, or we’re all fucked.”

“Huh?”

“Never mind.” James’ smile returned before Suzuki noticed the oddity. “Anyway, like I was saying, Light learned to read people’s thoughts, and that’s how it was able to create new, intelligent A.I life with differing personalities. They are permutational combinations of those first set of volunteers.” James grinned and then winked at Suzuki. “Of course, that skill only got better when Light got millions of willing volunteers.”

Suzuki swiftly sidestepped James’ beam cannon. He then charged in to deliver a set of punishing kicks while James was still locked in his animation. “So, that’s what King’s Journey was? A way to increase Light’s skill? Then, Razznik. You got him through scanning my thoughts?”

“Bingo.” James sacrificed a power bar to break out of the stun. “Our Razznik was created by copying your neurons while you were logged in.” He then launched a roundhouse kick at Suzuki’s head. “But, you’re wrong about the purpose of King’s Journey. We made that game to find the Ultimate Guardian.”

“Ultimate Guardian?” Suzuki ducked under the kick and then delivered a sweeping kick, launching James off the ground. He then followed up with five increasingly rising kicks. “What kind of chunnyibou shit is that?” Once at the maximum height, he spun around and stomped James to the ground with a dragon kick.

“Well, that’s above your clearance level.” James chuckled as he quickly disengaged, barely dodging Suzuki’s follow-up kick. “But the Ultimate Guardian’s supposed to be a program with a strong conviction to protect. However, we needed more than conviction. It needed the required strength too.” 

“Huh?” Suzuki chased the retreating James. “That doesn’t make any sense. It’s a program. Can’t you just increase the numbers yourselves?”

“No.” James sweated as he rapidly blocked Suzuki’s relentless assault. “That would break the rules. Then we’d really be fucked.”

Suzuki’s frown deepened. He could tell there was something more; something James did not want to tell him. It was like a single thread holding this convoluted plot together. Once he pulled, everything would be unraveled. Unfortunately, James had put up a strong shield. The man would not spill.

Suzuki switched tactics. He used a power bar to cancel a kick. James, who had already raised his guard in anticipation, was rendered incapable of dodging Suzuki’s grab. “Then, Razznik,” questioned Suzuki as he delivered two kicks to James’ head. “Does he know he’s an A.I? Does he know about this Ultimate Guardian nonsense?” He then twisted, delivering four more kicks with the back of his heel, the last of which sent James flying.

“Yes, he’s aware.” James groaned as a golden perfect appeared on the screen. He swiftly picked replay and then continued, “He has been aware from the moment he gained sentience.”

“Then, if Razznik is your Ultimate Guardian. What is he supposed to protect?”

“The earth.” James smiled but then corrected himself, “Ah, no. I suppose Novura would be the more appropriate term.”

Suzuki’s brow rose in confusion. “Novura?”

“It’s the name of Destia’s planet. Really shouldn’t be telling you this since the information isn’t public yet.” James paused. He then shook his head and lazily remarked, “Well, it’s just a name, so I guess it doesn’t count as a spoiler.”

“Okay. So, Razznik’s supposed to protect Novura?” Suzuki looked at James with disdain in his eyes. “Do I look like an idiot? Have you seen what he did? What part of that is protecting Novura? More like he wants to destroy it.”

James nervously laughed as he scratched the back of his head. “To be fair, this is the danger of working with sentient A.I. There is a chance they refuse to go along with the intended script.” James’ laugh relaxed into an easy smile. “However, I am sure he is still trying to protect Novura. Just in his own way.”

“What makes you so sure?”

James’ smile turned enigmatic. “Don’t pretend like you don’t know.” He brushed his hair back and then fixed Suzuki with a provocative glare. “Because you’re there.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” Suzuki snorted as he once again destroyed James’ character. “Why would an A.I want to protect me? Besides, what if I quit? What then? Your Ultimate Guardian plan is flawed.”

“You think so?” Contrary to Suzuki’s expectations, James’ smile only widened. “What if I told you that protecting Novura also protects you in the real world?”

Suzuki stared at James, eyes wide in shock. “The fuck are you talking about? Did you tell Razznik you’ll kill me or something!?”

“Ouch!” James clutched his chest. “You wound me again, Sukki-kun—”

“Will you pick one and stick to it!?”

“Nope. You’re so cute when you’re pissed.” James chuckled as he observed the young man’s flaming eyes. “Much better than your resting bitch face.”

“Ah, whatever!” Suzuki shook his head. Fighting James in a word battle was futile. The man had mastered the art of pissing people off. He instead returned to taking out his frustration on James’ characters. “So? If you didn’t threaten him, how could Novura possibly affect me in real life?”

James raised a finger to his lips and winked. “That too’s a secret. You’ll have to find out on your own. I can’t break the rules anymore or—”

“Or we’re fucked!” Suzuki let out an exasperated groan. “I get it!” He let out a long, frustrated breath. Talking to James was always like this. Every discussion ended up with even more questions. Suzuki took a breath and organized his thoughts. “So, Razznik is truly aware?”

James nodded. “Yes. He’s fully aware.” 

“Fuck.” Suzuki cursed, his brows tightly knit in a frown. “Then, he’s just like Skyrm. Creating one was bad enough. You made another.” Suzuki once again cursed. “If we add the siblings, that’s four.”

Suzuki scratched his head in frustration. “This changes things. If Razznik’s sentient, then he’s had 1000 years to carefully come up with his plan.” Suzuki clenched his fists. “If he’s anything like the Razznik I know, there’ll be no reasoning with him. If Kashi doesn’t meet his standards, Razznik’ll slaughter him.”

James’ eyes widened. “Wow. What’s this? Sounds like you actually care about Kashi?”

“Huh? Of course, I care.” Suzuki cursed as he glared at the blonde man. “He’s going to complete the job Razznik failed to complete.”

James’ brows furrowed. “You’re still banging on about that? I’ve said it a thousand times, but Suzuki’s death was not your fault.” He paused and then added, “Besides, it’s not that Razznik failed to complete it. He refused to. There’s no way he would kill the person he was made to protect.” James snorted. “I’m certain Kashi will be the same.”

“You think so?” Suzuki suddenly let go of the controls. He glared at James with a pair of strangely determined eyes. “Do you think I didn’t learn anything from Razznik?” Suzuki snorted as he pulled his hoody over his head and then slotted his hands into the pockets. “Razznik didn’t have people he cared about. Not really. So, there was no reason for him to cling to life.” A cold, sinister smile spread on Suzuki’s lips. “Kashi has too many reasons to live. Too many people who care for him. Even if he wants to die, do you think they’ll let him?”

James suddenly had a bad feeling. “You—”

“Later, James-san. Thanks for the talk. I know what I have to do.” Suzuki walked out of the room before James could respond. 

As the doors closed behind the youth, James caught sight of Suzuki’s eyes. They were cold. So frighteningly cold. “…What are you planning?”

 



            

    
        Chapter 236: Bok's Resolve

    
    
    
    
                
Entertainment Sector

Secret Genaco Compound.

12:33 a.m. 24  th   June 1092.

“Hey! Slow down!” Taiga jokingly protested as Saeko excitedly dragged him through the amusement park. As fate would have it, the park was mostly empty, so the duo had the whole place to themselves.

Saeko, however, like an excited puppy, pulled Taiga to multiple attractions. Taiga jumped out of his skin numerous times in the haunted house. They stormed the arcade and shut down the firing range, clearing the top prizes with ease. They toured the park’s multiple attractions with unrestrained fervor until Taiga nearly collapsed from exhaustion.

“H-Hold on!” Taiga heavily panted when they stepped out of the killer roller coaster ride,  ‘Cheating Death.’  The young man brought his hand to his nose and then revealed a bitter smile when he saw a patch of blood.

Saeko noticed the blood. Her lips curled in a guilty smile. “I think that’s enough for today. We should rest.”

A couple of minutes later, Taiga sat on his bed while Saeko carefully cleaned the blood around his nose. Saeko frowned as she inspected Taiga’s room out of the corner of her eyes. The room was empty. There wasn’t a single piece of furniture aside from the bed and Full-Dive. It looked like the room of someone who expected to leave at any moment.

“You’re good at this.” Taiga chuckled as he observed Saeko’s cutely furrowed brows.

“Well, I had to.” Saeko sighed. “Most kids who played with me ended up with broken noses or cuts.” Revealing a wry smile, she added, “I was much stronger than my mates.” She then looked at Taiga with an apologetic smile. “Sorry, it’s been hard finding someone who could match with me. I got over-excited and carried away.”

“Nah, it’s fine.” Taiga waved away her apology with a smile. “This is the most fun I’ve had in years.” He wound his right arm as he lamented, “Guess my body isn’t yet used to this much high-octane fun for this long.”

Saeko placed the final cotton bud in a bowl and then released Taiga, who had stopped bleeding. She then set the bowl on the floor and looked into the young man’s eyes. “So, I’ve been meaning to ask. Now, that you’ve had time to cool down and think.” She bit her lips in hesitation but then summoned up her courage and asked, “Are you certain you don’t see me as a fre— mm! ”

Taiga sealed Saeko’s lips with a firm kiss.

Fireworks exploded in Saeko’s mind. The young woman’s eyes snapped wide in shock, and she instinctively jumped back. Or, well, she attempted to. Taiga clasped his arm around her waist before she could and then pulled her close. Saeko half-heartedly squirmed a few times before she then cursed,  ‘Fuck it! ’ and surrendered herself to Taiga’s lips.

Taiga, however, suddenly pulled away at that moment. This resulted in a hilarious situation as Saeko puckered her lips to the air. “PUHA!” An unnatural sound rose from Taiga’s stomach and then burst out through his mouth before he could control it.

“You!” Saeko’s eyes reddened, and the young man’s eyes watered with tears as she pounced on him and delivered a rain of punishing blows. Saeko’s cheeks were blazing hot. Unable to contain her embarrassment, she took out her anger of the laughing asshole beneath her. How could he make fun of a maiden like this!?

Du!

Suddenly, Taiga grabbed Saeko’s hands. His grin settled to a gentle smile as he warmly looked into her eyes. “You are not a freak. And, even if the world considers you a freak, then you will be  my freak . We can be two little freakazoids together. What do you think?”

“I don’t know.” Saeko freed her hands. She pushed Taiga, so his back hit the bed. She bent over him, allowing her beautiful, golden hair to fall like curtains around the young man’s head. Her lips curled in a sly smirk as she looked into Taiga’s eyes. The wildness in those yellow-gold eyes was intoxicating. Like a dangerous drug. “Are you capable of handling this freak?”

Taiga’s lips spread into a wide, wolfish grin. He then said, as he wrapped his hand around her neck and pulled her in, “Challenge accepted.”

A memorable battle for the ages commenced. Taiga and Saeko fought with full force, throwing everything they had at each other! Both parties reveled in the gloriousness of finally being able to let loose. They had both had a few battles in their time, but they were always forced to hold back in fear of obliterating the others.

Not this time, though. This time, both Taiga and Saeko let themselves get drunk on the battle. They fought on and off, non-stop, until the sunset. Only when they were utterly spent, without any fight left in them, did they finally call a truce.

Saeko curled up on Taiga’s chest and slowly fell asleep, feeling secure in another person’s presence for the first time in her life.

Taiga smiled as he looked down at the sleeping Saeko. He felt something off and then looked toward the balcony. 

Taiga’s  eyes widened. 

Henri stood there  with a smile on her face. She looked at Taiga and then Saeko. Her smile brightened as she then looked back at Taiga. She raised her hand and gently waved.

Taiga’s eyes watered. For the first time in his life, he could feel that weight on his chest finally loosening. He wiped his eyes and then, with a bittersweet smile, returned the wave with one of his own.  ‘Mm... Goodbye, Henri. I’ll never forget you.’

Henri  smiled and then slowly disappeared, finally releasing Taiga from two decades worth of self-blame and hatred.

‘Urk.’  A massive flood of relief and release overwhelmed Taiga. The young man’s eyes once again watered as he looked at Saeko.  ‘I’m happy.’  Taiga was happy. No, he was more than happy.  ‘I never want to leave.’  Taiga did not want this to end. He never wanted to lose someone because he waited too long. “Heh. Hey, Goldilocks. Looks like I’m in love with you.” Taiga grinned as Saeko snuggled in closer. “Hear that, my Prince? I love y— Urk!.”

Taiga frowned and clutched his head as a sharp pain assaulted his brain. He gritted his teeth and breathed slowly while he waited for the pain to subside. Fortunately, the pain seized a few minutes later. Taiga let out a breath and then wiped the massive pool of sweat on his face.

Strangely, he felt a thicker liquid.

Taiga revealed a bitter smile as he examined the thick pool of blood on his palm. “I should have known.” Luckily, the buds Saeko used were right by the bed. So, he was able to adjust and pick up a few without waking Saeko up. He plugged his nostrils and then carefully cleaned the drops that had fallen on his chest.

When he was done, Taiga once again looked at Saeko. His voice held deep sorrow and longing as he said through tears as if begging, “...I don’t want to leave.”


Oni Hill

3:41 p.m. 1 0  th   Zelyr 1092.

8 Days to World’s End.

A black crow flew over the clouds and then gently landed on Queen Alia’s shoulder, who sat by the small lake with her eyes closed.

Upon landing, a deep baritone voice escaped the crow’s mouth. “We have arrived, My Queen. We await you at the base of Oni Hill.”

“Understood.” Queen Alia opened her eyes. She looked to the side, at Cathek, who was silently staring at the glass throne. Despite knowing him for her whole life, Alia could not pinpoint precisely how Cathek felt towards Razznik. Sometimes, he spoke with intense hatred: other times, pure admiration. And then, there were moments like these where he almost seemed to worship The Destroyer. “Uncle?”

Cathek looked away from the throne to the young queen. “Mm. I will join you. But, you can go down on your own from now on.” He looked at the robed figures. “Oni Hill acknowledges those who reach the summit. It will no longer attack you.” With those words, he sent a stream of cold ice to wrap around Queen Alia and her entourage.

When done, Cathek jumped off the  mountain  with eleven ‘icicles’ around him.

Gugugugu!

Queen Alia trembled. The mountain shook as if irritated by the flies at its side. However, it then calmed down just as quickly, stunning the daeben queen. Cathek regarded Alia with a relaxed smile. “I told you. You have already been acknowledged. Next time, you can climb on your own.”

Queen Alia nodded. She opened her mouth to say something, but then her expression turned grave once they broke through the ashy clouds. Thousands of torches shone through the darkness, denoting the massive army that had gathered below.

“A Queen needs her stage.” Cathek chuckled as he flicked a tiny ice cube through his fingers. BOOM! The cube rapidly expanded until it formed a giant  thirty- meter tall platform and then crashed into the ground, sending terrible shockwaves in every direction.

The army below trembled, and many lost their footing from the colossal force. Well, most did. An interesting assortment of fifteen men and women stood at the head of the army. The aura these individuals gave off was vastly different from the rest of the army.

Extreme power oozed off these people. Each one of them had fought for years, bathing in blood and sweat. These had turned them into monsters that could withstand the cube’s force without so much as a blink.

Tak! Tak! Tak!

Cathek, Queen Alia, and the rest softly landed on the cube one after another. Cathek observed the army belo w and had to admit that t his was most likely the single largest force on the continent. Over 200,000 men and women, their numbers stretching out far and wide.

Queen Alia thought of the rest of her army still stationed on the Holy Land. Her lips curled in a beautiful smile. It had taken a decade of hiding and scheming, but the Chaos Order was finally ready to step onto the light, stronger than ever and fuelled by a powerful ambition. The young queen recalled her mother’s back. The previous queen had sacrificed her life to give Alia a chance at life.

‘Watch me, mother.’  Queen Alia’s smile turned sinister as she walked to the edge of the cube.  ‘I will surpass you .’ She turned to Cathek. “Uncle. Please?”

“Of course.” Cathek smiled and then softly tapped the cube’s surface.  Gugugugu!  The cube softly trembled as the exterior began to slide out, forming a set of stairs that descended to the ground, just in front of the army.

“Thank you, Uncle.” Queen Alia stretched her hand out and then ordered. “Come Forward, Primates!”

The fifteen individuals, who were revealed to be Primates, stepped forward and then climbed up the stairs.  Du!  The Primates stopped five steps below Queen Alia, knelt, and then loudly greeted, “My Queen!”

Alia’s gaze traveled over the fifteen Primates. Each of these men and women had their own reasons for joining the Chaos Order. She glanced at an immaculately dressed daeben male. Some were groomed into the role. Her gaze then traveled to a seven-foot-tall bear-like Nordic man. Others joined to further their own goals.

Whatever their reasons for joining, they had become the Chaos Orders’ sharpest spears used to hunt down any dissenters and enemies. They also helped further the Order’s cause in their assigned territories. Alia’s gaze narrowed as she looked at the empty space on either side of the fifteen.

It was unfortunate.

The Order had lost five Primates, three of which were directly linked to Kashi and the Hopeful Maggots. Queen Alia clenched her fists as she thought about the daeben that thwarted their plans over and over again. She had never met this man, but she was filled with sadistic glee at the thought of finally punishing him.

‘Not Yet.’  Queen Alia calmed herself and then pushed the thoughts of that daeben to the back of her mind. She then looked at the Primates and said, “Oni Hill has eight floors. You will split up and look after each floor. Your mission will be to disrupt the enemy and try your best to stop them from climbing. You do not need to win or even kill them. Just delay them long enough.” Her gaze grew strong. “Remember, be prepared to risk your lives...” She paused and then added with a seductive smile, “but do not die. If you die, it’s all over. If you cannot win, escape. It is enough as long as you have tried your best.”

‘If you are not the strongest, be the smartest. If you are not the smartest, be the quickest. If you still cannot win, cheat!”  Cathek smiled. It seemed Queen Alia had taken Razznik’s teachings to heart. That’s right. Running away was a kind of strength too. As the Summoned would put it: Run away, grind some more, then return and curb - stomp the opponent !

Queen Alia cast her eyes over the rest of the army. “Your task is simple. You will prevent the enemy’s army from flooding Oni Hill. Hold them back for as long as you can. Do not worry. We will be battling alongside you.” The queen paused and then added, “Do not forget. When you hear the signal, you must initiate a full-scale retreat.”

At this point, one of the robed figures stepped forward. It removed a scroll with strange gemstones embedded in it from its robes and then handed it to the queen.

Queen Alia gratefully accepted the scroll and then held it up. “A scroll that facilitates your escape will be handed out to each of you shortly. Rip it up when you hear the signal.” The queen paused, wondering if she forgot anything. When she was confident, she didn’t,  Queen Alia  waved her hand. “Everyone to your positions! We must be prepared for the incoming storm.”

“My Queen!”

Queen Alia was about to leave, but the shout prompted her to stop. She looked at the source. Myra Locktree. She knew this woman by name and reputation. She was one of the more promising Primates. Considering Myra’s quiet nature, she would not call upon the queen, except for something significant. With all these thoughts in mind, Queen Alia motioned for Myra. “Speak.”

Myra swallowed, suppressing her nervousness. “My Queen. I have a candidate for the position of Primate.”

The other fourteen stared at the wisben in shock. It had to be known that it took more than strength to qualify for the position of Primate. Primates had to be unique individuals—people with specific skill sets that were very difficult to find.

Myra was saying she found someone like that? At this late stage?

Queen Alia’s brows rose in interest. “Oh? Who is this person?”

Myra looked toward the base of the stairs. “Bok. Come up here.”

Tap! Tap!

Everyone’s attention turned to the lithe figure that walked out from the crowd. Bok, garbed in naught but a pair of shorts, pauldrons, and armor covering his upper thighs, weathered the curious gazes as he calmly made his way to the base of the stairs.

‘So high.’  Bok swallowed hard. He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth as he looked up to the Primates. That was where he needed to be. He needed at least that much power if he wanted to change the dire fate of goblins.

Bok strengthened his resolve and then took the first step.  DUN!  He nearly choked under the pressure that suddenly assaulted him. He could tell that this was some sort of test. He would not be allowed to present himself if he could not even make it up these stairs.

Bok gritted his teeth and then took the next step, and then the next. The pressure increased with each step, at a point almost forcing Bok to double over as he climbed. Many times, the goblin wanted to give up. But, each time, he would recall the dead bodies he hid under. He would remember that Summoned warrior’s disdainful eyes as he destroyed his tribe. Each time, he would dig his fingernails into his palms and then forcibly carry on.

“Bok. Stop.”

Suddenly, a voice forced the goblin out of his near-trance like state. Bok looked up to see Myra two steps ahead of him. The wisben wore a proud smile as she observed the pale goblin. Primates needed more than just strength and uniqueness. A Primate needed a few loose screws in their heads. They had to be willing to challenge an unfair world, no matter how terrible the odds may be. One could not change the world without that kind of mentality.

Myra nodded but then ordered with a stern glare, “What are you waiting for? Greet Her Highness!”

Bok panicked. He swiftly looked at the daeben woman at the top of the stairs. Brrrr! The goblin shivered upon making eye contact with the daeben queen. He felt like an insignificant bug beneath the heel of a great shoe. He had never felt this type of suffocating feeling. Not even when he looked at that damned warrior.

Bam! Bok obeyed his instincts. He knelt and greeted with a humble tone. “It is Bok’s honor to finally meet the Great Queen.” Evidently, the goblin’s intelligence had grown. But he still could not shake the habit of referring to himself in the third person.

“Mm.” Queen Alia’s eyes shone with a red light as she activated one of her secret skills.  [Talent Reader]  allowed Queen Alia to judge the potential of a person before her. Queen Alia’s ability exposed a person’s current strength, as well as how much room was left for improvement.

“Oh?” Queen Alia blinked in shock. The goblin was emitting golden light. This was just a level below the highest grade she knew, Platinum. This goblin was shining gold. This meant he, at the very least, had what it took to be a Primate. She seductively smiled, pleased with the find. She looked at Myra. “How long did he last?”

Myra scratched her cheek and then confessed with an embarrassed smirk, “Ten days, two hours, thirty minutes, and four seconds.”

A collective gasp rang out. The Primates looked at the goblin with shock in their eyes. They then turned to look at the cloaked figures behind Queen Alia. Precisely, they were looking at a single man. That figure took off his robe, revealing a hulking, Nordic man who looked to stand around 8-feet tall. The man, whose gray beard suggested he was in his fifties, had dozens of bells strapped along his arms, chest, and legs.

Strangely, though, the bells made no sound as he walked forward.

Queen Alia smiled as she looked at the man. “What’s the matter, Bellmaster Rene? Are you annoyed that your record has finally been cracked?”

“The future belongs to the young.” Bellmaster Rene observed Bok with a pair of curious eyes. “But, I didn’t expect a goblin to break my record.” Rene recalled the excruciating pain he endured in the reformation pool. There was no way the pool suddenly got faulty. So, that could only mean... “You are a resilient one.” Rene praised the goblin. “But, resilience is not enough to become a Primate. What can you add to the Chaos Order.”

Bok trembled. This man’s voice was loud yet rung low at the same time, like the churnings of a church bell. It shook the goblin to his core. Bok hesitated. He looked at Myra, who smiled and then nodded, assuring him of her trust. Bok thought about it. There was no reason for Myra to trick him. If she brought him here, then she believed his newfound ability to be of use to the Chaos Order.

“Bok’s Blood.” Bok swallowed hard and then fixed Rene with a determined gaze. He held out his bleeding hand. “Bok’s blood can increase the intelligence of lower species.” He glanced at Myra once more and then continued. “Dark men run tests. Proved that goblins and kobolds experienced increased intelligence.”

“Oh?” Queen Alia stared at Bok with renewed interest. “Is this true, Myra?”

“Yes, my Queen.” Myra had been shocked herself. As per standard procedure, the daeben ran tests on Bok’s blood when he emerged from the pool. The aim was to help Bok quickly find what area he should specialize in and determine if there was any uniqueness in his blood. Through the unbeatable power of science, the daeben found that Bok’s blood increased the intelligence of goblins and kobolds. Further tests were scheduled post-war to see just how far-reaching the effects were.

Queen Alia’s lips curled in a happy smile. “How much increase are we talking?”

“The test subjects achieved the mental maturity of an early teenage child,” Myra reported with a wide smile. “The only caveat is that they become loyal to Bok.”

“Not bad.” Rene scratched his chin. “At that age, they can listen to orders and understand the importance of coexistence.” He looked at Queen Alia. “I’m all for it. There are only profits and no downsides if we can recruit the scattered lower species.” That’s right... kobolds, goblins, and many more like them were like rats. Numerous, but scattered, making it hard to catch them or form a coherent army. However, with Bok, these scattered forces could be pulled together to create a terrifying force!

Of course, there was the risk that Bok would betray the Chaos Order after gaining a strong army. However, the Order was not worried about that. Betrayal and loyalty were both beautiful aspects of Chaotic Nature. The Order would deal with whoever betrayed them, just as they would serve the loyal members’ interests. That was the simple rule by which the  O rder operated.

Queen Alia smiled and then extended her hand outward. “Step forward, Bok.”

Bok swallowed. He steeled his nerves and then began ascending the stairs. He passed by the Primates and then stopped when he was one rung below the  q ueen. The goblin bowed his head, not daring to look at neither the  q ueen nor Rene.

‘Ho... He’s better up close.’  Queen Alia could feel the pulsing mana flowing through the goblin’s veins. Bok had not quite reached the required level, but his potential was practically as high as it got. Pleased by his body, the young queen placed her hand on Bok’s shoulder. “As a Primate, you will be tasked with furthering the Chaos Order’s ideals on the continent. You will receive from other Primates should you need it, and you too must assist if asked. Otherwise, you are free to do as you wish. Do you agree with these terms?”

Bok fervently nodded. A desperate shout roared from his heart, “I accept, my Queen! Please, instruct me!”

Queen Alia grinned. “Then, Bok. From this moment onwards, you cease to be a common goblin. Your task shall be to find and rescue the lower species from their ignorance. Bring them into the arms of Chaos, and build a kingdom that they might reside in.” Queen Alia’s eyes glowed as she proclaimed. “Rise! Goblin King, Bok!”

Bok’s blood boiled with fervor and excitement. He could see it! He saw himself stood on a platform overlooking a horde of monsters as far as the eyes could see. A magnificent crown rested on his head, and he held a relaxed smile as he watched the monsters peacefully going about their day.

BOOM!

A menacing aura exploded from Bok’s body. The shockwaves could be felt for several miles. Bok’s eyes glowed with a sinister light as he slowly raised his head. Eventually, he made eye-contact with Queen Alia. This time, however, he did not cower. His conviction to produce that reality did not let him cower.

Even though Queen Alia’s pressure weighed down on his bones. Even though looking into her eyes, felt like peering into Hell’s Chambers. Bok would not hide in fear! No longer!  
‎ “Good! This is how a Primate should be!” Surprisingly, Queen Alia was not offended by Bok’s newfound confidence. Instead, she was pleased. “You need at least this much arrogance if you plan on transforming the world.”

Bok’s heartbeat quickened. He gazed upon Queen Alia’s dangerous smile and just knew. 

This woman will win. 

No matter what life threw their way, she would win! Bok, at this moment, decided. He would do his utmost to make this woman’s desires come true. Because, if hers came true, then, no doubt, she would help him get his.

Bok recalled the daebens’ salute. He placed his palm on his chest and then bowed to Queen Alia. “Bok swears that Bok will do Bok’s best to make Queen’s dreams a reality.”

Queen Alia grinned and patted Bok’s shoulders. It was surprising. Her eyes held neither disdain nor pride. It was like she saw Bok, a goblin, as an equal worthy of standing before her. “Do not worry about my dreams. Focus on building your kingdom. Make your own dreams a reality. That is how you shall help me.”

Bok’s heart burned with pride and joy. Ah, yes. If it was this woman. If it was her, then there could exist a world where his kind was not looked down upon. Clenching his fists, the Goblin King made a silent vow. ‘Just wait. I will carve our place in this world.’

Queen Alia noticed Bok’s clenched fist. Mm. She liked the look in his eyes. This was a goblin who was ready to tread on a field of corpses to ensure his dream became a reality. That was good enough for now. “Alright.” Now that this business was taken care of, it was time to move on to the next.

Queen Alia looked at the Primates. “You can begin climbing Oni Hill. There are sixteen of you and eight floors. So, that’s two per floor. How you split yourselves is up to you.” She paused and then added. “Be careful. Each and every one of you is precious to me. You are not permitted to die without my say so. Understood?”

“ AH!”

Cathek watched with a thin smile. Queen Alia was the Chaos Order’s true strength and pillar. The reason the Order could grow to its current height was because of her policies in accepting all species regardless of race or gender. Also, she promoted loyalty and camaraderie, rather than strife and competition.

These policies created an organization as loose as sand, yet, somehow, tightly bound together in the container that was Queen Alia’s ambition.

Cathek had to admit. He was proud. That little teenager who ran from her mother’s death had grown into a mighty and wise woman. A part of him really wanted to see how far she would go.

Also, he was curious.

Who would win?

Cathek’s Champion, or his brother’s Champion?

The kafu’s furs bristled in slight anticipation.

 



            

    
        Chapter 237: Transcendent Meeting

    
    
    
    
                
Nama Woods, Rosendun.

7:41 p.m. 10  th   Zelyr 1092.

8 Days to World’s End.

Flap! Flap!

High, in the skies above Nama Woods, a massive black silhouette darted through the clouds, its irregular movement suggesting it was a living creature. A strange giggling sound escaped the silhouette as it cut through the clouds and then sped down to meet an awaiting pale-faced man.

Rider smiled as he examined the condor wings sprouting out of Zuri’s back. The child’s Beast Assimilation skill was progressing nicely. Perhaps it was only a matter of time before she achieved Full Body Assimilation?

Zuri chuckled as she swooped around Rider. “So, where are we going now?”

“We need to see the world’s biggest pretender.” Rider ruffled Zuri’s hair and then said, “Follow me.” With those words, Rider swiftly descended, followed closely by Zuri.

Vwoosh!

Rider and Zuri cut through the dense trees and then landed in a small clearing. Zuri curiously looked around, eyes widening when she spotted Fladnag’s little treehouse. She then looked to her right. There, she saw Fladnag seated at a table with a chair opposite him. A giant treant, which she would later learn as Yanakal stood by the wizard’s side, gazing at a bird on one of its branches.

Fladnag set down his cup and then turned to look at the visitors. His bushy brows rose when he noticed Zuri. “Rider. I did not think you would come with company. Are you not the lonely type?”

“I prefer to be alone, kid.” Rider snorted as he walked over. “This is Zuri, by the way. She is a Summoned.”

“Summoned, huh?” Fladnag gave Zuri a once-over. He then turned to look at Rider with a glint in his eyes. “You chose her to be your successor? Interesting choice. I always thought you would reserve that for the champion.”

Rider shook his head. “Kashi’s path is different. I doubt he would let me influence it much.” He looked at Zuri, who had walked over to view Yanakal from up close. “She, on the other hand, has both the skills and willingness to learn.”

Fladnag glanced at Zuri. “Fine. Maybe you are right.” The wizard then fished out four scrolls from within his robe. He placed the scrolls on the table and looked at Rider. “I assume you are here for the teleportation matrixes?” When Rider nodded, he pointed, “Everything you need is here.” Fladnag separated the scrolls into two parts, in a 2-1 formation. “You should know how to use this, but just in case.” He pointed at the first pair. “These will mark and then transport a small army to the plains surrounding Oni Hill. I’ve already locked the coordinates, so do not worry about the accuracy.” He then pointed at the last scroll. “This one will send everyone marked by the first matrixes back to their point of origin. Assuming things go to shit, you can at least save the warriors for a bit longer.”

“Thanks. These will be a big help.” Rider took the scrolls and put them away. A delightful shout caught their attention, and they turned to see Zuri laughing as Yanakal swung her this way and that. A small smile spread on Rider’s face. “That’s what we’re fighting for, is it not? A future where the kids can smile in peace.”

Fladnag snorted. “Human nature dictates that another war will just spring up in the future.” The old wizard frowned and looked at the murky tea. “I’m only doing this to sock Razznik a good one. Even if just once. Well, I’ll be over the moon if the bastard croaked, but that seems unlikely.” He sighed and looked at Zuri. “At the very least, we stagnant fakes will never be capable of defeating him.”

“Maybe not, but we can raise the generation who can.” Rider’s eyes flashed as he thought of the people he had met along this journey. Aside from the obvious Sonic and Brilith, he met quite a few secret individuals, both Summoned and Resident alike. Many could give Kashi a run for his money in terms of potential and strength.

If these budding flowers were carefully raised… Well, there was no telling what they could accomplish!

Rider, thus, looked at Fladnag with a strong, confident smile. “I am certain we will see balance restored to the world.” 

Fladnag sighed and then drank from his tea. “I hope you are right. We might have solved the first crisis, but if we do not restore the reincarnation cycle, this world will soon explode.”

Rider frowned. The reincarnation cycle was an essential facet of a functioning world. When people died, barring strong sentiments or special occasions, their souls returned to the Circle. These souls would then be judged and then sent to reincarnate in one of the seven planes, depending on the judgment. 

When the gods fell, the Circle stopped functioning. As a result, when people died, their souls remained on the earth. As a result, an unfathomable number of souls inhabited the planet at one point. If this continued, eventually, the world would become imbalanced, which would lead to catastrophic events as it tried to repair itself. Most likely, all life would be purged in the world’s bid to become more suitable for ghost life.

Fortunately, when Syèl restored the Circle, most of these souls returned. This action returned a semblance of balance, but it was not a final cure. That was because, without Aerith, the souls were stuck in the Circle and could not reincarnate. 

The Circle had a maximum capacity, almost filled to the brim from the influx of a thousand years of souls from seven planes. If it did not begin recycling these souls soon, it, like a jar forcefully filled past capacity, would explode. The resulting damage to the realms was something no one wanted to picture.

It would make the Calamity feel like a stubbed toe in comparison.

Unfortunately, unlike the other gods, Aethir was carefully guarded by Razznik himself in Hell. Figuring out how to rescue her was the one task Ferulic assigned to the Seven. It would, by no means, be an easy task.

Rustle!

Fladnag and Rider looked to the bushes, eyes widening when a brown-furred kafu stepped out from the thickets. 

“Bert!” Rider exclaimed in shock. “You came out on your own?” For as long as he had known this man, he could count on one hand the number of times he met Bert awake, let alone walking around. “What’s the occasion?”

Bert had his hands in his pockets as he approached and then sat on a freshly conjured chair. The kafu took a sip from the cup of tea Fladnag handed him and then took a deep breath. He then looked at Rider and smiled. “I missed you the last time you came to visit. I felt like I should see you this time at least.”

Fladnag snorted. His judging gaze was filled with disdain. “Don’t lie. You’re just too lazy to fly to Oni Hill. You want to join me when I teleport over.” 

Bert exposed a lazy smile. “I’ll be imposing on you.” He then spotted Zuri out of the corner of his eyes. The kafu’s eyes shone as he watched Zuri play with Yanakal. Zuri seemed to be aiming for a fruit held close to Yanakal’s trunk. She had to dodge the treants vines and branches as she charged at the fruit. Bert was especially pleased by Zuri’s razor-sharp reflexes and animal-like instinctual dodges. It was clear this girl had not undergone any formal training. “Hey, I—”

“NO!”

Both Fladnag and Rider screamed in unison, their gazes filled with horror. They repositioned their chairs, blocking Zuri from Bert’s sight.

“Forget it, Bert,” demanded Rider with a stern expression. However, there was a hint of fear in there.

“Yeah. No chance we’re letting you train her.” Fladnag seconded Rider’s demand. 

Bert frowned. “Why are you both acting like this? I want a successor too, you know? Even Cathek has a student. I’m the only one without one.”

“That’s on you.” Rider snorted. How did this man expect to find a student when he slept all day? That said, Rider felt immense pity for whoever became Bert’s successor. Bert, to the world, was a nice kafu who offered friendly advice before sleeping.

But, among the Seven, Bert had a unique nickname, The Sleeping Mad Berserker. Bert acquired that nickname from his extreme fighting style. When he was younger, he did not possess Cathek’s natural talent, so he trained his body like a madman. Furthermore, when he fought, he put his entire body on the line like a vicious beast, often willing to trade an arm and leg to take down his opponent.

Bert, for whom the word defense did not exist, was the worst to teach a sweet, young girl like Zuri.

Rider shivered as he pictured the innocent Zuri laughing as she tore people to pieces. Nope! No Way! Not Happening! “Forget it, Bert. We can find you another student. I already chose her to be my successor.”

“Our legacies don’t clash, though.” Bert looked at Rider but gave up when he saw the determination in the hybrid’s eyes. “Fine. I will find my own student. I’m sure I will find someone suitable in this battle. Besides, it will be a nice time to check up on Kashi’s progress. I don’t know why, but I believe that child will be our best chance to defeat Razznik.”

“You think so too?” Rider looked at Zuri. “If she were alone, I probably would disagree, but he’s surrounded by monsters. I really think he’s our best bet. But, there are quite a few other candidates out there. You should visit the other regions more often. You will be pleasantly surprised.”

Bert shook his head. “I’m good. That’ll cut into my training.”

Rider’s eyes twitched. This kafu took too much bullshit from Razznik. One of the worst was this sickening training ethic. Believe it or not, Bert trained in his dreams. That was the reason why he was always asleep. 

Rider looked at Fladnag and then Bert. The hybrid shook his head. He needed to get out of here before he was contaminated with crazy. “Zuri!” 

“Got it!” Zuri cried, overjoyed as she ran up to Rider with the fruit. She grinned as she presented Rider with the yellow, basketball-sized fruit. “Hehe, what do you think, Gray Ojii-san?”

Rider’s brow shot up in shock. He jerked to look at Yanakal, who responded with a wooden smile. “Haha! You scored big, Zuri.”

Zuri cocked her head to the side. “What?”

“I’ll hold onto this for now. I’ll let you know the best time to eat it.” Rider laughed and ruffled Zuri’s hair. “Alright. Let’s retrace our steps. We’ll go deliver these scrolls, and then wait for Kashi to meet us.”

Zuri bounced up and down, eyes wide in excitement! “Kashi’s coming!?”  Poof!   A pair of beautiful, raven black wings sprouted from her back. She jumped and then hovered over the clearing. “Come on, Ojii-san! Kashi’s waiting for us!”

“That’s not what I—Never mind.” Rider chuckled. He bade goodbye to Bert and Fladnag and then took to the sky, joining the rambunctious child.

Bert watched the figures disappear into the horizon and then turned to look at Fladnag. “How do you feel? We might meet Razznik very soon.”

“Might?” Fladnag snorted. “Fate is a cruel thing. I am certain Razznik’s summoning will be successful. But, we need to buy time to reverse the summoning, or failing that, Kill Him.”

“In the end, that’s what you really want, is it not? To kill Razznik.”

Fladnag frowned. “You’d think I would get over my anger after one thousand years. But, it’s only gotten worse. I will not rest until Razznik is dead.”

Bert revealed a bitter smile. “I often wonder why I was chosen. I seem to be the only one who does not hate Razznik. Perhaps, that is why. I still find it hard to believe he is as evil as you all make him out to be.”

“Did he not kill your mother?”

“How many people’s mothers and fathers have I killed?” Bert sighed and shook his head. “I cannot justify my hate when I have committed the same crime. Besides, he acted on Aethir’s orders. He was nothing but the sword.” For a moment, Bert’s eyes grew wild and hot as a terrifying pressure escaped his body. “If there’s anyone I should hate, it would be the goddess who swung that sword to protect herself.” Bert’s expression relaxed, and he closed his eyes. 

“Ironic, isn’t it? You are now sworn to rescue her from Razznik.”

“Ironic? Yes. It is indeed, ironic…”


Dorun, Merriheim’s East Claw.

8:21 a.m. 11  th   Zelyr 1092.

7 Days to World’s End.

A massive shadow zipped over the small village. The villagers, of whom most were felur, trembled under the immense pressure exuded by the terrifying lifeform. However, despite their fear, the felur warriors picked up their weapons and readied themselves for a terrible fight.

“Stand down!” Just when tensions were at their peak, a calming voice shouted from within one of the mud houses. The felur looked at Brock, who wore a small, bitter smile. “He’s not an enemy.”  Well, he’s not a friend, either.  Brock looked up at the dark silhouette. “I did not realize you had such a playful side to you…”

The silhouette suddenly descended. Since it no longer blocked the sun, the felur could make out the terrifying, red-scaled Elder Dragon. Nornesh shrunk to his hume form and then landed in front of Brock. The Elder Dragon frowned as he gave Brock a once-over. “Was it you? Did you send that kid?”

“Kid?” Brock recalled the daeben who proclaimed he would somehow convince Nornesh. His eyes widened in shock. “It can’t be. Did Kashi really recruit you?”

“Recruit?” A fire burned in Nornesh’s eyes as if insulted by the very claim. “You think a mere hume could recruit me? We merely struck a deal, a mutual agreement that benefits us both.”

‘Yeah, that sounds just like recruitment.’  Brock did not dare speak his mind. First, a dragon’s pride was legendary. They had no qualms destroying cities to soothe their ego. Brock could not afford to annoy Nornesh. At least, not in the village.

Secondly, Brock was, quite frankly, scared of Nornesh. Even among the Transcendents, Nornesh was on a different plane of strength. This dragon was the sole reason the Chaos Orders’ Transcendents could not run amok. 

“I suppose that is the only way.” Brock agreed. Judging by Nornesh’s relaxed brows, it seemed the flattery worked. Brock breathed a sigh of relief and then pointed to the mud house. “The others await you inside.”

Nornesh wrinkled his nose. “I will never understand why you choose to live in such squalor.” Nevertheless, the Elder Dragon crossed his arms at his back and then followed Brock through the door.

The entrance opened up to a small room. A small, round, wooden table sat at the center with five chairs surrounding it. 

Nornesh’s gaze traveled to a straw mat on the floor. “Really.” He spat, but it ultimately was not his place to judge another’s lifestyle. Thus, he turned his attention to the three men sat at the table. 

Naturally, Nornesh spotted the most flashily dressed man first. Damah Dumm, dressed in his trademark purple doublet, placed his goblet on the table upon seeing Nornesh. “Incredible. I never fathomed you of all people would show up.”

Nornesh’s eyes narrowed. He did not like this Damah Dumm. Mostly because he did not know a damn thing about the man—aside from the fact that he was anything but human. No human could live for as long as Damah Dumm. 

However, the fact that Nornesh could not sniff out the merchant’s original race was a worry in and of itself. Interestingly, Damah Dumm protected Ederwood.

“You’re telling me. Who woulda thought there’d be a day the great Nornesh would grace one of our meetings with his grand presence.”

Nornesh turned to look at the green-haired cerulean who spoke. “Watch your mouth, Tritan.”

Tritan was a muscular man who looked to be in his late forties. His seaweed-like, green hair was held together by a headband, which the old man occasionally toyed with. Nornesh knew this man well. Tritan was one of those renegade men who liked to explore the world, be it via land or sea. The man was rarely in one place, but his official ‘home-zone’ was the chaotic Monoch. 

Nornesh ignored the angry Tritan and looked at the final Transcendent: a child who looked to be in his early teens. The cute, skinny boy was dressed in white priest robes and permanently had his eyes shut. Nornesh heard it was because the child did not want to be contaminated by seeing the world’s sin.

Nornesh could not ascertain how accurate the rumor was, but he did know one thing. Palu Sails was as much an oddball as the rest of the Transcendents. To be fair, though, one needed at least a few loose screws to attempt breaking past Level 199. 

“Hooh.” Nornesh let out a pleased sound as he took a seat. “It seems everyone is here. Do you gentlemen truly rate this danger that high? This is not the first time the Order has attempted something big. What makes you so sure that they will succeed this time?”

“This is not about whether the Order succeeds or not.” Damah Dumm frowned as he tapped the table. “The winds of fate have been billowing ever since the Summoned arrived. Just their presence alone is enough to consider this a major threat.”

Paul sighed. “Is there no end to the pointless bloodshed?” His soothing voice was akin to singing clarinets.  It warmed the soul. “The Summoned have incurred great karmic wrath. It only makes sense that the world seeks to cull their numbers. We are but collateral damage.”

“I don’t know why you’ve got your panties in a twist. Who cares if the Order wins?” Tritan snorted and then rested his legs on the table. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Razznik gets released,” answered Brock as he took his seat. “The results would be catastrophic.”

“So says some fancy fortune teller.” Tritan snorted. He then recalled something and looked at Paul. “No offense.”

“None taken.” Paul smiled. “Lady Sayen can indeed seem like a common fortune-teller to the world. But, as someone who has served by her side, I assure you, her fortunes, if not deliberately avoided, always come true.”

Brock nodded. “We’re not here to debate the veracity of Razznik’s return. Need I remind you all that the Order’s Transcendents did not make a move when the daeben army was decimated. Yet, this time, I’m sure you can sense them. All ten have gathered at Drakase. They are going on the offense. That, alone, should put us all on guard.”

Tritan’s eyes shone with glee. “That’s what I’m saying! Since they’re all here, why don’t we go wreck their home base a little? I’ve always wanted to wipe that smug grin off Sly’s face.”

“Sure. If you are tired of living.” Nornesh, surprisingly, killed this plan dead in the water. Four pairs of curious eyes prompted the Elder Dragon to explain. “I took a stroll to their island before coming here. There is a terrifying presence hidden there. One which even I do not dare provoke. Whatever that thing is, it marked that island as its territory. It will obliterate us the second we near that place.”

“There’s something you find terrifying?” Tritan’s gaze narrowed. It had to be understood that Nornesh alone was worth 6 Transcendents. This was why the delicate balance remained. Yet, there was someone this dragon found terrifying?

“There are countless beings multiple times stronger than us,” said Damah Dum. The others did not react pleasantly to this claim, causing the others to frown. The mertian, however, did not care and instead continued, “Besides, there is no reason to believe attacking their home base will cripple the Order. They have survived through the eons by being extremely intelligent and adept at splitting up their forces around the continent.”

Paul agreed. “Aethir’s Mercy. Now that I think about it, this is probably the only time in history that the Cardinals and Primates are together in one location.”

“Ha!” Tritan loudly snickered. “I love how your cute cheeks scrunch up whenever you say Cardinal. Does it piss you off that much?”

“Sram’s Wrath.” Paul shook his head. The anger in his heart did not pierce his doll-like pretty smile. “It certainly angers me that this heretical organization dared to sully the church’s good name. I—”

“Y’all had to change your designations, didn’t you?” Tritan’s wolf-like grin greatly unnerved the young man. “Well, don’t worry. Once we kill the Order’s Transcendents, y’all can have your names back.”

Damah Dumm shook his head. “Our objective should not be extermination, but delay. We just need to prevent the Cardi—Chaos Transcendents from attacking the regular army. Speaking of which—”

“How exactly are y’all planning on transporting the common folk?” Tritan questioned Brock with a raised brow.

Brock chuckled. “I do not know how.”

“What!?” Tritan shouted, eyes wide in shock. “How can you not know!? What good will we be if the Chaos kids can just go ahead with the spell while their Transcendents hold us back?”

“Mera’s Gift. I agree with Tritan.” Paul looked at Brock. “We cannot risk our lives without a solid plan. Needless bloodshed is needless.”

“Exactly!” Tritan seconded. “You die when you are killed, you know!? Shit hurts! I’m not planning on doing that a second time!”

Brock laughed and then looked at Damah Dumm and Nornesh, who did not seem surprised by his confession.

Nornesh broke the silence. “It’s Kashi, is it not?”

“Certainly.” Damah Dumm wore an enigmatic smile. “From what I’ve learned of him, I can think of two or three ways through which he could transport troops.”

Tritan looked at the three men who were happily flaunting their connections. Tritan frowned. “Hey! It’s not like I can’t grow my own networks, too, ya know!? I just like exploring the ocean! I could learn about this Kashi dude in a snap if I wanted!”

Paul, however, was more direct. “Chisoa’s Wisdom. Please, who is this Kashi character? The children at my temple often whisper his name in secret. They call him Demon Lord, and they say he has a hellhound by his side.”

“I do not know about a hellhound, but I can see why they would call him a demon lord.” Nornesh shook his head. “There’s something different about the child.”

Damah Dumm nodded. “Indeed. If I had to guess who amongst the Summoned could possess a threat to our positions in the future, Kashi would top my list.”

“Be that as it may, we require his help to pass this crisis.” Brock sighed and tapped the table. He then looked at the gentlemen around the table. “So, I take it we are in agreement, then? We will hold the Transcendents in place while Kashi and his troops do their best to prevent the summoning?”

There was a pause. And then four voices simultaneously agreed. “We are.”

                                                                                                                                                                   

 

 



            

    
         Chapter 238: Delivering the Scrolls

    
    
    
    
                
Aygorzi, Merriheim.

7:41 p.m. 12  th   Zelyr 1092.

7 Days to World’s End.

Clang! Clang!  Belch!

Aygorzi’s underground smithery belched smoke, flames, and dust. Thousands of dwarfs either pounded away at heavy metals or helped transport needed items from one workstation to another. Dwarfs would never admit it, but they never felt more alive than at this moment. The heat of the forge, the fear of an imminent battle. The knowledge that the weapons they crafted would soon determine if its wielder lived or died.

Dwarfs loved the fires of war! Their only wish, however, was to choose which fires to burn. Thankfully, this time, this was a war the dwarfs were all too willing to take part in. This battle signified a different path for the dwarfs. They had seen it—a future where their talents could be used to create mind-numbing inventions like the skyboats and trains. 

The dwarfs were filled with awe whenever they laid eyes on these creations. As long as they made it through this battle… As long as Kashi’s troops emerged victorious! A beautiful age of crazy inventions would follow!

“Dwarfs are as hardworking as ever.”

“Indeed. I am always awed by their zeal.”

Absalon looked at Rider as he replied. He had to repress the shiver that ran up his back. This being’s power was not of this world! If he had not received a heads-up from Leila, he would have packed up his army, the dwarfs, and then fled this place. To think that Kashi not only knew someone like this but—he looked at Zuri, who walked by their side—also was close enough to leave an ally with them.

Absalon shook his head. He could not get lost in Rider’s strength. The fact that Rider was here proved that he, at least, was not an enemy. Absalon thus decided to treat this as any other meeting. Despite this resolution, the old warrior’s eyes perked up when he spotted a female daeben guarding a door.

Absalon released a sigh of relief. “This is Jade’s lab. If she’s around, she’ll be in here.” The daeben bowed and then opened the door to let them in.

Whooosh!  
‎ Smoke, heat, flames, and heavy clanging gave way to cold air, wires, boards, and general silence. Five rows of daeben silently worked on inscribing weapons, armors, and special materials with runes. Beyond these daeben was a small group of researchers who chatted softly as they pondered some fresh issues.

“Jade.” Absalon spotted Jade at the center of these researchers. He softly called out to her as he approached. Luckily, she heard him and excused herself.

“Absalon-san!” Jade greeted once she reached them. “Heard you’ve been putting the army through the wringer.” Giggling, she pointed out, “They’re calling you ‘Hell’s Instructor!’”

Absalon rolled his eyes. “Present pain is better than death on the battlefield. The rookies will appreciate this training very soon.” He paused and then gestured to the two behind him. “I didn’t come alone. I hear you’re already acquainted with them?”

Jade’s lips spread in a bright smile when she spotted Rider and Zuri. “Of course! Ah, that’s right. You were still in Rosendun when Rider took Zuri and Hektor for training.” She looked at Rider with suspicion. “Speaking of which. Where’s the hothead? Don’t tell me he croaked?”

“No.” Rider shook his head. “He should be comple—”

“That’s good then! Hopefully, we see him before the war.” Jade then crouched and grinned at Zuri, who watched her with a wary look. “Hey, Zuri! We only met briefly last time. Didn’t even get a chance to talk. How’s your trip been? Was it great? What did you do? Any new friends? Enemies?” Jade raised her fists. “If you got enemies, name them. We’ll wipe ‘em out one by on—”

“Jade-san!”

“I said call me Jade!” 

Jade coughed and then rubbed her bloodshot eyes. “Sorry bout that.” She quickly apologized to the researcher. She then looked apologetically at Rider and Absalon. “Sorry. I haven’t slept since Kashi dropped us off. So little time to get everything ready on time.” The beautiful halben sighed as she twisted her locks. “I’m very much on edge right now.”

Absalon observed Jade’s pale complexion and her gaze that always seemed to be out-of-focus. This woman had gone beyond the realm of overworking! This had reached the point of self-abuse. Even Kashi slept in-game to offset not sleeping in the real world. His brows furrowed in concern. “You need to rest, Jade.”

“Nope. Can’t do that.” Jade stubbornly shook her head.

“Why not?”

Jade bit her lower lip. Her shaky eyes betrayed her unease. “I—I’m not much of a fighter. You, Syèl, Shokō, Shadow… You’re all fighters. Best of the best. Hell, even Lunette’s ability is a good boost to have in a fight.” The young woman frowned as she looked at her dirty hands. “I can’t fight like you guys. It won’t be long before you all leave me in the dust.”

“My dad likes to say there’s no such thing as a free lunch. If I’m gonna hang with you guys, I need to bring something to the table. Something you will appreciate.” Jade gritted her teeth and pointed at the materials strewn across several tables. “This. This is something I’m good at. I can’t fail this. If I fail…” Jade suddenly paused. 

The young woman frowned and then shook her head. “You’re not here to listen to me whine.” She looked at Rider. “What’s up? If you’re here to see Kashi, I’m sorry, but no one knows where that blockhead is.”

Rider fished out a scroll from his pockets. “Here, this is for you.”

Jade took the scroll. She attempted to unfurl it but found it was sealed with what resembled hot, red ink. Jade instinctively knew not to break the seal. Instead, she looked up at Rider. “What’s this?”

“The Gemini Curse. There are only two of its kind in this world.” Rider looked at the scroll with a grave expression. “The Gemini Curse binds the caster’s level to whomever, or whatever it hits.” He then looked at Jade. “If Razznik does show up, I will need you to hit him with this.”

Jade frowned. “Why me?”

“You need considerable, pure mana and Intelligence to activate the scroll.” Rider looked at the scroll with an apprehensive gaze. “When the seal breaks, dozens of runes will flash by in a few seconds. You need to memorize and chant them in order before the runes disappear.”

“In that case, Syèl’s the better choice.” Jade raised the scroll. She was intelligent, yes. But, she had watched Syèl cast spells. The vampire’s mental processing ability was inhuman! 

Surprisingly, Rider refused. “Syèl’s mana is infested with his blood. It will destroy the scroll.” He then shrugged and said, “And, I feel like you are the most reliable amongst the rest of your guild’s mages.” He saw the hesitation in Jade’s eyes. Sighing, he said, “Just hold onto it. Remember not to use it unless Razznik shows up, no matter what! If, at that time, you are still in doubt, you can give it to some other mage you trust. Is that good?”

Thankfully, Jade nodded. “Yeah. I should be able to do that much.” She put the scroll in her inventory and then regarded Zuri with a tired but warm smile. “Heya, cutie. Will you be staying with us?”

Rider shook his head. “Zuri still needs some training before the battle.”

“She’s fighting with us?” Absalon looked at the little girl in disbelief. Zuri was around the age of his granddaughter. A child like that was going into battle? Game or not, this could really leave a mental scar.

“Zuri is strong!” Zuri, angered by Absalon’s gaze, took a step forward and jutted out her tiny chest. “Zuri has been training really hard to fight with Kashi. Red-Ojiisan, don’t get in Zuri’s way!” The feisty little daeben raised her fist. “Or Zuri will beat you.”

“Red…” 

While Absalon was left speechless, Jade chuckled and patted Zuri’s head. “Alright. If you say you’re strong, then I’ll be relying on you. Big sis here can’t fight too well, you see.”

Zuri’s cheeks flushed with pride. She crossed her arms over her chest and then put on her best impression of Kashi’s confident smile. “Don’t worry. Zuri will protect Weak-neesan.”

“Weak…” Jade nearly fell over. With a stiff smile, she cooed, “No, you can just call me Jade.”

“Jade?” Zuri cocked her head to the side. “But Weak-neesan is We—”

Bam!

Jade clamped Zuri’s shoulders. Jade’s forced trembling smile appeared absolutely threatening as her red, sleep-deprived eyes grew in Zuri’s vision. “I. Said. Jade.” Suddenly, she broke into a bright, sunny smile. “Okay?”

Zuri shivered. She did not know what kind of fear this was. It was not fear for her life, but it did seem like something terrible would happen if she did not comply. As a result, she rapidly nodded. “Jade-sa… Jade. Zuri will protect Jade.”

“Haha!” Jade laughed as she patted Zuri’s shoulder. “See? Not so hard, is it?”

Rider’s eyes widened in shock. “It was that easy? Then me—”

“Ah, so, Gray-Ojiisan,” said Jade as she glanced at Rider. “No offense, but if that’s all, I’ll be returning to work now. I’ve got sooo much backed up, I think I’m going to lose my mind.”

Rider smiled. “Certainly.  [Sleep]. ”

Bam!

Absalon stared at the crumpled Jade strewn on the floor. The fear in his heart instantly evaporated, replaced by instant rage. Mandalas suddenly surround both him and Rider as he shouted, “What did you do!?”

“Relax.” Rider bent down and gently lifted the sleeping girl. “I’ve seen this many times. People who push themselves to breaking point to prove they are worthy of being in their family.” He carried Jade over to a sofa placed at a rest area. He gently set her down and then looked at the stunned Absalon. “I put her to sleep. She’ll wake in a few hours, fully rested. It is infinitely more dangerous to make big decisions while sleep-deprived. As a military man, you understand this, right?”

Absalon frowned but then relaxed when he noticed Jade’s even breathing. He looked at Rider. “I understand your intentions, but you crossed a line. Please, in the future, do not repeat a similar action without our consent.”

Rider’s lips curled in a loose smile. To think this man was willing to fight him to protect his guildmate. Few would dare stand in Rider’s presence, let alone actually challenge him. Perhaps the Maggots were even closer than he initially thought.

Rider chuckled and then patted Zuri’s head. “Zuri. It’s time to go. We have a few more deliveries to make before we can see Kashi. In the meantime, we can work on your flying. You are not quite there yet.” Rider then looked at Absalon. “Thank you for showing us here. I know this is a hectic time for you all.”

Absalon nodded. “The honor is mine. I’ve heard we might be forced to rely on you this time. It is the least I can do.”

“Well, let’s both hope it never comes to that.” Rider smiled and then turned to leave with Zuri. “If you see Kashi before me, tell him I said I await his progress. He better not disappoint, or he shall feast on Zuri’s dust.”

With those words, Rider led Zuri out of the room, leaving a visibly shaken and stunned Absalon behind.


Jatakem, Imperium.

3:41 p.m. 13  th   Zelyr 1092.

6 Days to World’s End.

Whoosh!

Zuri swooped down through the clouds with Rider gliding just behind her. The little daeben flapped her wings as a beautiful garden came into view. She looked over her shoulder at Rider, who nodded.

Having received confirmation, Zuri folded her wings and dived. She dropped like a cannon but then unfurled her wings just before she hit the ground. Boom! Zuri hit the ground hard. Moments later, her feathers softly dissipated.

“Your landing could use some work.” Rider softly landed by her side with a proud smile on his face. He then looked at the dozens of warriors and mages surrounding them with threatening glares. “Sayen, tell your men to stand down.”

Sayen emerged from her temple with a mischievous smile. “You know flying’s not allowed, Rider.”

Rider raised a brow in ridicule. “Are you applying hume laws to me right now?” He snorted and then gestured at Zuri. “She’s been practicing her flight. What do you think?”

Sayen chuckled as she looked at Zuri. “She is a natural. I very much adored her landing. Although the fish might have a different view.” She chuckled and then waved her hands. “Disperse.”

Whoosh!

“Not bad.” Rider complimented the warriors who disappeared from view in an instant. He could sense their presence, but they were shielded from sight by either a cloak or a formation. The secret guard would only make themselves known when a threat appeared in the vicinity.

“A little project to pass the time,” Sayen remarked as she walked toward Rider. She then patted Zuri’s head and praised, “Your project is coming along excellently, I see. Zuri is truly one-of-a-kind.” She then said to Zuri. “I can’t wait to see how you grow. Your future is bright.” She then chuckled and looked at Rider. “I assume you have something for me?”

Rider took out the teleportation matrix scroll. However, he held onto it. “I think it’ll be better if I do it in front of your Champion and his army.”

“Oh? Is there a message you wish to pass on?”

“Yes. They need to know how this works.”

Sayen nodded. “In that case, follow me.”

Rider and Zuri obeyed. They walked behind Sayen as she led them out of the garden, through the main temple, and then out onto the hillside. Rider peeked at the trees around the hillside stairs. He sensed several of those shadowy figures silently following them. Hmm. So, these were Sayen’s secret guards? Not that she needed them, though.

Sayen, meanwhile, chatted with Zuri as they walked through Jatakem’s streets. Many people, Summoned and Residents alike, stared in shock, but they did not dare approach the saintly fortune-teller.

Eventually, the trio (and their hidden entourage) exited the main city gates and came upon the vast grassland beyond. Unfortunately, it was difficult to see a single blade of grass because of the swarm of bodies that occupied the land. Thousands of warriors from all corners of Imperium, and even M onoch , held the once peaceful level 10 grazing ground.

No monster could be found within ten miles of Jatakem as they could not endure the collective pressure emitted by this impossible force!

“Listen! Like I said! We can’t take everyone!”

Gentle Breeze shouted from atop a platform surrounded by the warriors. The young man sweated under the afternoon sun as he struggled to appease the enraged crowd. Who knew so many people would respond to their summons? The power of Razznik’s name was frightening. To think that so many people were willing to risk their lives for the greater good—

“Haha! Razznik’s former base! Can you imagine the treasures!?”

Scratch that! These greedy fucks were just here for Razznik’s treasures. Gentle Breeze expected as much. Any Summoned who played  King’s Journey  knew the legend of Oni Hill. Even back then, Razznik had a habit of leaving rewards for those who managed to clear each floor. Canonically, 1000 years had passed since then. How many new treasures were stored!?

Summoned and Residents gathered from near and far for a taste of this massive meat-pie.

“It’s Sayen-sama!”

The crowd parted, awe and shock in their eyes as she walked through. Those same eyes then regarded Rider and Zuri with suspicion. Not just anyone could walk alongside Sayen.

Sayen climbed the platform and then smiled at Gentle Breeze. She turned to see Sonic chatting with four influential individuals. She recognized these four as Sayen’s leading generals. Unlike Gentle Breeze, who handled most of the negotiations and administrative work, these four were the real muscle.

The first was Tai Tai, a 23-years-old, bald, cerulean monk who fought primarily with his fists. Sendhelp was a 19-year old master healer. His all-white fashion sense only outmatched his skills as a healer. The 49  th   Claw Lord was a beautiful 25-years-old brunette. Clawlord, as her friends preferred to call her, used a pair of Wolverine-like, 1-meter-long claws attached to a pair of gloves. It was a strange weapon that often left her enemies confused, not knowing how they died.

Last, but certainly not least, was Sonic’s left-hand man, Crow.

Sayen shivered as she looked at the bespectacled 19-year-old. The less she thought about him, the better! Sayen cleansed her mind and then walked up to Sonic, who beamed with joy upon seeing her. “Sonic. I assume you recall Rider and Zuri. They are here to speak with you.”

Sonic tensed as he looked at Rider. “Is it time? Did you bring the teleportation matrix?”

Rider shook his head. “The time is yet to come. But yes, I did bring the matrix.” He took out a scroll and handed it to Sayen. He then walked over to Gentle Breeze and tapped his shoulder. “Do you mind if I take it from here?”

Gentle Breeze happily raised his arm and gestured forward. “Go ahead, please. Lord knows they won’t listen to me.”

“Thank you.” Rider placed his arms in his jacket pockets and then approached the platform’s edge. He scanned the hundreds of thousands of warriors gathered.

“Who is that?” “Beats me.” “That’s some hardcore goth cosplay.”

Rider’s brows furrowed in irritation as he listened to the murmuring crowd. “Silence.” The murmurs grew louder despite his warning. “I Said Silence.” Rider slightly raised his voice, but the murmurs only grew louder. Rider’s brows furrowed even more deep-seated.

“Oh, no.” Sayen looked at the crowd with pity. The clueless fools angered the one person they shouldn’t have.

BOOM!

The collective sound of thousands of knees smashing into the ground rung out like a massive thunderclap. The warriors trembled in fear as they found themselves unable to rise due to the otherworldly pressure.

“Seems I finally have your attention.” Rider’s cold voice resounded in the ears of every warrior like he was right next to them. “Do not worry. I intend to make this as brief as possible for us all.” The immortal hybrid’s eyes narrowed. “First, if you cannot even stand, Scram! You won’t even qualify as fodder.”

The warriors’ hearts trembled in fear. Rider’s order was like a massive explosion. It shattered their preconceived notions of power. Many who considered themselves to be at the top of the world forcefully bowed their heads in shame as they found they couldn’t move an inch.

Fortunately, some treasure lay within the mountains of trash.

“Nngh!” One by one, groups of men and women summoned all their strength and slowly began to rise. The field was undulated with numerous bright lights as warriors used their secret weapons or abilities to boost their power.

Rider coldly watched as roughly forty thousand men and women successfully rose to their feet. He waited a few more minutes, but then when he was certain no one else could stand, he ordered, “[Scram]!”

Suddenly, hundreds of thousands of people found that they had lost control of their bodies. The rejected crowd paled as their bodies moved a mile away without their consent.

Rider ignored the rejected and then cast a powerful glare over the ‘few’ who passed. “Alright. You all barely meet the criteria. But I must warn you. If you found it hard to stand, then you will most likely lose your life in this battle. This is your last chance to stand back.” Despite his warning, no one moved an inch. Rider sighed. “Dogs die for food. Humes die for money.”

Rider decided to leave their fates in their hands. He had done his part to warn them. Having cleared his conscience, Rider gestured at the teleportation matrix in Sayen’s hand. “This is a teleportation matrix. It is powerful enough to transfer 100,00o people to a single location. While doing so, it will mark those transferred with a unique signature.” He then pulled out a second scroll. “This is a return, teleportation matrix. When activated, it will send anyone marked by the first matrix back to the point of origin.”

Rider waved the return scroll as he warned, “The return scroll will be used only if the overall situation at Oni Hill becomes untenable. So, you cannot rely on it to save your individual lives. Understood? There will be no easy escape route from Oni Hill until the situation is either resolved or devolved to the worst possible scenario. Once again, I warn you. There will be no turning back once the teleportation matrix is used.” The hybrid paused and then asked, “Any Questions?”

“Yes.” A famous guild leader raised his hand. “If the scroll can transport 100,000, why did you shrink us down so much? Surely, more numbers will be better, if only to serve as meat shields?”

“Hey! Fuck Your Mo—”

Loud jeers, boos, and shouts screamed out from the rejected. Many wanted to rush forward and beat that guild leader’s smug face in, but their bodies still refused to obey them.

Rider raised his hand. “Eno—” The shouts seized before he could finish the command. Rider nodded, pleased with their attitude. He looked at the guild master   that  spoke and said, “Oni Hill is at the center of the Land of the Dead, lived in and ruled by undead of all kinds. I would not be surprised if a lich or two lived among them. Unnecessary corpses might end up supplying the dead with ammunition.”

“Ah. I see.” The guild leader stepped back. Now he understood why the weak were not allowed to participate. They were a legitimate threat to their allies.

“If there are no more questions, I will be taking my leave.” Rider looked at Sayen. “I’ll leave their organization to you.” He then looked over her shoulder to Sonic and his generals. “Prepare until the last second. This will be the greatest test you’ve faced since your Summoning.”

Sonic sighed. “Sounds like it will be troublesome.” The kafu chuckled and revealed a lazy grin. “Do not worry. We will do our best.”

“If you say so.” Rider unfurled his wings and then took to the skies, accompanied closely by Zuri.

Sonic’s eyes narrowed as he watched Rider swiftly disappear into the horizon. That man’s power was suffocating. It almost felt he was the Lord of Creation and disdained any who breathed in his presence.

Sonic pushed the thought to the back of his mind. There was no point standing in awe of a hybrid. Instead, Sonic turned his attention to Sayen. “We’ve got a lot of work to do.”  
‎ Sayen, in return, revealed a mischievous smile. “You’ve got a lot of work to do. I’m only here to offer emotional support.”

“Hehe… I guess that works too.” Sonic sighed, resigning to the momentous task ahead.


Ygg, Ederwood.

8:23 a.m. 14  th   Zelyr 1092.

6 Days to World’s End.

Rider’s cold gaze traveled over the forty thousand warriors. Intriguingly, there were about 3,000 orcs present. This was a significant number when one considered their small population. “…That is all. The Holy Mother will handle the rest.”

Rider had just given an identical speech to the one at Jatakem. Having fulfilled his duty, he decided it was time to leave. He looked toward Zuri, who was chatting with Sophie at the side.

“Sophie’s fighting too?”

“Yeah! I need to prove to the elders that I’m suitable to lead, or else Brilith will win over the entire Elders Council!” Sophie’s brows were tightly knit. She did not realize just how far Brilith’s connections went until Brilith started recruiting warriors. Sophie had a feeling she had only seen the tip of Brilith’s reach in Ederwood.

Right now, Sophie felt like a man-eating tree trapped her. Its vines were slowly but surely surrounding her from all sides. They would strangle her to death the moment she no longer had any escape routes.

Zuri looked at her friend with worry. She patted her chest with a determined gaze. “Zuri will protect Sophie!”

Sophie laughed when she saw Zuri’s serious expression. Somehow, the innocence in the daeben’s eyes released some of the burdens in her heart. With a cheerful smile, she placed a hand on Zuri’s shoulder. “We’ll protect each other. Promise?”

Zuri grinned as she recalled Kashi’s words. “Cross my heart, and hope to die.”

“An interesting turn of phrase.” Sophie chose not to pursue it, though. She could guess the meaning from the context, and Summoned were famous for having bizarre phrases and sayings.

“Zuri.”

Zuri and Sophie quickly bade their goodbyes, and then the little daeben took to the sky. Within a few blinks, she and Rider had disappeared.

Sophie took a deep breath and then turned to the woman who was in charge of this expedition.

Brilith felt a heavy gaze from the side. She looked in the direction of the glare and then warmly smiled at Sophie. Well, it appeared warm on the outside, but there was a distinct sinister undertone that only the recipient received.

Brilith smiled at Sophie’s pale complexion.  ‘Just wait. It will all be over soon…’

 



            

    
        Chapter 239: Breakthrough

    
    
    
    
                
Undisclosed Location.

11 : 52  a.m. 1 5  th   Zelyr 1092.

3  Days to World’s End.

“Today’s the day!”

“Can you make that a reality?”

Clang ! BOOM!

A massive shockwave erupted from the clashing of metal against bone. Hektor’s red eyes glared at the Sword Spirit’s. The young man gritted his teeth as he pushed his bone spear against the Spirit’s broadsword. Hektor eyes shone with joy despite the struggle. This was because he could finally contest the spirit in a simple battle of strength. This, more than anything else, proved just how much stronger he had gotten.

Hektor, overflowing with vigor and confidence, shouted as his muscles suddenly doubled in size. “Watch out!” Hektor’s new Dragoon Technique showed its extreme power. It temporarily extricated some of Rex’s ki, effectively almost doubling the youth’s strength. 

Boom!

Hektor surprisingly sent the Sword Spirit skidding back along the ground. “Try this!” The youth did not relent. He pushed off the ground in hot pursuit. As he approached, Hektor drew his spear back. Red and black swirled from his body, and then formed a spiral around the spear’s shaft. 

Whoosh!

Hektor stabbed the spear forward.  Clang!  Despite its disadvantaged position, the Sword Spirt sharply raised its spear, blocking Hektor’s attack. 

“Not Yet!” Hektor, however, was far from done. His eyes burned with excitement as he pulled the spear back once more.  Whoosh!  At speeds imperceptible to the human eyes, Hektor stabbed forward five times in the span of a second. The insane speed left strong afterimages that resembled a dragon’s claws.

The Sword Spirit’s gaze turned grave. It stomped its foot into the ground, stopping it in place. Unfortunately, this made the claws approach it even faster. The Sword Spirit faced the oncoming attack with calm eyes. The next moment, however, the Sword Spirit suddenly swung down. “Scatter!”

Vwoom!  A human-sized black arc shot out of the Sword Spirit’s sword. Boom! The arch smashed Hektor’s claws to pieces. The arc, however, continued strong on a collision course with the young man. 

Hektor sidestepped the attack, and then burst forward. His spear flew at the Sword Spirt’s heart, but the Spirit shifted to the left, causing the strike to brush past him. 

The Sword Spirit’s counterattack was just as swift. With one arm, it slashed down at the advancing youth.

Hektor registered the immediate danger. At this rate, the sword would cleave him in half! It was too late to stop or dodge the strike. A few weeks ago, he would have lost the match, and possibly his life right here. Luckily, the past months had not been in vain!

Hektor channelled the Dragoon Technique into his legs. Dark veins bulged in his legs as he kicked against the ground.  Boom!  The earth beneath his feet exploded as he burst forth like a bullet. Woosh! 

BAM ! The Spirit’s slash harmlessly crashed into the ground as Hektor burst past. Hektor, however, did not let this small window pass. He spun around, sending the spearhead spinning toward the Sword Spirit’s exposed back before it could retrieve the blade.

BAM!  The Sword Spirit caught the shaft with its left hand. 

“The fuck!?” Hektor exclaimed, in shock and frustration. Who even caught weapons anymore!?

The Sword Spirit’s gaze turned ferocious. “Choose.” Without giving Hektor a chance to understand, it lifted the broadsword and then slashed at the young man in one smooth motion. 

Hektor’s gaze narrowed. To think this whatever-year-old spirit would be so shameless. It faked its broadsword was stuck just to catch Hektor off-guard. Now, the Sword Spirit was forcing him to make decision. Spear or arm. If he did not let go, then his arms would come off. But if he let go, he would be defenceless to the follow-up attack.

Surprisingly, Hektor’s teeth widened in a wide grin. “Have it your way.” Hektor let go of the spear, but surprisingly, only took a step back in retreat. This step did not put him out of harm’s way, but he did not seem to care. Instead, Hektor kicked up a couple of stones from the earlier explosion when his feet struck the ground. 

BAM! Hektor heavily kicked the stones. Dark Ki from his feet coated the rocks as they sped toward the Sword Spirit. 

The Sword Spirit frowned. It redirected its sword, smashing most of the stones to bits. Unfortunately, a few made it through the blast. The Spirit made to retreat, but Hektor grabbed his end of his spear, essentially keeping it in place.

“Good move.” The Sword Spirit praised. It reluctantly let go of the stones and then punched out with its left hand. Wham! A shockwave sent the stones flying. 

Hektor, however, held his ground amidst the storm. “I’m not done yet!” Hektor released the bone spear, and them palmed the pummel. Bam! The spear flew to the off-balance Sword Spirit’s chest.

Clang! Once again, the Sword Spirit’s god-like reflexes showed themselves. It rapidly fixed its posture, and then placed the broadsword over its chest. Hektor’s spear struck the Sword Spirit’s broadsword. The resulting force once again sent the Sword Spirt skidding back.

Hektor charged forward and grasped the bone spear before it fell to the ground. “Haha! What’s wrong, old man?” Hektor taunted as he pursued the Spirit. His blood flowed hot. He could hear his excited heartbeat growing even more powerful with each passing second. This was it! This was what it felt like to be powerful! Hektor launched a series of savage attacks as he taunted. “Can’t keep up?”

The Sword Spirit’s gaze slowly grew wilder as it weathered Hektor’s increasingly dangerous attacks. Hektor was like a raging bull. Once set off, he did not understand the meaning of pacing or strategy. He just kept attacking with maximum ferocity. If there was a strategy, then it could only be: Kill the enemy before I tire.

Hektor’s sorry excuse for a strategy would make warriors world-over shake their heads in shame and disdain. 

“Not bad.” The Sword Spirit was different. For some reason, Hektor’s attack only reinforced its approval of Hektor. Yes. This was the kind of battle it loved. Thoughts? Strategy? Smarts? Who needed all those? The best feeling in the world was losing yourself in the flurry of blows. That scary, uplifting dance, where one misstep spelled death? That’s where it thrived.

Suddenly, the Sword Spirit grinned. Its eyes shone with a deranged light as it said amidst the barrage, “My turn.” 

Boom!

A sonic boom sent Hektor flying backward. The young man’s feet had barely touched the ground when his hairs stood on end. “Damn it!” BANG! Hektor barely raised his spear in time to block the Sword Spirit’s slash. Unfortunately, Hektor’s mad attack had awoken the Sword Spirit’s fighting spirit.

BAM !

The Sword Spirit, in an unconventional attack, suddenly kicked Hektor’s ribs. Hektor groaned as the impact sent him sliding back. The Sword Spirit burst forward, and then reversed the roles. This time, the Sword led the ferocious attack.

Up! Down! Left! Right! Center! 

Injuries slowly piled all over Hektor’s body as he weathered an onslaught that could only be likened to a natural calamity. The young man groaned as he parried strike after strike. There was simply no end to them! Each time he felt the Sword Spirit relax, an even deadlier strike came from seemingly nowhere. 

“Ugh!” Hektor coughed up blood after blocking a mighty strike. The youth, however, welcomed the brief respite as he was pushed several meters back. He looked up at the Sword Spirit in equal parts fear and admiration. 

Now, this was real power! 

Hektor could tell that the Sword Spirit had matched its physical stats with his. It was just as strong as he was. However, its techniques were much sharper. Its wits were much more alert. Its ability to control its strength was leagues beyond anything Hektor could imagine. These kinds of strengths could only be gained after bathing in blood and sweat for countless years.

‘Who are you?’  For the first time, Hektor cultivated a desire to know more about this Sword Spirit. Who was it previously? And how the hell did it train?

Clang!

Hektor shook his head as he parried the Sword Spirit’s charge. This was not the time to be dreaming! One wrong move and he would lose his head. The young man regained his focus.

Bang! Bang!

Unfortunately, regaining focus did little to alleviate the situation. Even more injuries began to pile up, and even though they were mostly superficial cuts, the combined blood loss slowly, but surely, began to take its toll. 

“Ugh.” Hektor groaned. Even though he hated it. Even though he tried his best. In the end, he could not match up the Sword Spirit’s experience. His arms grew weary, and his body trembled and ached from the pain. Inevitably, his reflexes slowed, which in turn caused even more injuries. 

And thus a vicious cycle was born.

Intriguingly, the Sword Spirit’s fire died alongside Hektor. Its eyes mellowed from wild-hot to a placid look. His gaze seemed to hold a hint of regret as he said, “Do not worry. You are the first to last this long. I will let you leave with your life, dragon, and technique.”

Hektor, however, paid no attention to the Sword Spirit’s words. He kept blocking and sneaking opportunities for counterattacks despite his growing injuries. The young man seemed to have been possessed by a demon. He kept striking away no matter how many times the Sword Spirit called out.

The Sword Spirit’s lips curled up in a tight smile. “You’ll die at this rate. Just give up.”

“Not yet!” Hektor groaned as his heartbeat exploded in his ears. His arms felt like lead. His feet felt like they were drowned in sludge. He knew that his body was on the verge of breaking down, but he did not want to give up. Not like this!

“Any more is futile.” The Sword Spirt cajoled the youth. “You already earned the technique and gained a dragon. You can—” The Sword Spirit suddenly stopped mid-sentence. Its brows furrowed as it quickly scanned the room. “Where’s your dra—”

“Rex! Now!” 

A white mass descended appeared on Hektor’s back. A bright light suddenly encompassed the youth and then exploded outward. Hektor burst out from within that light like a bat out of hell. However, the Hektor that emerged was slightly different.

Hektor’s muscles shrunk but grew ten times firmer. White tribal markings ran along the length of his arms and chest. But most prominent were the pair of illusionary, silver-white, thirty-centimeter horns protruded from his head.

“Dragoon Technique,  [Assimilation] ” The Sword Spirit revealed a rare, shocked expression.  [Assimilation]  was a high-level Dragoon Technique that merged the dragon and dragoon. 

But it was a unique technique. Learning difficulty did not determine its level. Instead, its level was gained because only dragoon and dragons with extremely strong bonds could achieve the skill. It usually took years to form the bond needed to perform this skill.

The Sword Spirit looked at the exhausted dragon lying on the ground behind the charging youth. Could it be? His lips spread as realization dawned.  ‘So that’s it.’

“RAAH!” Hektor, pulsing with power beyond his dreams, let out a bestial roared. “Dodge this!” The youth gathered all his ki within the tip of his spear. 

BAM!   Hektor stomped on the ground and then stabbed out at the off-guard Sword Spirit.

Gwoooo! A ki-blast as large as a man shot out. It made a beeline for the Sword Spirit. At this speed and distance, the Spirit had neither the time nor space to dodge. It also did not have time to raise its sword in defense. 

All seemed to be over. However, the Sword Spirit’s gaze did not waver.

Hektor’s went wide with shock when the Sword Spirit suddenly punched at the blast. The ensuing explosion sent Hektor flying several meters back. The youth unceremoniously tumbled across the ground—thud!

Luckily, Rex appeared behind and then stopped Hektor. The youth quickly thanked Rex and then looked at the crash site with fear and anticipation. 

Whoosh…

The dust cleared, revealing an unscathed Sword Spirit.

Hektor’s heart sank as his transformation ended. His body was not strong enough to use  [Assimilaiton].  As a result, not only did the transformation only last for a few seconds, but Hektor always ended up weakened for a few hours afterwards.

“Congratulations.” The Sword Spirit wore an enigmatic smile as it regarded the youth. It raised its fist and looked at the injury on his fist. “You pass.”

“…I passed?” Hektor gasped. The young man hesitated, staring at the Sword Spirit for a couple of seconds. When the Sword Spirit nodded, Hektor went ballistic. “Fuuuuck YEAH!” The warrior shouted with joy! He punched the ground and then raised his hands to the sky. Pumping his fists in the air, he let out all sorts of expletives that would make a nun blush. 

Hektor did not forget Rex amidst his jubilation. He grabbed the baby dragon and kissed his head multiple times. “Haha! It’s all thanks to you! Wouldn’t have done without you, partner!” Rex’s little wings excitedly flapped, and he repeatedly licked Hektor’s face. Currently, he was unable to use human speech, so he could only show his appreciation this way.

“That’s a mighty dragon, not a common dog.” The Sword Spirit scolded the excited brats. With his furrowed brows and crossed arms, he resembled a disapproving grandpa. “The kid’s still too young to know any better. So, Hektor, you must teach Rex a dragon’s pride.”

Hektor’s eyes went wide in disbelief. “You…”

“What?”

“You said my name.” Hektor searched through his memories. He could not recall a single moment where the Sword Spirit called him by name. It was always, ‘Hey’, ‘You,’ or ‘Kid’. 

“A warrior must show courtesy to another.” The Sword Spirit even gaze stated like it was a matter of fact. “This is the basics of the basics.”

“Warrior?” Hektor did not know whether to be offended or flattered. “I wasn’t a warrior before?”

The Sword Spirit looked upon the young man with disdain. “Is any child that waves a stick around automatically a warrior?”

“Wow. So I was like a child?”

“Do not insult children. They, at the very least, are totally convicted to their roles.” The Sword Spirit suddenly raised his head and looked past Hektor. It was unknown what he was looking at as he said, “The same cannot be said of every man who picks up a sword.” The Sword Spirit then looked at Hektor. “You’ve barely crossed the threshold to be called a warrior. From here on out, you should devote yourself to the sword and battle.” The Sword Spirt raised his finger and pointed at Hektor’s chest. “But most importantly, never neglect your heart. Your heart. Your conviction. The reason you swing your sword. That resolve. The willingness to die for what you believe is what separates the warrior from the vagabond.” The Sword Spirit’s gaze turned grave as he finished, “The world may laugh at you, scorn you, praise you or even condemn you. Situations will arise where your conviction is called into question. At these times, more than most, you must affirm your will. Strive until you reach a realm where your will cannot be shaken by man or god. Then, and only then, would you have truly become a warrior.”

Hektor’s heart shook as he listened to the Sword Spirit. He suddenly felt a horrible sense of foreboding, like something terrible was about to happen. “Why’re you sounding like you’re gonna disappear?”

“Heh.” The Sword Spirit chuckled as it lifted its buster sword. It balanced the blade on its shoulder and said, “What did you think was going to happen? You gain the weapon and the spirit? Your greed knows no bounds.” The Sword Spirit tossed the sword.  Shlick!  The sword stabbed into the ground a few centimeters from Hektor’s feet. “I will cease to exist the moment you take hold of that sword. If you are strong enough, one day, you will cultivate your own weapon spirit.”

Hektor frowned. He took a step back and shook his head. “No. I’m good. Like you said, I already earned plenty from this trip. The dragoon technique and Rex are more than I could’ve asked for. And you trained me for so long. Even though I’m a blockhead, you took your time. What kind of scum would I be if I turned around and killed you for my greed?”

“Thanks, Hektor.” To the young man’s shock, the Sword Spirit broke out in a full grin. “I could not have asked for a better person to see me off.” 

“Wha—”

Schlick!  The buster sword suddenly shot out of the ground and then stabbed toward Hektor, pummel first.

In his haste to defend himself, Hektor instinctively grabbed the pommel to prevent the sword from smashing his nose. Unfortunately, this was precisely what the Sword Spirit intended.  Dun!  A bright light burst out from the buster sword the moment Hektor’s hand met it.

The Sword Spirt smiled as it watched the sword break into dozens of tennis-sized motes of light. One second later, those motes flew into Hektor’s right arm. In the process, two new tattoos appeared around Sram’s mark. The first tattoo was the familiar buster sword, but the second was an unfamiliar lance spear.

“No! Wait!” Hektor swatted at the lights as they condensed in a desperate attempt to throw reject them. Unfortunately, his attempts were inevitably futile. He could only watch as the sword and lance tattoos wholly formed. Hektor’s eyes turned red with rage. “The Fuck’s Wrong With You!?” In his anger, Hektor forgot his fear. He rushed up to the spirit and grabbed its shirt. “Why do you look so happy? How can you face death like that!?”

Hektor’s anger caused Rex to shrink back in panic. His tiny wings wrapped around him as he cowered and looked between the two men.

Hektor screamed the question he had wanted to ask many years ago. He could still recall it – the day his parents died protecting him from bandits. His father had worn a similar smile even as he bled out. 

Pat…

Hektor felt chills run up his spine. This hand on his head. It was so familiar. Colder, but somehow the same. The young man fought back his tears as he glared at the smiling Sword Spirit. “How can you smile like that?”

“Remember what I said about conviction?” The Sword Spirit’s calm gaze searched Hektor’s eyes. “Even if the world doesn’t understand. Even if they question it, you must strive to the end.” Hektor nodded, and then the Spirit continued, “This is my conviction. From the day I gained sentience. To one day find a suitable successor before I pass on.” He chuckled and then added, “Do not fret. I’ve lived over a thousand years and seen most of what this world has to offer. Even most vampires don’t make it that far.” The Sword Spirit revealed a rare pleasant smile and then said, “Really. I’m content.”

Hektor frowned but then ultimately let go of the Sword Spirit. He took a few steps back and shook his head. His thoughts were a chaotic mess, and he didn’t know what to do with them. Rex, noticing Hektor’s distress, walked up to him and then rubbed his head against Hektor’ legs.

Hektor let out a bitter smile as he bent down and scooped the baby dragon into his arms. He then looked at the Sword Spirit. “How long do you have left?”

The Sword Spirit raised its hand. They were imperceptible at first, but Hektor noticed small shimmers of light breaking off its fingertips. “I would say a couple of seconds. A few minutes at most.” It closed its fist and then looked at Hektor. “So, shut up and listen.”

The Sword Spirit’s expression turned grave as it pointed at Hektor’s arm. “The true power of Sram’s mark is not something as simple as a small boost in power. It is called  [Heaven’s Armory].  This ability comes in two-folds. First is the surface level, which you’ve already seen. It allows you to break down weapons and store them in your body. Used right, this can become a trump card.” The Sword Spirit then paused and said, “The second ability, though, is the most important one. The skill does not have an innate name, but it grants you the ability to understand every weapon stored in the mark to the highest proficiency you have with any weapon. That is to say, if I give you a bow, you would be as good with it as you are with the sword. If you were to improve with the bow, then your skills with the sword would likewise improve.”

The Sword Spirit shook its head. “This is the cheat-like ability granted by god-marks. Look out for anyone with such marks. The gods’ champions are all tough opponents with unbelievable skills.” 

Whoosh!

The Sword Spirit looked at its rapidly disappearing arm. For some reason, the process suddenly sped up. The Sword Spirit had some guesses, but rather than stop, it kept talking. “Next, the buster sword I gave you was personally forged by my true self. There are twelve of its kind in the world, and most already have owners. The Twelve Series, grow along with their wielder, but they also become stronger when in close proximity. So, seek out the other ten. But be careful; they will likewise be searching for you.”

“I get it!” Hektor shouted as the process further accelerated. The Sword Spirit’s legs and arms had disappeared, leaving only its torso and head. “I get it already, so stop talking.”

The Sword Spirit smiled but continued, “Finally, take care of Rex. His parents will eventually come looking, but in the meantime, you must protect him until he reaches maturity. Baby dragons are a rare commodity on the continent. There are no ends to their usefulness, whether dead or alive.” By this point, most of its torso disappeared. The Sword Spirit knew it only had a few seconds left. Satisfied that it had completed its task, it finally said, “Listen, when I disappear, you will recall the things I took from you.” It wore a bitter smile. “I wonder, what will your expre—”

Hektor trembled, his eyes turning red as he watched the last particles disappear to light. Almost simultaneously, he winced as important memories returned. The young man took a moment to organize his thoughts and then looked at the empty spot. “Razznik. You were Razznik’s Sword Spirit.”

Hektor held out his palm, and the buster sword appeared within it. He looked at the blade, a solemn look in his eyes. What kind of man could produce a Spirit with that much conviction? Furthermore, even though the Sword Spirit was firm, Hektor sensed a gentleness underneath it all. Could this man truly be the Mad Destroyer legends taught to fear? “I need to see with my own eyes.”

Rex nudged Hektor’s chin, which then caused the young man to chuckle. Hektor’s expression relaxed as he placed Rex on the floor. “Nothing we can do about it. Now then.” Hektor looked at the pile of corpses left behind by the Sword Spirit. He could not count how many bodies were present. After all, it was a thousand years’ worth of investigators. 

Hektor, however, was not interested in the bodies but rather the weapons and armor they wore. He had learned from Kashi never to waste such good things. Furthermore, he now had the perfect storage container in the form of Sram’s mark.

And so, the young man set to work. Hektor stripped the corpses of anything remotely valuable. It didn’t matter if they were rusted or not. If Sram’s mark accepted, then he took it. Rex helped too. He grabbed items from afar and dragged them over to Hektor. And so, man and dragon worked tirelessly for hours until they had cleaned the place bare.

When they eventually finished, Hektor high-fived Rex with appreciation and joy. The work would undoubtedly have taken longer without his help. 

Hektor, who was now outfitted in a set of red and black leather armor, checked the throbbing Mark. Surprisingly, unlike Razznik’s twelve series, the other weapons did not show up as tattoos. Hektor surmised that the tattoo was most likely the Twelve Series’ innate skill.

Hektor, satisfied with his haul, looked at Rex. He smiled and then said, “C’mon, Rex. Let’s go home…”


Island South of Serisis.

4:52   p .m. 1 5  th   Zelyr 1092.

3  Days to World’s End.

Bam! 

“Still can’t catch me, kid!”

Fang Ling laughed as he kicked off a tree. The tree exploded behind him, revealing a disgruntled daeben glaring at him in frustrated anger. 

“I don’t need to catch you!” Kashi channeled ki through his arms and legs and then rapidly punched out. “Dancing Dragon!” Several Long dragons burst out of his arms and then chased after the fleeing midi.

Fang Ling frowned. This kid improved at a monstrous rate! Fang Ling knew that Kashi was still holding back a lot of his power. If the daeben was not so fixated on training, then Fang Ling would not have stood a chance. However, Fang Ling was not going to roll over so easily just because of that.

Gritting his teeth, Fang Ling kicked off several times, barely dancing through the flying dragons. Fortunately, the ki-constructs lacked sentience and so could not chase him after they were successfully bypassed. Fang Ling, however, did not dare relax. That was because he knew the next wave was coming in hot.

Dun! Whoosh!

Fang Ling kicked the left, barely dodging Kashi’s punch. The daeben, however, did not stop. Kashi spun and unleashed a deadly barrage of punches at the airborne midi. 

Unfortunately, despite his best efforts, Fang Ling was just too agile. Kashi could handle the speed, but when coupled with the midi’s small frame, Fang Ling was nigh impossible to hit.

“What’s the matter, kid?” Fang Ling gloated to hide his rapidly increasing exhaustion. Dodging Kashi’s attacks was not just physically taxing but mentally as well. One wrong move and it was all over. So, he hoped to coax Kashi into giving up before he was exposed. “Giving up?” 

“Not even close!” Suddenly, Jingu Brush appeared in Kashi’s right hand. “Extend!” The brush’s shaft shot out like a missile and reached Fang Ling in the blink of an eye.

Fang Ling frowned as the bristles stroked his chest. “This thing has no attack power!”

“Maybe so,” said Kashi with a mischievous grin. His wrist rapidly danced and soon drew a rune on the midi. “But there are multiple ways to attack someone.”

“Urk!” Fang Ling’s expression shifted to shock as he suddenly felt his speed drop. He desperately tried to dodge Kashi’s subsequent attack, but his ki refused to circulate in time.

Bam!

“Caught you.” Kashi grinned as he wrapped his hand around the midi’s leg before he could escape. He then let go and boasted with a smile. “I win.”

“Argh, damn it!” Fang ling cursed as he landed on the floor. He sent the daeben a curious glare and then examined the small painting on his chest. His brow rose in shock as he scrutinized the weird crest. He raised his head and then looked at Kashi. “Is this a rune?”

“Hehe…” Kashi grinned as he twirled Jingu Ross. “Yeah, it’s a Level 2  Slow  rune.” The daeben chuckled as he remarked, “I got an idea when Jingu extended. Even if I can’t use it as a direct offensive tool, that doesn’t mean I have to waste it. I thought about painting portals on the ground, but that’ll take too long, and it’s too situational. So, I decided to test out runes.” Kashi took out a large book. He waved the  [Runes of Creation]  and then boasted, “I’ve got dozens of runes in here. Might as well try them out and see how effective they can be in battle.”

Kashi returned the Runes of Creation to Orez and then said, “Thankfully, it’s even more effective than I thought. I guess learning runecrafting counted for something in the end.”

Fang Ling groaned and then shook his head. What was with this freak!? Did he not think he was strong enough yet? What exactly was he chasing that he needed to add all these weapons to his arsenal? “Archery, CQC, and now Rune-fighting. Are you sure you’re not putting too much on your plate?”

Kashi shook his head. He looked toward the north-east and then muttered, “He’s much stronger. I need to be complete if I’m going to stand a chance.”

Fang Ling sighed. “Well, looks to me like you’ve covered all of your weak points. Rather than picking up more, I think you should focus on refining everything you currently have.”

“Funny. I had the same idea.” Kashi chuckled. 

“So, I guess this is it?” Fang Ling put his hands in his pocket and then observed the youth. “You will be on your way now, won’t you?”

“Mm.” Kashi nodded. “I am eternally grateful, Fang Ling-san.”

Fang Ling waved his hands. “Call me Fang.” His lips spread in a smile. “You’ll be back, yeah?”

“Of course.” Kashi looked at the ocean. “I’ve still got unfinished business.” He then said to Fang Ling. “I won’t come alone. We will find the Queen when I return. Or, at the very least, get rid of Kudrick. That much I can promise.”

“Get rid of Kudrick?” Fang Ling’s eyes widened in shock. “You can?”

Kashi revealed a sinister grin. “Soon. I’m not the type to wait long for vengeance.”

“Haha! Serisis will really be in your debt if you can take care of Kudrick.”

“Really?” Kashi questioned with a raised brow. “Isn’t Kudrick around these parts of the sea? Why would Serisis care about it?”

“You know how Serisis borders the ocean?” When Kashi nodded, Fang Ling stated, “Don’t you find it odd? Even if Serisis’ land wasn’t fertile, we should have thrived through fishing and deep-sea exploration.”

Kashi frowned. Huh? Now that he thought about it, it was odd that Serisis’ food situation was so dire for a country that bordered the sea. 

Fang Ling, seeing that he had the daeben’s full attention, continued, “Kudrick’s the reason we’re in such dire straits. It commands most of the fish in the region. It directs the smaller ones to stay away from the shallow waters and then orders the larger fish to attack any ships on sight. Because of this, the common folk can’t go out to fish, and we can’t very well send every soldier out into the waters to risk their lives for some fish.” Fang Ling sighed and then shook his head, “We’ve been on this island for over a decade now, but even we have to fashion new boats every few days. If the Royal Family did not support our expedition, we’d have long since had to pack up.”

Kashi patted the desponded midi’s shoulder. “Do not worry, Fang-san.” He grinned as he spoke with great confidence. “We will liberate Serisis from this fiend’s grasp. I promise on my name.”

Fang Ling nodded. Relief flashed in his eyes. If a reliable daeben like Kashi helped, the situation might not be so untenable. “Alright then. I’ll be waiting.”

Kashi grinned. “It might take a while, as I want to wait till my Hydra reaches maturity, but we’ll definitely be back.” The daeben then looked at the sky and shouted, “Drix!”

Bzzzt! Crackle!

A bolt of lightning descended from the sky and then smashed into the ground. The lightning dispersed, revealing Drixlia in all of its glory. The kirin walked over to Kashi and then gently nudged him.

“Haha.” Kashi chuckled as he patted the kirin’s head. “Hey Drix, ready for another ride?”

Drixlia neighed with excitement, prompting Kashi to hop onto its back. Once Kashi was seated comfortably, he looked at Fang Ling. “See you soon.”

Fang Ling nodded and then waved. “See you soon, Kashi. Good luck with your battle.”

“Thanks!” 

The daeben’s shout was lost in the lightning bolt that zipped across the horizon.



            

    
        Chapter 240: Depart for Oni Hill!

    
    
    
    
                
Iason’s Smithery,

Kerta.

5:52 p.m. 16  th   Zelyr 1092.

1 Day to World’s End.

“Oi, Ian, how much longer is this gonna take?”

“Argh, shut it already! You’ve been badgering non-stop for 48 hours! Aygor’s Hammer! I haven’t even caught a wink of sleep, you know!”

Iason’s Smithery, one of the most famous Smitheries in all of Kerta had been closed for two days. Suspiciously, however, sounds of crashing and beating metal rung out incessantly, as if the smith was hard at work. Furthermore, complaints from multiple voices occasionally rang out above the din. It made the curious citizens wonder just what was going on behind the scenes.

“Shut it, you two! Think yer the only ones ain’t sleep in two days? Fuck! Who the fuck made this kinda deranged order, anyway!?”

“KASHI!” 

Fifteen pairs of eyes turned to glare at a daeben who was hammering away at a metal ingot. 

Kashi froze when he felt the intense killing intent. He looked up at the blacksmiths with a sheepish grin and then waved. “Uh... Ian, take your time, take your time. I’m sorry I asked.” Kashi cringed when he felt the glare grow even hotter. Well, he could not blame them. He was the one with the unreasonable order.

Two days ago, Kashi arrived from Serisis to stock up on items for the battle. His time at the Serian island had opened his eyes to a hint of the path he should take in the future. Unfortunately, the future was the future. Right now, Kashi needed to use what he had to overcome this battle. With this line of thinking, he placed two massive orders for mana potions and arrows. 

The mana potions were much easier to get than expected. Apparently, the Royal Family hired a Grandmaster Alchemist. No one knew why, but she claimed to be grateful to the people of Rosendun, and so, decided to teach Alchemy to any willing parties for a small price. 

Naturally, students flocked in from far and wide, and through the Grandmaster Alchemists’ teachings, learned much more efficient and cost-effective ways to concoct most potions. As a result, mana potions, which were once ultra-rare products, now flooded the market, and sellers were the ones looking for buyers rather than the other way round.

Kashi did not know the identity of this Grandmaster Alchemist, but he was immensely grateful for her help. Without her influence, it would have been impossible to find any mana potions on the market. Especially now that most guilds had vacuumed most of the potions in preparation for the battle.

The orders for arrows, however, was much more complicated. Kashi needed precise requirements for his arrows. The common market did not have anything near his standards, so he needed to place a special order. Unfortunately, Kashi also needed an inordinate quantity, which was why he had Iason call upon his blacksmithing friends to assist.

And that brings us to the present time. Fifteen blacksmiths and one daeben heavily sweated under the sweltering heat as they pounded out one arrow after another. Over to a corner to the forge, rows upon rows of arrows were neatly stacked. Big, small, thin, fat. All sorts of strangely shaped arrows were piled up on the wall. In reality, these were more than enough to outfit a small army. It was difficult to believe that one man needed so many arrows.

Three hours later, the fifteen blacksmiths crowded around Kashi as he ran Jingu Ross across the last arrow. The metal glowed with a bright light and then returned to normal as the runes solidified. 

“HAAH!” A blacksmith pumped his fists into the sky. “Finally done!” He looked at the rows of arrows off to the side with a wary glance. “I’m never working for you again, kid. Fuck! You’re a real slave driver!”

“Ah. You said it, Soares! Forget him, Kashi. You can bring your business my way anytime.”

“Ah. Fuck Cedric! You know I was only joking! Forget him. You can always trust in Soares’ Wares! You will never be sorry you shopped at Soares’ Wares.”

Pfft!  Kashi failed to hold his amusement and burst out laughing. The smiths’ constant bickering had been one of the few things that kept everyone sane during the past two days. The daeben chuckled as he raised his hands to placate the men. “It’s alright, Cedric-san, Soares-san. The Hopeful Maggots will certainly send a lot of business your way.” He paused and then added with a sly grin. “Of course, it’ll be even better if you choose to straight-up join.”

“Hehe. You’ve got a large appetite, kid.”

“Hey, I had to at least try.” Kashi rubbed his nose, and then said, “Even if you don’t want to join the guild, you can visit the Maggots or the Royal Family to apply for a position in the new academy we’re building. We need teachers from every profession. The pay’s pretty good, I hear. Plus, it comes with a lot of promotion and credibility.”

Kashi opened a portal and sucked all the arrows inside. He then looked at the stunned smiths. “Think about it. Could be a real game-changer.” He smiled and then made his way to the door. “But, really, thank you all for the help.” Kashi paused after opening the door, and then said to Iason, “You know what to do.”

Iason grinned and flashed a thumbs-up. “Don’t worry. I’ll happily bill the Hopeful Maggots.”

“Thanks.” Kashi pulled his hood over his head and then said as he pulled the door shut. “See you all later.”

Bang.

Kashi quickly shuffled along Kerta’s streets after exiting Iason’s shop. He tugged his hood tight when he passed by the Maggots’ Headquarters and then only relaxed when he made it to the fields outside. 

Kashi ran into a nearby forest and then climbed a sturdy tree. When he was certain no one would stumble upon him, he shut his eyes and willed himself into a light sleep. It would be one long dash to the battlefield once the daeben awoke. He needed the rest.


Ygg, Ederwood.

5:53 p.m. 17  th   Zelyr 1092.

6 Hours to World’s End.

“What are you doing here?”

“You did not think I would let my orcs go on this expedition without me, did you?”

Brilith Loneheart wore a thin smile as she looked at the unexpected Orc Chieftain. Renark Ragelock, the newly crowned Orc Chieftain, stood proud at the head of the orc army. The powerful orc grinned when he noticed Brilith’s angry expression. Like hell he would let everything go as she wanted.

“We had an agreement, Renark.” Brilith Loneheart warned. Her voice was low, but even Renark felt the pressure—not to speak of his subordinates. Many orcs nearly knelt in fright, but Renark shielded the orcs with his aura.

Renark snorted. “This does not break our agreement, Loneheart. Razznik’s home has nothing to do with your conquest. This is an independent conquest for the orcs’ future.” 

“Hey! It’s the Holy Mother!”

A shout drew Renark’s attention to a corner of the field, from which the Holy Mother emerged with Sophie at her side. Renark grinned and then looked at Brilith. “Looks like it’s about to start.” The Orc Chieftain hoisted his axes and then held them in a reverse grip. “I will see you on the battlefield.” Renark chuckled. “Come brothers, we march.”

Brilith’s gaze grew dark as she watched Renark leave with the orcs. “That damned NPC.” However, mere moments later, she smiled once more. “Never mind. This works as well. It would be heartbreaking if the Orc Chieftain were to meet an unfortunate accident.”

The soldiers around her shivered from the frost in her tone. Still, no one dared to refute her claim. That was because they knew Brilith Loneheart. When this woman proclaimed something, it always happened. They looked toward the Orc Chieftain with pity and disdain. Might as well begin planting daisies.

Brilith, meanwhile, calmed her nerves and then walked up to the podium where the Holy Mother and Sophie stood. Following the Holy Mother’s prompt, Brilith climbed the podium and joined them.

With Brilith on her left and Sophie on her right, the Holy Mother took out the teleportation matrix scroll she received from Rider. She then looked over the thirty thousand-strong coalition as she unfurled the scroll. “It is not my wish to deceive you all. Oni Hill indeed holds a lot of riches, but even more, it holds plenty of danger. The reason we waited until the last possible moment to transfer you all is to mitigate some of that danger.”

The Holy Mother, Anya, explained further, “As you all know, we have a powerful clairvoyant on our side. She saw that a few minutes from now, Skyrm will begin the summoning spell for Razznik. However, in doing so, it will relinquish the ‘cover’ on the Chaos Orders’ troops. This action would cause the undead to view the Chaos Order as enemies rather than allies. If we attacked earlier, then you would be facing a concerted effort from the Chaos Order on one side and the undead on the other. However, now, rather than an organized front, you will engage in an all-out three-way brawl. The situation will undoubtedly be chaotic and messy. But it is exactly this messy situation that will give some of you a chance to break through and then infiltrate Oni Hill.”


Jatakem, Imperium.

5:55 p.m. 17  th   Zelyr 1092.

6 Hours to World’s End.

“Oni Hill is divided into 8 floors,” Sayen recounted to the coalition, her small voice amplified by magic. “The natures of the floors are ever-changing, but the central theme remains constant. Each floor corresponds to the seven deadly sins. Lust, Gluttony, Greed, Sloth, Wrath, Envy and finally Pride.”

A hint of wariness appeared in Sayen’s eyes as she warned, “Be very careful when attacking each floor. Razznik was not interested in simply strong warriors, but warriors with powerful will and characters. Each floor will test not just your physical prowess but your mental state as well. I do not need to tell you what will happen if you fail. Razznik is famous for never taking prisoners.”


Ygg, Ederwood

“Each floor houses several hidden riches and treasure. More than enough to satisfy this army ten times over. However, I suggest you curb your greed and try not to get lost in the treasures. Razznik would never give out anything for free. Please apply the greatest caution when looting Oni Hill.


Jatakem, Imperium

“When you arrive at Oni Hill, you’ll find yourselves standing about a kilometer away from the mountain. There will be a large forest behind you. Expect the undead to flood you from there. To prevent your forces from being ambushed, you can either rush at the Chaos Order to quickly add them to the chaos or have a few people stand their ground and carefully make your way to the Chaos Order. The first option will result in more casualties, but it will buy more time for the leading men and women to infiltrate. The second will save more lives but will use up a lot of time.”

Sayen looked at Sonic. “Time or Lives. I will leave the decision up to you. It is not my place to interfere with military decisions.


Ygg, Ederwood

Brilith smiled as she weathered Anya’s gaze. “Do not worry, Holy Mother. I know what to do.”

Anya shook her head. “It is not my place to worry. Do what makes you feel comfortable. You are the commanding general for this mission, after all.” She then looked at the rest of the army and said as she raised the scroll, “Now is the time to retreat.” When no one left, she revealed a bitter smile and then said, “May Sram look favorably upon your blades.” 

Riiip!


Jatakem, Imperium.

Sonic’s heart accelerated as a blinding light exploded out from Sayen’s scroll and then consumed the entire army. The kafu shut his eyes, excited at the knowledge that a magnificent battlefield would await him when next they opened.


Oni Hill.

Five Minutes Ago.

“Seems our guests have arrived.”

Queen Alia, who sat by the pristine lake atop the fabled mountain, looked to the skies. Her brows furrowed as she sensed the overwhelming power coming from above. She might have finally become a Transcendent herself, but she instinctively knew she was no match for those monsters. 

Thankfully, however, she did not have to.

Queen Alia looked at the robed Transcendents behind her. “It’s finally time. Please welcome our guests.”

Low chuckles arose from the Transcendents as they kicked off into the sky. This was one of the powers of Transcendents. The  [Flight]  skill unlocked at Lv. 200. Of course, some were far more skilled at using this skill than others. 

The Chaos Orders’ Transcendents flew for about a kilometer ahead before they came to an abrupt stop when they spotted four men and a draconian among the cloud.

Nornesh stood at the group’s center. His eyes turned red with rage when the Chaos’ Transcendents came into view. “You children dare cover up in front of me!? Do you want to remove those ridiculous robes, or do you need me to roast you up a bit?”

“Hah. You’re as angry as ever, Nornesh.” Bellmaster Rene took off his robe and then faced the Divine Dragon with a happy grin. “It’s been a long time. I did not think you would ever leave your lair.”

Nornesh snorted. “Do not deign to understand the thoughts of a Divine Dragon.” Fire burned in his eyes as he then looked at the others. “Well, what will it be?”

“Lose the robes.” Bellmaster Rene sighed and then said, “It’s too early to fight.”

Whoosh!

Following Rene’s suggestion, the remaining nine got rid of their robes, revealing their identities. In total, there were six men and three women. Of the six men, there were two masonians, one halben, one cerulian, one lycan, and a single daeben. The women, on the other hand, consisted solely of daeben. The daeben women were no surprise considering daeben were a matriarchal race. The women often fought in wars, while the men stayed behind to raise the next generation.

“Well, well, You certainly are no less commanding even in old age.” Lilo Shadebreak, one of the daeben women, teased with a seductive smile. Her fine, straight hair cascaded down her back like a cascading waterfall. The short daeben had an athletic, slim build and was garbed in leather armor that was as professional as artistically pleasing.

“He ain’t the only one, here, ya know?” Tritan snorted, pulling the attention away from Nornesh. Sure, Nornesh was the strongest being present, but it did not feel good to be ignored. Tritan locked onto one of the masonian men. His lips spread in a wide grin as he questioned, “Hey! Yong-Su. Did you finally find Gorian’s Trident?”

The masonian, Yong-Su, looked at Tritan with a pair of deep-set brown eyes that were like two patches of dried blood. His luxurious beige hair sat at shoulder-length and was worn in a dignified, simple style. Like most masonians, Yong-Su was a bit on the short side, but his graceful, slim build and vintage wardrobe made it so no one could take their eyes off him. “If the Trident were so easily found, I would have no reason to be here. Why do you ask when you already know this? Perhaps you made a discovery into Stagnetti’s Black Pearl?”

“Hehe!” Tritan rubbed his nose with unabashed pride. “Looks like I’ll be beating you to Master of the Sea.”

Yong-Su, however, was unperturbed. “It would seem you have yet to acquire it. For someone of your ability, if you could not have it with you despite knowing its location, then you’ll probably never be able to acquire it. What was the matter? Is it restricted to Summoned alone? Or is there some other kind of restriction?”

Tritan’s face turned dark.

Yong-Su nodded. “I suppose my hypothesis is correct. Why don’t you share the pearl’s location? I might have more luck than you.”

“Forget it. He’s probably lying, anyway.” The other masonian, Sang-ki, interrupted before Tritan could respond. The middle-aged man’s sharp teeth and slitted green eyes brought to mind a prowling alligator. Unlike Yong-Su, Sang-ki was tall and quite muscular. Intriguingly, a pair of very bushy eyebrows sat above his eyes, giving him a comical look. The man wore a bizarre mishmash of clothes, with plenty of yellow. Sang-ki ran his hands through his wavy, burgundy hair as he said, “I’m more interested in Damah Dumm over there. Have you considered our offer? With your money and our strength, we can easily rule this continent.”

Damah Dumm shrugged, a lackadaisical smile on his face. “I seek neither fame nor power. Only a realm without pain or suffering. You lot are incapable of providing that realm.”

“There is only pain and suffering because of opposition,” said Nhikli Grayhunter, a laid-back daeben with puffy white hair that resembled a cotton ball. Like most daeben women, Nhikli was tall, but she also sported a lean, muscular build. Her ruddy skin and callous fingertips told tales of the harsh training she underwent to reach her current position. Still, she wore a flattering blue and yellow dress that showed off most of her skin. It was indeed a bizarre choice of attire, but no one dared criticize her. She did not wear armor because, quite frankly, she did not need any. “If you joined us, we could crush the opposition in record time. Wouldn’t you achieve your so-called peace then? A few thousand lives in return for centuries of peace. It is a fair trade, wouldn’t you say?”

Damah Dumm shook his head. “The Chaos Order are conquerors. This world has seen countless conquerors, and they have all failed to achieve the peace I seek. So, I have chosen to seek out a different approach.”

“The Hopeful Maggots, and their leader, Kashi?” Dyna L’Real, the final daeben woman, questioned. Her contemplative gaze and warm smile spoke of a benevolent, reliable leader, with hair woven into beautiful locks that fell down her back. Unlike Nhikli, she wore practical, thin, leather armor that accentuated her curvy figure. “To my knowledge, they are going about it the same way we are. Serisis is a fluke. There won’t be another land which he can win over with rations like that.”

“Maybe so,” said Brock, “But at the very least, the Hopeful Maggots are striving to put systems that benefit the common man in place.” Brock looked at the Transcendents. “You all are only enamored with the idea of ruling. What would you know about the plight of the injured adventurer or the child suffering in the slums? You have set your sights too high, which is why you are willing to rule with fear. A nation built on fear is bound to collapse one day. And then war will resume.”

“You speak like most of us did not come from those very slums,” said the cerulean, Onishi Rai, whose wide emerald-green eyes and enigmatic smile reminded one of a playful kitten. His thick, curly, short hair, the color of rich cream, accentuated his handsome features. He stood at average height and was quite muscular for a cerulean. He wore a red vest and flame-painted shorts. The bare-footed cerulean chuckled as he challenged, “I grew up in the worst hell-hole you can find, and I can tell you this. Humes say they want freedom, but they cannot handle it. Ultimate Freedom ultimately destroys any society. They need structure, a strong leader they do not dare oppose, and terrifying consequences to keep them in line. That’s the only way dumb humes can ever coexist in peace.”

“Aethir’s Blessing.” Palu Sails, unable to keep his silence any longer, spoke up. “I refuse to believe humes are these despondent creatures you describe. Humes wish for prosperity and happiness above all. All they require is to be provided the opportunities to live happily. The world the Order wishes to create does not care about these opportunities as long as the humes submit and obey.” 

“You speak of happiness like it is a singular attribute that all humes share,” remarked Ixoud J’Tur, the only male daeben. His slanted red eyes, sardonic grin, and tattered clothing gave off the aura of a crazed lunatic. Furthermore, thick chains bound his arms and legs, forcing his body into a straight ‘I.’ Interestingly, the daeben women did their best to stay as far away from him as possible. “Have you thought about those who can only derive joy from killing, murder, or fighting? This dumb utopia where everyone gathers around a fire and sings folksongs doesn’t fucking exist! The only thing that deters Chaos is strong and infallible Order. That’s what you praying nancies don’t freaking get. If you wanna stop all wars, then you need a power that’s so scary, no one even dares to go against it.”

“That is but one way,” Palu Sails argued. “Peace and prosperity can also be gained through a happy and joyful community. Need I remind you that time and time again, humes have proven their ability to coexist peacefully—especially in the presence of an external threat.”

“But then they fall right back into war at the slightest offense,” Arasell Cloudlance, the sole halben, possessed the bearing of a precise machine. Be it his hair or businessman-like attire, not a single piece was out of order. His azure eyes were cold and dark but carried a vast intelligence within like the depths of an ocean. “There is no denying the nature of humes when left to their own devices. History has proven this point countless times. The only chance for peace is to crush all thoughts of dissent with overwhelming power.”

“Chisoa’s wisdom.” Palu Sails firmly shook his head. “You might think this is the only option, but I assure you, there are more. Humes require hope to evolve. A hopeful nation will continue to grow under the strength of a desire for a better tomorrow for self and country. In contrast, a nation ruled by fear is only as strong as the fear allows. Such a nation will certainly crumble the second its citizens overcome their fear. What you seek is akin to building a structure on grains of sand. It will crumble at the first flood.”

“Hmph! Basically, what you’re saying is, everything’s as long as the fear never ends, right?”

“What? No—”

“Yes! That’s exactly it!” Aedelwulf, the grey-furred 8-feet tall lycan, challenged with a toothy grin. Aedelwulf’s angry, violet eyes glowed with sick joy. “The peace will remain as long as we don’t let the people dream of rebelling. That’s the summary of what you just said.” Aedelwulf clenched his fist, a sadistic grin on his face as he said, “Well, guess what? We’ve got the necessary power to keep the humes’ desires in check! With us here, there will never be a situation where the common folk even dream of rebelling.” Aedelwulf looked at Nornesh, who had remained silent since the debate started. “What about it, Nornesh? You don’t hold an opinion?”

Nornesh silently looked at the ten Transcendents. Bellmaster Rene, Lilo Shadebreak, Nhikli Grayhunter, Yong-Su, Sang-ki, Dyna L’Real, Onishi Rai, Ixoud J’Tur, Arasell Cloudlance, and the lycan Aedelwulf. Each of these individuals was powerful on their own, enough to command significant portions of the continent if they wished. However, these ten powerhouses had come together to work under the same umbrella and ideal. Could he really say their basis had no claim? Nornesh did not think so. 

Fear could indeed be an effective motivator if handled correctly. Even the current civilized cities had laws and punishment to deter citizens from committing crimes. That said, Nornesh had lived long enough to see what happened in civilizations ruled entirely by fear. Eventually, someone loses that fear and subsequently infects those around them with the disease called courage. This courage would then cause these beaten down humes to rise up and challenge their overlords.

The dangerous thing about courage was that it was almost impossible to stamp out once it spread beyond a certain point. In fact, like a terrible virus, any efforts to squash courage often caused the infection to spread even further.

Nornesh, personally, had no skin in this game. As a Divine Dragon, he did not care much about the humes’ lives. He just wanted to live out his 2000-year life span and pass on peacefully. If the Chaos Order had not deigned to place his territory (Serisis) in their eyes, he would not have opposed them. Even now, the main reason he was here was to learn from Skyrm how he created a daughter when Divine Dragons were supposed to be sterile.

Vwoom! 

Luckily, Nornesh was spared from answering the question as two gigantic pillars of light exploded into existence at the East and West of Oni Hill. 

“Ah, they’re here,” Nornesh remarked with a loose smile. “Damah, why don’t you set the stage. It will be a boor standing the entire time.”

“Of course.” Damah Dumm smiled and then waved his hand. The purple ring on his finger lit up, and then a large, rectangular table appeared in front of them with all sorts of drinks and food. Damah waved his hands again, and fifteen chairs appeared around the table. He then gestured to the head of the table, “If you will, Nornesh.”

“Impressive as always,” praised Nornesh as he took his seat. He then gestured to the Chaos Orders’ Transcendents. “Take a seat. We might be here a while. There’s no point standing like fools.”

“Heh as you wish.” The Chaos Transcendents took their seats and then cast their gazes to the wasteland below. They did not want to miss a moment of this battle that would determine the world’s fate.

Brock, Damah, Palu, and Tritan also took their seats and then cast their gazes to the ground. So much build-up for this moment. What would it be like?

Vwoosh!

Down on the ground, the columns of light finally dispersed, revealing the seventy-thousand strong coalition that glared at Oni Hill with greed and desire. Anya and Sayen gave up leadership to Brilith and Sonic respectively upon arrival and then promptly disappeared from sight.

While Brilith and Sonic worked on getting their men ready up in the sky, an emotional reunion was about to occur.

Cathek’s white fur fluttered beautifully in the evening breeze. He gazed at the four individuals in front of him with an enigmatic smile. The kafu’s eyes glittered when Niye appeared in their midst. “Niye, it’s been a while.”

“Stuff it, Cathek.”

Cathek smiled and then looked at Anya. “Anya-sama. I know this is benign, but I do hope you have been in good health, and your time has been peaceful.”

“What are you planning exactly, Cathek?”

Cathek once again ignored the question and then turned to Zeign. “Zeign Ashqoj. Our paths rarely cross. I am happy you were finally able to liberate your brethren from oppression.” The kafu’s eyes did not hold the emotion in his voice. “Ah. I just pray you have not delivered them into another form of oppression.”

“YOU!”

“Stop it.” Rider held back Zeign with one hand. “There’s no point in fighting him. He just wants to make you waste your energy before the big moment.”

Cathek grinned. “Rider, Rider, Rider. Or should I say Lucius Ludarak, the man who spent a millennium trying to atone for being a coward and letting his love die?” He chuckled when Rider’s expression turned Dark. “You’ve been busy, Lucius. Don’t you get tired of it all? When was the last time you went home? Are you even certain your parents are still alive?”

Bang! 

Fladnag stomped his staff against the ground. “Shut up, Cathek. We’re not here to talk. Whatever it is you’re planning, we will put an end to it.”

Cathek looked at Fladnag. “Stop me? Do not fret, brat. No matter how this battle turns out, I will emerge victorious.”

“What?”

Cathek chuckled. “Don’t play innocent with me. Why did you send the daeben on a quest to unite the world? Isn’t it because you figured it out? The only way to truly open a path to Razznik’s realm is to conquer the continent under a single banner. All this talk of uniting and prosperity is smoke and mirrors. You desire freedom as much as I do. The only difference is the paths we chose to take and the sacrifices we’re willing to make.”

Anya interjected with anger in her voice. “Killing and terrifying the innocent is not a sacrifice.”

“No, but having to listen to century after century of inept rulers is a painful sacrifice,” Cathek revealed a proud smile as he glanced at Oni Hill behind him. “Thankfully, fate is not blind. It has rewarded my pain with a competent, wise ruler at last. She will be the champion that not only unites the realms but finally defeats Razznik when the time comes.”

“Does that justify the suffering you’ve caused?”

Cathek’s smile shifted for the first time, and he turned to Bert. The brown-furred kagu lazily looked at the ground, as if raising his eyes was too much of an effort. “Still won’t look me in the eye, Nii-san?”

Bert closed his eyes. “No brother of mine would look upon such chaos with a smile.”

Cathek’s smile dimmed. “You do not understand, brother. None of you do.” Cathek turned to look at the top of Oni Hill. “I do not derive pleasure from suffering. But, blood must be shed to unite the continent. In the grand scheme of things, the lives lost are but a blimp in the pages of history. Generations to come will happily forget the sordid past to celebrate their newfound peace.”

Rider shook his head. “There is no point arguing ideologies. We’re all too old and set in our ways. You take your path, and we shall take ours. In the end, our destination remains the same.”

Cathek grinned. “Could not have said it better myself.” He then looked at Oni Hill once more and said, “Begin, Gunder.”

Roooar!

A terrible roar shook the souls of every living being within thirty miles. The coalition and Chaos Order soldiers looked up to the sky, trepidation in their eyes as a heavy gust of wind burst out from the top of Oni Hill and then cleared the surrounding clouds. Thus then revealed the terrible Skyrm, or rather, Gunder, who stood atop the mountain, head raised.

Thousands of Runes appeared around Gunder and then flew into the skies, forming a giant, 5-meter, black egg. Horrifying pulses and screams akin to the echoes of hell escaped the strange object, filling the onlookers with a heavy sense of dread.

Cathek chuckled as he looked at the embryonic ‘Gate.’ He spread his arms wide and then said with a pleasant smile. “Well, I welcome your champions’ attempts to stop mine. May the best emerge victorious.”

 



            

    
         Chapter 241: Battle for Oni Hill Begins (Season Finale)

    
    
    
    
                
Oni Hill

6:05 p.m. 17  th   Zelyr 1092.

6 Hours to World’s End.

“What the fuck is that!?”

Crow, Sonic’s General, exclaimed as he pointed at the night sky. 

“Hmm?” Sonic followed his general’s finger to see the black ‘egg’ rapidly growing in the skies above. Sonic frowned as he felt the immense power coming from that egg. Instinctively, he knew that was not something that should be allowed to exist.

‘Sonic, that egg is a Dimension Gate to Razznik’s world.’  Sonic flinched when he heard Niye’s voice in his head. However, he quickly adjusted and then listened intently to her words.  ‘You must climb the mountain and stop Skyrm’s spell whatever it takes. I estimate you have about eight to ten hours till it’s fully formed. Be quick!”

Sonic took out a small branch and then placed it between his teeth. He softly chewed on the stem and then looked at the Chaos Order troops ahead. It was time to decide how he would set up his troops to attack. 

Roar!

A ghastly roar interrupted the kafu’s train of thought.  ‘Watch out for the undead.’  Feeling a strong sense of foreboding, Sonic turned and then looked at the forest behind them. 

Rustle.

Even though there was next to no wind, loud rustling escaped the dense forest.  Rustle. Roar!  Slowly, but surely, the rustling grew louder and more frequent.  Dudududu.  Sonic looked at the ground that had begun to quake. His expression immediately turned ugly.

“Brace yourselves!” Sonic shouted and then rapidly barked out orders. “2  nd   and 3  rd   Division, positions at the rear! Shield Bearers to the front! Mages, prepare fortification spells. 4  th   Division, prepare bombardment.” Sonic paused and then looked at Crow. “Crow. Your division is with me. We’ll provide support while pulling to the Chaos Order.” Sonic cast a worried gaze at the massive gaping space at the south between his army and Brilith’s. “Make sure we don’t get flanked until we get the Order involved.”

Crow chuckled as he took out a pair of black daggers. He licked a purple liquid of the blades’ edges as he remarked with a sly grin. “Attack? Yeah, that’s more my style.” He licked his lips, a maniacal grin in his eyes as he looked to the bushes. “You think there are any fine mamasitas amongst the undead?” When Sonic glared at him, Crow chuckled and then said with a shrug. “Hey, don’t judge, man. The dead can’t file for sexual harassment.” With those words, he ran off to call on his soldiers. Despite his frivolous nature, Crow always perfectly carried out any tasks he was given. It was for this reason alone he was tolerated.

Sonic watched Crow disappear into the crowd and then looked to the west with trepidation in his eyes. He wondered what decision Brilith would make. Frankly, he hoped she would also pick the slow and steady approach. If they worked together, the burden would be reduced.

Far across the plains, Brilith wore a stoic expression as she looked at the forest. Judging by the speed of the approaching roars, the undead army would be upon their army before they reached the Chaos Order. She glanced at Sonic’s army. Even though his army was several kilometers away, she could see them clearly. As a result, she could tell what the kafu was planning.

“So that’s Sonic.” Brilith smiled as she watched the blue-furred kafu organizing his squad. “He’s not bad.”

“Hey, Brilith, what’s the plan?” GrizzlyDiamond walked toward Brilith with his broadsword resting on his shoulder. He looked toward the forest and then at the Chaos Order’s patiently waiting army.

Brilith once again looked at Sonic’s forces. “They already made the decision for us.” She clucked her tongue as she glared at the empty space between her and Sonic. That kind of massive chasm was a no-go in any army structure. It allowed their enemies to very quickly surround and then attack them from the sides. “We cannot charge alone, or the Order’ll flank and swallow us whole.” 

“Alright then,” GrizzlyDiamond gripped his sword with a solemn gaze. “Do I take the rear?”

“No.” Brilith shook her head and then revealed a wicked smile. “There are more suitable candidates.” Brilith walked over to the orcs. “Ragelock, why don’t you and your orcs bring up the rear? We will provide support.”

Renark Ragelock’s brows instantly furrowed. There were only 3,000 orcs present, and they were more suited to attacking than defending. This was especially so when one considered the orcs’ favored attire of animal hide skirts and next to nothing else. Renark did not believe for a moment that Brilith was unaware of this trait. “Orcs are not suited for defense.”

“Maybe so, but we need you to prove you are with us.” Brilith’s emotionlessly sharp gaze pierced Renark’s. 

“We?” Renark frowned. Did he miss something?

Brilith chuckled and then pointed at the leaders of other unaffiliated factions. “You should understand. Orcs aren’t beings that can easily be trusted. I tried to vouch for you, but it seems my influence is not as strong as I thought.”

‘This foul woman!’  Renark heard the double meaning in her ‘confession.’ Brilith was still upset that Renark had defied her to join this expedition. So, she decided to make him pay for that insolence.

Renark gritted his teeth as he glanced at the leaders. This was the exact thing he was fighting to stop. Orcs had lived too long under the humes’ boots. This was not helped by the fact that orcs constantly fought and killed each other for the little territory and food that remained. Renark’s goal was to make orcs a force to be reckoned with. Only then could they avoid situations like this one, where humes ganged-up on them.

The Orc Chieftain cursed but then eventually said, “Fine. The orcs will take care of the rear.” Rage flashed in Renark’s eyes, but he turned and called to his people, “Let’s cover the weaklings’ retreat!”

“Huoooo!”

The orcs shouted with vigor and then marched to the rear with fierce expressions. 

Brilith smiled and then turned to some of the unaffiliated leaders. “DriedPlum, FarSeeker, have your squads support the orcs.” She then looked at her own men. “Grizzly, you’re with Rono and me. Your squad will lead the attack on the Order.” She then looked at the others. “Hon-chan, I doubt your illusions will work on undead. Support Grizzly with heals. Reaper, keep an eye on our flanks. Have your mages rain hellfire on any undead that go around the orcs.” Brilith looked at the massive mountain range west of her. 

To be honest, both Brilith and Sonic only really needed to worry about the south. That was because Oni Hill’s entrance was shaped like a fan, with the gate being the smallest part. The mountain range extended to the southeast and southwest for several miles, forming a natural barrier.

Sonic and Brilith’s forces were practically plastered against the southeastern and southwestern walls, respectively. So, their only concern was the open space in the south. Presumably, some other force should have teleported there to fill up the gap.

Unfortunately, for whatever reason, that force had yet to arrive.

Brilith would have charged ahead with her army were it not for that gaping hole. Either the Chaos Order or the undead could easily outflank them if she was not careful. 

‘Tsk.’ Brilith clucked her tongue. “Slayer, Rono. You’re on standby.” Her gaze turned vicious as she looked at Renark and then Sonic off in the distance. “An opportunity just might present itself amongst the chao—”

Buuuu!

A loud warhorn interrupted Brilith. The Commander-General’s gaze shifted. That warhorn was used to signify confirmation of enemy sighting. 

Snap.

A large vine shot out of the ground following Brilith’s snap. The vine wrapped around the wisben and then lifted her above the army, giving her a clear sight of the rushing enemy.

Dudududu! Rotted teeth, matted bones. Dudududu! Decayed clothing from centuries past. Dududu! Terrible, guttural roars that sounded like someone gurgling water while being choked. Dudududu! Faint will-o-wisps billowing in chests and heads. 

Vwoooosh!

“What the fuck!?” A coalition warrior cried in shock.

The warrior was not alone in his shock and fear. From the weakest soldiers to the strongest, every man and woman paled in fright as they stared at the gigantic flood of undead that poured out of the forest like ants out of an anthill. Thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands… The undead’s numbers climbed at an astonishing rate!  
‎ Sonic and Brilith’s expressions turned ugly upon seeing the immense flood. They instinctively knew. Getting caught up in this storm was tantamount to suicide, especially with the gaping hole between them. There was only one path to survival. 

Brilith and Sonic both shouted at the top of their lungs, “RUN!”

The coalition did not need any further prodding. Following their leaders’ shouts, the warriors began fleeing as fast as possible toward the Chaos Order. The plan was simple. When the coalition reached the narrower parts of the ‘fan,’ they could plug the gap and then properly fight off the undead.

Brilith and Sonic did not flee with the warriors. This was because they knew that with the undead’s speed, they would catch up very quickly. Someone had to buy enough time for the coalition to reach the narrower parts of the ‘fan.’


 

Nornesh frowned as he observed the panicked coalition flee for their lives. “That gap is enormous. They will get flanked.”

Onishi Rai chuckled. “Surely, your forces won’t get decimated by the undead before the battle even starts?”

Lilo Shadebreaker frowned. “That gap is unnatural. I doubt they would have teleported with such a massive flaw between them. Was a force supposed to occupy that space?”

Aedelwulf licked his right paw and then ran his gaze across the battlefield. “The daeben they called Kashi. I don’t see anyone of such note present. Queen Alia was looking forward to meeting him. Surely he didn’t chicken out?”

“That is surely impossible. Kashi is not one to flee from a fight.” Damah Dumm shook his head. The daeben he knew would jump at the first chance to involve himself in trouble of this magnitude. “Perhaps he is delayed?”

“Delayed? For a battle of this import?” Aedelwulf burst out laughing and banged his fists against the table. “There’s such a character? Man, I can’t wait to meet this kid!”

“You and I both,” confirmed Tritan in a low voice. Tap! Tap! Tritan tapped his finger on the desk in a bid to contain the frustration he felt inside. He had never met this Kashi guy. But he had begun to form a negative opinion of the daeben, whose tardiness had already put the coalition at significant risk. 

Tritan was especially concerned about his fellow Nordic men and women in Sonic’s army. If such lives were wasted because the daeben’s army was late… 

“Sweet Mera.” Palu Sails smiled and then said in a soothing voice, “All hope is not lost. These two generals are some of the strongest beings on the continent aside from us Transcendents. Let us see what they can do to salvage the situation.”


Meanwhile, at the top of Oni Hill, Queen Alia frowned as she watched the chaos below. “I did not realize there’d be this much.” The Chaos Order was not exempt from danger. The Order lost their ‘protection’ when Gunder started the spell. Currently, they were as much enemies of the undead as the coalition was. 

In the original plan, the coalition army would act as a buffer between the undead and the Order. Unfortunately, that gaping hole had thrown those plans out of the window. Not only did that hole mean that the undead could flank the coalition, but also, there was now a direct line to the Orders’ army too.

Queen Alia bit her lips as she glared at the space with hatred and anticipation. “Where the hell are you, Kashi?”

Unfortunately, no answer was forthcoming. 

Queen Alia had no choice but to take out a rink and issue an order to the troops below. “Prepare yourselves. Worst-case scenario, we might have to charge earlier than expected.” 

Alia knew what Sonic and Brilith wanted. The coalition hoped to extend the chaos to the Order. It was not a bad plan, but she could use it to her advantage. If the Order formed a sturdy wall far up enough before the undead overtook the coalition, then the unintelligent undead would attack the sides out of frustration of not advancing.

However, the Chaos Order needed to time it right. If they charged too early, then their forces would be spread too thin, which would make it easy for the coalition or zombies to break through. Ideally, there should be roughly ten rows at the minimum blocking the coalition and zombies’ advance. 

Alia kept a close watch on Brilith and Sonic as she raised the rink to her lips.


Brilith glared at the incoming undead forces. Gritting her teeth, she broke through the orc forces to meet Renark. She did not wait for the orc chieftain to say a word before she ordered, “Run with the others and provide cover on the flanks. I’ll buy you as much time as I can.”

Renark stared at Brilith in shock. He was no stranger to the young woman’s nefarious plans. He knew she wanted to reduce the orc numbers as a punishment for his insubordination. That was why she gave the orcs the most formidable job. But now, just when the best opportunity appeared, she was choosing to save them? 

“Why?”

Brilith looked at Renark, who could not help but ask this question. Why indeed? Why put herself at risk, and lose the chance to deal the orcs a heavy blow? “There is a time and place for personal grievances.” In the end, Brilith was too intelligent to succumb to her emotions. She might want to punish Renark, but not at the risk of damaging the overall mission. In fact, she was prepared to save the Orc Chieftain if it would accomplish her goal.

Renark’s eyes turned cold but with a hint of wariness. Brilith was an unfathomable woman. Her cold rationality extended not only to her enemies but also to herself. This was the reason Renark was always so careful when dealing with her. Brilith was not a woman who could be manipulated through her emotions. 

Still, all things considered, Renark could consider this a blessing. Orcs were experts at running and fighting. Protecting the flanks was much more comfortable for an orc compared to defending the rear. 

Renark hoisted his axes. He commanded his men to begin running and then looked at Brilith and said something he only half-meant, “Good luck.”

“Good Luck?” Brilith revealed a cold smile as she dipped her hand into a pouch. “I have never relied on luck.”

“As expected.” Renark did not take offense to her reply. In fact, he felt only this kind of response fitted this cold popsicle of a woman. The orc chieftain snorted and then took off after his men. This time, however, he ran at the back to be the first point of contact for any charging undead.

It was just a coincidence that this position also gave Renark the best view of Brilith, who calmly jogged a few meters behind the last coalition member.


The saying, ‘Great Minds Think Alike’ was proven correct by Sonic and Brilith as the former had chosen to take up a similar stance to the latter. Sonic reorganized his troops, pushing his strongest division to the left flank while bringing up the rear. 

“Hey, Boss! You gonna go all out!?”

Sonic bit on his branch as he looked at the snickering Crow. The assassin was not suited to protection duty, so he chose to hang back and watch Sonic instead. The young man’s eyes sparkled with stars, his toothy grin revealing his anticipation.

“Don’t think I have a choice in the matter.” Sonic glanced at the rapidly closing undead behind him. “These bastards are too fast.”

“Woah. What kinda calcium do you think they’re feeding them?” Crow chuckled as he looked at the undead. This should have been a terrifying scene. Skeletons, Drughers, Zombies, and even Skeletal knights atop different mounts were charging at them.

Crow, however, could not stop his laughter when he saw how the skeletons were busting their non-existent guts to catch up. He almost wanted to burst out the placards and cheer them on.

Sonic, unfortunately, did not see the humor in the situation. He had already begun to perceive the undead’s raunchy smell. By his estimate, there were only about twenty seconds to contact. With this in mind, Sonic opened his menu.

“No! Boss!” Crow panicked and waved his hands in protest. “How many times must I tell you? The most important thing for any man is posing! You’ll never get the girl if you can’t even pose right!?”

A vein popped on Sonic’s forehead. He had to resist and urge to strangle this kid. “Who says I want to get a girl?”

“Fine.” Crow continued without missing a beat. “Then do it for morale. How do you think those common guys will feel seeing their Boss is such a badass? Don’t disappoint your fans, Boss!” 

“Goddamn it, alright.” Sonic, unable to form a reasonable counter-argument, reached for his armor’s buckle.


 

“Brother, where is your champion?”

“Kashi will come.” Rider answered Cathek, who wore a curious smile as he examined both forces. 

“You sure have a lot of faith in a Summoned.” Cathek, who knew how flimsy Summoned’s resolve towards Residents could be, did not comprehend Rider’s steadfast faith in this Kashi guy. However, since he did not expect Rider to answer, he instead looked at Anya and Niye. “It would seem your champions have chosen to take the lead for their respective armies. Are they up to the task?”

Anya’s brows furrowed as she gazed at Brilith. “I find that girl’s ambition worrisome, but…” 

BOOM!

Giant vines that stretched for at least two kilometers wide shot out of the ground in front of Brilith. The wisben wore a cold smile as she observed the panicked undead knights who crashed into the massive obstacle.

Anya grinned as she looked at the crash.  “… Her abilities definitely cannot be called into question.”

Brilith, unaware of the watching eyes, stretched her hand forward. “Grow.” A simple order. But this simple order resulted in a nightmare for the undead.  Gruuu!  Thousands of thick tree roots, some as thick as two meters wide, shot out from the ground and then began wreaking havoc among the undead army. 

Bang! Crash!

The roots smashed hundreds of undead into powder in an instant, sending the army into a massive panic. Surprisingly, Brilith wore a relaxed smile as she twirled her fingers, manually controlling the vines to crush the high-profile targets like mounted skeletons.

“That monster.” Renark’s gaze grew cold as he watched Brilith’s scary display of power. This was Brilith when she got serious. This was the power that forced Renark to submit or risk the orcs’ annihilation. The orc tightly gripped his ax. The main reason he chose to come to Oni Hill despite risking Brilith’s wrath was to obtain a power that could rival hers. The Berserker state and Chieftain Inheritance had closed a lot of the gap, but he was still shy of matching the ‘Walking Forest.’

Within the retreating crowd, Sophie warily observed Brilith. She could never understand Yggdrasil’s choice to split its blessings between the two of them. Brilith got Yggdrassil’s tremendous life energy, which gave her the ability to quickly grow plants. At first, the skill did not appear too powerful. But when coupled with Mera’s mark, which granted Brilith the ability to command plant life, it became an Overpowered Skill.

Sophie, on the other hand, gained Yggdrasil’s cheat-like healing ability. If she claimed to be the second-best healer in Destia, then no one would dare to say they were number one. Unfortunately, while healers were greatly respected and loved, most were far more attracted to overwhelming power on the level of Brilith. 

Flashy destruction would always beat quiet healing. Sophie’s goal in coming to Oni Hill was to find a battle-skill that would complement a healer. She firmly believed that the only chance she had of beating Brilith was to become a figure people looked up to on the frontlines. 

While Sophie stewed in her unease, Cathek’s brow rose in surprise as he observed Brilith decimate the first wave of undead. “This child. She’s not just relying on Yggdrasil’s Blessing. There’s something else…” The kafu’s eyes shone as he scanned Brilith. A moment later, he spotted an anomaly. “So, she has a god mark. What god championed her?”

Anya answered with a frustrated sigh, “Mera. I don’t know what that goddess was thinking.”

“Now, now. Both Yggdrassil and Mera, beings who love pure hearts, chose this girl.” Cathek rubbed his chin and then nodded. “There must be more to her than meets the eyes, don’t you think so, brother?”

“There are those who hide their true selves beneath masks of cruelty.” Bert briefly glanced at Cathek and then once more shut his eyes. “It is wholly unnecessary, but they never learn until it is too late.”

Cathek chuckled. “I really do miss your lectures, big brother.” He then turned, and then his eyes shone as he looked at Sonic. “Oh, Niye, looks like your champion’s doing something fun. I wonder, can he outshine Anya’s?”

Niye’s lips curled in a warm smile. She observed Sonic’s slightly annoyed expression. This man hated hardwork more than anything. If he weren’t a guildmaster, Sonic would most likely spend his days sleeping on the grass. Unfortunately, Sonic’s propensity for laziness was only surpassed by his vast sense of responsibility. “Just so you know, Sonic also has a god-mark.”

Cathek raised a brow. “Oh, he does? Which god?”

BOOM!

Down below, the ground quaked as Sonic threw his armor and vest onto the ground. The two giant depressions in the ground alerted the onlookers to the fact that the kafu had been walking around with immense weights.

Sonic, who, at some point, had switched to a simple set of cloth armor, raised his right hand to the sky. “Destroy them—”

WHOOOOOO!

The wind suddenly grew turbulent and harsh. Surprisingly though, the heavy winds only affected the undead army. 

Sonic clenched his fists around a pair of sharp, meter-long thin blades and then looked up at the undead. Whirlwinds blew around the kafu, but he appeared unaffected. “Kazekiri!”

Vwoosh!

Sonic disappeared. Simultaneously, a sharp, blue line suddenly appeared across the first line of the undead. Skeleton horses, knights, and drughers suddenly crashed to the ground, their will-o-wisps collectively destroyed by an invisible blade. The first line had barely begun to crumble when the blue line attacked the second row of the undead. It once again destroyed will-o-wisps before the undead could even start to think about protecting themselves.

Whooo!

The chaos did not end there. Everywhere the blue line passed, it kicked up and stirred up a terrible windstorm that was getting worse each second. Soon the blue line didn’t even need to destroy will-o-wisps, as the wind blades within the storm began shattering undead before they even reached the line.

Swoosh.

A few seconds later, the blue line came to a stop, revealing a relaxed Sonic. The kafu took out another bamboo shoot and stuck it in his mouth. Chewing silently, he muttered, “That oughta hold a second or two.”

“WOOOOO!”

The coalition burst into cheers as they watched Sonic and Brilith handle the scary undead with relative ease. Many Summoned once considered Sonic and Brilith unfair to be cheat codes, even going as far as reporting to Genaco’s Moderators. Now, though, those same people were beyond pleased to have these game-breaking bugs on their side!

“This aura. Is that Voltoreos’ Mark?” Cathek cast a stunned gaze at Niye. “That stuck-up god has been released?” Cathek chuckled as he turned to observe the kafu that had begun another pass to strengthen the wind barrier. “It is a pity he got the god of storm’s wind trait. Lightning is so much more effective against undead.”

Niye thinly smiled. “Maybe so, but right now, this is enough.”

Cathek shook his head. “No—”


“It is not enough.”

The Transcendents turned to look at Nornesh, who suddenly dropped a terrifying bombshell. The Divine Dragon did not bother acknowledging the gazes. Instead, he maintained his watch on the generals. The dragon’s brows slightly furrowed as he looked at the space between both armies. “Unfortunately, they lack the numbers.”

“It would seem that is the case.” Bellmaster Rene frowned as he watched the undead flood into the open space, thereby bypassing Sonic and Brilith’s shields. Bellmaster Rene was not pleased with this outcome. The coalition should not have capitulated this quickly. Without them, the undead would soon overrun the Chaos Order. And things would really turn ugly if the undead were let into Oni Hill.

“Wait, hold on.” Tritan prompted. “They haven’t lost yet.”


BOOM!

Dust, bones, and rocks scattered into the air from massive explosions. Renark emerged from the dust with a grim expression, axes hoisted on his shoulders as he glared at the legion rushing at them. “Orcs! Show these foul beasts your power!” Renark roared and then once again swung his axes. The resulting blow shattered dozens of undead but even more instantly filled their place.

Thankfully, the orcs, galvanized by their chieftain, launched a fierce offensive on the undead army. The orcs crushed the undead as they came, suffering numerous injuries in the process. Unfortunately, despite their resilience, the undead were simply overwhelming. 

AN orc warrior panicked as several undead skeletons piled on top of him. They pushed him to the ground and raised their blades, edges shining as they struck down.

BAM!

Just when it seemed all hope was lost, a tremendous force sent the undead flying. “Get up!” An armored hand reached for the orc, who gratefully accepted it and then shot to his feet. 

“Thank yo—” The orc’s platitude froze in his throat when he discovered his savior’s identity.

“If you have time for thanks, you have time to swing your ax!” GrizzlyDiamond shouted and then charged ahead. The warrior’s blade was like a shinigami’s scythe as it mowed down dozens of undead with each swing. “Fuck! This would be the perfect place to level if it wasn’t so damned scary! Reaper! I could use some cover-fire!”

“Got it!” RustyReaper’s assured voice emerged from within the army. A short, imperceptible chant followed, and then a dozen mandalas appeared over the fleeing army. “Watch out!”

GrizzlyDiamond ducked under a skeleton knight’s swing and then stabbed his sword into the ground. Boom! Ki stored in his sword exploded outward, sending the surrounding undead flying. “NOW!”

“Coming!” Following RustyReaper’s confirmation, the mandala shattered into thousands of flame lotuses. The lotuses floated over to GrizzlyDiamond, who twirled his sword overhead like a helicopter blade. The lotus flowers gently descended onto the blade, turning it into a raging bonfire! 

GrizzlyDiamond grinned, even as the searing heat caused sweat to form between his brows. “Take this!” The warrior channeled ki into his blade and then swung with all his might.  “[Phoenix Breaker!]”  A 20-meter wide phoenix gushed out of the warrior’s blade.

Kriiii!

The phoenix let out a shrill cry as it tore through the undead. Hundreds were burnt to dust in an instant, causing a massive gap to open up. GrizzlyDiamond panted and then roared, “Take this chance to run before rei—”

“Watch out!”

 Bam! 

A heavy force sent GrizzlyDiamond tumbling to the ground. Judging from the angle, it could only have been a fellow orc. GrizzlyDiamond spat dust from his mouth as he righted himself and then shouted, “Son of a—”

Clang!

GrizzlyDiamond swallowed his rebuke when he saw Renark block a Drugher Knight’s downward strike. GrizzlyDiamond instinctively chilled upon staring at the will-o-wisps burning in the knight’s eyes. He could tell from its aura that this was one was on another level compared to the fodder they’d been fighting.

“Fuck!” GrizzlyDiamond cursed and then charged at Renark. The warrior swung his blade with full force, rage evident in his heated gaze. 

“Even now!?” Renark spat out in stunned disbelief when he noticed the warrior charging from the side. It was not like he saved GrizzlyDiamond out of the kindness of his heart. He did so because right now, they could not afford to lose any powerful allies, be they secret enemies or not.

Unfortunately, it seemed like GrizzlyDiamond lacked that foresight.

Renark’s sight turned red, and he was about to unleash his berserker form when GrizzlyDiamond suddenly shouted, “Duck!”

Renark’s instinct caused him to move before he could think. He kicked the Drugher in the chest, pushing it about five meters away. It was not much space, but it was more than enough for a split-second duck.

CLANG!

Sparks fell to the ground around Renark immediately he ducked. The orc chieftain turned and saw a skinny humanoid ‘thing’ above. The skeleton, whose long tail suggested it was some sort of beastkin in its past life, floated above Renark. It was held up by a terrifying bone spear that had been interrupted by GrizzlyDiamond’s sword. 

Renark’s gaze shifted as he instantly understood what just transpired. Unfortunately, there was neither time for thanks nor acknowledgment. The Drugher Knight had stabilized its footing and was about to launch an attack. Renark’s gaze narrowed. Following his warrior’s instinct, he shouted, “Switch!”

GrizzlyDiamond’s muscles suddenly bulged. “FLY!” Following his shout, GrizzlyDiamond, in a show of herculean strength, launched the tailed skeleton into the air. Borrowing the momentum, he spun around and then blocked the Drugher Knight’s charge. At the same time, Renark jumped and launched a devastating series of blows on the airborne skeleton.

In a fine display of enemies working together for a common goal, GrizzlyDiamond and Renark safely coasted through the terrifying ambush. Soon after, they both dispatched their opponents after settling into a steady rhythm. 

Unfortunately, in the short time that they were occupied, both the orcs and humes suffered heavy damage as the skeleton elites charged into their midst. GrizzlyDiamond and Renark roared with anger and then rushed to their allies’ aid.

Meanwhile, across the plains, Sonic’s coalition was not faring any better. The kafu’s generals were fighting strong, doing their best to prevent the army from getting overrun. But soon, even they got entangled with elites, with left the regular forces vulnerable.

Fortunately, there were many crouching tigers and hidden dragons amongst the coalition. These hidden men and women burst into the scene, finally showing off their strength as they helped the generals fight off the elite undead.

Sonic gritted his teeth as he watched the undead forces pile into the empty space between the armies. Even with his speed, he could not stretch himself that far, or the wind-blades would lose their potency. As a result, he could only watch as a massive group of undead dashed past.

Sonic grimaced when he realized their goal. The undead planned on surrounding and then swallowing both forces after passing them with their superior numbers. The kafu inwardly cursed. “Where the hell is he!?”


“This is not how this is supposed to go.” 

Queen Alia frowned, her brows drawn together in unbridled rage. At this rate, the undead would rout the coalition in a couple dozen seconds. “Damn it. We have no choice.” She raised the rink and then regretfully gave the order. “Charge! Do not let the undead break out!”

After giving the order, Alia’s pupils trembled as she watched the Chaos soldiers run out while proudly waving their weapons. These men and women dedicated their lives to and followed her because they believed in her. While she was more than prepared to shed the lives of thousands, she always found it difficult to bear the thought of losing anyone who had sworn their loyalty to her—especially in a scenario like this, where their sacrifices were unplanned.

“AAAAAH!”

The bloodthirsty shouts coming from the valley drew her attention to the sight of the Chaos Order troops smashing against the Western and Eastern coalitions and the mass of undead at their center.

Alia’s knuckles turned white from clenching too hard. Just in the last five minutes, she could not count the number of people that died. The Chaos Order’s troops came under heavy fire from all parties involved. The coalition forces needed to break through, whereas the undead was looking to kill any living being. These two forces attacked the Chaos Order’s hume wall with heavy ferocity.

Alia’s heart bled as she watched soldiers crumble to the floor. These people had given their everything to the cause and were now paying the ultimate price. She glanced at Skyrm. The young queen banished any thoughts that it was for the greater good. She did not take any of these deaths lightly. 

As time passed, the death toll began to rise. The undeads’ attacks grew more refined over time as the rusty undead warriors regained their former expertise. This inevitably led to even more deaths on Alia’s side. By the time it began to edge towards 5,000 dead Order members, Alia could no longer take it. She raised her head to the sky and let out an anguished roar. She wanted to rush down there, but she knew that doing so would compromise her. Right now, she needed to protect Gunder to ensure he finished the spell uninterrupted.

In the end, Queen Alia could only cast an enraged glare at the mass of undead where a gaping hole used to be. It was all because of this spot. If Kashi and the Maggots arrived on time, she would not have lost so many good soldiers. The queen gritted her teeth. A chilling aura oozed off the young woman as she looked to the sky and then roared, “Where the fuck are you, KA—”

CRAACCKLE! BOOM!

The world went white after a gigantic bolt of lightning struck the center of the battlefield! The ensuing explosion sent snake-like lightning bolts tearing through the undead forces. The lightning bolts formed purgatory chains that instantly incinerated thousands of undead, leaving only dust in their wake.

VWOOSH!

Queen Alia shielded her eyes, first from the blinding light and then from the powerful winds that followed. When the wind passed, she dropped her hands and then looked to the epicenter of the explosion. Upon seeing the beings there, her eyes went wide with shock. “What the f—”

“Fuck!” Crow shouted as he pushed off a collapsed skeleton. The poor assassin just saw his life flash past his eyes. Fortunately, the lightning bolt dodged him at the last second. Initially, he thought it was a fluke, but upon looking around, he soon confirmed that the lightning’s master was a godly being. It somehow only attacked the undead! Not a single hume or orc on any side was hurt. He looked at the figure at the center with awe in his eyes. “Damn, that’s what we’re up against?”

“Ho-Ho, that child sure knows how to make an entrance.” Nornesh grinned as he observed the newcomer. Across from him, the Order’s Transcendents wore ugly expressions. What kind of power was that? Not even they were confident they could unleash that kind of strike. Was he a Transcendent too?

Elsewhere, Cathek’s eyes shone as he studied the daeben seated atop a magnificent kirin. “So, this is your champion, brother.” A smile tugged at the edge of his lips as he looked at the battlefield that had suddenly gone silent. That’s right, including the undead. “At the very least, he knows how to command a scene. Now, I wonder, are his skills as good as his bluff.”

“You will soon see for yourself.” Rider chuckled and then looked into the distance. “What are you waiting for? Your precious Kashi is finally here.”

Down below, Brilith and Sonic wore complicated gazes as they looked at Kashi seated atop Drixlia. That power. They refused to believe it was his base strength. There had to be some sort of secret to it, or this war would become a quick joke. 

Regardless of the reason, both generals were thankful for the temporary relief. Kashi’s attacks had destroyed the undead within the gap. This action greatly relieved the pressure, but at the same time, due to the unique nature of the battlefield, it placed Kashi right at the center.

The Order was at his front, Brilith, and Sonic at his left and right, respectively, and finally, the undead were watching at his back.

Kashi might have opened the gap, but this only put him in the warring factions’ direct sights. It would not be long before he was once again swallowed by the undead’s forces.

While the factions wondered what Kashi’s plan was, the daeben’s lips faintly parted.

Everyone present used their hidden arts to enhance their hearing to the limit. They could not wait to hear what this powerful man had to say. Would he summon his people with a spell? Declare war? Or say something courageous?

Kashi, seemingly oblivious to the curious stares, wiped his brows and said with a relieved sigh, “Phew… Finally made it. Who would have thought I would oversleep? Branches are deceptively comfortable. Right, Drixlia?”

Drixlia harrumphed.

“Haha. Sorry. You’re right. You’ve never slept on a branch – how would you know?” Kashi chuckled as he observed the stares. This was a major bluff that worked in his favor. 

‘What? What the hell is he talking about at a time like this?’

Soldiers, warriors, and generals on all sides gave the daeben a disbelieving glare. How does someone oversleep before a battle as big as this? Also, why the hell was he cracking dumb jokes like he was in his backyard? This was a battlefield! Summon your troops, for goddamn sakes!

“Mm. That feels more like it.” Kashi smiled when he felt the gazes shift from curiosity to hostility. The daeben felt much more comfortable. Yes, this was the mindset with which to go do crazy stuff. Kashi dismounted.

Pa.

Kashi’s feet striking the earth coincided with several soldiers’ hearts skipping a beat. Even though Kashi was not the type to flaunt his aura, they could feel something off about this man. It was like he was a hibernating demon, just waiting for the right opportunity to awaken and feast on their souls.

“Alright then.” Kashi pulled up his inventory.  Bang!  A two-meter water tall water drum dropped to the ground. Kashi took a thick syringe connected to the drum by a transparent pipe and then drove the needle into his arm. Wearing a savage expression, Kashi reached for the ‘tap’ handle and then pushed it to the side.

Grrrrruuuu!

The soldiers watched as a shiny blue liquid flowed through the pipe and into his arms. 

“Impossible!” The first person to react was Brilith. As a mage, she could recognize a magic potion anywhere. She also knew what would happen to anyone who ingested mana at the speed Kashi was right now. Instant self-implosion! Had he lost his mind?

Following Brilith’s shout, several magicians figured it out, and they, too, raised a clamor in shock. Was this even possible? What were the daeben’s veins made of!?

Only one person was unfazed. As someone who witnessed Kashi’s baptism, Nornesh wore a proud smile as he watched blue lines begin to shine all over Kashi’s body. This was a sign of mana saturation—a point where the mana in someone’s body had surpassed safe levels. Usually, one would stop at this point, but Kashi just kept absorbing even more.

After a few more seconds, Kashi smiled and then patted Drixlia’s side. “Protect me, Drix. This one might take a while.” With those words, Kashi held his hand out hands. The daeben’s veins bulged through his skin, belying the heavy stress they endured. It seemed they would explode at any moment!

Kashi, however, was not bothered. That was because he knew. Rather than too much mana, his only fear was that his body could not absorb fast enough. The daeben’s eyes glowed with mana intoxication as he shouted, “Open! Orez Gate!”

“Ack!” Kashi coughed blood as a tremendously dangerous amount of mana escaped his body in a single blow. The daeben’s muscles shrunk as he was drained damn near to the last drop. Luckily, the drum’s mana rapidly refilled his reserves, just about preventing him from turning into a hollowed-out husk.

“The hell?” 

Kashi’s pain was not for nothing. Several soldiers exclaimed in shock as they pointed at a pea-sized portal behind the daeben that slowly began to expand. Within a few seconds, it had grown to the height of a man and was still expanding!

“This son of a bitch!”

It did not take long for the crowd to figure out Kashi’s intentions. Unlike they, who relied on teleportation matrixes, this mad man was opening a portal to transport his entire army at once! It had to be known that opening a portal was the easy part. Supplying a portal with enough mana to transport numerous people usually required hundreds of support items like mana-stones. But this mad daeben actually intended to rely on his own mana (plus the giant drum next to him.)

But Still!

If the humes could figure it out, then the undead definitely did. Within the undead ranks, several more intelligent beings shook off their initial shock. They immediately ordered the less intelligent masses to converge on Kashi!

The undead could not suffer Kashi to successfully summon reinforcements! They would lose the tactical advantage if the new force closed that gap! Of course, the undead army held an overwhelming numerical advantage, but who did not like to complete a battle in the most efficient way and with the least casualties.

Kashi, who had his back to the undead, did not spare the onrushing mob a glance. Well, not that he could. Once he opened the portal, he was stuck until it wholly opened. If he moved, the portal would close, and then he would have wasted all his prior effort and mana.

Kashi, however, was not worried. 

Why?

Brrraccckklle!

Kashi had the ultimate guardian! 

Drixlia ran in a ring roughly 100m around the daeben. Similar to Sonic earlier, the kirin’s speed and attribute formed a giant wall filled with lightning. Drixlia did not need to fight off the undead. Any that touched the wall instantly crumbled to ash. Of course, this was not just because of Drixlia’s strength but also thanks to the undead’s fatal weakness to the purifying nature of lightning. This was a weakness much worse than that of fire and second only to holy magic.

The unaffiliated soldiers at either end cheered as they watched the undead’s futile attempts to break past the wall.

Sonic, on the other hand, heaved a sigh of relief. He’d gotten some clues from watching Drixlia’s run. That thunderbolt earlier seemed to be some sort of supercharged stored ability. His guess was that as Drixlia ran, it built up electricity in its body. It could then either release that energy around it like it was doing right now, or store them for one mega-attack like it did when Kashi made his entrance.

Sonic was not sure how long Drixlia needed to store that much energy or if that was even its limit. But it was comforting to know that the kirin could not unleash that kind of devastating strength at command.

With his fears allayed, Sonic once again put his full focus on preventing the undead from ambushing his forces. Thankfully, the pressure had significantly reduced because most of their forces were rushing to stop Kashi. 

Fortunately, like moths to a flame, the undead were endlessly burned to a crisp upon striking the lightning wall.

Woof! Woof!

Just when it seemed like Kashi was in the clear, the disturbing sounds of snarling dogs and terrible growls burst out from the undead army.

“What?” Brilith frowned as hundreds of skeleton dogs, wolves, bears, and all sorts of creatures charged out, snarling as they rushed at the wall.

BANG! ZZT!

As expected, these undead monsters also vaporized upon contact. Zzt. But there was a difference. A small tiny gap appeared after the first dozen struck the same spot. 

“Damn it!” Brilith cursed. She looked to send one of her generals to assist but soon found they were all occupied by powerful elites. It appeared the undead forces were not without strategy. The earlier attacks had sussed out the coalition’s strongest members. Now, the undead used that information to keep them out of the way.

As such, Brilith could only watch as the hole grew wider, despite Drixlia’s efforts to reinforce it. Eventually, the gap grew to roughly the size of a man. But at the same time, the undead had run out of monsters to throw at the gap.

Hundreds of undead monsters had been sacrificed to open this gap. It was a testament, both to Drixlia’s strength and to the undead’s steadfast resolve to their mission. 

Drixlia moved to close the gap once the final monster vaporized. 

Woooosh!

The undead were even faster!

Seven Elite Drughers slipped through the gap before it could close. 

Drixlia was enraged! It wanted to charge at these fools, but the undead army right outside its range gave it pause. If it let this wall fall, then Kashi would have to deal with the wrath of thousands of undead at once.

Drixlia neighed in anger, but during its pass, it noticed Kashi’s relaxed expression. Only then did it calm down. If Kashi was not worried, then it would just do its job and keep out the trash.

The Elite Drughers glared at the daeben ahead. The portal he was opening now stretched at thirty meters wide and over sixty meters tall. What the hell was he trying to summon that needed that much space and height? No wonder he needed so much mana!

Well, there was no need to find out.

Roar!

The Elite Drughers roared and then charged out, flames burning in their eyes as they raised their blades, swords, and spears. Within the blink of an eye, the monsters closed the gap and then either swung or stabbed at the daeben. 

“Damn it!” Sonic cursed. 

“I overestimated him.” Brilith’s gaze dimmed.

“This can’t be the end.” Queen Alia glared at Kashi. Her knuckles whitened with fear as she shouted, “Come on!”

BOOM!  

The area around Kashi suddenly exploded, sending the Elite Drughers flying. Two figures burst out of the generated smoke and then charged down the flying undead.

The first figure was a young girl with tufts of dark fur growing along her arms and legs. A pair of pronounced canines, sharp, angled features, and thin, cat-like pupils revealed she was most likely a werewolf. “Don’t hurt Kashi!” Despite her ferocious form, Zuri’s energetic voice remained intact, albeit tinged with a lot of rage at the moment. “You’ll pay!”

Vwoosh!

Zuri kicked hard and appeared before the first Elite Drugher. The Elite Drugher swung hard in retaliation, sending its blade toward Zuri’s exposed neck! Rather than panic, Zuri turned and then glared at the incoming blade.

Crunch!  

The Elite Drugher faltered. Disbelief echoed in its flickering eye sockets as it looked at the little girl who ‘ate’ its sword. 

Zuri sneered when she saw the skeleton’s expression. Was this blade supposed to be hard? Rider made her chew on much harder bones every day. This weakling dared to harm Kashi? “Zuri will never forgive you!” The ferocious werewolf reared her head back and then swallowed a huge breath.  “DIE!”

BOOOOM!

A colossal sound wave stormed out of Zuri’s mouth and then slammed into the Elite Drugher! Crack! The Elite Drugher’s bones cracked in various places after suffering the brunt of that vicious attack. It could only gaze at the ‘little girl’ in disbelief as its entire frame crumbled to dust.

‘Rooar!

Zuri had barely registered her win when two more Elite Drughers recovered and then charged at her. The young woman growled and then crossed her arms in front of her chest. 

Shiing!

Twn centimeters long nails protruded from her fingers. The little girls’ eyes narrowed as she channeled ki into her hand. Once then Elite Drughers were 5 meters away, Zuri suddenly swung her claws in their direction.

Naturally, her claws could not reach the Elite Drughers.

Shling!

But, who said it had to? Giant ki blades shot out from her fingertips and then crushed the rushing skeletons to dust.

A few feet away from her, Hektor watched as the remaining Elite Drughers charged at him from different angles, and at different speeds to confuse him. Hektor, however, regarded the Elite Drughers with an eerie calm. Seemingly unconcerned with their numbers, Hektor held out his right arm. 

“Come,  [ChaosBringer]. ” 

Vwuuuu…

Hektor’s aura skyrocketed as a terrible buster sword slowly appeared in front of him, the hilt firmly grasped by his right hand. Hektor regarded the incoming Drughers with a calm gaze. 

Bam!

Hektor took one step forward and then raised the buster sword overhead. “Cheap tricks.” The sword suddenly began to glow red as heavy, oppressive ki leaked from the sinister weapon. The young swordsman appeared unaffected, however, as he took the next step. 

Vwoosh!

Hektor swung downward. Surprisingly, four arcs shot out his swing and then smashed into the Elite Drughers! 

Boom! Boom! Boom!

An instantaneous defeat! The remaining Elite Drughers could not withstand even a single blow from Hektor! The red-haired youth grinned as he stared at his pile of broken bones. 

He had gotten stronger! Hektor always knew from the daily training that he had gotten stronger, but he never really grasped how far he had come. Today. Today, he finally showed his worth as someone who could protect Kashi!

Hektor and Zuri surprisingly did not go back to Kashi’s side. Rather, as if planned earlier, the duo positioned themselves north and south of Kashi to cover him completely.

“Drix, that’s enough. You can rest now.” Kashi, the man, supposed to be protected, suddenly said these words. It was an order that seemingly made no sense, considering that the lightning wall was all that stood between Kashi and the undead.

Kashi, however, knew that despite Drixlia’s brave front, the kirin was beyond exhausted. It had run nonstop for over 12 hours from Kerta to Drakase. It was a miracle it was still on its feet.

Besides… 

Drixlia obeyed Kashi’s order and immediately stopped its run. It then trotted over to Kashi and stood by his side. 

Bzzzt.

The lightning wall weakened following Drixlia’s departure. The undead did not miss this opportunity to break through and then charged en masse. 

Hektor and Zuri glared at the incoming horde with rugged determination. The two had been forged in the heat of countless battles and then tempered by battle geniuses. Their wills were tough and incorruptible. They never considered running for even a second.

“…We don’t need the wall anymore.”

Vwoosh!

Following Kashi’s words, a shadow suddenly burst out from his portal.

BOOOOM!

Explosions simultaneously rang out over the undead army as the figure zoomed overhead. A raging fire consumed the undead, its indescribable rage burning the damned to dust.

“Haha!” Syèl laughed as he flew overhead. “Ashes to Ashes! Dust to Dust!”

Skrriiiii!

A sharp shrill cry exploded over the battlefield as a 30-meter wide ki-blade broke out of the portal and then mowed down the undead en masse.

Shokō then calmly stepped out of the portal. She took a look around. Her gaze brightened when she saw Zuri and Hektor, “Zuri, Hektor, shall we go raise some hell?” With the duo at her side, she charged into the undead army. 

Contrary to expectations, this party of four managed to push the undead back, allowing Kashi to move to the next phase. “Coast is clear. Come out.”

Following Kashi’s shout, the most unbelievable sight occurred. Three gigantic floating ships pierced out of the portal to hover over the battlefield. Absalon and the Hopeful Maggots’ main forces occupied the first skyboat. The second was manned by Stryke and the guilds' coalition that had submitted to the Hopeful Maggots. 

A powerful, earth-shattering song boomed from the final and most beautiful skyboat. Lunette and Shadow stood atop this boat with everyone from the choir and volunteer musicians.

Kashi, however, was far from done.

Leila walked out of the portal and then stood a step behind Kashi. Behind her, nearly fifty thousand soldiers from Rosendun, Serisis, and Merriheim’s official armies marched out in an orderly fashion. A tremendous knife-edge ferocity smoldered in these soldiers’ eyes. These people were not mercenaries. They fought for the pride in their country. For that pride, they would happily lay down their lives at any time.

As Kashi held the tunnel, even more prominent figures walked out, Asha, Miote, Durst, Rudega, and many, many more.

For the first time, perhaps because he could not move, Kashi noticed how many people he had around him. He was never alone. Not truly anyway. There were people who genuinely cared about him. 

“I’m not alone.” Kashi looked up to Oni Hill's top, as Syèl, Shokō, Hektor, and Zuri returned and then took their place alongside him. Kashi looked at the people he had gained along the long journey that was his life. No matter what happened in the future, no one could ever deny that he was alive right here, right now.

A toothy, slightly cheeky grin spread up Kashi’s lips as he raised his and, “MAGGOTS!” It did not matter whether they were directly affiliated with the maggots or not. Everyone gathered under Kashi’s banner shouted in response.

Kashi’s grin widened as his eyes turned into sinister slits. “It is time to feed…”



            

    
        Chapter 242: Summit of the Four Kings

    
    
    
    
                
Ranad, Rosendun.

6:05 p.m. 17  th   Zelyr 1092.

A robed traveler walked into the strangely quiet city. The traveler’s torn windbreaker and dusty, worn shoes told the tale of a long, arduous journey. A guard at the gate stopped the suspicious person for some routine questions.

“What’s your purpose for visiting Ranad?”

“I need to speak to the Hopeful Maggots.”

The guard nodded and promptly explained the path to the Hopeful Maggots’ headquarters. However, out of goodwill, he added, “I know it’s been a long journey, but I suggest you take a bath at the inn and change your clothes. Hundreds apply every day. First impressions are important.”

“Thanks for the advice.” The traveler candidly gave the guard a few gold coins to express his gratitude. “But I’m in somewhat of a hurry.”

The guard pocketed the gold and shook his head as he watched the traveler walk into the city. “What a pity. He’s so handsome too. Hope he doesn’t end up on the streets.” 

Meanwhile, the traveler chuckled as he looked at Ranad’s streets. “It’s only been a year, and it’s changed this much?” The tiny village, Ranad, had disappeared, replaced by a busy modern city with paved roads, complex road networks, and thousands of residents.

The residents had eager eyes as they went about their daily routines. Residents and Summoned worked together to achieve various goals, which boosted the city’s economy and standing. Furthermore, Ranad was one of two cities located at the Atled Delta’s head. Its strategic position made it become a major trading city for fishermen and adventurers who sold rare items found in the Delta.

All of Ranad’s recent accomplishments was directly or indirectly caused by the city’s gem: the Hopeful Maggots’ Headquarters. Many Residents and Summoned traveled to the town to apply for the guild. When they settled down, they needed jobs. So some took to the Delta to search for opportunities, while other less ambitious individuals settled as farmers, fishermen, or handymen for the countless available jobs in the developing city.

The traveler had passed by Ranad once in the last year before he returned home. The broken-down hopeless town he saw then paled far too much to the magnificent city around him.

The traveler adjusted his windbreaker as a cool breeze blew. His identity was still a bit sensitive in these parts. He could not let the wrong person recognize him, or that would cause a lot of unwanted problems.

Fortunately, the traveler did not need to search for long before reaching the Hopeful Maggots’ HQ. The guard gave accurate directions, and honestly, no one could miss the grand building. It was the largest building and compound in the entire city, after all.

Like at the city gates, a guard stopped the traveler, mostly because of his inconspicuous, dirty appearance. “Forgive me, sir. May I ask your purpose for this visit?”

‘Polite, yet firm. Kashi trained them well.’  The traveler smiled in appreciation of the guards’ conduct. “I am an old friend of Kashi, your guildmaster. I’m here to see him.”

“The guildmaster’s friend?” The guard looked at the traveler with skeptical eyes. However, he did not turn the traveler away. “Our guildmaster is currently occupied with a mission. But you may speak with the receptionist. She will tell you the next steps to take if you wish to wait.”

The traveler nodded. “Thank you.” He walked past the guards and through the gates, wondering why the large garden he passed through was so deserted. Eventually, he walked into the main building, but even the reception hall was empty.

The traveler wondered if the absences had something to do with that ‘mission’ the guard mentioned. Regardless of his thoughts, he walked up to the reception desk and pressed the bell. It took a few tries, but eventually, a young mertian woman rushed out of a backroom. 

Intriguingly, the lady’s furrowed brows gave off the feeling she was annoyed. It looked like the traveler interrupted her in the middle of something important. Fortunately, the lady quickly fixed her expression and greeted the traveler with a warm smile. “Good Evening Sir, welcome to the Hopeful Maggots’ Headquarters. May I inquire the purpose of your visit.”

“Ah, I want to meet your guildmaster.” The traveler pulled down his windbreaker, revealing dirty blond hair and a pair of beautiful, charming brown eyes. His lips spread in a killer smile as he said, “My name is Leon. He can verify my identity.”

The receptionists’ heart nearly stopped when Leon smiled. As the Maggots’ receptionist, she had come across countless handsome young men—especially among the Summoned who abused the character creation menu. Leon, however, was a different breed. His every being oozed charisma and charm. A simple smile could cause nations to go to war over him.

“U-um, Leon-san, is it?” The receptionist took out a notebook and ran through a list of names. “Indeed, your name was put down as an important VIP by the guildmaster.” She put the book away and smiled at Leon. “The guildmaster is away on a mission right now. Most of the staff is watching the mission as we speak. We can provide a room for you to wash up and wait, or you could watch with us.”

“Watch? What do you mean?”

The receptionist smiled as she explained, “The Summoned have a strange method of sending events happening far away so we can view them. I do not know the intricacies, but you should see it for yourself. If you are lucky, you might even see our guildmaster in action.”

“Kashi?” Curiosity sparkled in Leon’s eyes as he followed the woman through a backdoor. She led him to a large courtyard, where a massive crowd watched something on a large screen. 

L.N.E was a game with countless skills, many of which some would consider useless at first glance. However, innovative individuals always found ways to make these seemingly hopeless skills priceless.

Genaco’s Entertainment Division often promoted the game through in-game stories and interviews held by its player-reporters. These player-reporters learned various auditory and ocular skills to improve the quality of the things they saw and heard. Those sights and sounds were filtered to the entertainment Division in real-time, who then uploaded them to their live network.

Anyone connected to a Virtual Drive could access these live reports or wait until the media team cut the videos for their television and UTube contents. Currently, a Summoned was broadcasting a live report from a player-reporter mixed into the army at Oni-Hill.

Coincidentally, Leon walked in just as the ‘camera’ zoomed-in a conspicuous daeben wearing a triumphant grin as he roared, “MAGGOTS…”

“HUOOO!” 

Leon trembled as the courtyard exploded with roars and chants. Clearly, these people idolized that daeben beyond common reasoning. It would not be too much to say he was a god to some of them. This was even more so for Ranad’s original citizens, who pinched themselves awake every morning. 

“Hehe. You came a long way from that tiny cell, Kashi.” Leon’s lips curled upward as he looked at the daeben on the screen. “Don’t you dare die!”

Like Leon, countless eyes around the continent watched with bated breath as Kashi dropped his hand and then declared, “It is time to feed.”


Oni Hill, Drakase.

6:25 p.m. 17  th   Zelyr 1092.

The arrival of Kashi’s Hopeful Maggots sent explosive ripples echoing through the hearts of everyone at the hill. Whether it was Kashi’s kirin, Drixlia, the portals, the skyboats, or the Maggots’ scary strength, each marvel was more shocking than the last!

Following Kashi’s order, the Hopeful Maggots’ allied army descended from the skyboats and then rushed at the stunned undead army under Absalon’s lead. 

Humans, elves, beastkin, dwarfs, and drakul fought side-by-side without prejudice, revealing scarily explosive strength as they pulverized the undead. It was a sight the continent had not seen in thousands of years. So many races fighting on the same side, on equal footing? How did the daeben accomplish this?

Atop Oni Hill, Queen  Alia Tatjana Thorraid stared at the Hopeful Maggots’ army with a complicated gaze. 

“Ho-ho. Isn’t this quite the sight?” Bellmaster Rene laughed as he gazed at the little flies on the ground. “That daeben is trying to accomplish the same goal as you. What do you say? Do you think we can work with him?”

Alia scrunched her nose in disgust. “Regardless of his accomplishments, that man is a Summoned. Summoned are too dangerous since they do not fear death. We can not work with someone whose fate we cannot tamper with.” She then paused as a smile spread on her lips. “But the Summoned do have their uses. Let us go, Bellmaster. Now that everyone is here, we must greet our guests.”

“As you wish.” Bellmaster Rene took Alia’s hand as one of his bells softly rang. Moments later, they disappeared and appeared on the ground, between the Maggot alliance and the Chaos Order soldiers.

Kashi, who had been watching the soldiers’ progress against the undead army, turned around when he felt a dangerous presence behind him. His brows furrowed when he saw the daeben queen standing next to a massive monk-looking man. “Transcendents.”

Kashi recognized the energy from the newcomers. It was very similar to Brock and Damah Dumm’s. An oppressive force that seemed to reject the world around them, like they were going against the world’s rule. However, he could tell that the daeben was a new transcendent. Her aura was still unstable and wild, indicating she was not yet used to her new strength.

Queen Alia smiled as she felt the hot gazes coming from the allied armies. “Sonic, Brilith, and Kashi.” She spoke softly, but somehow her voice carried above the din of clashing metal into the guildmasters’ ears. “I am Queen Alia Tatjana Thorraid, leader of the Chaos Order. May we have a chat?”

“Heh. So you’re the head?” muttered Kashi as he committed her face to memory. Soon, he would have to cut off that head. For now, though, Kashi turned to Leila and said, “Take command. I’m going on a short stroll.”

Leila glanced at the scantily-clad daeben queen. “Sure, but make it quick.”

“Hehe.” Kashi grinned and cracked his knuckles as he walked away. “I’m not entirely sure that’s up to me.”

Kashi was not surprised to see two individuals step out of the flanking armies at nearly the same time as him. He had received reports from Leila about these two troublemakers, but this was the first time seeing their faces.

“Sonic and Brilith.” Kashi clenched his fists as he also committed their faces to memory. Knowing your enemy was one of the first and most essential facets of battle. They might be allies now, but Kashi knew he would have to face off against them soon enough. He also had no doubt that the others were doing something similar.

Kashi, Sonic, and Brilith stopped roughly five meters away from Alia and themselves, forming an interesting diamond-shape. It was apparent that the trio did not trust themselves enough to stay within attacking range.

Queen Alia looked at the leaders with a teasing smile, “Thank you for accepting my invitation, guildmasters. I have called you here to propose a temporary alliance if you dare accept.”

“An alliance?” Sonic shook his head as he softly chewed on a stalk. “Our goals are directly opposite to each other. You want to summon Razznik, while we want to stop you. How could we possibly ally with each other?” 

“Oh, this alliance would not get in the way of your goal.” Queen Alia pointed at Oni Hill’s guardian statues. “Even if you defeat my army, ninety-five percent of you will not be able to pass through the gate’s sorting test. Rather than waste lives this way, why don’t we let our soldiers work together to take down the undead and loot the numerous dragon graves and dungeons while we still have the chance?”

“Interesting proposition.” Brilith sneered. Did this woman get scared when Kashi’s army showed up? Did she think she could backtrack now? “However, what guarantee do we have your word is true? Who says our army cannot pass through the gates—”

“She’s telling the truth.” Kashi interrupted with a calm gaze. “Most of us cannot make it through.” He paused and then rephrased, “No. More like, if they aren’t at the level of your generals, you can forget it. The gate doesn’t just test strength, but will too.”

Alia’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. “You seem to know a lot about the gate?”

Kashi shrugged. “I am a big Razznik fan. Your timing sucks, or I would have helped you summon him myself.”

“You are a Razznik ‘fan’? What does that mean?”

“It means no one knows more about Razznik than me, and no one wants to defeat him more than I do. But that is neither here nor there. You want our armies to raid the dungeons now that we have the advantage in numbers, right? This way, no matter what happens in the end, all sides can escape Oni Hill with countless resources to strengthen their forces.” Kashi playfully tapped his chin. “Good plan. I like it. The Maggots are in.”

“You cannot make that decision by yourself.” Sonic angrily glared at Kashi. “Your callousness can put the rest of us at risk.”

Kashi glanced at Alia. “Hey, is your army going to backstab ours during the operation?”

Alia shook her head with an amused glint in her eyes. “No, certainly not. The Chaos Order does not deceive or lie. We take what we want with upright honesty.”

“Hear that?” Kashi chuckled as he glanced at Sonic. “They don’t think we’re worth shit. That’s why they can work with us without qualms. I dare say she’s been planning for this exact moment. For all we know, releasing Razznik might just be a hail-mary attempt, while ransacking Drakase is the true aim. Whichever way, we don’t stand to lose much. Rather than waste lives fighting, why not let the adventurers and warriors seek fortune while the leaders duke it out inside Oni Hill?”

Kashi looked at the mountain range with a thin smile. “I’m betting you’ve set up many surprises for us in there, right?” Kashi’s eyes already gleamed with challenging light as he glanced at Alia. “It won’t be boring, right?”

Queen Alia involuntarily trembled at the bloodlust in Kashi’s eyes. This man was a true battle-lust warrior. She dared not judge him by conventional means, or she would end up in a terrible situation. With these thoughts in mind, Alia laughed and then gestured at the mountain. “Yes. We have prepared many ‘gifts’ for those who choose to attack Oni Hill. I wonder if you can make it to the top before time runs out?”

Sonic and Brilith’s expressions twitched when they recalled the time limit. Indeed, if the Chaos Order’s army insisted on fighting a defensive battle, they could hold out for a few hours. Would the allied forces still be able to reach the top in time after all that?

Sonic and Brilith quickly calculated and realized it was indeed unlikely. To beat that time limit, the elites would have to break through the Chaos Order on their own. Since both scenarios separated the elites from the main army, why not reduce their losses and give their men a chance to earn plenty of Syros?

While Brilith and Sonic agonized over their choice, Kashi turned his attention to the Chaos Order leader. “Well, since I have you here, I might as well ask: what is your ultimate goal? People with your eyes are not the type to fanatically worship a god. And I do not believe for a moment that you truly believe Razznik is the type to do everything you say just because you summon him.”

Queen Alia let out a short laugh as she examined Kashi. “As I thought, you are a different kind of man. In Markoth, you would have been a worthy husband to fight over.”

“Well, thank you for the praise.”

“It is well-deserved.” Queen Alia tapped her arm while wearing a playful smirk. “What is our goal, you ask?” She glanced over Kashi’s shoulder at the Maggot army wreaking havoc in the distance. “Our goal is probably the same as yours: A united world under a single banner, where no race need feel inferior to others. Tell me, is that such a bad goal?”

“Would I not be a hypocrite if I said otherwise? After all, I am trying to do the same thing.” Kashi’s expression darkened as he recalled the tragic sight in Merriheim’s mines and the centaurs’ plight. “However, your methods—”

“Forced, unfortunately,” answered Queen Alia as she looked up at the half-moon in the sky. “Before the Summoned returned, this world went through a thousand years in which perished souls could not return to the Circle, but rather hung around the world. That amount of soul energy would have destabilized our realm if left unchecked. We needed to find a way to control and harness those souls until the Summoned returned to revive the gods.”

Alia sighed. “Our methods might be gruesome, but we did find a way to control the dead’s soul energy. It just so happens that we found out we could use that energy for something greater than we ever anticipated.”

“Razznik’s Summoning.” Kashi’s eyes darkened as he began filling in the missing pieces in this complex puzzle. “All the suffering you’ve caused. The dark energies in Kirkcour Woods and in the mines. You’ve been harvesting chaotic energy from the continent for decades. All for today—you need that energy to summon Razznik.”

“Brilliant!” Queen Alia clapped her hands with appreciative eyes. “I knew you were different, but your brilliance astounds me. Yes, we will use that energy to summon Razznik today.” Her lips spread in a smile as she added, “Do not bother sending priests to those locations. The chaotic energy has festered for decades. You cannot get rid of it with a few Purification spells. Besides, we have dozens of locations you are yet to find.” Alia adjusted her hair behind her ear. “We remained in the shadows for so long, specifically so no one would find out what we did until it was too late.”

“That was a magnificent plan.” Kashi nodded in frank appreciation. “Patience, wisdom, and strength. You guys have it all. No wonder you grew to your current strength.” Despite his words, Kashi’s fists clenched as he looked at Alia. “But you will still fail. Just wait patiently at the top. I will come over and punch some sense into you lot.” Kashi then turned to Sonic and Brilith. “Stop overthinking it. Let the kids go have some fun. You heard her. We don’t have time to waste.”

Sonic spat out the stalk. It suddenly had a bad taste after listening to the daebens’ chat. “Well, why not? This seems to be the path with the least casualties.”

Brilith glanced at Sonic and Kashi. With the reduced numbers, it would be easier to assassinate either of them without witnesses. Thinking up to this point, Brilith revealed a venomous smile as she replied, “We will do as you suggest. I am sure the warriors will be glad to hear your proposal.”

With the forces reaching an agreement, Kashi laughed and then walked back to his army. He briefly glanced at Alia and promised, “See you at the top.”

Alia’s eyes trembled as Bellmaster Rene placed a hand on her shoulder. With the ring of a bell, they reappeared at the mountaintop, overlooking the armies below. Despite the vast distance between them, Alia somehow met Kashi’s gaze. Against her reasoning, she instinctively replied, “I’ll be waiting…”
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Kashi returned to the Maggots with a complacent smile. Up ahead, Absalon led the troops into battle against the undead. The general’s wartime expertise was on full display as he expertly commanded the Rosendun, Merrihiem, and Serisis’ armies. He somehow blended all these personalities into a coherent whole that overwhelmed the undead army with chilling precision and discipline.

Currently, everyone was involved in the battle aside from the lieutenants, and the five guild leaders. These people stayed behind just in case Kashi needed help. Fortunately, Kashi resolved the situation and safely returned. 

“How did it go? What does she want?” Leila took the lead to ask.

“An alliance.” Kashi chuckled when he saw their stunned expressions, and quickly explained the details. 

“I see.” Leila’s brows softly furrowed as she looked at the distant Chaos Order army. “Do you trust them? Are you sure she isn’t lying?”

“She isn’t lying about the gate at least,” replied Kashi with a shrug. “Most of us here won’t pass the test. But, that does not mean I trust her. No, I think it’s more accurate to say I don’t trust the Chaos Order. They’re not the type of organization to jeopardize the grand scheme for some mere profit.”

Darius Alshmeer took a step forward, brows furrowed in a tight frown. “Then, what do you plan to do, Kashi-dono? Surely we won’t work with these monsters?”

Kashi looked at the indignant centaur. He could understand Darius’ apprehension. The Chaos Order inflicted too much chaos and suffering to the centaurs. The centaurs wanted nothing more than to tear the Chaos Order to shreds. Still, this was not the time. 

Kashi sighed and then looked at the crowd. “Listen, I know that you’re all itching to tear the Chaos Order a new one, but you must not forget our objective today.” Kashi jerked his thumb towards the sky, drawing the group’s attention to the strange ball-like phenomena. “Our objective is to prevent Razznik’s return, not to destroy the Chaos Order. We cannot afford to get sidetracked or we will lose everything.” 

Kashi knew this was not enough to placate the angry lieutenants, so he added, “Their day will come. As long as we continue on our path, we will eventually clash. I won’t stop any of you, then. I promise.”

Darius’s frown eased up, and he nodded. “Got it. We shall await that day.”

Leila, however, was more concerned by the present. “What’s the plan? Do we just send everyone out on a treasure hunt? I don’t like the idea of splitting up the army.”

Fortunately, Kashi shook his head. “No, we won’t be going with them. Our job is to defend this place. We can’t let a single undead reach Oni Hill.”

“Huh? The undead?” Hektor voiced the group’s confusion. They all saw the undead as an annoying side note to the Chaos Order battle. Why did Kashi suddenly make it seem like they were the main threat? “Why?”

Kashi chuckled. He was not shocked by their confusion. No living person knew the true terror of Oni Hill. The mechanism that rendered all prior invasions useless. Kashi glanced at the menacing mountain, and explained, “Oni Hill is not as simple as it appears. The Demon King before Razznik put many mechanisms in place to protect himself and the undead that called the graveyard home.”

Kashi turned to look at the distant undead. “One of these mechanisms only functions when Oni Hill senses a large number of foreign lifeforms on the island. Once the condition is fulfilled, Oni Hill turns into a blessing for the undead. Any undead that reaches Oni Hill’s gates automatically evolves into a much stronger lifeform. For example, a mere skeleton becomes a Draugr Knight. A Draugr Knight might become a powerful Dullahan, and so on. Invasions are a large event in—I guess it’s called Drakase now. I wager word hasn’t gotten around the island yet. Give it a few more minutes. This place will soon be overflowing with more undead than you can count.”

Leila drew in a sharp breath. She did not doubt Kashi’s report as Razznik was once the Demon King. If anyone knew the intricacies of Oni Hill, it was Kashi and Suzuki.”

“Isn’t that even more reason to work with them, though?” Hektor asked as he scratched his head in confusion. Military strategy was not his strong suit, but surely it was always better to have more bodies on your side… right?

“Nah, we can’t trust our backs to the Chaos Order or the other parties,” Kashi softly refuted. Defensive battles were different from offensive battles. During defensive battles, a single chink in the formation could destroy the entire army. Offensive battles had a lot more leeway since the enemy was usually on the backfoot, or fleeing. “It’s best if we let them cause chaos in the island to lure a few undead their way. We’ll stay to prevent the rest from reaching Oni Hill.”

Stryke scratched his cheeks. “Still, it would be bad to let them get all the loot. It might help the guilds skyrocket past us.” As the leader of the raid team, Stryke knew too well the importance of good loot. For most gamers, L.N.E was a simple numbers game. Having better loot meant they would win in a fight. It was one thing if a guild monopolized a single farming location, but if thousands of adventurers gained numerous high-tier loot, that guild would definitely pull past their competitors.

“Hehe, don’t worry. I took that into account.” Kashi laughed as he patted Stryke’s shoulder. “You’ll be leading a small party to pack up some loot for us.”

Stryke shook his head. “Our inventory is too small. We can’t compare to their manpower.”

“I wouldn’t send you out without a plan, would I?” Kashi revealed a mischievous smirk as he took out a small framed painting. The nearby Syèl’s eyes widened with recognition. That was the ‘pocket painting’ or ‘pocket,’ that could store items. “Here, check this out. No matter how many they are, those guys will be limited by their inventory space. You don’t have to worry about that. Just pour some ki into this painting, and you can put in whatever you want. It has a limit, but it’s pretty big, and—” Kashi flicked his fingers and a dozen more paintings appeared in his hand. “I’ve got about sixty of these left. Should be more than enough.”

Stryke’s eyes twitched as he happily accepted the ‘pocket paintings.’ Why was he still using common sense to gauge Kashi’s capabilities? The man was a monster. It was best to just assume Kashi ad an answer for his sanity.

“Ah, that’s not all. Stryke, open your World Map.” 

Stryke, having learned his lesson, obediently opened his system world map and then made it visible. As expected, most of Drakase was covered by fog since he had neither explored those areas nor received a map from anyone.

Kashi, meanwhile, seemed to look past the fogs of war. Instead, he tapped several areas on the map, and instructed, “Mark here, here, here, and here.” After Stryke obediently placed the markers, Kashi nodded. “We don’t have a lot of time to waste here. I’d say we can only mess about for a few hours before we get overrun by the ancient, slumbering undead. Take a small squad and raid the dungeons at these locations. Oni Hill looks unchanged from the past, so these places should also be the same. They’ll have the best value for time spent.”

Having finished with Stryke, Kashi said, “Now, it’s time to discuss both our defensive strategy, and who will go into Oni Hill.” Kashi took out a rink and called Absalon. “Absalon, sorry to disturb you, but can you come to the back. We need to tweak our strategy.”

Absalon replied without any delay. “I’ll be right there.” The general temporarily handed command to Blade, and then swiftly retreated from the frontlines. He promptly charged over on his stallion and then dismounted by the group. “What is the matter?”

Kashi quickly explained the current situation, from the Chaos Orders’ alliance to the defensive battle. “What are your thoughts?”

Absalon’s brows furrowed in thought. “If we’re just relying on ourselves, then we will require a wall as a deterrent.” He glanced at Syèl and asked, “Do you think you’re capable of summoning a wall that large? It will have to block the entire range.”

Syèl shook his head. “Alone? Definitely not. But, it should be fine as long as I have some support.” He then glanced at Kashi and added, “I’ll also need looots of blood. Like a  lot !” He frowned as he glared at the undead. “I can’t rely on those guys since they don’t bleed.”

Kashi nodded. Orez was teeming with several wildlife that Syèl could sacrifice. As long as it wasn’t one of the endangered species, Kashi did not have too many qualms handing them over. Having dealt with Syèl, he turned to Absalon. “Anything else?”

Absalon nodded and then gestured at the Rosen guildmasters. “I’ll need them to stay behind. The undead might have some powerful captain that they need to assassinate.”

“Makes sense.” Kashi looked at the guildmasters. “Psynosius, Dawg, Matt, Cyanide, and Paragon, are you guys okay with that? I can’t force you to do anything.”

DogFighterPro chuckled as he flipped a coin, and then caught it. “Lady Luck thinks I should stay here. I’m sure you’ll get some good stuff for us.”

“Of course.” Kashi took out a scroll and tossed it to DogFighterPro. “When the time is right, you guys jump in there. I’ll bring you straight to the top for the finale.”

Matt Just adjusted his glasses. He fixed Kashi with a hard glare as he brandished his newest rifle. “Don’t you dare die. We still have a lot of work to do.”

“Naturally,” Kashi promised with a laugh. During the few days in Orez, Matt had sparked an unlikely friendship with the dwarfs, who were enamored with his firearms. The creative dwarfs had already begun modifying the weapon to utilize mana instead of gunpowder to increase its versatility. 

The dwarfs did not do this purely out of the kindness of their hearts. There was a reason dwarfs became the best inventors on the continent—their inherent disadvantage when battling close range against the bigger species. Aygorzi’s half-giant dwarfs did not overly suffer this disadvantage, but several millennia of ingrained instinct made it so they sought effective ways to kill opponents from a distance.

Firearms was a technology the dwarfs lost long ago, but they easily reverse-engineered Matt’s previous rifle and then began discussing ways to improve the design.

Matt Just was not the only person to have benefitted from the dwarfs’ ingenuity. Each of the guildmasters wore new armor with outstanding effects and options. They also sported crafty weapons that had more than one hidden function, inspired by Kashi’s style.

“Okay. So, those going in with me are Syel, Shokō, Shadow, Larsial, Hektor, and Zuri. Jade, you’re going back into Orez now. You’re the only one I’m not sure can survive on her own in there.”

Jade pouted, but she could not refute. If it were not for the fact that she had Rider’s spell, Kashi might not have considered bringing her at all. After all, Jade’s strength lay in her brain, and not her fists like the rest of the muscle-headed crew.

Kashi sent Jade to Orez and then turned around. He saw the Chaos Order steadily marching towards them. For whatever reason, the Chaos Order chose to compress the army and press through the Maggots’ formation.

Absalon’s brows furrowed as he felt this was a naked provocation, but Kashi listlessly waved his hand to calm the general.

Kashi waited until the opposing commander reached them, and then greeted with a smile, “You guys want to pass, right? Go ahead. Forgive us if we can’t trust our backs to you.”

The commander sneered. To think that the famed Kashi of the Daeben was such a coward. Without saying a word, he brushed past the daeben. Then, with a wave of his hand, the rest of the army followed.

Absalon glared at the commander, but shouted nonetheless. “Pull back! Let them pass!”

The soldiers did not understand the order, but they ceased their fighting and pulled back, allowing the Chaos Order to pass through and engage the undead.

Kashi glanced at the armies at either side. As expected, Brilith and Sonic took a small group with them to the gate, while their armies excitedly pushed back the undead. Both sides’ warriors were eager to go plundering.

Kashi waited a few seconds until both the Chaos Order and the other armies had pushed about thirty meters ahead, and then suddenly raised his hand . Vwoong!  A portal suddenly appeared and spat out dozens of monsters. “Now!”

Syel was never one to waste time. The Vampire Prince quickly beheaded the monsters with blood blades, and then placed his hand on the ground. A giant mandala appeared beneath Syel as he exploded with overbearing manna.

Gugugugu!

The Chaos Order, the other armies, and the undead all stared in shock as a massive rumbled shook the earth for miles. They stared in disbelief as a three-meter thick wall slowly rose from the ground. Furthermore, this wall shockingly spanned several miles!

Blood leaked from Syel’s bloodshot eyes as he struggled to support the immense mana required for the task. “Kashi! I need that support!”

“Drix! Take them!” 

Following Kashi’s shout, bolts of lightning streaked across the wall. To the onlooker’s shock, several mages appeared along the wall, as if teleported. These mages did not waste time and immediately placed their hands on the growing wall. Syel had already accomplished the most difficult part: activating the spell. Now, they just had to supplement the spell with mana to ensure it completes.

With the mages’ support, the pressure on Syel massively decreased. The halben grinned and then poured his full attention into completing the spell. Within seconds, a giant, thirty-meter tall wall with battlements and stairs for access stood divided the Maggots and Oni Hill from the rest of Drakase.

Kashi, however, was not done. “Daeben! Fortify the wall!” 

Drixlia charged out once again, this time transporting Larsial’s daeben to various points across the wall. The daeben dipped their hands in paint and then rapidly drew giant sigils on the wall. 

The ‘Fortify’ rune activated shortly after, causing the stone wall to adopt a near-metallic sheen as it grew multiple times tougher. 

Everything happened too fast. By the time the various leaders could react, the massive, strengthened wall already stood steadfast as if mocking them. It only took one glance for the leaders to know that it would take them several minutes of launching their most powerful attacks to break down that wall.

“Ka—" Far away, Sonic roared as his eyes burned with rage. “Shi!”

Bang! 

Kashi grinned as he slid to a stop after blocking Sonic’s foot that was aimed for his skull. “Hehe, you’re pretty fast, Sonic.”

“What do you think you’re doing!?” Sonic was pissed off. He wanted to slaughter Kashi, but Shokō’s sword kissed his throat, while Shadow silently stood at his back.

Kashi laughed as he rubbed his sore arm. He had to admit Sonic was the real deal. “Don’t get angry. It was the only way to ensure our victory.”

Grrt…

A two-meter flower broke out from the ground. The petals peeled off to reveal an incensed Brilith. “Explain yourself, or I will kill you here!”



            

    
        Chapter 244: Seven and Four Floors

    
    
    
    
                
Tense silence reigned over the battlefield as Kashi looked at the enraged Brilith and Sonic. Kashi understood their anger. No one liked being played for a fool, and currently, it looked very much like he had tricked them.

Well, technically, Kashi did trick the duo, but it was for a good cause. Kashi’s lips curled in a slight smile as he said, “I understand why you’re mad, but I did it for our own good.” Kashi quickly explained the Undead’s Blessing, and then said, “Sorry, I had to trick you all so I could fool the Chaos Order. I’m certain they are not aware of this buff. Once they do, they’ll do anything to disrupt our army and let more undead pass. Then, it’ll be an unmitigated disaster. Once enough undead get blessed, they can pass through the gates and hunt down those of us inside Oni Hill. Imagine facing thousands of liches. That’s what we’ll have to endure if we let the Undead reach the gate.”

Brilith and Sonic frowned. If Kashi spoke the truth, they had just avoided a massive disaster. But, how could they know he was telling the truth.

Kashi shrugged when he saw the skepticism in their eyes. “I do not mind telling you the truth. I know Razznik’s player from King’s Journey. He told me everything about Oni Hill, and the numerous traps the Demon King, and then he, himself laid out.” Kashi nodded at Shokō, who gamely put away her sword. “As a show of good faith, I’ll tell you what we’re going to face in Oni Hill.”

Sonic’s gaze turned sharp. He did not yet believe Kashi, but he would not turn down information on Oni Hill. So, he patiently asked, “What do you know?”

Kashi did not mind Sonic’s harsh tone. It was already a miracle that they had not broken out into a fight. Sonic and Brilith’s mental fortitude showed why they had grown to lead the largest clans in Destia.

“Your leaders probably told you that Oni Hill is divided into eight floors, but that's wrong. Razznik and the Demon King released false information to crush anyone who dared to invade."

"Oni Hill is divided into twelve floors. Originally, there were eleven, modeled after the Seven Deadly Sins and the Four Last Things, but Razznik added an extra floor to house his loot and wealth.” Kashi paused and then added, “Death, Hell, and Heaven take up the first three floors while the Seven Calamitous Sins take up the next seven floors. The eleventh floor is the treasury, and the twelfth is the throne room, also known as the Judgment Floor.”

Kashi’s eyes took on a wistful look as he sunk into old memories of a past life. “Death, Hell, and Heaven floors use a horde-mode concept. If I recall correctly, there are twelve undead cores, devil cores, and angel cores on each floor respectively. Each of these cores is like those dungeon cores that regularly spew out monsters. To reach the next floor, you have to either eliminate every monster or destroy all the cores.”

Kashi revealed an excited grin as he mumbled, “Considering Oni Hill hasn’t had visitors for centuries, I wonder how many thousands of these monsters are running around on those floors. I suggest you focus on eliminating the cores instead of fighting the monsters, or they’ll wear you out.”

Brilith’s eyes narrowed. “We only have a few hours. How are we supposed to find these cores?”

Kashi revealed a sneaky smirk. “Oh, you do not need to worry about that. Once we go in, you cannot miss them.”

Sonic frowned but did not press for more details. Instead, he asked, “What about the Seven Calamitous Sins.”

Kashi tapped his chin. “Wrath, Envy, Greed, Gluttony, Sloth, Lust, and Pride in that order. Each floor forces an unblockable debuff that has to do with the theme. The actual floor’s state changes every day, but one thing is constant. To advance, we must make it to the end of the floor and defeat the floor master.”

“That doesn’t seem too difficult.” Sonic looked at Kashi and Brilith. Even without help, there shouldn’t be any monster the three of them couldn’t crush if they were completely serious.

Surprisingly, Kashi shook his head. “You’ll get hurt if you underestimate Oni Hill. There’s a reason no one could defeat the Demon King no matter how many troops they sent.” Kashi raised his fingers. “The sin floors’ difficulty exponentially increases proportionally to the invaders inside Oni Hill.”

“Huh? How does that work?” Brilith frowned in anger. Why was Oni Hill shrouded in so many mysteries? The last player team that invaded Oni Hill in  King’s Journey  also did not share any video or details from the fight. Genaco most likely bought their silence for the sake of this event!

Kashi revealed a bitter smile. “The original Demon King was a sick man. He believed sin multiplied when more people congregated, so he placed a formation that creates as many alternate realities as there are invaders in Oni Hill. The formation then duplicates the Floor Master among the realities, forcing every invader into a one-on-one fight against either the Floor Master or his doppelgangers. Each doppelganger has the Floor Master’s initial stats, but the real Floor Master’s strength increases by about five percent per alternate reality. To pass, you need to kill or defeat the real Floor Master.”

Kashi glanced at the top of Oni Hill. “If I had to guess, I am sure that the Chaos Order would have replaced the previous Floor Masters with their own men. Most likely individuals on the Primate level. It will most like be a really difficult fight.”

“What kind of broken concept is this!?” Sonic nearly exploded in anger. “We definitely need a large number to pass through the horde mode, but then we get punished on the next floors for bringing others along?”

“Told you the Demon King was a sick man.” Kashi revealed a wry smile, but then added, “It’s not entirely hopeless though. If everyone defeats their doppelgangers quick enough, the real Floor Master will return to their normal stats. Whoever is fighting the real master just needs to hold out long enough. Of course, if they can defeat the original early, the doppelgangers will disappear.”

Brilith asked, “Can we determine who fights the real Floor Master?”

Kashi nodded. “The first person to step into the next floor fights the Floor Master. But, we’ll be in different realities from the fourth floor. Both rinks and system messages won’t work so it’ll be difficult to tell who’s going first.” Kashi paused and then said, “Well, it’s simple though. If you are confident in your strength, rush ahead once the door opens. If you are not, wait a bit before moving on. But, if you wait too long, your doppelganger on the next floor will remain, boosting the next Floor Masters’ strength.”

Sonic clucked his tongue. “What a distasteful game. It’s like they made this test to weed out teams without complete trust in each other.”

“Well, the Demon King created the system to protect himself from getting overrun by large armies. Razznik kept and refined the system because he was only interested in fighting small groups of elites capable of clearing the horde and still reaching him.”

Sonic felt like he was going to have a headache. “I heard Razznik was a crazy bastard, but it seems the rumors don’t do him justice. If I ever meet his player, I’ll definitely strangle that asshole just once.”

“Haha, wouldn’t that be nice?” Kashi ignored Syèl’s snide smirk and instead turned to look at the small parties that had run up to them during their discussion. “Alright, I’ll leave you to relay the details to your teams, but can we have some quick introductions? I like to know who I’m working with.”

Brilith revealed a cold smile. With the matter of Oni Hill dealt with, she could finally take a good look at a conspicuous Orc who had been glaring at her with hate-filled eyes for a while now. “Of course. I am even acquainted with some of your party.” With those words, Brilith introduced her party, “GrizzlyDiamond is our tank, RustyReaper is our main offensive mage, Rono is our rogue and specializes in close-combat. Honne-Onna specializes in illusion magic, and Nightslayer is our assassin.”

Durst’s brows furrowed, but he held in his rage. He knew this was not the place to carry out his vengeance. Right now, he needed to do his part to ensure Razznik was not summoned. Only then could he seek the Hopeful Maggots’ help in good conscience.

Sonic sensed the hidden tension between the Maggots and Brilith’s party. However, he chose to ignore it and introduced his party. “Gentle Breeze is a wind mage, Crow is our assassin.” He then pointed at a blue-furred chesch in plate armor. “Storm is our tank. Don’t let her lanky form fool you. She’ll beat us all in an arm-wrestle.”

Sonic laughed as he ignored Storm’s protest and pointed at a red-furred lycan with dangerous, insane eyes. “That’s Tempest. He’s pursuing a self-created berserker-style route. Well, just look for blood fountains and you’ll find him.” Finally, he looked at a beautiful kafu dressed in a light tunic. “Last, and certainly not least, we have our archer, Rolling Hail.” Sonic glanced at Kashi and said with a smile, “She’s a fan of yours.”

Kashi smirked when he met Rolling Hail’s provocative glare. What about her was a fan? She looked more like she wanted to prove she was the best archer in the world. Kashi was just a target to crush in her eyes.

Kashi did not expose the kafu’s hidden desire. Instead, he looked at Sonic with questioning eyes. “You seem to have some interesting tastes.”

“Fluff is heaven.” Sonic shamelessly chewed on his thistle, which caused his teammates to cover their heads in shame.

However, rather than poke fun, Kashi nodded. “I commend you. As guildmaster, you should stick to your guns even if your guildmates protest. Mm, after this, I’ll also name things as I want without second-guessing myself.”

“Name things as you want?” Sonic cocked his head in confusion.

“Hehe, it’s nothing.” Kashi could hear Syèl, Shokō, and Leila sucking in cold air, but he gamely ignored them. “Anyway, you introduced your team, so let me introduce mine. Syèl here’s our mage. Just consider him a Calamity-level event and you get the idea. Shoko is our swordsmaster. Don’t fight her one-on-one or head-on if you like your head. Leila is… Do I need to introduce her? She’s even more famous than me.” Kashi laughed and then pointed at Hektor and Zuri. “Hektor’s our knight and tank. You’ll see him upfront. Zuri is… heh. Anyway, Zuri is the strongest. That’s what’s important. Please take care of us in the future.”

Hektor’s eyes widened when Kashi introduced him. Kashi was actually taking him along? He had thought he would have to stay behind with the army, but Kashi was taking him along! Hektor was giddy inside, and the invisible weight on his shoulder softly bounced in anticipation.

Zuri, meanwhile, did not think too deeply. As far as she was concerned, it was only a matter of course that she stuck by Kashi’s side.

The groups greeted each other. After a few moments, Kashi cut short the meet and greet. “Alright. As I said, there are twelve dungeon cores on the first three floors. For the sake of efficiency, we will share the burden equally. Each party will be responsible for destroying four cores each. Any problems?”

Sonic shook his head. “That’s perfect. We will work better on our own anyway.”

Brilith glanced at Kashi. “I look forward to your performance.”

Kashi, however, laughed and shook his head. “This time, I think you should focus on my guild members.”

“Needless modesty.” Brilith snorted. She turned away from Kashi and began walking with her party to the gate.

Kashi scratched his nose. “I’m not being modest though.” He glanced at a vacant space on Hektor’s shoulder. His dragon blood had been boiling ever since Hektor showed up. He glanced at Syèl and knew the Blood Mage felt it too.

There was a goddamn Divine Dragon on that boy’s shoulder! A dragon on the same level as Nornesh just casually showed up on the battlefield? What the hell did Hektor go through to contract that thing?

‘Wait, can it be?’  Kashi suddenly thought of a horrifying possibility and glanced at the skies.  ‘If it is, how will he react?’

Unbeknownst to Kashi, Nornesh’s eyes were red and it took Damah Dumm’s firm hand on his shoulder to prevent him from charging into the battlefield. The little dragon’s concealment techniques were top-notch considering its age, but how could it ever hide from the ancient Nornesh?

“A Divine Dragon! A real Divine Dragon child!”  Nornesh’s eyes watered as he looked at Hektor.  “I don’t have to be alone.”  At that moment, he affirmed his decision to help Kashi no matter the consequences.

Nornesh placed his palm on the table and glared at the Transcendents on both sides. “I will only say this once. If any of you touch a hair on Kashi’s head, I will destroy you and everything you have ever held dear.”

“What is this crazy dragon…” Bellmaster Rene muttered as he returned to his seat. However, he wisely checked his tongue after facing Nornesh’s vicious glare. “Fine, fine. But we can’t do anything if he falls to our subordinates.”

Nornesh snorted. “Do not worry. I won’t interfere if he falls.”  ‘I’ll just take the dragon and leave.’  However, that was his last resort. Draconic pride exponentially increased with each tier. Divine Dragons would rather commit suicide by implosion than live under bondage. That was the reason why Dragoons could only make pacts with dragons rather than force or train them into submission like with wyverns and lesser drakes.

Meanwhile, unaware of the waves he caused, Hektor scratched Rex’s head and then walked alongside Kashi as they passed through the gigantic gates. A tremendous pressure pressed down on the parties, but they all proved why they were the best of the best.

Without missing a beat all eighteen warriors passed through the gates carrying upon their shoulders, Destia’s fate.
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Past the gate, the warriors were shocked to find massive plains that stretched for dozens of miles. Thick dark clouds blotted out a ‘sky’ and filled the lands with choking deathly energy. As if spurred by the warriors’ life signatures, millions of bones scattered across the ground merged together, forming thousands upon thousands of undead that put the army outside to shame.

Kashi’s eyes twitched as he observed the growing mass. “Heh, I expected as much, but isn’t this too ridiculous?” However, he did not lose hope, and instead looked onto the horizon where twelve pillars consisting of evil purple-colored deathly mana connected the sky and ground. 

Kashi turned to Sonic and Brilith, who also wore grave expressions as they warily watched the undead. “Do not bother clearing them out. You’ll just die. Just destroy the cores, and the next gate will appear. You can accomplish that much, right?”

Sonic revealed a slight smile. “There is no need for petty provocations. I do not intend on holding back here.” With those words, Sonic bent down and tore off a pair of ankle tapes.  Boom!  Everyone paled when the ground sunk from the sheer weight. 

“Mm. Fifty percent should be enough.” Sonic stretched his legs, and then bent into a running start. “Breeze, break through with the rest. You guys take two pillars.” With those words, Sonic exploded towards the swarm of undead like a bullet from a rifle.

Kashi’s draconic eyes twinkled as he watched Sonic. As he suspected, Sonic was the fastest person he had come across. But it was more than that. “Such control.” Contrary to expectations, Sonic did not blow the undead out of his path. Instead, he weaved through their formations and attacks with such grace and ease that they might as well have been stood still.

“Fifty percent, he said.” Kashi looked at the tapes tight around his arms. “Hehe.”

Gentle Breeze, meanwhile, glanced at Kashi and said, “We’ll meet again soon. Goodluck.” He then brandished a short staff, and murmured a quick incantation. “ [ Gale Storm! ] ”

Vwooo! Harsh winds suddenly blew in from all directions and then smashed into the charging undead. “ [ Zephyr Wings! ] ” Gentle Breeze’s second spell, which manifested in the form of translucent azure wings buffed his teammates speed, allowing them to rush alongside the Gale Storm as it blew the opposition out of their path.

Brilith’s eyes grew sharp. It appeared Sonic would not be an easy opponent. However, she was not going to lose face by holding back. She flicked her wrist, scattering a few seeds onto the ground. Seconds later, gigantic tree trunks burst out of the ground and began smashing the incoming undead. 

Brilith and her warriors jumped onto the tree trunks, which ‘opened’ up and swallowed them whole. Moments later, the tree trunks burrowed underground, and started charging toward the distant pillars. Only GrizzlyDiamond stood aboveground, riding the trunk as he smashed all opposition out of their path.

“Hehe, how efficient.” Kashi smiled. He was filled with high praises for both Brilith and Sonic. Both had found the most efficient methods to reach their pillars despite their small numbers. This was what it meant to be elite.

“Well then, I suppose it’s our turn?” Kashi grinned as he turned to look at the Maggots. First, Kashi shut down Syèl’s excited eyes, “You’re sitting this one out, Syèl. This place only has undead. You’ll run out of blood too quickly.”

Syèl scrunched his nose, but ultimately nodded. Indeed this was his one weakness. It seemed he was just cursed to view the undead with trepidation.

Kashi then glanced at Shokō. “You’re our greatest one-on-one weapon. I need you to conserve your energy, so you won’t lead this charge either.” Rather than drag it out any longer, Kashi grinned at Hektor. “How about it? Do you mind taking the first charge?”

Hektor stared at Kashi in shock, but Kashi was not done yet. The daeben summoned Drixlia from Orez, and then patted the kirin’s flank. “You’ll lead with Drixlia. Between the both of you, clearing a path should be easy as pie.”

“What? Why me?” Hektor’s fists trembled in excitement, but this was a huge task. If he messed up, he would tarnish the Hopeful Guild’s reputation! He could not understand why Kashi left such a heavy responsibility up to him.

Kashi smiled as if he did not sense Hektor’s unease. “Undead fear three things. Holy Energy, and the yang-attribute electricity and fire elements. Drixlia has lightning, and you have fire.” Kashi glanced at Hektor’s shoulder. He knew the Divine Dragon did not feel comfortable revealing itself yet, or else, with Hektor’s personality, he would have boasted to Kashi immediately he landed.

Kashi had no intention of forcing the dragon to reveal itself, but as its dragoon, Hektor did have the qualifications to lead the charge. “I’m sure you can infuse your weapons with fire, right? Then, you are the best choice to lead the charge.” Kashi pointed at the distant pillars and said, “Destroy those three. I’ll pick up the one at the edge after I check something out.”

“Kashi…” Hektor’s voice trembled as he clenched his fists. 

“Haha. Since when were you such a softie.” Kashi chuckled as he lightly punched Hektor’s shoulder. “You survived hell. Now go show the world the future God of War.”

‘He remembered.’  Hektor’s shoulder hurt. It really hurt! The weight of Kashi’s belief were far more overwhelming than the young man ever thought possible. But at the same time, a heat surged through the young man’s veins. Excitement and thrill exploded in his red eyes as he looked at Kashi’s smile. 

‘He believed in me.’  Hektor recalled when he foolishly ignored Kashi and stubbed his toe during a hectic battle.  ‘Even though I was ignorant and stubborn.’  Hektor remembered his arrogance as he called Kashi a brat.  ‘He gave me the strength to stand by his side.’  Kashi’s figure as he asked Rider to take Hektor flashed through Hektor’s mind, and he raised his hand.  ‘Then, I will show him. I will show the world that Kashi’s spear is the sharpest. I will clear the way!’

BOOM!  A thunderous, terrifying pressure overwhelmed the entire floor as a giant broadsword appeared in Hektor’s hand. The youth’s expression turned frigid as he jumped onto Drixlia’s back and pointed the sword ahead.

Far off, both Brilith and Sonic froze as they felt the terrifying pressure. What’s more, they knew this was not Kashi’s mana signature. What kind of monster?

Even the Maggots stared at Hektor in shock and awe. Shokō even needed to resist the urge to draw her sword. That was just how threatening the current Hektor felt.

However, unlike the rest, Kashi only wore a prideful smile. He waved at Hektor and Drixlia, and then said, “This is your stage. Go Wild!”

Drixlia raised its legs and neighed as mana suddenly surged towards Hektor’s raised sword. Flames and electricity swirled around the blade, alternately scorching and frying the ground until Hektor swung ahead with a low grunt.

Brackle! Boom!  A giant gorge several meters deep and three meters wide appeared for several miles. Hektor’s slash stunned the world into silence, but the man himself, only grimly nodded before he took off with Drixlia. Like a scene from Divine Tribulation, fire and lightning crashed and burned the undead everywhere they passed. 

Shokō, Larsial and Syèl shook off their shock, and quickly chased after Hektor, swiftly eliminating any undead unlucky enough to enter their path. With their speed, they did not need to fear encirclement.

Kashi chuckled as he watched the three groups tearing their way through the undead. “As expected of elites. This doesn’t even count as test.” Kashi then turned to Zuri, who stayed behind. Her eyes held a bit of nervousness as she snuck glances at Kashi while nervously wringing her fingers.

Kashi tapped his chin and joked, “Heh, Did I suddenly become scary?” His smile warmed as he crouched, and then beckoned, “Come here, Zuri.”

Zuri’s eyes gleamed when she saw Kashi’s warm eyes and smile. She excitedly ran over and jumped into the daeben’s arms. “Kashi, Kashi! Zuri has so much to tell you! Zuri had the funnest adventures! Zuri even made a new friend!”

“Really? I can’t wait to hear everything.” Kashi stood up as Zuri clambered up to his neck like a monkey. He held her dangling legs to support her as he walked into the charging undead. 

Shockingly, Kashi walked through the undead army like he was going for a stroll through his backyard. Undead collapsed to the ground around him, each unaware of just how they lost their heads. Unknown to them, a sharp blade revealed a glint within the shadows.


While Kashi took a stroll through the undead, Rider frowned as he ‘looked’ at Hektor. Oni Hills could not block the Seven’s eyes. They were similar to minor gods in that nothing could hide from them once they turned their attention to it.

“Why does that dragon feel familiar?” Rider was not too shocked that Hektor found a Divine Dragon. Sure, they were rare to the point of nigh-extinction, but he had witnessed even stranger miracles.

However, Rider was bothered because the dragon felt familiar. At his level, familiarity was not something he could just brush aside. There was definitely a reason that dragon felt familiar, but he could not place the reason.

Rider shook his head and chose to quiz Kashi and Hektor at the nearest opportunity. 

Speaking of Hektor… “He has grown.” Rider could not recognize the red-haired monster breaking through the undead amid fire and lightning. His eyes narrowed as he observed the black broadsword. “It feels like I’m looking at a young Razznik. Is this a good or bad thing, I wonder?”

Rider glanced at Cathek. Several centuries had passed, but he could not understand the kafu’s motivations. Did Cathek worship or hate Razznik? It was not often he had a chance to speak with Cathek, so he chose to probe a little. “At this rate, those kids just might prevent Razznik’s summoning.”

“I wonder.” Cathek’s lips curled in an enigmatic smile. “That wouldn’t be so bad. The beautiful thing about chaos is that you can never prevent what’s going to happen.” Cathek then glanced at Alia who sat atop Oni Hill.  ‘I wonder if this was how Razznik felt that day.’  “However, take care not to underestimate the children of chaos. It takes a special kind of strength to not get washed away by chaos’ tumultuous waves.”

“What nonsense are you spouting now!?” Zeing harrumphed as he glared at the dainty white kafu. He disliked Cathek from the first moment he laid eyes on him. He instinctively hated people with duplicitous faces. 

“Nonsense you say.” Cathek lightly chuckled, seemingly not taking any offense from Zeing’s rebuke. “Perhaps it is but nonsense, forgive me.” Cathek briefly glanced at Bert, but he was predictably asleep with firmly shut eyes. Despite this, Cathek still asked, “What do you think, brother? Am I speaking nonsense?”

Bert retained his silence, causing Cathek’s smile to stiffen a little. However, he quickly regained his nonchalant demeanor and turned his attention to the bottom floor. His eyes gleamed as a certain daeben caught his eye. “Oh? It seems Kashi is up to something fun.”

Surprisingly, Bert stiffened and his eye cracked open ever-so-slightly.


Kashi frowned as he scratched his neck. He glared at the ‘sky’ as he complained, “I understand if you want to watch, but can you guys relax a little? It itches all over.” Moments later, the uneasy feeling drastically reduced and Kashi let out a short ‘thank you’ before turning his attention to the undead monsters around him.

Over the past ten minutes, he had walked deep into enemy territory. The enemies this deep in were much stronger, and were so many that even Zuri had joined in, helping Shadow to destroy the undead.

Kashi, meanwhile, calmly examined the ground amid the chaos and flying limbs. Eventually, his eyes sparkled when he saw an inscription. “Really. Nothing has changed from back then.” The daeben picked up a skeleton’s arm, and used it to brush aside the dust. He then wistfully gazed at the skull image engraved into the ground.

Razznik left behind presents for challengers on every floor. Unfortunately, ninenty-nine percent of challengers never found them. Well, it didn’t help that the hiding places were so inconspicuous. 

“Well, it was his first time editing a dungeon. Game designers make it so easy when they hide stuff in games, but still leave clues anyone can find with enough patience.”

Kashi shook his head as scales covered his right arm. The death aura here was dangerous, so he did not dare touch it with his bare hand. The draconic arm should have been enough, but Kashi still coated his arm with dragon ki before punching the skull.

Crack!  Vwoosh!

Kashi winced as tremendous dark mana burst out of the ground. The daeben, however, stood his ground as he reached into the head and pulled out something.

Strangely, the undead froze the moment Kashi grasped that ‘thing.’ The skeletons and Dullahans backed away, eye sockets quivering with fear and worship. Both Shadow and Zuri stared at the undead with confusion before turning to look at Kashi.

Kashi, meanwhile, opened his fist to reveal a clear purple orb about the size of a tennis ball. His lips curled in a wistful smile as he murmured, “Long time no see, Mau. Hope you enjoyed your rest. It’s time to pay back what you owe.” The daeben’s eyes shone with a malevolent, yet crafty glint as he studied the subsequent prompt.





	
Demon King’s Core





	
The ancient Demon King’s phylactery. As long as this core lives, the Demon King remains immortal and unkillable. The phylactery shows signs of previously critical damage, but has been repaired after consuming death mana over several centuries. 

Optional Quest:  Demon King’s Promise

You meet the requirements to activate the optional quest,  Demon King’s Promise . Awaken the Demon King and help save its land from the invading humes.










.

“Even in death, you never change.” Kashi chuckled as he recalled an undead in majestic regalia peering over the land without sunlight.

“Do the dead deserve to live?”

It was a question that resonated within Kashi until this day. “You can answer that yourself.” Kashi nonchalantly tossed the orb into Orez, and then turned his attention to the distant pillar. 

Having fulfilled his objective, Kashi grinned as scales grew around his body and a pair of draconic wings broke out of his back. The fully-morphed draconian grabbed Shadow and Zuri, and then took off, leaving several stunned undead in their wake.
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“How annoying.” Sonic clucked his tongue as he glared at a group of Death Knights. Behind them, a basketball-sized orb floated within a purple pillar. Sonic recognized the dungeon core, but it was protected by a life-seal. Life-seals were barriers tied to a living being’s life energy. Such barriers were nigh-unbreakable without killing the beings linked to it. Due to the life-seal, Sonic’s strategy of avoiding fights to save time came to a crashing halt. He had no choice but to fight now.

Still, it was just annoying. Sonic looked at the level 190 Death Knights that would give most parties headaches with mellow eyes. With a slight snort, he charged at the angry defenders. 

The Death Knights roared as they swung their swords at the kafu. Death scythes tore through the air, but Sonic seamlessly weaved through the attacks, before breezing past the Death Knights. The defenders quickly turned around, but violent tornadoes suddenly swallowed each one. Thousands of tiny wind blades embedded within the tornadoes shredded the Death Knights to pieces. Seconds later, the tornadoes dissipated with a small explosion, leaving nothing but dust behind.

“Second core down.” Sonic lazily placed thistle in his mouth as he walked over to the dissipating barrier. With a snort, he kicked out, sending a wind blade that shattered the dungeon core.  Ding!  Sonic grinned when he received a confirmation point alongside a flurry of experience points. However, he did not waste time enjoying his victory. The team was on a very short deadline. Every second counted!

After confirming the core’s destruction, he immediately charged over to assist the rest of his team in clearing the last one.

Elsewhere, Brilith’s team was just about to finish their assault on the last core. Their efficiency in eliminating the cores was frightening. Though, they did owe a large part to Brilith taking point to transport through the undead army. Still, it seemed like they would have the glory of finishing their objectives first.

Just when they were on the cusp of victory, Brilith’s expression suddenly turned red with anger. She suddenly roared, “Kashi!” and then send several tree branches shooting into the sky like missiles. 

The rest of Silver Spear also turned to the sky in shock to see something rapidly descended upon their location. Within the blink of an eye, a dragonified Kashi came into view. The daeben’s eyes were desperate as he tucked his wings and slipped through the branches’ assault.

FTB appeared in Kashi’s hand, and he trained an arrow downward. Brilith frantically wrapped thick trunks over her vulnerable teammates, shielding them from Kashi’s attack. The wisben was livid as she glared at Kashi with hate, “What do you think you’re doing? Do you have the luxury to betray us right now!?”

Kashi let his arrows do the talking.  Bang! Bang! Bang!  A dozen arrows fell like meteors from the sky. However, the arrows crashed through the Death Knights, shattering them in one blow. The draconian then swiftly landed, and grabbed the core as the barrier dissipated. Only then did he finally relax and let out a sigh of relief, “Oof, just about made it on time.”

Brilith released her vines when she realized that Kashi was not there to kill them. However, she was not easily placated. She glared at the draconian with an accusatory glare. “What the hell was that? I cannot work with you if you keep doing impulsive acts like that.”

Kashi scratched his cheek and bowed in apology. “My bad. I really needed one core.”

Brilith could not understand what Kashi wanted to do with a dungeon core. Summoned did not have the authority to wield these cores in any meaningful way. In fact, Summoned could only destroy them. How was Kashi holding that core? Brilith probed him for information. “Your team had four!? You could not grab any of those?”

Kashi let out a bitter laugh and then pointed to the east. “Do you see any pillars? Hektor, that idiot, destroyed all of them before I could get close.”

“What are you talking abo—” Brilith’s retort froze in her throat. The east was indeed empty. Forget the pillars, even half of the undead had disappeared. Occasionally, she would spot lightning and flames amid the remaining undead.

‘Does this make sense? They finished that quickly?’  Brilith could not believe her eyes. No, wait, did Kashi say Hektor? That barbarian-looking man that looked like he had not showered in weeks? That simple-looking man was this strong?

Seeing the doubt in her eyes, Kashi replied, “Don’t think too much. Hektor and Drix just happen to be the perfect counter for undead.” 

Indeed, even Kashi severely underestimated Hektor and Drixlia’s lethality. No, more accurately, he failed to account for Rex. The little dragon did not sit idly by while Hektor rampaged, but supported with fire spells from the sky. Even though he was still young, and lacking in many areas, the pure Divine Dragon’s flames proved fatal to the undead. Within a few minutes the trio crushed their assigned cores, and then, drunk on excitement ‘helped’ Kashi take care of his too.

Kashi almost cried when he saw the trio destroy his core. However, he could not chastise them—not when they had those excited faces. So, he dropped off Shadow and Zuri, and then sped off to the nearest surviving dungeon core. He did not risk stating his intention, just in case Brilith was spiteful enough to destroy it.

Kashi would never know, but he was right on the money. If he spoke up ahead of time, Brilith would have destroyed the core just so Kashi did not get it. Destroying her opponent’s resources and advantages was how Brilith rose to the top after all.

Brilith reined in her anger after Kashi’s explanation. She knew this was not the time to risk a fallout, so she continued her probing, “What do you want to do with that?”

“Oh this?” Kashi casually tossed the core into Orez and then replied, “I’m making dungeons for my guildmates to train. You can apply to enter if you’re interested.”

Brilith’s gaze turned frosty as she glared at Orez’s disappearing portal. Her spies in the Hopeful Maggots guild informed her that Kashi had some sort of inner world. However, they did not know the full details about its interior or how it functioned. Kashi was yet to give full access to all Hopeful Maggots. Once that happened, she would know more. 

For the moment, she nodded, and said, “I might take you up on that offer someday.”

Kashi nodded, but he felt a bit uncomfortable under Brilith’s gaze. The woman felt like a tree viper, slowly coiling along the branches as she inched closer for the kill.

Fortunately, a bright red pillar appeared near the north, pulling their attention.

“Looks like the gate is here.” Kashi smirked, and then jumped into the sky. “If you’ll excuse me.” Using that excuse, Kashi left Brilith behind and then flew toward the pillar.

As expected, Kashi was the first person to reach the red beacon. He slowed down when he saw a massive red gate within the pillar. Indeed, the next floor opened as soon as Sonic’s team destroyed their last core. 

Kashi dispersed his draconian form as he dropped to the ground. While he had no time limit on the form, it massively drained his stamina. Kashi suspected that would be the case until he completed Drakul’s Dream and became a full Elder Dragon. 

But, if he did, would he still be a daeben?

Kashi did not have time to ponder much because the other teams caught up a few moments later. Funnily enough, they all looked expectantly at him. It was obvious the daeben had some cheats for this examination. The students were eager to hear more.

Kashi chuckled softly, but did not stand on ceremony. Pointing at the door, he said, “The next floor is the Hell Floor. We’ll suffer a heat penalty upon entry, because half of the floor is endlessly burning. Like undead on this floor, lesser devils and demons roam the Hell Floor. Devils specialize in illusions and hallucinations, while demons are brawlers. Just like this floor, I recommend rushing straight to the cores. We don’t want to get bogged down.”

Sonic and Brilith nodded. The heat penalty concerned them, but they both had their ways of dealing with that problem. Without hesitation, they opened the door and charged through. Shadow, Larsial, Syèl and Shokō followed the group, but Kashi held back Drixlia and Hektor.

“You guys clear this floor.” Kashi’s eyes shone as he stared at the sea of undead. These were massive experience points! Because of the Adjudicator’s curse, Kashi needed an exorbitant amount of experience points to keep up with the frontrunners. Fortunately, Drixlia counted as Kashi’s mount, so anything it killed sent some experience points his way.

Kashi thought about this when he saw Hektor and Drixlia’s efficiency. He would have stayed to help, but he did not want the other guilds to feel he was not pulling his weight. Also, Kashi had some things he wanted to check on the Hell and Heaven floors. He did not want to risk those items falling into Brilith or Sonic’s hands.

Kashi revealed a guilty smile as he thought of the Demon King’s core. He was about to mess up the Demon King’s creation. He knew just how long it took the Demon King to find the right materials for this project. “I’m bringing you back to life, so forgive me.”

Kashi shook his head and then grinned at Hektor. “What are you waiting for? Get going.”

Hektor’s eyes flashed and he nodded. He raised his sword and then charged into the undead with Drixlia. The young man was like a grim reaper sent by the heavens to return these vengeful souls to the afterlife.

‘Hm… He could be cooler.’  Kashi’s artistic instincts decided to design Hektor armor befitting his new identity at the first opportunity.  ‘Full Plate. No, Hide armor. A barbarian Dragoon. Hehe, what a novel concept. I like the challenge.’

Kashi turned to look at Zuri, who waited by the gate with an expectant gaze. “Sorry I took so long. You said you saved some birds?”

Zuri beamed as he jumped onto Kashi’s shoulders while he walked into the portal. “And so, and so, Zuri beat those—” The little girl’s voice disappeared as they disappeared into the portal.
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Ranad, Rosendun.

7:05 p.m. 17  th   Zelyr 1092.

“Hot!” Zuri complained as she fanned her flushed face. The Hell floor definitely lived up to its name. The entire floor was encased in searing hot flames, some of which were white-hot! Everyone present knew they would instantly perish if they came into contact with the white flames.

Fortunately, the Hell Floor had floating rocks interspaced between the fiery hell. These floating platforms were like blood vessels connected by thin, vein-like tunnels. These tunnels provided the only safe passage through the flames to other platforms.

Just like the Death Floor, twelve purple pillars shone on far-off platforms. The warriors turned to look at Kashi and Zuri who had just stepped through the gate. Strangely, the door remained open, with the portal still spinning, which indicated that someone remained on the floor below.

Brilith was the first to notice the missing Hektor. “Where’s the barbarian?”

Kashi smiled as he responded, “Hektor wants to spend some time to increase his level. He’s a bit behind most of us. Don’t worry. We’ll take care of our cores.”

Brilith’s gaze narrowed. She felt like the daeben was toying with her, but she could not find any point to pin him down. Frustrated, she snorted and looked away. “Do not forget we are on a time limit. Do not slow us down with your antics.”

“Su—” At that moment, Kashi’s eyes shone as he received a level up notification. A broad smile appeared on his face as he grinned and said, “Sure.” He then pointed at the twelve tunnels attached to their platform. “You guys should split up to save more time. Each platform will have about forty to fifty devils and demons. With what you’ve shown, it should not be too difficult if you plan your teams well.”

With those words, Kashi surprisingly walked ahead with the Hopeful Maggots, taking the lead. “Zuri, go with Shadow and Larsial. Shokō and Syèl will take one tunnel each, and I’ll take the last one. Watch out for the devils’ illusions. Those can be a real pain to deal with.”

Truthfully, Kashi’s warning was more toward Sonic and Brilith’s teams. Shokō and Syèl were monsters. Ninety percent of illusions would fail on them. As a werewolf, Zuri was extremely resistant to most magic and elemental attacks, including illusions of course. The werewolf magic resistance was one of the major reasons vampires created blood arts. Blood Arts was closer to witchcraft than it was to magic. As a result they were much more effective against werewolves. Finally, Shadow and Larsial were assassins. The assassin class had to avoid illusions and traps during assassination missions, so they had many methods to detect and dispel illusions. 

Both Brilith and Sonic shared Kashi’s sentiments, so they split their teams accordingly.

On Brilith’s side, RustyReaper stuck with Nightslayer, and Honne-Onna went with GrizzlyDiamond. Shockingly, Rono took a channel to herself, which suggested there was more to the little rogue than first met the eye. Finally, Brilith, as expected, took a channel to herself. 

At the other end, Sonic and Gentle Breeze took one tunnel each. The berserker, Tempest, teamed up with their archer, Rolling Hail and their tank, Storm, teamed up with the assassin, Crow. Strangely, the usually crass Crow kept his mouth shut around Storm. The two seemed to have a peculiar history.

Once the teams were set up, everyone charged into their respective tunnels without delay, but Kashi held back Syèl for a second. He then whispered into the vampire’s ears. “Finish quickly and double back to my channel. If I’m not at my core in thirty minutes, destroy it and move on with the others.”

Syèl revealed a sneaky smirk. “You’re up to something, aren’t you?”

“You could say that.” Kashi grinned. “There’s something I need on this floor. If it works out, I might unlock something nice.”

“You’re pretty greedy.” Syèl rolled his eyes. Kashi did not say ‘level-up,’ but rather ‘unlock.’ This meant that Kashi was hoping to undergo something akin to an evolution. “You’re already a cheat-like existence. You still want more?”

“Says the Vampire Prince,” Kashi snorted. In terms of tiers of existence, Syèl’s Vampire Prince status just about edged Kashi’s Half-Draconian, Elder Dragon status. Kashi did not mind however, because, just like Syèl, he still had plenty of space to grow.

Syèl laughed as he conceded Kashi’s point. He then patted the daeben’s shoulder, before running into his tunnel. “Whatever you’re planning, stay alive!”

“Of course!” Kashi called as Syèl disappeared into his tunnel. The daeben then took a deep breath as his eyes glowed with a deep green light. “I know Yggdrassil,” muttered Kashi as he tapped his heated chest. “I can feel it too.”

Kashi first confirmed no one was around, and then tapped the ground with his foot. Shockingly, rocks broke off the platform and began to wrap around the daeben until he turned into a golem. Kashi’s Earth Control had rapidly increased thanks to his training in Serisis. Making a rough construct like this was child’s play.

However, due to the nature of Kashi’s mission, he needed to completely encase himself, thereby shutting off both sight and smell. He left a bit of room to store some oxygen, but that would only last him for ten to fifteen minutes. Kashi needed to complete his mission in that time or he would choke to death.

Kashi utilized  [Mind’s Eye]  to spread his consciousness outside the golem. He immediately suffered a headache as the searing heat assaulted his senses, causing him to nearly fall over. “Like hell I’m going to give up here.” 

The coalition might be doing their best to prevent Razznik’s return, but Kashi was not so optimistic. He firmly believed Razznik would make an appearance. He could match Razznik as he was now. He needed to surpass his limits, no matter the risk.

Steeling his resolve, Kashi chuckled as he walked to the platform’s edge. The golem ‘gazed’ at the sky-high and then shockingly jumped off. The flames swallowed the golem, leaving nothing behind.

Oblivious to Kashi’s actions, Brilith and the others passed through their respective tunnels and came upon the first platform.

Immediately she exited the tunnel, Brilith was shocked to find a vast plain in front of her. Several elves bowed their heads in reverence, worshipping and offering their prayers upon her.

Brilith’s lips twitched, and a hint of anger flashed through her eyes. “You think you can trick me with this much?” She sneered as she sniffed a dark-purple flower that appeared in her hand. Immediately, the ‘reality’ before her stripped away like a hazy mist, revealing a small village with small, stone houses.

A group of strange creatures were gathered at the village front, staring warily at Brilith. Some of the creatures were humanoid, but had red skins and long, pointed horns. Others looked more like mutated monsters, horrible and deadly.

“Devils and Demons.” Brilith observed the lanky, red-skinned humanoids. These should be the lesser devils Kashi mentioned. Indeed, their illusions were effective. If Brilith did not have a Heart-Calming Rose, she might have needed to expend some effort. 

“But why do they look so weak?” Strangely, whether it be the Lesser Devils or the Demons, they looked either too old, too young, too injured or too weak. Brilith could not spot a single healthy-looking combatant amongst the group.

This village looked… That’s right, it looked like villages left behind after the able-bodied warriors left to battle a great foe. 

“H-how?” A Lesser Devil coughed up blood as he stared at Brilith with shock and fear. “How did you break out of Desire Infinitas so easily!? No, where did you come from!?”

“Desire?” Brilith’s brow rose. “Was that supposed to show me my desire? That crappy thing?” Brilith’s gaze turned frosty as she raised her hand. “You have to offer at least the world to satisfy me, don’t you think?”

The Lesser Devil’s eyes quaked with fear as thousands of green vines broke out of the ground. “Wait! Please! There are child—Uak!”

A giant trunk crushed that Lesser Devil to paste. The other devils either fled in panic or angrily charged at Brilith with the demons. 

Faced with the charging enemies, Brilith snorted as her vines shattered them to pieces without suspense. Brilith confidently walked through the village, ignoring the villagers’ cries as they were either pierced or crushed. She finally made it to the other end, and walked through the tunnel, leaving a pool of blood and flesh behind.

However, Brilith failed to notice the blood begin to flow upwards in small rivulets, as if attracted by something up the tunnel.

Similar scenes played out across several tunnels as the warriors fought past the first platform. Some slaughtered the entire village, while others only killed those that blocked their path. Of the entire entire invading party, only two tunnels were left unscathed.

The first was, Sonic’s channel. Rather than fight, he ran past, outright ignoring the Lesser Devils. The Lesser Devils, in turn, could not dream of keeping up with his speed, so they reluctantly let him pass.

Elsewhere, Zuri stunned Shadow and Larsial by befriending the Lesser Devils in the first platform. Freed from the Summoned’s usual mentality of ‘kill NPCs to progress,’ she freely chatted with the Lesser Devils, seeing them only as interesting foreigners.

Through their discussions, Zuri, Shadow and Larsial learned the truth of this floor. The Hell Floor had twelve platforms per channel. The dungeon cores were located on the twelfth platform at the end of each channel.

Each dungeon core regularly spat out hordes of demons and devils, but due to the limited platform space, the newcomers always fought the old, intending to slaughter them and take their place. After countless centuries, a group of Lesser Devils managed to kill off invaders long enough for their civilization to grow.

As the Lesser Devils grew old and bore children, they began relocating their weaker brethren to the early platforms. The stronger Lesser Devils and Demons stayed at the later platforms to fight off the invading Lesser Devils borne from the Dungeon Core.

As long as the Dungeon Core remained, these Lesser Devils were doomed to a cycle of never-ending war and torment. Hence, when Zuri explained that she was there to destroy the Dungeon Core, they were all too eager to help her!

The Lesser Devils escorted Zuri, Larsial and Shadow, preventing their brethren on later platforms from attacking them.

Gugugugu!  “Hmm?” In a separate channel, Syèl curiously gazed at a three-meter floating ball of blood. Intriguingly, clumps of blood kept ‘pulling’ out of the ball, but Syèl firmly held them in place. He looked at the tunnels with intrigue in his eyes. “Something wants this blood?”

“Let’s go say hi, then.” Syèl revealed a deadly grin as he put his hands in his pockets and then walked into the next tunnel. Around him, dozens of desiccated corpses crumbled to dust and ash.


Meanwhile, several dozens of meters the platforms below, a stone golem painstakingly waded through a black sea. Within the golem, Kashi had to resist the urge to scream as his skin repeatedly peeled off, and was then forcefully healed. 

The black sea was not really a sea, but a thick, unbelievably dense clump of flames. The stone used to create the platforms were plucked from the hottest parts of the Netherworld, and were thus impervious to these flames. However, what little heat sipped through the seams was enough to roast Kashi alive! If it were not for his Heat Resistance, Regeneration Rate, and Yggdrasil, he would definitely have perished long ago, becoming a daeben kebab.

“Ugh. I hope no one moved it, or this would all have been for nothing!” Kashi angrily murmured to himself as he climbed onto a solid patch of rock floating on the black sea.

Truthfully, the Hell Floor was not always this intense. While it was always hot, Razznik’s obsession with screening only worthy challengers caused him to steal an incredible flame from the Netherworld.

This was a primordial flame that existed long before humes were created. Legends state that Ferulic used this flame to mold the world as we know it. However, because its existence was too dangerous, he consigned it to the Netherrealm, where it could run rampant without destroying all of creation.

Razznik plundered the flame from a massively fortified city in Netherrealm, and then used it to power the Hell Floor. Even Razznik did not attempt to control the flame as it was impossible for him of that time. Instead, he let it burn freely, and just raised the platforms to a level where the heat was slightly bearable for ‘strong’ people.

Unfortunately, the primordial flame required many sacrifices to keep its fire lit. The flame consumed the lifeforce and mana of humes and monster to stay lit throughout countless millenia. No living being could offer up the mana it needed to stay lit, so all its wielders had to rely on sacrifices. In the Netherrealm, these sacrifices were never-ending and of the highest quality, but the same could not be said for the Hell Floor.

The Lesser Devils’ lifeforce barely kept the primordial flame lit. It had otherwise lost most of its power, which was the only reason Kashi was able to walk through its core flames, even with the coat of armor.

However, Kashi did not care that the Primordial Flame lacked its original power. At the end of the day, all the flame wanted was mana. Who could claim they had more mana at their disposal than Yggdrasil, the World Tree?

“Hmm? Is that?” Kashi steps hastened as he approached an altar on the floating platform. A man-sized, four-meters long statue of a Water Spider with a tutsi bowl on its back stood atop the altar. The bowl contained a black clump the size of a basketball. 

Kashi’s eyes went wide as a stream of energy gushed from his heart. He knew this was Yggdrassil expressing its intense desire.

Kashi did not stand on ceremony. He climbed onto the statue, and then approached the flames. “Here goes nothing.” Kashi gritted his teeth as a portal appeared above the fiery clump. However, the portal had barely scratched the flames when it exploded, causing Kashi to cough up blood. 

In the confusion, Kashi’s concentration slipped, and a tiny crack appeared in the golem armor’s leg.

“ARGH!” Even Kashi could not stop his scream as his right leg burned to dust in an instant. Blood seeped out of the daeben’s eyes as he quickly bent over and covered the crack with his hand. However, he then began to choke as the momentary heat had consumed all the oxygen in the golem armor.

“Damn it! Like hell, I’m failing here!” Kashi gritted his teeth and once again raised his hand, summoning another portal. This time, however, he screamed with a bloody gaze as he ‘crashed’ the portal onto the flame in one fell swoop.

The flames, as if incensed by Kashi’s audacity, instantly erupted and charged at the portal. Predictably, Kashi’s portal began to shatter, but just before the backlash hit him, pure, green energy erupted and forcefully held the portal together until it successfully swallowed the clump.

Once the flame disappeared, Kashi’s golem exploded as flames burst out of his every pore, exposing the daeben to the harsh, burning world. The unconscious daeben fell into the tutsi bowl, which then closed up like a web, or a cocoon.

[Deliver the First Fire]

The statue suddenly trembled as the tutsi bowl closed and then charged across the black sea with the prize in its tutsi bowl.

Meanwhile, a war once again raged within Orez, as Yggdrassil assisted Orez to forceful subdue the Primordial Flame.
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Boom!  Outside Oni Hill, Absalon’s brows were tightly drawn together as he glared at the undead army storming the great wall. Even with Kashi’s warning, the general severely underestimated the undead’s desperate desire to reach the terrible mountain.

Hordes of undead repeatedly climbed up the walls, but fortunately, the combined forces of Serisis, Rosendun and Aygorzi’s soldiers managed to push them back with well-placed arrows. Still…

“It is only beginning. They have not gotten serious yet.”

Absalon looked at Leila Lightwood, who walked up to him with a tight scowl, slightly flushed cheeks and ragged breaths. Absalon expected this much since Leila had been shuttling back and forth across the entire wall, keeping abreast of the situation and shooting down any threat that made it onto the wall. 

Absalon sighed as he gazed at the sea of undead. “You believe so too?”

“Naturally. So far, they have only sent average skeleton warriors to probe us out. That can’t be all the undead have to offer.” 

“Tsk. So, they do have a general after all.” Absalon inwardly groaned. It was one thing to fight a horde battle, but fighting a horde battle controlled by a general was a whole other level. “What do you figure? Grand Lich?”

“Grand Lich?” Leila clucked her tongue. That would be the worst-case scenario. Liches were troublesome beings stuck between the realm of dead and living. They were usually born when a powerful existence perished with extreme resentment. Liches could control thousands of undead, were extremely intelligent, and excellent magicians. Even worse, Liches were one of the few truly immortal beings in the world. They could live for eternity and endlessly reconstruct their bodies as long as their core remained intact. 

Leila did not want to face that kind of dangerous foe. It was impossible to battle a lich without suffering heavy casualties. “Liches are not the only option. There are also—”

Vwoom!  Leila and Absalon’s expressions turned grave as an oppressive mana fluctuation exploded in the battlefield. Absalon infused his eyes with mana and looked at the distance where a robed undead raised a staff above its head. “This fluctuation. What kind of spell is this!?”

Twang!   Boom!  Absalon gaped in shock as the undead’s head suddenly exploded. He barely made out an arrow that shattered after crushing five more in its path. He turned to Leila who put down her bow ,with a grave frown. What a shot! That was over a kilometer away, yet she hit an accurate bulls-eye! 

Unfortunately, Leila’s expression remained grave as she looked at the sky. “I failed. It finished the spell.”

“What the hell?” “Oh gods!” “Sweet Mera!” Several soldiers cried out in shock and fear as massive mandala appeared in the skies. A swirling portal appeared, from which a giant rock, roughly the size of a football field began to fall. 

Absalon angrily glared at the meteor. If that thing fell on them, everyone here would perish without fail. “Tch. I need to waste so much mana this early?” Absalon grumbled as he tapped his staff on the ground and then raised his hand. 

The battlefield went silent with shock as another mandala appeared beneath the meteor. 

“Absorb!” Terrifying mana surged from Absalon as his unique magic made an appearance. Absalon gritted his teeth as the meteor slid into the mandala. Without hesitation, he raised the staff and the mandala suddenly spun in place until it faced the undead army. He then shouted, “Repel!” causing the just swallowed meteor to spit out toward the undead. 

“Whoo! Absalon! Absalon!” the soldiers cheered as the meteor zipped through the air. This attack was enough to wipe out a least two-thirds of the undead!

Absalon, though was not as optimistic. “Everyone, stay alert!” He ordered the commanders to keep their guards up as he warily watched the falling stone.

Vwooo~ Boom!  Absalon’s brows shot up as a gigantic black beam shot out of the black forest behind the undead. The terrible beam struck the meteor at its center, releasing a massive shockwave that blasted several miles wide.

The soldiers gaped as cracks spread through the meteor like a broken egg.  BOOM!  The meteor exploded into small chunks that travelled in all directions like omni-direction missiles!

“Damn it! I knew it would not be easy! Everyone, shoot down those rocks, no matter the cost!” Absalon roared as he stamped his staff against the ground and then spread both hands, causing a wall of mandalas to appear above his section of the wall. This time, Absalon did not bother with Absorb. The mandalas repelled all incoming projectiles.

The Great General’s display galvanized the army to give it their all. Seeing that Absalon had this place covered, Leila began sniping missiles outside his sphere of influence.

Elsewhere, several guildmasters shot to the sky with determined gazes. Just Matt took aim with his repeater and squeezed. Boom! Several beams shot out of the rifle and destroyed several falling rocks, pulverizing them.

Nearby, CyanidePilgrim’s green hair fluttered in the wind as he charged to the largest meteor fragment. The young man’s gauntlets glowed as he roared and unleashed a series of angry punches. 

Bang! Bang! Bang!  Each strike whittled the fragment into tinier and tinier chunks, which the archers shot down. Once he finished with the fragment, CyanidePilgrim charged toward the next with a determined gaze.

Whoosh!  Elsewhere a blue silhouette streaked through the sky as Paragon4x charged through the sky with her blade. Wherever she passed, her sword smashed rocks to pieces, leaving tiny rubble dust in her wake.

On the wall, DogFighterPro flicked a gold coin, which transformed into a stick as it landed. “Hoho. Lady Luck isn’t smiling today?” His lips curled into a smile as he flung the stick at incoming meteor fragment. He then reached into his pouch and pulled out several precious stones, which he then tossed into the air, “How about this!?”

Shockingly, the precious stones melted in the air, turning into a stream of multicolored energy that enveloped the stick. 

DogFighterPro sweated a little as the several colors rapidly flashed before finally settling on Gold. “YES!” He grinned and raised his hand as the simple stick struck the massive boulder. He then clenched his fish and shouted, “Explode!”

If DogFighterPro was a Summoned, he would have received a ‘Super Critical Strike’ notification. Defying all odds, that simple stick struck the boulder at its weakest point. The impact caused a chain reaction that split the boulder into several smaller pieces that the surrounding soldiers easily dealt with.

Unfortunately, despite the army’s many efforts, a boulder still broke through their defenses. 

BOOM!  The entire wall trembled as a boulder struck its eastern section, smashing open a giant hole.

The undead did not miss this opportunity. Despite having suffered intense bombardment themselves, the survivors single-mindedly charged at the hole. 

Absalon’s gaze turned grave as he glared at the compromised section. “We need to plug that hole.” First, they needed to deal with the incoming undead. “But first, stop them from passing through. We’re doomed if they expand that hole!”

BOOM! The undead near the breach crumbled to the ground as two orcs hit the ground. “We’ll hold them off! Find a way to plug that hole!”

Durst grunted as he brandished a pair of twin axes. By his side, Ragnaf lifted a thick, longsword and glared at the onrushing horde. 

Durst’s eyes gleamed when he spotted a giant boulder roughly five hundred meters away. “We can plug the hole with that! I’ll carry it, but I’ll need some protection.”

Atop the wall, Absalon’s brows twitched when a commander relayed Durst’s idea. “It’s a bit early, but we don’t have a choice.” Absalon then switched channels to a different commander. “Darius, I have a mission for you...”

Meanwhile back at the breach, the soldiers cheered on the orcs, even as they peppered the undead with suppressive fire. Durst and Ragnaf proved why orcs were feared on the battlefield, clearing hordes of undead with ferocious ease.

Amongst the two, Durst was like a violent force of nature, bulldozing and crushing the enemies around him. Ragnaf, however, was more erudite, like flowing water. Seemingly clashing with his identity as an orc, he glided past attacks with exquisite footwork, and finished off enemies with efficient strikes. 

Dududududu!  “Hmm?” Durst turned around in time to spot around sixty centaurs charge out of the breach. Intriguingly, each centaur had two drakul seated on their back.

Darius, who led the charge, stopped in front of Durst with grave eyes. He pointed his spear at the distant rock. “We’ll get you there, and provide support while the drakul protect your return.” 

“Understood.” Durst knew the battlefield was not a place for complex explanations. So, he tapped Ragnaf’s shoulder. “I’ll leave this place to you.”

Ragnaf nodded, and Durst immediately jumped onto Darius’ back. 

The centaur groaned. Orcs were quite heavy creatures. Fortunately, centaurs were pretty strong themselves, so Darius adjusted after a few moments of discomfort. He looked over his shoulder at Durst and warned, “Don’t fall.”

“Huh, why would I—whoa! *cough* *cough*” Durst burst into a coughing fit as Darius sudden speed forced him to swallow a chunk of air. 

The centaurs displayed their spear formation on the battlefield as they tore through the undead’s ranks. Nothing came close to the golden spear as it crushed any and all opposition out of their path.

Of course, the ki construct was not invincible. The centaurs suffered backlash from every impact. But, fortunately, the soldiers shared the impact amongst themselves, minimizing the overall damage. However, the undead were so densely packed that those small, almost miniscule damage would definitely accumulate to something significant over time.

Thankfully, the centaurs’ mission was a straightforward one. The spear-construct soon reached the giant, five-meter tall rock. 

Durst did not stand on ceremony. He jumped down from Darius’ back and approached the rock. His veins bulged as he bent down and lifted the boulder. He then repositioned the boulder on his back and began trudging toward the wall.

The undead were not stupid. They deduced Durst’s intentions the moment he reached the boulder. So, they immediately sent cavalry of their own to intercept. Several Dullahans and Death Knights charged toward Durst from all corners of the battle field.

Durst had barely crossed ten meters when the calvary reached within spitting distance. Their speed and ferocity displayed the undead’s desire. They would not let Durst reach that wall!

Darius’ eyes narrowed as he observed the incoming wave. As fellow calvary, he knew things would turn ugly if the undead barelled into their formation with that much momentum. Normally, this would have been a massive problem he would need hours to solve. But not that day.

On that day, the centaurs carried the solution to this issue on their backs.

Darius looked at the drakuls. “It’s your turn. We shall count on you.”

The drakul grimly nodded as they jumped off the centaurs and then got into formation around them, with the slowly moving Durst at the center. 

The drakul drew their weapons, varying from double swords, to axes and hammers. Although they didn’t wear significant armor, their weapons were intimidating! Aygorzi’s dwarfs specially forged these weapons for the drakul. The dwarfs paid special attention because they considered the drakul to be Kashi’s blood and tribe. Even if the entire world betrayed Kashi, the drakul never would. 

Such a force needed to look the part so they did not drag Kashi’s prestige down.

Strangely, the drakul themselves did not follow this train of thought. They did not care about how they looked, only that they had the strength to stand by Kashi’s side.

Ever since they left Riven, the drakul only had two chances to show off their ferociousness. The first, was with Kashi, when they fought off the daeben.

This time, the rest of the world would bear witness. They would see the result of the Drakul’s Eternal Dream!

ROAR!

The drakul roared in unison once the undead calvary reached spitting distance. Shockingly, every single drakul tripled in size, turning into terrifying giants. 

“Berserk!?” Absalon nearly fell over in fright when he recognized the familiar red scales. Once upon a time, a few of those nearly destroyed his army’s siege on Riven. Back then, only a handful of the drakul achieved Berserk. What would an entire platoons worth of berserk drakul be like!?

Absalon did not have to wait long to find out. The undead calvary bore witness on behalf of the world.

BOOM!

Bone and dust exploded as the drakul shattered the skeleton horses with a single punch. The Dullahans and Death Knights that fell did not have a chance to regroup before they were pounced upon. The drakul had neither mercy nor shame. They crushed the fallen enemies, sometimes ganging up five against one to bring a swift end.

The undead stared in shock for a moment, but then snapped back to reality when they noticed that Durst had advanced another fifty meters. Enraged, the undead poured wave after wave to intercept Durst.

Absalon, the ever watchful Supreme General did not let the undead have their way. “Section B-2 to E-9, focus suppressive fire around Durst’s company. Cover their retreat! Nyte, Blade, Sasha, take companies to eliminate those who climb up the wall in those sections!”

“Yes Sir!”

Following Absalon’s order, every ranged soldier on the eastern side, trained their bows or staffs toward Durst. Promptly, hundreds of arrows and magic projectiles rained down on the undead around Durst’s company, creating a massive purgatory zone.

Naturally, because the archers focused elsewhere, the undead had a much easier time climbing the walls.

Thwak! Uack!  Unfortunately for the undead, they barely got their footing on the wall before footsoldiers ganged up on and crushed them to dust. At the head of the covering party were Nyte, Blade and Sasha, Absalon’s Lieutenants.

Atop Oni Hill, Queen Alia’s eyes shone as she surveyed the distant battlefield. “So many races working together in harmony.” She then glanced at the ground with excited eyes. “Kashi, is it? You had my curiosity, but now you have my attention.”

Meanwhile, back on the battlefield, Durst understood what it was like to receive VIP treatment. The army’s aerial bombardment greatly whittled the charging forces. The drakul then destroyed ninety-eight percent of those who made it through. Finally, the centaurs finished off any surviving undead.

For the twenty minutes until Durst reached the wall, nothing so much as touched him!

When they reached the wall, Darius’ eyes trembled when he spotted a mountain of bones blocking the path. 

Before Darius could begin to question his sanity, the skeleton wall crumbled, revealing a ferociously grinning Ragnaf.

The young orc was bruised and cut all over. Blood seeped from deep injuries, forming a small puddle at his feet, but Ragnaf’s eyes were strong and excited.

“You all go to the otherside and plug the hole. I’ll hold the line until you’re done.”

Darius trembled when he met Ragnaf’s eyes. This pressure this child exuded was on the same level as Kashi’s monstrous partners. However, he was even more bloodthirsty due to his orcish bloodline. Darius instinctively knew he was not Ragnaf’s match. Perhaps only Agamios amongst the centaurs could match this wild orc.

‘But he’s on our side.’

Darius did not let his unease cloud his judgment. “Aethir guide you.” He nodded his assent and then charged ahead with the drakul and Durst.

Having survived several ambushes, Durst released a sigh of relief when he finally crossed the wall. He then dropped the boulder on Darius’ signal and rolled it into place.

The boulder fit almost snugly, but there were slight gaps at the top and the sides. Durst, however, was not concerned, because in a world of magic, fixing this much was easy!

Just as he thought, a mage who had been waiting scrambled to the rock and unleashed a pre-made spell.

The boulder seemed to melt and take a liquid form that spread out until it filled up the entire hole, and then hardened once again. Thanks to the spell, the hole disappeared, but that section of the wall had unavoidable jagged edges from the extra mass.

Outside the wall, Ragnaf cleared his surroundings with a ki-blade, and was then pulled to safety by a dropped rope. Several soldiers immediately rushed Ragnaf, patting and praising the orc for his outstanding display.

Ragnaf’s eyes trembled as he looked at the adoring humes. This was the first time he ever received unfiltered praise. There was none of the ‘for a half-orc,’ or ‘for a weak elf.’ These people did not care what he was. They were thankful for his actions. Ragnaf, the orc that singlehandedly held the line was all they saw!

While Ragnaf basked in the praise, a tense Absalon stared into the black forest.

Leila walked up to his side, and rested on the battlements as she too peered ahead. 

“We overcame the first hurdle.”

“But there will be more.”

“We don’t have to win. Just hold out. Hold out until Kashi wins.”

Absalon sighed as he looked at the ‘cocoon-like’ egg in the skies. “Just under five hours to go.” His gaze then turned fiery as he gripped the battlements. “We will win.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 249: Duo Souls

    
    
    
    
                
Orez

7:05 p.m. 17  th   Zelyr 1092.

“Kashi-dono, please can you give me a heads-up before you do something like this?”

“Hehe, gambling like this is always fun.” Standing in the skies above Yggdrasil’s branches, Kashi laughed as he patted the exasperated Drixali’s flank. However, despite his apparent humor, the daeben closely examined the world-ending scene before him.

The Primordial Flame lacked intelligence, but it possessed a certain instinct that made it unwilling to serve anyone. Back then, Razznik expended a tremendous amount of energy and effort to subdue the flame. 

Kashi lacked Razznik’s strength, but fortunately, he did not need it. Orez and Yggdrasil desperately wanted the Primordial Flame to replace Kashi’s dragon as a true fire source. So, Orez combined its strength with Yggdrasil to forcefully subdue the flame. 

The scene was even crazier than when Drixali fought the Blight as oceans lightning, wind and wood energy combined to combat the sea of black flames in the sky. Normally, this much chaos should have put Orez in danger, but Yggdrasil and Kashi learned from previous experiences. They erected a wooden barrier to contain the chaos so it did not affect the denizens, as well as limit the damage.

As the lightning factor and a god of Orez, Drixali sweated as he poured all of his energy into assisting Yggdrasil. Despite his new status, he could tell that he was no match for the Primordial Flame as it was an entity on Yggdrasil’s level. Fortunately, Razznik already greatly weakened it, and then further siphoned its energy over a thousand years to maintain the Hell Floor.

Yggdrasil was thus finally able to subdue the Primordial Flame after a hearty effort. Kashi did not need to worry about the Primordial Flame’s depleted nature either. It would definitely regain its power after nourishment from Yggdrasil and its own recovery ability.

Kashi sighed as the wooden barriers crumbled, revealing a small, docile black clump. He carefully approached the flame, and was surprised to find that it no longer felt hot. The daeben softly smiled as he extended his palm and cradled the little flame. “That’s strange. It feels like a sleeping child.”

“Ancient entities are capable of gaining sentience after countless years,” Drixali explained as he carefully eyed the Primordial Flame. “My guess is it was on the verge of sentience before its previous master captured and drained its energy. It should soon awaken after being nourished by Yggdrasil for a few decades.” Drixali paused and then glanced below the clouds to the massive dragon that lay beneath Yggdrasil’s branches. “Kashi-dono, could it be you wish to—"

“Ah, that’s right. It’s about time don’t you think?” Kashi’s eyes shone with a dangerous glint as he raised the clump. “Hey, Orez, I want to swap out the planet’s fire factor?”

[ New Candidate for Fire Element Detected: Primordial Flame Nucleus

Candidate Suitability: Spectacular! It is highly advised that you switch to this element!

Do you want to confirm the switch? ]

“Yes!” Pandemonium broke out immediately Kashi confirmed the switch. First, the clump of flames disappeared as it melded into Orez’s core. Thousands of miles away, volcanoes suddenly erupted over the ocean. The molten lavas spread for hundreds and thousands of miles, and then rapidly cooled over in the span of a few seconds, creating five gigantic continents that put Yggdrasil’s little island to shame.

Predictably, the massive water displacement created gigantic tsunamis that washed over Orez. Fortunately, Kashi acted fast, utilizing Yggdrasil’s earth authority to erect gigantic earthen walls to protect the island. The tsunamis spanned hundreds of meters high, but they harmlessly crashed into the island’s walls. 

The island trembled from the impact, inducing panic among the residents. However, the chaos did not last too long as Orez’s water factors, the hydras, forced the turbulent seas to settle. Soon, the world returned to normal, but the surprises were yet to end.

ROAR!  Kashi trembled as a terrifying dragon’s roar pierced through the world. The daeben’s eyes went wide with shock as the usually sleeping dragon rose to its feet. He dragon, four stocky feet dug into the ground as it spread its wings. Then, before the world’s stunned eyes, it flapped its majestic wings and then charged into the sky.

The massive dragon cut through the skies with blinding speed, and then arrived before the stunned Drixali and Kashi. Its obsidian scales glowed as it glared at Kashi.

The dragon might not have said a word, but somehow, Kashi understood it. No, ‘understand’ was not the right word. It felt more like he was looking at an extension of himself. It did not make sense to say he ‘understood’ himself.

The system’s timely prompt further emphasized that feeling.

[Congratulations on fully awakening your dragon soul!

Half of your dragon soul has been locked away, serving as the fire element factor for Orez. Finally, your dragon soul has been freed from this duty and it is yours to unleash]

[Trait Unlocked: Duo Souls

Two Souls, One Body! Through several fortuitous encounters, you have found a way to accommodate two souls in one body. However, due to the volatile nature of competing souls, you must pick one of three choices to maintain balance:

a) Merge your souls into one entity (recommended)

b) Appoint your daeben soul as the primary soul

c) Appoint your dragon soul as the primary soul.]

Kashi frowned as he looked at the three options. ‘Primary soul.’ Somehow he knew what that meant. The primary soul determined Kashi’s ‘existence.’ For example, if he had a dragon soul, then he would be a dragon no matter what body he inhabited. Likewise, if had a daeben soul, he would always be a daeben no matter how his body changed. This was partly why Kashi could not maintain his draconic form. It put too much stress on his body and soul, which was still a daeben’s.

Dragon, Daeben, or both? Kashi would have liked more time to consider, but he could not put off this decision. Previously, the dragon soul did not clash with his daeben soul because it was suppressed as Orez’s fire-elemental factor. Now, however, it was free and would definitely clash with Kashi’s daeben soul.

Unfortunately, appointing one soul over another, would dampen the effects of the suppressed. For example, Kashi’s dragon soul was a fire-lightning hybrid, but Kashi only had access to the lightning portion until this moment. Furthermore, he could not freely use his draconic form.

On the flipside, daebens had unique stat bonuses when it came to rune crafting, painting and the finer arts. Kashi would definitely miss a lot of these bonuses if they were suppressed.

The recommended option was strangely, the most lose-lose of the entire situation. If Kashi merged his souls, he would neither be a daeben nor a dragon, but something in-between. Kashi was not ready to gamble on what traits he would retain from both souls. Best-case scenario, he would get the best of both worlds. But, the worst-case scenario also existed, where he only got the terrible penalties. Kashi would not gamble on this slim chance.

Kashi sighed as he looked at his dragon soul. In the end, there was only one option. From the moment he started Drakul’s Dream, there was only one conclusion. “I choose—”

“Wait.”

Kashi’s eyes widened as the most unexpected voice interrupted him. “Wait? Suzuki? Did you just say something, or am I hearing things?”

“Your problem is that the souls will clash. That happens because at least one soul is automated. What if you could control both?”

“What if I could control both?” Kashi’s brain worked at full speed to process the impractical solution. If he could control both, then theoretically, he could retain the full bonuses of both souls even after picking his primary soul. He would not need to suppress the other to mitigate the risks of conflict. Kashi chuckled as he caught a glimpse of Suzuki’s train of thought. “Oh? Do you have a solution?”

“A temporary one. Only until you fight Razznik.”

‘Temporary?” Kashi’s lips curled in a wide grin. Kashi had been wondering how to increase Suzuki’s ties to the world so the latter ceased his suicidal plans. He had been racking his brain for weeks, but Suzuki just handed him the solution on a plate.

Kashi suppressed his elation to prevent Suzuki from reading him. Instead, his gaze turned apprehensive as he muttered, “What about your iron-clad rule? No one interferes in the other’s world? This seems like a blatant violation of that, right?”

“You do not have to if you don’t want to. I’m only offering because Razznik is that much of a threat. I think you need to stack up as much as you can before the fight. This is not the time to suppress any part of you.”

Kashi inwardly smirked. “Have you noticed? You get really talkative whenever Razznik is involved. Admit it. You miss him.” Predictably, only Suzuki’s silence greeted that remark. Kashi, however, chuckled and said, “Alright. Let’s try it out. Temporary, right?”  ‘Temporary, my ass. It’s checkmate once you’re out.’

“Swap to the dragon soul first. It better suits the path you’ve chosen.”

“Heh, so you were paying attention.” Kashi scratched his nose as he thought of the sullen-faced youth who always looked like he did not give a damn. “Yeah, that was my idea from the start, anyway.” With those words, Kashi reached out and tapped ‘C.’

Instantly, Kashi felt a surge of power like nothing he’d ever experienced. His vision temporarily went dark, and he felt his ‘soul’ suddenly explode, growing increasingly larger and more potent. 

In simple terms, a soul was like a container. That container determined the maximum limit an individual could attain. The soul also dictated certain traits that a person could attain during their entire lifetimes. 

Most humes, regardless of race had similar soul sizes. However, it was possible to expand that container through some rigorous and pointed training. Still, there were existences, whose souls were simply on another plane of existence. The soul of a Divine Dragon, or ExalteASa d Devil for example, eclipsed a hume’s by infinte amounts. 

That was not to say humes could not catch up to these monsters. However, they needed to break through their limits several times in order to reach these creatures. This was why level 200 was such a huge watershed. The average hume could not easily break past level 200 because it was the limit of a hume’s soul, whereas an Elder Dragon could easily reach level 500 before it even felt a hint of pressure.

Currently, Kashi felt like he had traded his painfully built up and reinforced bucket for a giant reservoir. An Elder Dragon’s potential was incredible! As a Summoned, Kashi did not need to fear the level 200 threshhold, but he would just as easily crossed if he were a Resident.

“Nggh. I feel weird.” Kashi groaned as he opened his eyes. Shockingly, he saw ‘himself’ standing next to Drixali. No, more accurately, he saw his daeben body standing next to Drixali. It took a moment, but Kashi soon realized he was in his dragon body.

“Oh. Wow. This feels different.” Kashi marveled as he felt the mana coursing through his veins. There was a reason people said dragons were loved by mana. Mana control suddenly felt as natural as breathing. It was like it moved along with his thoughts.

No, that was not quite it. Kashi raised his front paw and clawed at the sky. Thousands of arc-like electric snakes suddenly poured down and began circling around him. No, this was not mere control. This was domination! Kashi now had dominion over mana in a vicinity around him. What the hell kind of power was this!?

“Are you done playing around?” 

Kashi looked at the daeben, who spoke with his own voice. However, compared to a few seconds earlier, the daeben’s red eyes were cold and dark, like a bottomless red sea. Kashi’s lips curled in a smile as he greeted, “Welcome to Orez, Suzu.”

Suzuki’s brows furrowed. “Don’t call me that. Also, you need to get back to your body. I can feel a flood of notifications flooding in. They’re just waiting for your body to synchronize with your new soul.”

“How do you know that?”

“You seem to have forgotten that Razznik has experience tampering with souls and bodies. The system always puts notifications on hold until the process is complete.”

“True.” Kashi lightly chuckled as he examined his dragon body. “Well, I better get going. That spider should have delivered me by now.” As his body began to disappear, Kashi displayed a sincere smile as he said to Suzuki, “Truly, it’s good to have you here, Suzuki. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Focus on your own shit.” Suzuki coldly watched Kashi disappear, and then promptly turned to the confused Drixali. “Drixali, your name is Drixali, right?”

The centaur god, Drixali, absentmindedly nodded. He could not understand how he suddenly had an additional master. This was not a simple case of his master splitting his mind in two places. The person in his master’s body felt completely different in every conceivable way! 

“Drixali is too complicated. I’ll be calling you God Li.” Before giving the centaur a chance to object, Jingu Brush appeared in the daeben’s hand. “Do me a favor, God Li. I’m unfamiliar with this body.” As it rapidly grew into a long staff, Suzuki fixed Drixali with a terrible glare. “So, fight me!”

“What!?”

Moments later, thunder boomed over Orez as its gods engaged in an apocalyptic battle. Only a few onlookers noticed an odd sight. Why was ‘Kashi’ using a brush to battle?
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Vwoosh!  Sonic zoomed past the final demon village, but was shocked to find the connecting tunnel blocked by a boulder. A pair of four-armed demons glared at him, but Sonic moved faster than they could react and knocked them out.   “Hm? These guys are strong.” Sonic stared at his aching fingers with intrigue. 

Sonic had noticed that the devils and demons appeared stronger the more he advanced. He did not know why, but he was not interested in figuring it out. He simply outran the demons so he could destroy the pillar.

Sonic then reached out and examined the boulder. Fortunately, despite its size, the it was made from stone. Due to the mana density in this area, the stone was incomparably tough compared to the outside world, but it was nothing Sonic could not handle. The kafu pulled his arms back and then unleashed a flurry of rapid punches at the boulder’s core.

Crick! Crack!  A single punch from Sonic could not affect the boulder, but a thousand in quick succession severely weakened the boulder until it began to crack.

“Stop! You don’t know what you’re doing!”

Sonic ignored the panicked cries coming from his back as hundreds of chasing demons and devils finally caught up. With one final punch, the boulder shattered, revealing the narrow channel beyond. The kafu did not stand on ceremony, choosing instead to charge through.

Surprisingly, the chasing demons and devils wailed and cried out as they stopped at the entrance, either unable or unwilling to chase Sonic.

Sonic did not have time to ponder their actions, as he walked onto the final platform, where a pillar of light surrounded a large, glowing orb. But, despite seeing his goal, Sonic did not move, and instead, looked at an empty spot a few meters right of the dungeon core. “Your bloodlust is too thick. Come out.”

“Ah, it seems I failed after all.” An old, raspy voice echoed through the chamber as a round dot appeared. The dot rapidly swirled in place, growing into a shadow that the form of a man. A pair of bat-like wings broke out of the shadow’s back as the darkness dispersed to reveal a desiccated old man.

The old man, who had dark, golden eyes and long black hair bore a very sickly appearance. His skin was pale and dry, sticking to his bones like a rag over a radiator. Strangely, despite his appearance, Sonic’s furs stood on end when he looked into the man’s eyes.

“Turn back, child.” The old man slowly walked in front of the dungeon core, blocking it from Sonic’s sight. My millennium of exile ends tonight at midnight. You may return and do whatever you wish then.”

“Believe me, I would love to.” Sonic softly smiled as he got into a stance. “But I am afraid I have no choice. I need to destroy that dungeon core.”

The old man’s eyes flashed. “How unfortunate. I, too, wish to destroy this core. But I am duty-bound to protect it.” The strange man’s pupils turned to slits and his canines suddenly grew out as he erupted with a vicious aura.

Sonic’s gaze turned grave as he recognized the tell-tale signs. “A vampire? The apex predator race.”

“I see my race has not been forgotten.” The vicious vampire grinned and politely bowed. “I am Barrius von Balthazar. You may refer to me as Duke Balthazar.”

“I am Sonic. Forgive me, Duke, but you need to make way.” Sonic took a step forward and then disappeared. Half a second later, a shockwave erupted, proving he just broke the sound barrier! 

Within that micro-second, Sonic charged past the Duke. He did not want to waste any time, so he ran straight to the dungeon core to shatter it. However, just as Sonic was about to punch the core, warning bells rang off in his head.

The sense of danger was so great that Sonic immediately pulled his hand back. The forceful ki reversal caused him to cough up blood, but Sonic still jumped back. 

Schink!  Sonic’s instinct proved correct as a blood sword suddenly shot up where his arm would have passed. However, the kafu did not have time to celebrate the close call because several blood spears, knives and swords suddenly shot up from the ground. 

Sonic quickly darted across the area, but the attacks became more refined as the Duke began to predict where Sonic would land ahead of time.

Sonic gritted his teeth as he glared at the Vampire Duke. Now he knew why the ground was red. Every inch of the floor was soaked with blood. Blood which the Duke could manipulate to attack on will.

Sonic knew he could not keep this up for too long. If he didn’t end this quickly, the Duke would soon overwhelm him with sheer volume. Fortunately, it seemed like the Duke could not activate the entire field at once.

‘Hold on.’  Sonic’s eyes narrowed. Why couldn’t the Duke activate the entire field? Vampires had absolute control over blood. There was no reason a Vampire Duke could not control the blood in his territory. Unless…

“You’re hungry.” Sonic paid close attention to Duke Balthazar’s appearance. Despite facing an enemy, he still retained that desiccated appearance. Vampires prided themselves on their appearance. There was only one reason for the duke to retain that look. The Duke must not have fed in a while. Even worse, he could not use the blood infused into the ground for some reason.

Sonic had hesitated to attack the vampire directly because he was cautious of the vampiric blood arts. However, a hungry vampire could never be a real threat. 

Sonic was not that weak.

Sonic drew a pair of daggers and held them in a backward grip. “I do not know why you’re in this state, but unfortunately I have a mission.” Blue aura leaked from the kafu’s body as he crouched low. “We can have a fair fight in our next lives.”

Duke Balthazar frowned. He hated perceptive types. Like Sonic guessed, the duke was barely hanging on. He had not fed in just under a week, and if he did not get some sustenance soon, he would enter the slumber state. However, he would not fall over just because Sonic figured out the truth. Centuries of hardened resolve came to the fore as Sonic charged straight at the Duke without pretense.

Duke Balthazar was definitely not fast enough to match Sonic’s speed. But he did not need to. He was acutely aware of the shifting mana around him, and used it to pinpoint Sonic’s position. Furthermore, he did not need incantations or thought to manipulate blood. Like second nature, several blood swords shot up from the ground, intent on skewering Sonic. 

However, now that Sonic knew the Duke’s weakness, he did not hesitate. The kafu’s figure blurred as he weaved through the blood swords with rapid steps that defied human comprehension.

Seeing Sonic break through his attack with such ease, Duke Balthazar cursed and cut his palm. He then congealed a blood spear from his flowing blood and stabbed it outward. The vampire’s red, garish aura congealed into a giant spearhead that seemed to blot out the world, filling Sonic’s vision.

Sonic felt an intense pressure descend upon him, attempting to lock him in place. Indeed, if the duke was at full power, Sonic might have been forced to face this blow head-on. Fortunately, Sonic was much stronger than the duke. He forcefully dispersed the pressure with his aura, and then disappeared with a second step. 

“What!?” Duke Balthazar’s eyes widened in shock, as he spun around, searching for the kafu. Why couldn’t he sense the kafu anymore? Despite his shock, the duke wisely chose to defend himself first. He pulled out more of his blood and threw it above his head. It then rapidly expanded, turning into a dome that covered the duke.

The duke set up his defenses in less than a second, but that timeframe seemed like a crawl to one person. As the dome surrounded the duke, a blue blur zoomed past blasting him out of the blood dome’s protection.

‘Huh? Is that my body?’ Duke Balthazar’s vision grew blurry as he saw his decapitated corpse crash to the ground. His head then bounced on the ground a few times before coming a stop against a boot. The duke looked up to see Sonic’s shining eyes peering down at him. “Ah, I understand. I miscalculated. You already have a do—”  Blurksh!

Sonic stomped down, crushing the duke’s skull before he could finish his sentence. He then chanted a simple fireball spell to incinerate the remaining blood matter.

Although he had not met any in this game, Sonic knew about the unique nature of L.N.E’s vampires from the previous game. Vampires in this world could only be killed by destroying their brains. For low-level thralls, beheading was enough, but for viscounts and dukes, you needed to thoroughly destroy and burn their remains or they would just regenerate a new body.

Vampire Kings and Lords were another ball game entirely. There were rumors that such vampires could regenerate from a single clump of blood. Sonic had never met these kinds of vampires, so he had no way to confirm if this was true or not. Regardless, he burned the entire corpse just to be on the safe side.

But then, just as Sonic was about to relax, his brows tensed when the dungeon core suddenly started pulsing. The dungeon core only pulsed like that when it was about to send out a new batch of monsters—sort of like brief warning for any nearby adventurers.

Sonic was in no mood for unnecessary fights, so he quickly destroyed the core before it completed its summons. Sonic almost sat back and waited, but then cold sweat drenched his back as he recalled something. 

‘You’re hungry.’ ‘The duke has probably not eaten anything in a while.’ ‘Why was there so much blood on the ground when he was hungry?’

Elsewhere, a four-armed demon gladly explained the circumstances surrounding their villages to Zuri, Shadow and Larsial as they escorted them to the last gate.

Apparently, every channel had a vampire tasked with guarding the dungeon core. The vampires were given two ultimatums to leave this floor and regain their freedom: either eliminate all non-vampires on the floor, or guard the dungeon core until a specified date. 

The demons and devils were given the opposite directive: either destroy the dungeon core, or eliminate all non-demons and devils on the floor.

The dungeon cores spat out around thirty demons and devils every week. Once these demons appeared, they would first battle against the vampire, which saw them as necessary nourishments. Once the vampire gained enough strength, it would then charge into the channel, seeking to eliminate as many demons as possible.

To prevent themselves from being wiped out by a full strength vampire, the demons and devils would fight back with everything they had, forcing the vampire to exhaust its newly-gained blood reserves.

After losing, the vampires would retreat to the dungeon core. They infused the ground with blood to turn it into a sanctuary where they could decimate any foes regardless of their numbers. Unfortunately, the demons did not dare attack the vampires in their ‘zones,’ as this was tantamount to suicide. This weird stalemate had persisted for who knew how many centuries.

Zuri, Shadow and Larsial could not break the dungeon core without killing the vampire, so the demons were all too happy to give them a chance. Worst-case scenario, the vampire would gain a little more strength. They believed they could handle that much.

Under the demons’ escort, the trio reached the end of their channel, where they met a dessicated female vampire dressed in a long robe. It was difficult to tell from her wrinkled skin, but she did not look too old. However, it was difficult to judge a vampire’s age, so they pushed that to the back of their minds.

The female vampire’s eyes glowed with a seductive light as she observed the trio. She undid her robes, revealing form-fitting leather armor that emphasized her curves. Her cracked lips curved in a sultry smile as she bowed and greeted, “Duchess Lucretia von Hagen. May I ask who you lovelies are, and what you are doing here?”

“Zuri!” Zuri answered with a smile and then pointed at the core. “We want to break that thing.” 

“Ara? I’m afraid I cannot allow that.” Lucretia hid her smile behind a foldable fan. “I don’t suppose you could return at midnight?”

“No way. We’re kind of a hurry.” Zuri raised her fists and then glared at the duchess. “Kashi trusted Zuri with this. Do you want to stop Zuri?”

Duchess Lucretia gently smiled as the dungeon core suddenly began pulsating. Outside, the demons’ eyes trembled with fear and shock when they saw the shaking pillar. “No. It’s too early! The next summons should be tomorrow! Quick, get them out!”

Unfortunately, the demons were too late. By the time they reacted, fifty demons and devils appeared on the small circular platform.

Shadow had seen Syel in enough action to know that this was terrible! If the vampire got her hands on these demons’ blood!

“Larsial!” Shadow shouted as he charged at Lucretia.

Larsial also understood the impending danger, so she quickly supported Shadow, closing in on the Vampire Duchess in the blink of an eye.

Duchess Lucretia grinned as the two approached. Without any tricks, she let Larsial and shadow run her through, but bent her neck just enough to avoid it getting decapitated. Despite this, several liters of blood gushed out of a deep gash across her neck.

Lucretia, meanwhile, just smiled and twisted her finger. 

“Urck!” “Ugh!” “Aaah!”

The confused demons and devils never got a chance to acclimatize to their strange surroundings before several tentacle like blood whips stabbed through their brains and hearts.

Lucretia then licked her lips and muttered, “[Dawn Pelmut]”

Immediately, the demons shrivelled into dried-up husks as the tendrils sucked them dry and then delivered the blood to Lucretia.

The vampire duchess grinned as her palor rapidly turned rosy. Her lips became full, and blood-red, while her jet-black hair regained its luscious volume and glossiness. Within moments a beautiful, alluring thirty-ish looking woman stood within the dried-up husks.

“Mm, that feels so good.” Lucretia licked her lips and then glanced at Shadow and Larsial who had already backed away after failing their initial attack. “That’s right. I did not get your names.”

“Sha—”

“None of your business.” Larsial’s brows turned grave as she clamped her hand over Shadow’s mouth. When Lucretia spoke, Larsial felt wave of compulsion wash over her. It made her want to answer any question the duchess asked. 

The compulsion was subtle. She would never have noticed it, had she not suffered something similar in the past. But, since she did, Larsial knew the vampire wanted their names for a reason.

Lucretia smiled when she saw Larsial’s apprehension. “I see.” Several blood whips swirled around the vampire duchess as she muttered, “This might take a bit of effort.”

Elsewhere, Sonic rapidly dashed out of his channel into a separate one. His face paled when he saw numerous dead, dried out husks on his way. As he feared, the vampires were absorbing blood from anyone they killed in the channel. With this arrangement, the more people an intruder killed, the stronger the final vampire would become.

“What bastard designed this floor!?” Sonic’s frustration turned into true terror when he suddenly received a notification. 

[Your guildmate has died!]
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[Your Guildmate, Crow has Died!]

Every member of Nature’s Vanguard received this shocking message at the same time. Crow, their reliable assassin had actually died here. It was such an unbelievable sight that most did not know how to react.

Within one of the channels, a rapidly panting Storm bit her bloodied lips as she glared at a young vampire with crow-like black, beady eyes. Her armor was corroded and broken in many places, revealing burn-like injuries that were struggling to heal.

The vampire gently smiled as he released the desiccated husk that was once Crow. The corpse struck the ground, and then crumpled to dust, leaving nothing but its armor and weapons behind.

The vampire, Duke Castor von Dran, licked his ruby-red lips as he turned to look at Storm. “Hehe, you two must have been close. I have not borne witness to such a noble display of heroic sacrifice in my many centuries. Alas, his efforts will be for naught.”

Duke Dran gently raised his finger, and countless blood bats rose from the ground.

Storm warily observed the countless blood bats that had surrounded her in mere moments. However, instead of panicking, she stood her ground and exploded with defying aura. Thick layers of ki hardened her skin, giving it a metallic luster as she activated [Hardening]. This move slowed her down, but it largely boosted her defense.

Duke Dran flicked his fingers, and the blood bats crashed down. Dozens of blood bats exploded before they could reach Storm, as they smashed against a condensed ki-shield. Unfortunately, the ki-shield did not last long under the endless bombardment. Duke Dran’s blood reserves was immeasurable, as he drew from the dozens of demons and devils that Storm and Crow killed on their way through the channel. A vampire’s blood arts was strongest when facing multiple foes!

Storm groaned as the blood bats crashed into her after breaking through her ki-shield. Within seconds, smoke sizzled as the bats’ corrosive blood ate through her armor. Storm desperately did her best to expel the blood with her ki, but there were just too many. As soon as she expelled a pint, several liters of blood splashed back.

After a few moments, the blood even began to melt through her hardened skin. Storm did her best to charge at Duke Dran, but he nimbly laughed and flitted just out of reach while maintaining the bombardment. 

‘Will I die here?’  Storm was no fool. She could tell how this would end if it continued like this. It wasn’t that the Duke was stronger than her. In a one vs. one, she would’ve definitely won nine out of ten times – with the outlier only accounting for divine intervention. Unfortunately, she fell for the stage’s trap and provided a vampire with countless fuel for his blood arts.

Faced with her impending doom, Storm only had one thought.  ‘I must inform Sonic after this. We must isolate the Maggots’ Syèl before fighting him.’

“Ugh.” Eventually, Storm predictably fell to one knee. Her cracked armor crumbled to the ground as the little that remained of her tower shield slid of her limp hand. Pus and blood leaked from several corroded parts of her body, but the proud warrior’s areas remained bright and defiant. She fixed Duke Dran with a terrible glare as she promised, “Don’t celebrate too soon. You’ll soon die, anyway.”

“I shall perish?” Duke Dran chuckled sarcastically, obviously not taking her serious. Right now, he was far too powerful. Nothing could so much as touch hi—

“Hm?” Duke Dran blinked in confusion as he suddenly found himself staring at the jagged, rocky ceiling. “What in the—” The duke’s confusion only increased when the world began to spin around him. His eyes widened in shock when he spotted a blue kafu standing next to his headless corpse.

Duke Dran instantly understood he had been beheaded. He did not even sense the kafu’s presence beforehand, and only now did a sonic boom erupt in his ears as the sound finally caught up. 

Duke Dran was not overly worried, however. Unlike the weakened Duke Balthazar, he was full of blood energy. He instantly summoned his bats to surround and melt the kafu to a pile of goo! The wasted blood was a pity, but Duke Dran would not permit such a dangerous enemy a tiny chance.

Unfortunately, contrary to expectations, the blood bats advanced like snails on glue.

Duke Dran’s eyes widened in fear as the kafu turned and issued a lackadaisical smile. “You!”

“Sleep.” Sonic nonchalantly crushed the duke’s skull, and then incinerated it for good measure. “Ugh.” Sonic groaned as he brushed a trickle of blood from his nose. “It’s still tiring to use it for so long.” He then took out some potions and knelt down in front of Storm. “You did well to hang in there. We underestimated the floor’s difficulty.”

Storm gratefully accepted and then drank the numerous detoxifying and healing potions. Only then did she have enough energy to open her menu and swap out her equipment. As she got changed, she looked at Sonic with guilt in her eyes. “Sonic. Crow, he—”

“He probably sacrificed himself to save you, right?” Sonic sighed as he thought of the annoying assassin. By now he was probably cursing in his room while waiting out the thirty-minute death penalty.

“Mm.” Storm nodded. Most girls in their guild didn’t like Crow because he was often crass and wildly inappropriate. The only reason they hadn’t kicked him out was because he never crossed the line and touched anyone, but Crow’s personality made most people avoid him like the plague. 

However, only Storm, and to an extent, Sonic, knew that the edgelord personality Crow exuded was a shell he created to mask his many deeply-buried insecurities.

“Heh. Thought as much.” Sonic sighed as he chewed on a thistle. This was not the first time Crow did something drastic to protect his team. Even a blind man could see he was just a child desperately seeking approval. “Seems like I owe him again.”

Sonic then helped Storm to her feet. “We need to get back. I already sent a message, ordering everyone to retreat to the starting area. We need to wipe out the vampires together.”

Storm nodded. Indeed, things would go much smoother if she had damage dealers supporting her. 

After checking once again to ensure Storm was truly alright, they returned through their channel, headed for the entrance. Similar scenes played out in the nearby channels as both Nature’s Vanguard and Silver Spear’s forces retreated after facing the empowered vampires. 

One channel was different, however. It seemed like a forest of vines had appeared out of nowhere. Several red buds bloomed on these vines, filling the channel with an eerie beauty. Even stranger, however, was that there were no signs of life throughout the channel. Not even corpses remained.

It was no different in the final platform where pieces of a broken dungeon core laid on the ground. A single tree with red leaves stood at the center of the platform, it’s branches pulsating like a beating heart.

A smiling Brilith walked out of the channel just as Sonic shot out with Storm. She took a look at the kafu, and instantly knew he had also figured out the floor’s hidden dangers. Shortly afterward, both guildmembers ran out of their channels wearing ugly expressions. Unlike Sonic and Zuri, they slaughtered the demons while passing through the channels, gifting the vampires enormous power and endless vitality.

Fortunately, Briltih and Sonic’s warning came before they encountered the vampires, so they avoided an unfair fight. 

However, who said the rejuvenated vampires would just let things go? They needed to slaughter ALL life on the floor to regain their freedom. Also, they could not risk the invaders grouping up before returning to attack them individually. So, the vampires rapidly destroyed the surviving demons and chased after the escaping warriors.

So, three immaculately dressed vampire dukes and two duchesses emerged from the channels with complacent grins as they regarded the tightly packed warriors.

Sonic frowned as he regarded the vampires. With his unique skill, he could take down at least two or three with ease, but he was not certain he could while protecting his guildmates. He glanced at the flames burning around the platform. This was a small battle zone. Anyone that fell into those flames would definitely turn to ash on contact!

Sonic hesitated, and then glanced at the only escape route: the still open portal connected to the Death Floor. Should he send his team there, while they fought?

‘I would not do that if I were you.’  

Sonic and Brilith’s eyes trembled when Sayen and the Holy Mother’s voices rang in their minds. Then their expressions turned ugly when they received a warning.

‘Those who turn back lose their qualifications to climb.’

It was a simple phrase with massive ramifications. By losing their qualifications to climb, it simply meant that anyone who turned back would not be allowed to retake the portal to a higher floor.

Sonic recalled how the portal to the outside world disappeared once they entered the Death Floor. If Oni hell maintained that convention, that meant this portal was meant to have disappeared when they crossed to this floor. The only reason it remained open was because someone was still middling about on the Death Floor.

‘It’s probably that barbarian kid. ’ Sonic remembered that he did not see Hektor climb with the rest of Kashi’s party.  ‘That doesn’t matter though.’  Whatever Hektor was up to down there wasn’t important.

The crux of the matter was that Oni Hill’s closing portal system was designed so that any invaders had to keep advancing if they wanted to leave. Their only alternatives were to either die or live out the rest of their lives on a floor.

However, loopholes existed where someone remained behind on a lower floor while the others ascended. What happened if people fled through these portals to escape danger? Simple. Oni Hill prevented them from accessing the portal to once again ascend. 

In essence, anyone who descended was doomed to spend the rest of their lives trapped on the lower floor unless Oni Hill’s master showed mercy.

Right now, who was Oni Hill’s master? That’s right: no one. Oni Hill was masterless, so any invader that flouted the retreat policy was automatically trapped for life.

Sonic trembled as he clenched his fist and gazed at the ceiling as if he could see the daeben queen seated on the summit. Was this all a coincidence, or did she plan this far ahead? 

First, she separated the strongest elites, and then forced them to enter Oni Hill. Queen Alia most likely expected them to fail and get trapped. Hence she wouldn’t even need to lift a finger to eliminate her greatest threat.

“Tsk.” Sonic clucked his tongue as he furiously chewed on a thistle. “It’s always annoying when the enemy has home field advantage.” 

Trapping his team on the lower floors was not an option, even for their safety. The seven deadly sins floors increased the true boss’ power relative to the number of invaders. He needed them to destroy the doppelgangers or else the boss would be unbeatable.

Instead of getting trapped, it was better for them to die. At least, that way, the number of doppelgangers would decrease.

“I can see how furiously you are trying to think your way out of this situation.” One of the vampire dukes chuckled as he sneered at Sonic. “Just give up. There’s nothing you can do.”

Sonic frowned and looked at Brilith. They then glanced at their teammates who brandished their weapons with determined gazes. 

Both teams came to a quick understanding. They would fight with all they had. At the very least they would not hold Sonic and Brilith back even at the cost of their lives.

The vampires sensed the warriors’ battle intent and subtly spread out as they prepared their different blood arts.

Tutututtututututu~

Suddenly, the battlefield tensed as a strange sound like chipping rocks filled the air. The vampires and warriors stared in shock as a four-meter tall black spider climbed up the edge of a portion of the platform that happened to be smack dab in the center of the vampire’s formations.

Sonic and Brilith’s brows furrowed, wondering if this was yet another fierce enemy. Fortunately, however, the spider seemed to possess no hostility as it simply stood in place after climbing onto the platform. 

Forget hostility, the strange spider did not seem to contain a hint of life!

“Ugh, we’re finally out of those hot flames.” Every soul present turned to look at the lifeform that stood up from within a tutsi bowl on the spider’s back. 

The strange creature was soot-black, but rather than the expected daeben skin, it had thin dragon plates all over its body. A pair of red eyes with slitted pupils burned in a familiar face that appeared more angular and dignified. Two black, curved dragon horns with blue and red interwoven markings protruded from either side of the man’s skull.

The unfamiliar, yet familiar man brushed off a clump of white flames from his chest (the very flames that would turn anyone here to ash), and then grinned as he looked from the vampires at his left and right to Sonic and Brilith.

Facing the numerous shocked and terrified expressions, Kashi nonchalantly raised his arm and said the first thing that came to mind, “Hello there.”
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Chapter 11

Five Minutes Ago

Kututututu!  Within the fiery depths, a giant spider rapidly skittled across the ground as it made its way to a predetermined location. On the spider’s back, a tutsi bowl glowed as the being enclosed within underwent a rapid evolution.

[Congratulations on Awakening Your Fire-Lightning Elder Dragon Soul

There is a clash between your soul and body. Body Reconfiguration Will Now Commence.

Body Reconfiguration: 4%... 8%... 12%...]

“Argh!” Torrents of explosive ki and mana surged as the being desperately sucked in the surrounding mana like an endless black hole. 

Within the tutsi bowl, Kashi barely regained consciousness before terrible pain assaulted his senses. It felt like someone poured hot lava underneath his skin, melting his bones and blood before reforging them anew. 

Typically, the system would have booted out any gamer that experienced this level of pain, but perhaps because of Kashi’s past records, it permitted him to stay conscious throughout the entire process.

Fortunately, while the pain was unbearable, it did not last too long. Kashi grimaced as a new network of veins replaced the old. His inner organs shone with a jade-like lustre, as incomparably tough as they were beautiful. 

Kashi’s heart underwent the greatest change. His heart rapidly swelled up and then split into two. One half then doubled in size while becoming at least ten times denser and heavier. All blood channels connected to this heart, which pumped out blood with pressure comparable to natural geysers. 

The second heart, however, shrunk as it rapidly absorbed all the mana in Kashi’s body, and the surrounding areas. Once it became ‘full,’ the heart completed its transformation into a small, tennis-ball like orb. Mana burst out of the monster core as it created an even more efficient network throughout Kashi’s body.

Dragons were beings loved by mana. Kashi finally understood why this was the case. The dragon core was unlike anything Kashi had ever seen. Even in this infant stage, the ease with which it absorbed and distributed mana around the body was terrifying.

[Congratulations on Establishing a Dragon Core!

Dragon cores stand at the top of all monsters in mana manipulation. Through great peril and effort, you have won this trait for yourself.

Effects: WIS (+200) INT (+400) All Mana Costs (-20%), Spell Activation Time (Tier 1 – 3 NULL) (Tier 4 – 6 -25%), Spell Mana Cost (-75%)]

Kashi’s changes were not limited to the interior, however. Blood seeped from Kashi’s body as brand-new obsidian scales pushed grew underneath and then pushed his skin out of the way. He then groaned as a pair of curved horns stabbed out of his skull. Red and blue mana lines crisscrossed around the obsidian horns, giving them a strange, exotic look.

[Congratulations on Stabilizing a Draconian Body

Draconian scales provide immense physical and elemental resistance.

Effects: END (+500), STR (+300) Fire Resistance (Tier 1-4 Immune) (Tier 5 +10%), Electrical Resistance (Tier 1 – 4 Immune) (Tier 5 +10%)]

[New Passive Skill Unlocked: Mana Eyes

A dragon sees the fundamentals of mana. Utilize this sight to observe and manipulate the flow of mana around you.

Warning: The world of mana can be overwhelming. Take care before utilizing this sight]

Kashi groaned as the transformation finally came to an end. Despite the pain, he could not hide his inner excitement. His body was overflowing with power! He usually only felt this strength when he transformed into his draconian form, but now it seemed that form had become permanent! 

However, before Kashi could celebrate, another string of messages rapidly rushed in. 

[Congratulations on finding a new Fire Factor for Orez: Primordial Flame

The Primordial Flame is an ancient flame with a history that rivals Yggdrasil. Its power is unmatched, and will form the most solid foundation for your world. As it has fused with Orez, the flame will share its nature, aiding you to master control over fire even quicker.

You now have: Fire, Lightning, Earth, Water and Wind factors. You need Metal to complete the balance. Furthermore, it is advised you seek out replacements for Lightning Water and Wind, as the current factors are not suitable to forge the most optimum world.]

Kashi examined the prompt with a slight smile. Putting metal aside, he had an idea on where to find replacements for lightning and wind factors. Just like this floor, Razznik used a lot of priceless, crazy treasures to modify Oni Hill to his tastes. For the Razznik back then, these treasures were simply nice tools, but to Kashi, they were lifesavers.

“First, I’ll get wind.” Kashi pushed open the tutsi bowl to see they were climbing a gigantic rock. Kashi relaxed when he recognized the rock to be the support column for the first platform. Good, it seemed the spider golem retained its original programming even after all these years.

“Still, that’s pretty hot.” Kashi frowned as he glanced at the sea of white flames all around him. The flames did not deal any damage, but he still felt hot for some reason. “I’m probably just not used to this yet.” 

Kashi absent-mindedly brushed off clumps of flames that stuck to his chest and arms and then examined his status window. 

 

[Your Status Window]

[1. General Information]

Name:  Kashi

Race:  Fire-Lightning Elder Draconian

Alignment:  Blessed Neutral

Level:  157

Profession:  Dimension Artist

Active Title:  Kingmaker

Fame:  8000

 

[2. Physical Level]

Health:  175 + 20 |  Stamina:  195 + 20

Wisdom:  452 + 20 |  Intellect:  80 + 20

Strength:  452 + 20 |  Agility:  255 + 20

Dexterity:  200 + 20 

Charisma:  240 + 20 |  Charm:  100 + 20

Stealth:  90 +20 |  Instinct:  190+20

Fighting Spirit:  780 |  Leadership:  40

Luck:  27 +20 |  Art:  261 + 95

Physical Endurance:  323 |  Magical Endurance:  614

Physical Attack:  5821 |  Magical Attack:  1357

Physical DEF:  4033 |  Magical Defense:  7525

 

[3. Resistances]

Poison Resistance: Immune| Electricity Resistance: 420% | Fire Resistance: 420% | Ice Resistance: 100% | Dark Resistance: 70% | Light Resistance: 70%

 

[4. Traits]

King Maker (Equipped) | Liberator | Poison King | Wolf Bane | Slaughterer | Silver Tongue | Drakul’s Dreamer | Loved By Mana

 

The stats were just as Kashi expected: extremely overwhelming! However, even with all the upgrades, Kashi was not satisfied. When he thought of the Razznik he met in that ‘dimension,’ it felt like all of these seemingly OP upgrades were but child’s play.  ‘More. I need more strength.’  A dangerous light gleamed in Kashi’s eyes as he looked at the ceiling.

Until recently, Kashi was content to grow at a steady pace while taking care of the guild and his new friends. However, he now realized that all that growth was meaningless before true power. If he wanted to match Razznik, he needed to quickly build up his personal strength as quickly as possible! 

“Just give up. There’s nothing you can do.”

At this moment, Kashi’s sharp ears picked up a mocking voice. Even though Kashi knew the speaker was not talking to him, the message was so aptly timed that it irked him nonetheless. 

Fortunately, it did not take long for Kashi to meet the speaker.

The spider golem reached the platform’s apex and then stopped, allowing Kashi to spot the row of vampires ahead.

‘Oh? It looks like they went on a murder spree.’  Kashi’s eyes shone when he took in the healthy, vivacious vampires. From their complexions, it was clear that they had fed on plenty of high-quality blood. In this place, there was only one source of blood: the demons and devils. Sonic and Brilith’s guildmates must have murdered dozens of demons.

‘Heh. What a harsh lesson.’ Razznik became the ruler and protector of the undead after defeating the Demon King. Which was why, aside from strength, each floor tested his challenger’s characters. 

The Death Floor tested perseverance and patience. The optimal strategy was to carefully avoid the undead and stealthily destroy the dungeon cores. Fortunately, Brilith, Sonic and Kashi’s parties were the best of the best. They completely bypassed the test’s intentions through sheer force. As a result, they easily cleared the Death Floor.

The Hell Floor, however, tested prejudice and hubris. Most Residents and Summoned saw demons and devils as evil creatures. They did not spare a moment to ponder whether they could be anything else – this was doubly more so for Summoned who saw nearly every lifeform as walking experience points. Those who believed they were always right would not hesitate to attack the demons on sight, which then led to making the eventual boss fight a thousand times more difficult than it should have been.

The optimal strategy for the Hell Floor was to either avoid all fights like Sonic, or beat a few demons into submission to force them to listen to you. However, like the previous floor, powerful individuals could just ignore the test and destroy everything.

Brilith and Syel fell into the group of people who had the strength and will to crush all in their path. Shoko beat the demons into submission before heading for the final boss, while Zuri somehow managed to convince the demons before the fight even began. Only Zuri could take that route because she was the only one without a hint of prejudice in her heart.

As far as Zuri was concerned, these demons and devils were simply exotic creatures like her Gray Ojii-san and the many monsters she met along her journey.

Kashi could have prevented events from reaching this point if he simply revealed the truth. But, he did not choose to do that. This was a test Razznik left behind for those who wanted to challenge him. Kashi wanted to ensure that the group he brought with him fitted that criteria, or else it would be an insult to everything Razznik worked for.

In that vein, it did not matter if the invaders’ characters were lacking. But they needed to have the strength to make up for their hubris.

Fortunately, by surviving long enough for Kashi to return, they had least proven they would not crumble under the consequences of their actions. Furthermore, Kashi could see that they had the resolve to fight, even if it meant death. 

All this was enough for Kashi to acknowledge both Brilith and Sonic’s teams as true warriors. Their characters might be lacking, but at the very least, their hearts were strong.

All these thoughts passed through Kashi’s mind in the span of a second. On the surface, he merely raised his hand and waved at the stunned crowd. “Hello there.”

“K-Kashi?” Sonic was the first to react. He stared at the draconian with apparent shock. He recognized Kashi’s form. Wasn’t that the draconian body that Kashi normally reserved for tough fights? Why did it look like it Kashi was comfortably in that skin? Did something happen while he was gone? What the hell happened!?

“Now, now. I’m sure you have a lot of questions.” Kashi chuckled as he took in the incredulous expressions. “But, we can talk after dealing with those guys.”

“You wish to ‘deal’ with us?” One of the Vampire Duke’s snorted in disbelief and mirth. “Perhaps we have slumbered too long. The youth of this generation have yet to experience a vampire’s terror.”

Kashi simply smirked and then glanced at Sonic. “Yeah, whatever.” He then said as he took a step forward, “Brace yourself. I’m coming.”  Boom!

Kashi instantaneously disappeared after activating Angel Steps Technique!

“Be careful!” One of the sharper vampires shouted, warning a duchess.

“Too late.” The Vampire Duchess’s widened in shock as a cold voice whispered into her ear. She quickly tried to flee, but…  pchuk!  The duchess’s eyes widened in shock as an arm stabbed through her back, and then burst out through her chest, with her heart in hand.

“One down.” Hungry blue flames burst out from Kashi’s arm and angrily engulfed the Vampire Duchess.

“Ahhh!” The Vampire Duchess desperately rolled on the ground as she screamed in terror and pain, but it was to no avail. Within seconds, a mass of ash crumbled onto the ground, and then silently dispersed.

Silence. Absolute silence.

The Vampire Dukes and Duchesses trembled in trepidation as they met the draconian’s gaze. Those were the eyes of a predator! Vampires were used to being at the top of the food chain. It did not matter if someone they fought was stronger than them. Individual losses were alright, but only one race could rightfully gaze upon the vampires – no, upon all races – as prey!

The damned dragon race!

“R-Run!”

It was unclear who shouted it first, but the proud vampires suddenly turned and sped towards the channels, desperate to get away from the grim reaper. They would rather rot in Hell, than perish in a futile struggle.

“Now you want to run?” Brilith sneered and tapped the ground with her foot. Enormous Life Energy poured into several seeds planted in the ground, which then erupted into thick roots that burrowed through the ground at imperceptible speeds. The roots shot out of the ground at the channel mouths, and then spread into thick vine walls that blocked the entrances.

The vampires paled, and then quickly switched directions, looking to flee toward the open portal. They did not know what was beyond that portal, or the punishment for abandoning their duty, but anything was better than facing that draconian!

Unfortunately, wanting to escape was one thing; the real question was did they have the capability?

“Argh!”

They quickly found out that the answer.

Sonic easily beheaded the two panicked vampires, while Kashi burned two more. The duo were so efficient that the fight ended in the blink of an eye.

Both Nature’s Vanguard, and Silver Spears’ members warily observed Kashi as he roasted the vampires Sonic beheaded to prevent their resurrection.

Once he completed his task, Kashi examined the guildmembers. Fortunately, they did not appear overly wounded. He turned to leave, but then paused when he noticed that Nature’s Vanguard seemed to be down a man.

Kashi glanced at Sonic. “Someone died?”

Sonic solemnly nodded. He angrily gripped his daggers as he gazed at a tunnel. “Our assassin, Crow. He killed too many demons before facing the Vampire Duke, and gave his life to protect his guildmate.”

“Is that his main account?” Kashi asked with furrowed brows.

“Yeah.” Sonic noticed Kashi’s gaze, and shook his head. “Don’t worry. He has decently leveled back-up. We’ll just need to devote a lot of time to level him up after the raid is over.”

“Mm.” Kashi nodded. Logically, Kashi could see why Crow’s death could be his fault. Unfortunately, he did not have the corresponding guilt to make him regret his choice. However, since he logically recognized his folly, he decided to make it up to Sonic somehow. “When you destroy the dungeon cores, dig six feet into the ground to find some treasures.”

“You know this, how?” Brilith coldly examined Kashi’s eyes. She did not like how this daebe—no, was it draconian now? She did not appreciate the draconian’s mysterious act. It felt like he was toying with them.

Kashi chuckled in the face of Brilith’s anger. “That’s my secret. You don’t see me asking about your abilities, do you?” He then nonchalantly waved and made his way toward his designated channel. “See you in a bit. Don’t let those treasures go to waste.”

Kashi then burned a hole through the vine wall and walked through, leaving the uneasy adventurers behind.

Despite their many misgivings, Brilith, Sonic and the rest quickly returned to their channels. Interrogating Kashi could come later. First, they had to get those treasures! The adventurers’ reactions were not so surprising. No matter how fanciful they acted, these guys were gamers first.

Every gamer abided by the sacred rule: Loot First, Ask Questions Later.


 

Meanwhile, elsewhere, Shadow gently wiped blood of his dagger as he warily observed the seven-foot werewolf stood over a heavily mutilated corpse. Before his eyes, the wolf’s furs receded as she shrunk to just about five-foot-five. The werewolf’s ferocious gaze then melted into Zuri’s warm, innocent gaze.

“Haha! Told you Zuri is the strongest!” Zuri laughed as she jumped around the corpse and celebrated her victory. 

“She’s a strange one.”

Shadow glanced at Larsial out of the corner of his eyes, but did not retort. How could he? Zuri was perhaps the strangest being he had met in this world full of monsters. He could not understand how violence and innocence could coexist in this girl’s mind. Even now, she did not have any malice as she danced around the gruesome scene. 

Zuri reminded Shadow of foxes. One second she could be prancing around, finding everything novel and cute. But then she turned into a ferocious monster once threatened.

“Do you think she can remain this innocent forever?”

Shadow snorted. Innocent? In this shitty world? The assassin grunted as he walked to the dungeon core. He struck it with all his might, and then muttered as he watched the shards fall. “I wonder…”



            

    
        Chapter 253: My Sky

    
    
    
    
                Bam!  A six-armed demon groaned as something slammed it against the ground. The demon tried to stand up, but a boot stomped its head, keeping it pinned in place.

“Relax, I’m not here to fight.” Kashi grinned as he looked at the angry demons that surrounded him. “I’m going to kill the vampire for you. Just stay out of my way.”

The demons warily appraised the terrifying draconian. Once upon a time, these demons would have attacked Kashi without regard for their lives. Unfortunately, most of their hellish instincts had eroded due to fear. After battling the vampire for so long, they now wished to preserve their lives above all else. 

Kashi smiled when he noticed their apprehension. He put his hands in his pockets and then confidently strode through their midst. Strangely, the demons parted like the Red Sea, giving him free access. They then followed behind, strangely attracted to the destructive pressure oozing off the draconian.

Kashi noticed the demons’ odd behavior, but did not react to it. Razznik had fought and lived with countless demons so he was used to their peculiarities. He quickly made his way through the channels until the demons removed the blockade to the vampire’s lair. Kashi walked into the vampire’s lair to see a grinning middle-aged man.

The vampire had just feasted on the dungeon core’s latest tributes, and was thus bursting with plentiful energy. The Vampire Duke sinisterly laughed as he pointed at the draconian. “Finally! Taste my pow— urk! ”

The vampire’s eyes widened in shock when he realized he was looking up at the draconian’s head. “Wait. What happened?”

“Sorry, but I’m sort of on a time limit.” Kashi nonchalantly burned the head in his hand, and then sent a fireball to incinerate the rest of the corpse.

Kashi then turned his attention to the dungeon core. Like the floor above, he jumped and then absorbed the core into Orez. Immediately, he received a prompt.

[Demon Dungeon Core Detected.]

[This Dungeon Core emits Demons and Devils from the Netherrealm. Due to their hellish nature, Demons from this dungeon core will instinctively seek out and destroy civilizations. It is advised you place this core in a remote location.

Note:  Demons from this Dungeon Core cannot be tamed.]

Kashi turned off the prompt, and then turned his attention to the ground. He pushed the soil aside with Earth Control, revealing a chest buried six feet beneath the ground. 

Kashi did not even glance at the treasure chest before tossing it into Orez. Right now, Kashi did not need weapons or artifacts. The only items that interested him were those that could raise his base strength. To that end, the next floor was much more enticing.

[You Have Leveled Up x4]

“Hm?” Kashi glanced at the sudden prompt with raised brows. It seemed Hektor had completed his mission. Sure enough, he soon felt Drixlia’s presence on the Hell Floor. 

Gugugugu~  Around the same time, a section of the chamber’s walls parted to reveal a stone bridge that stretched over the sea of flames. 

Eleven similar bridges appeared at the other channels, all leading to a joint platform.

Brrackt!  Kashi turned around as a mass of lightning and electricity appeared by his side. The lightning dispersed to reveal the proud Drixlia, with Hektor seated atop it with a slightly flushed complexion. It was apparent that the young man had pulled out his inner reserves to complete his mission in a timely order.

Kashi was not blind to the light in Hektor’s eyes. He raised his thumb and said, “Nice job. You were brilliant! You guys saved me a lot of work.”

“Heh,” Hektor revealed a goofy smile as he rubbed his nose. “I had to complete at least this much, right? Drix did most of the work though.” Hektor patted the kirin’s flank and then gently dismounted. 

Suddenly, Hektor’s eyes widened in panic as the familiar weight on his shoulders suddenly disappeared. To his horror, he saw Rex charging right at Kashi! “Rex, stop!”

Kashi’s brow perked with interest as he glanced at a seemingly empty space in front of him. “What’s the matter? You can’t contain yourself anymore?”

‘Grriaa!’ A growl akin to a kitten’s squealed as the small, white dragon became visible. Rex glared at Kashi with its best threatening gaze as he familiarized himself with Kashi’s scent. Previously, Kashi’s dragon scent was thin, so Rex was content to keep his distance. This time, however, Kashi’s draconic aura was too thick that it presented a threat to the dragon cub.

Dragons were notoriously territorial beings. There was no way a Divine Dragon like Rex would feel comfortable with another dragon in its territory. Especially so when a mere Elder Dragon treated its partner like a subordinate. 

So, following his instincts, Rex immediately tried to subdue Kashi using his bloodline. It did not matter that he was still a cub. Elder Dragons would always bow to Divine Dragons…

Or so Rex thought. On this day, Kashi taught Rex a valuable lesson. 

“Don’t you think you’re biting off more than you can chew?”

Rex trembled as an intense chill assaulted his bones. Suddenly, Kashi resembled a 100-meters-tall demon. An intense aura of death enveloped Rex, causing its wings to slightly falter. Strangely, however, despite his intense fear, Rex did not back off. He continued to look into Kashi’s eyes, with unwilling challenge.

This was Rex’s innate pride. A Divine Dragon would never bow to a lower being, even if it cost its life. Just then, Kashi raised his right arm. Rex instinctively flinched and curled up slightly, as if shrinking into itself. Both Rex and Hektor held their breaths as the hand reached towards Rex. To the partners, this was the longest second of their lives!

Puff… 

Rex trembled in shock when Kashi merely patted his head. He looked up and saw that Kashi had rescinded his threatening aura. The draconian lips spread, revealing a toothy grin as he observed the little dragon.

“Heh. You’re pretty brave. You must take after your mother.” Kashi chuckled, and then said before Hektor could ask the burning question, “Don’t bother. You’ll find out soon enough.” He then patted Rex’s head and gave a soft warning. “Your bloodline is powerful, but don’t try to subdue intelligent creatures with it. With intelligence comes pride, and with pride comes defiance. An intelligent creature would rather kill you now that you’re young than obey its instincts to bow. Wait until you have the strength to back up your bloodline. Then, nothing will be able to stop you.”

Rex blinked in confusion as he looked at Kashi. Perhaps it was because Kashi lost his threatening aura, but Rex suddenly felt a welcoming familiarity. The little dragon flapped his wings, perched on Kashi’s head and played with the draconian’s horns.

“You’ll soon grow yours.” Kashi chuckled, but let Rex be. He then turned to Drixlia and said, “Thanks Drix. Go rest for a bit. We won’t be needing you on the next couple of floors.” Kashi returned Drix to Orez, and then turned to the demons who were staring at him with fear and trepidation. 

Kashi’s lips curled like a devil’s as he proposed, “Do you want to live here, or do you seek freedom? Before you answer, know this. If you choose freedom, you shall serve me until you perish. I can promise not to abuse this privilege, but we all know that is meaningless. The only question is: Is you freedom worth the risk?”

“Freedom?” An aged devil warily approached the draconian. “You can free us?”

“Ah. Yes, I can. I will task you with maintaining some dungeons in my world. You might have to slay some demons and devils to prevent the dungeon from overflowing.” Kashi confidently smiled as he looked at the demons. “But, I doubt that will be a problem for you all, right?”

‘Ah. Someone’s about to get scammed. ’ Hektor looked away from Kashi’s evil smile. No one met a good end after being on the receiving end of that smile.

Kashi, meanwhile, said as he opened a portal to Orez. “Make up your minds quickly. I can only take demons from one channel. If you refuse, I’ll just go to the next channel.”

“W-wait!” the aged devil panicked when the portal began to close. If he had time to think, he might have refused, but his devilish nature could never permit some other devils to profit from his loss. “We-we’ll go. We’ll do as you say.”

“Good. Ah, for your sake, do not resist when you go in.” Kashi’s grin was akin to a grim reaper’s scythe as he warned the demons. “You’ll die.”

The aged devil swallowed hard, but ultimately stepped into the portal. Once he was through, he appeared in a hot volcanic region. He’d barely taken in the blue sky when a terrifying pressure lock onto his soul, attempting to force obedience. The aged devil instinctively wanted to resist, but a terrifying centaur appeared before it and pointed a spear. 

Drixali glared at the puny lifeform that dared threaten his god. “Resist if you dare.”

The aged devil instantly gave up all thoughts of resistance. He finally realized Kashi was so confident. If he resisted, this lifeform would easily wipe him out. Following his surrender, several dozen demons and devils poured through the portal. Under Drixali’s glare, they all surrendered without fail, allowing Orez to brand their souls.

Meanwhile, back at Oni Hill, Kashi wiped his hands after closing the portal. “That’s that done with.” He had officially completed all objectives on the Hell Floor. 

“That… how did you do that?”

“Oh, yeah. You weren’t around when Orez grew.” Kashi smiled, and then explained how Orez functioned to Hektor as they walked to the final platform.

Hektor’s eyes widened as he listened to Kashi. Why did it seem like Kashi only pulled farther away? At this rate, would he ever qualify to be Kashi’s sword? 

“Don’t underestimate what it means to be a Divine Dragon’s Dragoon.” Kashi sensed the young man’s faltering confidence and said with an enigmatic smile, “If I’m not careful, you two will easily blow past me.”

“Really?”

“Oi, oi. Your greed is showing. Do you really want to beat me that much?”

“No, that’s not it! I—”

“But then again, only with that kind of determination can you surpass your limits.” Kashi chuckled and said as he pointed at the ceiling. “Forget about the sky. You should always aim for the stars. The best goals are those that are infinitely out of reach.”

Hektor’s fists trembled as he grasped his right arm. “Infinite? Then is it okay if I put you as my goal?”

“Me?” Kashi chuckled and shook his head. “Who knows how long I’ll be around? I’m a mere hume at the end of the day. For your target… why don’t you take Razznik? Now, that is the true definition of infinity.” Kashi paused and then added with a playful tone, “Though we’re precisely trying to stop that infinity right now.”

Surprisingly, Hektor shook his head. “No.” His brows furrowed as he recalled the Sword Spirit. “I’m stupid, so I can only understand the sky I can see. I can’t even picture what the stars are like. My sky might not be as high as the stars, but what if it continues to grow until it swallows all the stars?” Hektor turned to Kashi with a determined gaze. “My sky started small, but it will keep growing until it swallows every star in the sky. That is the infinity I choose to follow. Is that a problem?”

Kashi let out an embarrassed chuckle. “For clarification, I’m the sky in your allegory?”

“Of course!”

“This is why they say muscle-brains are—” Kashi sighed as he released a resigned laughter. Kashi felt a headache coming on as he thought of Shokō, Syèl, Hektor, Zuri, and the rest. These bastards kept pressuring him. He did not dare relax with these monsters breathing down his neck. His pride as their guildmaster would never let him be weaker than those monsters.

Eventually, Kashi shrugged and then said, “Do as you like. I’ll just have to keep growing so you never reach the sky.” 

“That’s more than enough.” Hektor revealed a goofy grin as they stepped onto the final platform. 

Predictably, everyone had already gathered ahead. Brilith and Sonic in particular looked at Kashi with expectant gazes. Any fool could tell that Kashi knew a lot about Oni Hill at this point. They did not want to lose any members, so they patiently awaited his briefing.

Kashi, for his part, did not waste time with sophistry. “The next floor is the Heaven Floor. After the Heaven floor, we’ll face the seven deadly sins floors. Only after that will we face the final Judgment Floor.”

Kashi walked toward the gigantic door that slowly appeared at the opposite end of the platform. “The Heaven floor is a bit different from these last two. It is located in a realm with disastrous winds that can tear iron to shreds. There are twelve floating islands on this floor, populated by avionic beastkin.”

“Avians!?” Sonic’s eyes widened with shock. “But there’s none in Destia.”

Kashi nodded. “They were very scarce even in  King’s Journey  because their habitat is too unique.” He paused and then added with a wry grin. “It doesn’t help that they are a bit too proud. They view wingless humes as lesser being consigned to the ground. Interactions with their kind is truly very rare.”

“What does that have to do with the next floor?” Brilith promptly brought the duo back on topic. 

Kashi nodded. “The islands are arranged like a tower, with each island connected to the next through specially designed wind tunnels that connect the islands. Without those wind tunnels, it’s next to impossible to travel between the islands. The atmospheric winds will slice you to pieces if you dare enter.”

Sonic frowned. “I don’t like where this is going.”

“The dungeon cores all situated on the highest island. We need to somehow travel through the tunnels, reach the top and destroy the dungeon cores before we can pass. Because we are going to a sin floor, we’ll automatically get transported no matter where we may be once we successfully destroy the dungeon cores.”

“What’s the catch?”

“The avians can close the tunnels if they wish. So, we have to carefully consider our approach. Do we slaughter and force them to keep the tunnels open, do we woo them over to our side, or do we try to sneak our way through? We need to decide before we climb, ‘cause one person can ruin the entire test for the rest of us.”

“Damn that Razznik bastard! What kind of sadistic test is this!?” 

Kashi ignored the big lug screaming from Silver Spear’s ranks, and instead, turned to Brilith and Sonic. “So, what’s it going to be? Slaughter, Charisma, or stealth?”

            

    
        Chapter 254: False and True Dragons

    
    
    
    
                Battlegrounds Outside Oni Hill

Oni Hill, Drakase

8:30

“It’s been too quiet, they must be planning something.”

Leila gazed at the battlefield below with furrowed brows. Like Absalon said, the battle had reached a sort of stalemate for several minutes. Ever since that meteorite, the undead seemed satisfied with throwing endless bodies at the wall. The undead expertly scaled the walls by digging their fingers into the structure, but met fierce resistance in the form of arrows and magic projectiles. Those that managed to climb onto the battlements were promptly descended upon by soldiers.

At the current pace, Absalon was certain they could hold the wall for at least a day before fatigue destroyed his army. However, they really only needed to hold for about four hours, since failure or success ultimately depended on Kashi’s strike team.

Unfortunately, Absalon doubted the undead army would be that easy to defeat. “Kashi did not want us to fight them while distracted by the other armies. That means they are that great of a threat. This can’t be all they have.”

“Perhaps. They should reveal their card soo—” Leila’s brows furrowed as she sensed a mana disturbance coming from within the gloomy forest. “That presence again. They’re preparing a large-scale spell!”

“Everyone, defensive positions!” Absalon quickly organized the troops and then tensely gripped his staff as he prepared to react.

Hulululu~  A soft wind blew onto Absalon’s face, but the general’s face hardened. Just then, he felt the spell activate, but there was no visible resonance on the battlefield. What did that spell do? No one would waste a giant spell like that on nothing. In battle, there was nothing worse than lacking information on an enemy attack.

“Absalon-san, above the forest.”

Absalon reacted to Leila’s warning, and quickly looked over to the forest. “Those undead!” He frowned when he spotted dozens of winged creatures flying out of the trees. 

These creatures resembled tiny dragons, but lacked front legs. They were more commonly known as wyverns. In most tales, when countries mentioned dragon riders, they actually meant wyvern riders. But since most commoners could not tell the difference, bards often embellished stories to make them more profitable.

Just like the legends, each wyvern had an arms undead rider seated on their back. The wyvern knights brandished gigantic spears as they flew toward the walls. As the wyvern knights neared, the spears lit up with sinister, dark mana.

“Mages! Shields!” Absalon and Leila screamed in unison.

Vwoosh! The wyvern knights roared and then flung the spears at the wall! The spears sped ahead like a ballistic missile, shooting across the horizon in the blink of an eye. 

The army’s mages quickly set up mana shields to block the incoming missiles, but…  Boom! Boom! Boom!  The bombardment was too strong! The mages’ hastily set up defenses failed to stop the undead’s salvo. 

“Damn it!” Absalon gritted his teeth in anger as he watched the explosions along the walls. He had deflected as many as he could, but the attack was too quick. “What are our losses!?”

A series of reports rapidly came in from all along the wall. Absalon frowned as he collated the total losses. Fifty soldiers died in that attack. It could have been much worse if it weren’t for the mages’ shields. 

“Absalon, I have to go.” 

“What are you talking abou—” Absalon’s eyes widened in shock and anger as he followed Leila’s gaze to the incoming wyverns. The bastard knights held a new set of lances! Only now did he notice a bag strapped to the saddle that held at least a dozen spears. “Damn it! We’re switching tactics. Leila, you’ll stay here. I need you to shoot down all missiles. Everyone else, aim for the wyverns. I want those birds shot down!”

Absalon knew Leila could take out those dragon riders with ease, but he did not want to expose his trump cards too early. Since the enemy had a sentient commander, they would plan against Leila once she exposed her abilities. It was better to keep her in reserve until a major turning point approached.

Besides, the combined force of Rosenendun, Merriheim and Serisis was not that weak.

“I’ll handle the riders. Keep those bolts away from the walls” Just Matt suddenly accnounced as he took out a black rifle from his inventory. Runes all along the rifle lit up as he fed it with mana. The weapon was the result of Just Matt’s collaboration with the dwarfs in Orez. 

The young man then took out several iron components, which some dwarfs quickly assembled into a massive tripod. Just Matt fixed the rifle on the tripod, sat on a chair, and then activated [Eagle Eye]. Blue mana channeled through his eyes, transforming his sight, and letting him ‘zoom’ several hundreds of meters ahead.

Just Matt settled on a stone-faced wyvern knight that was about to fling its second bolt. He then held his breath and gently squeezed the trigger. Thousands of runes lit up, activated by the sniper’s mana. The rifle channeled the mana into the gun chamber, where it was rapidly compressed into a mithril bullet. Around the same time, an explosion rune ignited, blasting the super charged bullet out of the chamber. 

BOOM!  A deafening thunderclap shook the battlefield as the bullet zipped through the air and crashed into the wyvern knight’s head. Several runes on the bullet activated on impact, resulting in a small, but powerful explosion that vaporized the rider’s skull.

Silence reigned over the battlefield as everyone watched the headless rider limply fall of the wyvern’s back. 

“Oh. Wow.” Absalon was also tongue-tied. Whether it was in that world or this one, guns would forever remain a massive cheat code. However, he was not a general for nothing. He quickly recovered and ordered. “Just Matt, I’ll leave the riders to you. Everyone else, target the wyverns!”

The wyvern riders roared in anger at seeing their felled partner. However, they reacted smartly and quickly began moving in erratic patterns as they flung their spears at the walls. 

Clang! Clang! Clang! These attacks should have caused massive devastation, but several well-timed arrows kept deflecting the bolts to the undead army. The undead glared at Leila, who was like one-woman sentry. They would have loved to get rid of her, but her position next to Absalon rendered her untouchable.

Despite Leila’s interference, she could not realistically block every single bolt. The mages did their best to block those that eventually made it through, which managed to reduce the causalities. However, the casualties, both injured and dead were rising at a slow, but steady pace.

Fortunately, the hume alliance did not suffer casualties alone. Just Matt’s rifle proved as dangerous as it was striking. The firearm enthusiast picked off several wyvern riders, though their erratic flight patterns made aiming immensely difficult.

However, Just Matt did not give up. He consistently shot down the riders, completely ignoring the wyverns themselves. The sniper was so deadly that three riders flung their spears at him, ignoring the rest of wall.

Just Matt’s face hardened as he stared death in the face. The rifle was a bolt-action rifle, so there wasa slight delay between shots. There was no way he could shoot down the bolts before they struck him.

Strangely, rather than give up, Just Matt calmly shot down one of the riders. The moment the undead flung their weapons provided the best opening as they needed to slow down to stabilize and aim. Otherwise, the undead, unafraid of G-forces freely twisted, turned and rolled through the air.

Vwoosh!  The angry bolts fired down on Just Matt from separate angles. Bang! The first bolt suddenly exploded a few meters away as Leila’s arrow pierced through it. Vwoom! The second fell into Absalon’s [Absorb] mandala and swiftly fell to the to the army below. Unfortunately, despite their combined efforts, the final bolt zipped past the chaos before anyone could react. Within the blink of an eye, it was only a meter from Just Matt’s skull.

Just when it seemed like all hope was lost, a robust figure suddenly jumped onto the battlements and angrily punched the spearhead skyward. The giant spear spun in place from the massive impact, while the figure grunted and spat out some blood. The backlash was even greater than he expected.

Bang!  Just Matt calmly shot down another wyvern rider, and then said to the bleeding orc, “Thanks, Durst.” 

Durst flexed his broken knuckles which had already begun to heal. He caught the loose spear and then looked at the sniper. “Keep shooting. I shall keep their spears at bay.” 

A thin smile appeared on the methodical Just Matt. Over the past few days, he finally understood why the Hopeful Maggots were friends with so many Residents. Most gamers looked down on them as NPCs, and as a result, never unearthed their true potential. The Maggots, on the other hand, had always treated the residents with massive respect. This was why they could reach their current level.

Just Matt softly caressed the black rifle. Just take this rifle as an example. The dwarfs were eager to improve the original design only because of their relationship with Kashi. Also, because they were willing to listen to Just Matt’s insights, they finally created this blessed weapon that was an amalgamation of metal and mana engineering.

Just Matt could see the future of L.N.E in this rifle. Only those who cooperated with Residents would advance quickly. Without Aethir’s Immortality Blessing, the gamers could no longer look down on the Residents. Soon, everyone would learn that lesson.

It just appeared that the Hopeful Maggots learned and worked on that before everyone else. The race for capable Residents would definitely explode after this war.

‘Well, that is a worry for other guilds.’  Just Matt shook his head and returned to his task. He was already a Hopeful Maggot in all but name. He had been thinking of merging his guild with the Hopeful Maggots for a while now. After what he saw in this battle, he would make it official at the first opportunity.

Bang! Bang! Bang! 

“About time.” Just Matt grinned as several shots rang out, bringing down many wyverns and riders. He glanced at his guildmates, who stood on the battlements with their rifles. MetalBrand actively pursued the growth of hot weapons in this cold weapon world. Although it was not a requirement, most of its members chose various forms of hot weapons as their primaries. 

Unfortunately, most of their weapons’ effective range paled in comparison to mana enhanced archery and mages. Just Matt was once worried over this issue, but the dwarfs had finally broken that glass ceiling. So far, only a few dozen guildmates had improved rifles, but with time, Just Matt knew firearms would spread across Destia!

At the army’s heart, Absalon smiled when he saw the MetalBrand continuously shoot down the wyvern rider. Once again, the battlefield reached a safe stalemate as the mages turned their full attention to diverting the wyvern riders’ spears.

Absalon knew, however, that the battle was far from won. The hidden undead general definitely had something more planned. With squinted eyes, he glared at the forest. “Come on. What are you hiding?”

Rustle!  The distant forest rustled as if in response. Shortly after, several dozen wyvern knights charged out of the forest to reinforce the first group. Shockingly, however, this group was heavily armored. Both wyvern and rider were decked out in heavy metal armor that glistened under the moonlight. 

The skeletal monstrosities screeched out a war cry, and then charged at the wall. 

Just Matt rapidly trained his rifle on one of the newcomers. For better or worse, the rider was charging in a straight line as if unafraid of the wall’s defenses. Just Matt felt a terrible premonition, but he still squeezed the trigger.

Bang!   Clang!

Just Matt and several soldiers’ faces turned white with fear when the bullet harmlessly bounced off a massive tower shield. The wyvern rider peeked out from behind the tower shield, its exposed teeth somehow resembling a sinister, mocking grin.

Just Matt grimaced in annoyance. In the real world, the sheer impact of a rifle bullet would have shattered several bones even if someone successfully blocked the shot with a bulletproof shield. Unfortunately, this world was full of superhumans. They might not dare take bullets on their bare bodies, but they would be fine as long as their armor or shield stopped them.

Just Matt did not give up. If the riders would not work, then he would aim at the wyverns. He refused to believe the wyverns’ armor was also that strong. They used Lv.180 Iron Ore to refine these bullets. Wouldn’t it be stupid if they were absolutely useless against the wyverns’ thin plates?

With practiced movements, Just Matt trained the rifle and fired.  Bang! 

Just Matt was not alone in following the bullet’s trajectory. Thousands of eyes, both living and undead tracked the bullet as it zipped across the battlefield. Within the blink of an eye, it approached an armored wyvern’s skull.

The rider anticipated the bullet, however, and pulled the wyvern skyward. As a result, the bullet struck the wyvern’s exposed neck instead of its head.  Boom!  The bullet just about broke through the plating and exploded. 

Unfortunately, the plating contained most of the blast, causing the wyvern to only suffer a few broken bones. For an undead, such injuries meant nothing. Undead were always at either 100% or 0%. For this race, there was no in-between.

The rider’s jaw slackened as it let out a mocking cackle, and then charged ahead with the rest of the wyvern squadron. But that was not the end. The riders pulled out lances with dragon-shaped heads, and pointed them at the wall.

The wyvern knights rapidly gathered mana in the lance heads, and then blasted concentrated beams at the wall.  Boom!  The beams shattered the mages’ defenses and then bombed the walls with impunity. 

The sudden attack reaped several dozen lives within the span of a few seconds. Metalbrand came off the worst, as the wyverns specifically targeted several of their members. 

As the leader, the wyvern knights paid close attention to Just Matt, designating at least ten beams his way. Fortunately, Durst grabbed the guildmaster and jumped off the wall at the last moment. The resulting explosion burned the orc’s back and sent them crashing into the ground, but such injuries were nothing to an orc.

A wyvern knight cackled in delight as it blasted another section of the wall, but then it stopped when it suddenly found itself surrounded by silver petals. It cocked its head in shock as it blasted the petals, but they easily spread apart, letting the beams pass before closing back.

The wyvern knight finally realized it was in trouble and it ordered its wyvern to climb into the skies. 

Unfortunately, it was too little too late. 

A majestic, cold, wisben landed seemed to materialize from the petals and landed on the wyvern’s back. Leila did not spare any fancy words as she released her already strung bow. 

Bang!  The malicious arrow shattered both rider and wyvern’s skulls. Leila did fall with the corpses, but instead kicked the air, and then landed on a cluster of petals. The wisben archery goddess then sped across the sky on a platform of rose petals, shooting and dodging her way through the wyvern squadrons.

Leila’s sudden assault caught the wyvern riders by surprise. Before they could react, she had already slaughter over thirty of their numbers. The enraged riders immediately turned their attention to the wisben, attempting to swarm her with their superior numbers.

Leila, however, was even faster. Her multi-purpose petals served as shield, platform and weapons to block attacks, obscure the enemies’ vision and allow her to dash across the sky without expending too much mana.

Several soldiers, Maggots and non-Maggots stared in shock as Leila Lightwood went on a rampage. Most people knew Leila Lightwood, the Hopeful Maggots’ Vice-guildmaster. She was a feared political force and tactician that propelled the Hopeful Maggots to its current famed status. Without her extensive administrative skill, the Hopeful Maggots would have fallen long ago, especially with Kashi’s wishy-washy management.

Due to their interactions with Leila Lightwood, most assumed she was much weaker than the rest of Hopeful Maggots’ monsters. Like, she was strong yeah, but not Kashi or Absalon strong. She should not have had the ability to transform a battlefield by herself.

But what was this!? The speed, skill and reactions on display were otherworldly! On her own Leila was making a complete fool of the deadly wyvern squadron.

Only one person observed the spectacle with apprehension. “In the end, she could not hold herself back.” Absalon grimaced as he watched Leila. 

Leila was not a beginner to the concept of sacrificing soldiers’ lives to protect a trump card that would ultimately win a battle or war. She could not have led the assault on Razznik if she was so soft-hearted. However, that was predicated on the sacrifices being worth the hidden trump card. Leila made a simple calculation and decided that the soldiers they would lose to the aerial bombardment was not worth keeping her strength hidden. Also, her participation would protect an even greater trump card a little longer.

Suddenly, Absalon noticed movement in the distant forest. He grimaced as he watched over one hundred wyverns suddenly take to the sky and charge at Leila.

“Damn it! It’s like I thought! They were targeting her from the start!”

Absalon did not have the patience to admire the enemy general’s skill. He instead shouted, “Lightwood, return! We’ll just have to use plan B a little earlier!” In the heat of the battlefield, he did not bother with honorifics. 

Within the chaotic air battle, Leila grimaced when she saw the hundred or so wyverns rushing her way. She instinctively knew she had fallen into a trap, but the enemy would not let her leave even if she wanted to.

The wyvern rider gave up their lives to prevent her from retreating, all to buy the time necessary for the reinforcements to arrive. 

Within the span of three to four seconds, a hundred wyvern riders entered throwing range, and flung their spears in quick succession. 

Death descended upon Leila as a thousand bolts blotted out the moonlight and fell towards her. Leila tried to summon her petals to shield her, but paled when her mana refused to move. She glanced at an inconspicuous rider and grimaced when she noticed an artifact in his hand.

A dimertium canceller. The artifact nullified all magic in a small radius. Most prisons used a version of it to prevent mages from escaping. The enemy general planned this brilliantly. The wyvern rider only pulled out this artifact at the last moment to ensure Leila’s death.

On the wall, Absalon’s expression turned horrible when he realized he could not conjure a [Repel] mandala around Leila. “A dimertium canceller! The bastard! Damn it! What do we do!?” Absalon could not live with the guilt if the Vice Guildmaster died on his watch!

Unfortunately, time waits for no one. Before Absalon could figure out a solution, the bolts pierced Leila’s che—

“ROH!” BOOOOOOM!

Leila blocked her ears as realm-shaking roars tore across the battlefield. Her eyes then widened with shock as sonic waves shattered the incoming bolts to dust before they reached her.

However, Leila’s shock had only just begun.

Shortly after, a new force tore through the wyverns surrounding Leila, tearing to shreds in the blink of an eyes. Then, three hundred or so, lanky but tough frames flew into the sky and stood between Leila and the incoming reinforcements. A pair of black, draconic wings powerfully flapped in the night winds, keeping them afloat.

“You… How are you?”

“Leila Lightwood.” One of the figures approached Leila and dropped to a knee as it greeted her.

“How… Did you just speak?”

“The Drakul’s Dream is almost realized,” said the drakul, or as it should have been called, Dragon Newt, as its long wings wrapped around its lanky frame. “Rest, friend of Kashi.” The drakul rose to its feet, powerful eyes pulsing with power as it sneered at the incoming wyverns. “We shall eliminate the false dragons…”

 

            

    
        Chapter 255: Heaven Floor

    
    
    
    
                “What in the world…” Absalon gaped in astonishment at the carnage in the skies. The drakul swarmed the obviously unprepared wyvern squadron and eliminated them with extreme prejudice. They crushed the wyverns’ heads, and shredded their wings, sending the beasts crashing to the ground. It was like the drakul did not permit anyone to share the skies with them. Only one type of race had this level of arrogance.

“Dragons...” Leila murmured as she watched the drakul. They might’ve been smaller than the wyverns, but they were much more nimble in the sky. Despite just attaining wings, they maneuvered like experts, making it impossible for the wyverns to keep up with their movements. Within a few minutes the wyverns were down to their last few.

“Not yet.” Absalon’s eyes narrowed. “They still can’t use magic.” Every dragon could use magic as easily as breathing. This was the main distinction between dragons and the numerous dragon-like creatures. “Probably need one more evolution.”

Absalon had watched the drakul for many months. He’d seen enough to know they experienced an evolution when something happened to Kashi. This evolution meant that Kashi had also transformed in some significant way. “Looks like Kashi grabbed something good in there.

Leila issued the faintest of smiles as she glanced at Oni Hill. “As expected. He always find a way to get something out of even the worst situations.” She then turned back to the battlefield. “We should have the drakul retreat. The undead will soon retaliate.”

Absalon nodded. He understood the importance of recalling troops after completing an objective. It would be too late for regrets if the drakul overextended and got wiped out by a surprise attack. Absalon took out a rink and called, “Good work. Retreat to the wall. The undead will be wary of aerial attacks from now on. That much is enough.”

Above the battlefield, a drakul paused after receiving Absalon’s orders. Although he wanted to revel in the overwhelming powerful feeling, Kashi stated that Absalon’s words were as good as his. So, with a roar, he ordered the drakul to collectively retreat from the battlefield. 

Anyway, the drakul had completed their mission. Only a handful of wyverns remained. Leila alone could wipe them out if they dared to approach the walls.

“Awesome!” “Way to go you lizard bastards!” “Nah! They ain’t lizards! Those are the drakul. Put some respect on their name!” “Haha you absolute beauts! Well done!”

The drakul were shell-shocked when the wall erupted with cheers upon their return. Some ignorant soldiers used some derogatory terms, but were promptly corrected by the more familiar Rosen soldiers. 

In times of war, most people forgot trifling things like races, religion and creed. Enemy attacks did not care for either or these things, so why would any soldier? All that mattered was whether you could trust your back to the person beside you.

Previously, the drakul were a private unit in Absalon’s army. Even within his army, they often kept to themselves, and their missions were often different from the rest. This grand battle was the first time they fought hand-in-hand with the other soldiers from Rosen and beyond. 

By eliminating the feared wyvern threat, the drakul immediately won the soldiers’ hearts.

Absalon smiled when he saw the reactions along the wall. As expected, the fastest way to integrate clashing personalities in any army was to give them a common enemy. 

Changing the Rosen citizens’ view of the drakul would not be so simple. But, this was a good first step. Especially now that it appeared the drakul had begun to gain independent thought.

“What will you do next?” Absalon’s gaze hardened as he looked into the dense forest. The being hidden there was far from done. Absalon could not relax until Kashi completed his mission.

Meanwhile, within the dense forest, a seven-feet tall Undead Knight lowered his lance as he glared at the retreating drakul. The will-o-wisps in its eye sockets pulsed with apparent rage. It wanted nothing more than to tear those lizards to pieces! More importantly, it had the power to do so.

“Relax, Serapon. We are merely testing them.” A raspy voice called from behind.

The knight, called Serapon turned around, but was met with a gigantic throne made from several crushed skulls and bones. A dense mist shrouded the figure seated on the throne, leaving only its bony hands visible. 

“Yes, my liege.” Serapon shockingly got to a knee before this great being. 

The cloaked being did not react to Serapon’s obeisance like it was expected. Instead, it softly tapped the throne and then murmured, “Send out the wolves…”

***

Elsewhere, Kashi revealed a smile as he looked at Sonic and Brilith. “So, we’re in agreement? Zuri will go with Shadow while the rest of us remain on the first floor.”

Sonic gently nodded. He could not shake the feeling that Kashi was plotting something in secret, but he could not deny the logic. Among their group, only Shadow could realistically sneak through the various floors unseen.

Zuri, meanwhile, could utilize  [ Beast Soul Possession ]  to mimic an avian. 

“Yes, we shall go with that.” Brilith’s angry eyes were far less conspicuous. She made her displeasure clear and known despite agreeing to Kashi’s proposal. “But if I find out you have tricked us—”

“I swear I won’t do anything that jeopardizes our mission.” Kashi grinned, and as if to prove his innocence, approached the portal first. “I’ll go ahead. You all come when you’re ready, or you can wait here.”

With those words, Kashi stepped into the portal and disappeared from their view.

The perceptive Gentle Breeze murmured as he adjusted his glasses, “He never promised not to trick us.”

“I wouldn’t trust him if he did.” Sonic chuckled and tapped Gentle Breeze’s back. “Let’s go. I want to see this Heaven floor. It’s hard to believe a player played a part in this.”

Sonic’s team stepped into the portal, followed by Syèl, Shokō, Hektor and Larsial.

Brilith coldly glanced at the remaining Shadow and Zuri and warned, “Do not fail.”

“Meanie!” Zuri angrily stuck out her tongue, but Brilith ignored the daeben as she entered the portal with her guildmates.

Zuri frowned as she watched Brilith and co disappear into the portal. “Zuri doesn’t like that mean girl.” She clenched her fist and then said with a sinister smile, “Zuri thinks it will be good to punch her once.”

Shadow let out a wry smile. He found it hard to harmonize the little girl’s bloody words with her cute appearance. “Forget her. You can transform now that no one’s here.”

“Okay, Whitey.” Zuri nodded and activated her [Eagle] soul. She grunted as he bones transformed, creating a pair of seven foot wings. Clumps of black feathers then grew from her skin, giving her a strange, otherworldly, but deadly beauty.

“Incredible.” Shadow murmured as he observed the transformed Zuri. Indeed, she matched Kashi’s descriptions of the avians. She should not draw too much suspicion. Shadow’s only job was to provide support. He would not show himself if he could help it. After confirming they were ready, he held Zuri’s hand and stepped into the portal.

“Ugh.” Shadow nearly threw up from the immense suction force. This portal was far more violent than the previous floors. What’s more, it felt like it wanted to drag he and Zuri in different directions. Luckily, he held her hand on entry, or who knew if they would have been separated.

Vwoosh!

Fortunately, the journey did not last long. In about ten seconds, Zuri and Shadow groaned as their visions slowly returned to normal. They found themselves on a large grassy plain with a cliffdrop to their south. There did not seem to be a sun, but the sky overhead was bright like a midday summer. Unfortunately A terrible, shrill noise that seemed to come from everywhere assaulted their ears and spoiled the nice weather.

It took Zuri and Shadow a few minutes to recover from the portal and then acclimatize to the sound. Once they felt better, Zuri held Shadow and then flew into the sky to get a better view of their surroundings.

“We’re at the edge.” Shadow frowned when he noticed the cliff dropped to absolutely nothing. There was no ground; just endless clouds. He then turned and noticed a thick distortion in the light that seemed to form a pillar. He followed the pillar and saw an earthen ceiling many miles above on what looked like a floating island.

“That must be the wind tunnel that Kashi wants us to use.” Shadow murmured as he observed the distant distortion. He then glanced at the gap between himself and the floating island above. “But first, let’s see what this wind barrier is like. Zuri, can you go a little higher, please? But be careful, don’t go too fast.”

“Okay. This is fun!” Zuri flapped her wings and then pushed higher into the sky. At first, she was enthusiastic, but the higher she climbed, the slower she got. This was because the insufferable shrill noise got exponentially louder the higher she climbed.

Soon, the noise was so loud, that blood began to seep from Shadow and Zuri’s ears. 

“Stop!” Shadow put two and two together. That shrill noise was most likely a resultant of the wild winds Kashi talked about. If they were this loud, he did not dare imagine how powerful they were. Shadow took out an old dagger, and flung it with all his might upward.

Kiiing!

Shadow’s brows twitched when something shredded the dagger to pieces after a certain altitude. “That powerful? Seems Kashi was right. The wind tunnel is our only option.” Shadow nonchalantly wiped blood leaking from his nose. “Let’s go, Zuri. We need to be quick. Everyone is waiting on us.”

“Okay, Whitey.” Zuri dropped Shadow on the plains, and then flew toward the wind tunnel. As planned, Shadow kept a low profile and sprinted after her on the ground. The avians rarely looked at the ground, so coupled with Shadow’s Stealth Mastery, he should be capable of avoiding most sentries.

The island was not that large, so it did not take long before Zuri met with an avian. While flying, she came across a group of brown feathered avian men and women. They were dressed in loose robes and held a basket filled with fruits. Like Zuri, they had long wings, and clumps of feathers growing on their bodies. One of them even had the head of a sparrow.

The group glanced at Zuri and then continued flying, obviously not paying her much heed. Avians did not live in large communities, but were rather scattered into thousands of small little homes. 

On the ground, Shadow relaxed as he watched the avians fly away. “Kashi was right. Seems this will really be easy. It should be fine as long as the others don’t do anything crazy.” The assassin sheathed his blade and then melded into the shadows as he followed Zuri’s trail.

Meanwhile, elsewhere, a smiling Kashi approached the floating island’s edge. He unfurled his wings and then flew until the shrill noise reached a deafening level. Kashi, unperturbed by the turbulent winds, took out a stone he picked up along the way and tossed it into the maelstrom.

Fffft!

The winds pulverized the stone to dust, but Kashi was not discouraged.

He took out several more stones and began throwing them at the same spot at regular intervals. The stones shattered one after another, but Kashi, as if possessed by some demon, did not stop.

The draconian’s lips curled up in a smile as he continue tossing rocks. “Let’s see who finishes first, Zuri.”

            

    
        Chapter 256: A Cruel Test

    
    
    
    
                “Is that?” Zuri paused mid-flight when she spotted the air pillar in its entirety. Up close, Zuri could see that the pillar was truly condensed of a strong air current. Severa leaves and grass caught up in the pillar gave it a deceptively greenish, beautiful hue. Contrary to expectations, many avians were gathered around the pillar, and quite a few wore sad or melancholic expressions as they bid farewell to their friends or families.

Zuri slowed down and carefully approached the air pillar, but surprisingly, no one paid her any heed. Only when she was just three meters from entering did an avian man fly in front of her.

The avian guard frowned as he closely examined the strange girl. “I do not recognize you. What is your name, and where are you from?”

“Zuri is Zuri,” Zuri proudly proclaimed. “Zuri is a Maggot!”

Down on the ground, Shadow tensed and he instinctively drew his dagger. But he ultimately buried his bloodlust, choosing to trust Zuri until the situation became untenable. Fortunately, the avians had zero guards on the ground, so Shadow did not fear getting discovered. 

“A maggot?” The avian’s frown deepened, but then he burst into laughter as he proclaimed, “Maggot, is it? Haha, indeed, compared to the planes above, we might as well be Maggots.” The avian guard then patted Zuri’s shoulder as he advised, “But, don’t forget your avian pride. You too can reach the top planes if you train hard enough. So, do not despair and call yourself a maggot. Maggots are confined to the ground, while the skies belong to us avians!”

Zuri blinked. She knew the avian had misunderstood her, but before she could correct him, Shadow’s voice sounded in her ear.

“Stop. Go along with what he said. You can’t let them know where we’re from.”

Zuri was surprised. How could she hear Shadow when he was all the way on the ground? However, she intelligently hid her shock, and faced the avian guard with a smile. “Zuri understands. Zuri will do her best.”

The avian guard nodded in appreciation and then stepped aside. “You may enter. I hope to hear of your victories in the future, Zuri.”

Zuri nodded, and then flew into the pillar. To her surprise, the air current was not as harsh as expected. It gently carried her skyward, and she soon passed the barrier where the winds became volatile. However, the wind pillar protected her, delivering her unscathed to the ceiling above.

Meanwhile, on the ground, Shadow released a breath of relief. Fortunately he learned [Ventriloquism] from Lunette a long time ago. In its simple state, the skill projected the user’s voice to a distant location. Through hard work and practice, however, Shadow learned to control the volume and precise location where his voice materialized. As a result he could send messages to a specific person even if they were in a massive crowd.

Shadow sheathed his dagger and looked at the air corridor. He was certain the corridor would have guards on the higher floors. He could not follow Zuri any further or he would risk getting caught. On the way here, he already told Zuri everything she needed to know about how to prevent herself from getting found out. Now, he just had to believe in her like Kashi did.

Shadow walked over to a tree and ‘blended’ into the darkness as he watched Zuri turn into a distant speck in the sky. “Good luck, Zuri. See you soon.”

***

“—and so the great Vanguard battle against the twelve demons and their endless armies to ensure our prosperity and continued existence. It is the dream of every avian to fly among the vanguard and fight for our race’s continued superiority. The Sky Is Ours!”

While Zuri ascended the sky corridor, an avian family of four trembled in fear as a young man read a fairy tale. 

“So that’s how it is.” Gentle Breeze closed the book and then adjusted his glasses as he looked at the avian group composed of an old avian male, a relatively young avian female, and two avian children. Trickles of blood seeped into the room from beneath an adjoining door, suggesting something terrible had taken place.

The family were huddled in a simple room with wooden chairs and beds. Like most avians, this family lived in a simple treehouse atop a fifty-meters tall tree.

Gentle Breeze turned his gaze from the shuddering family and contacted his guildmaster through the system menu. For some reason, the rinks were not working, so he could only rely on this method.

-Gentle Breeze, huh? How is it going on your end? Any sign of Kashi?

“No, not yet. But, I’ve gotten a clue into how this realm and test functions.”

-Oh? Well, don’t stand on ceremonies. Spill it quickly!

“The realm is split into nine floors, right? Well, each floor is also progressively stronger than the last. Apparently, the apex floor endlessly pump out monsters that use the air corridors to invade and destroy the lower floors. The avians conduct tests on each floor from the third and above to select avians strong enough to join the fight on the apex floors. If they do not fight, the monsters will wipe them out.”

-Wait. So, the avians don’t come from the dungeon cores? That’s a first. So, the avians should want to destroy the cores, right? If we work with them—

“—There’s a problem,” Gentle Breeze gently refuted with a frown. “This realm does not have any indigenous monsters, and most trees don’t have edible fruits. The monsters from the dungeon cores are the only method through which they can feed their entire race.”

-Oh, what a dilemma. They won’t let us destroy the cores, then. But, we’ll be stuck here if we don’t. Can’t we free them after we destroy the cores?

“We cannot promise that. Unlike the previous floor, there is nothing in their history that gives any promise or conditions for freedom. For all intents and purposes, this is a complete, but closed biome. They will never agree to our request without proof.”

-Haha, what is this? Isn’t this Razznik a sadistic bastard? Is he asking us to choose between ourselves and a whole race? Is there no third option?

“I’m sure there is. But we are short on time. We do not have the time to explore a third option.” Gentle Breeze picked up the story book and gently turned to the third page, which had an illustration of a snake spitting out wind at a man holding a broadsword. “But there is something that is bothering me.”

-What is it?

“The avians seem to worship a snake of all things?”

-A snake? Does that make sense? Why would avians worship a land animal?

“I don’t know, but their folklore states that the snake used to be their guardian spirit. Apparently, something killed their god, and that is when their calamity started. But their prophecies state their god will return and take them to paradise. So they are resolved to fight and survive until its eventual return.”

-Prophecies.  Sonic faltered. In the real world, he would have scoffed, but he had stayed next to Sayen long enough to know that they were real in this world.  Good work, Breeze. There’s most likely a clue in there somewhere, but don’t pursue for now. We can’t risk getting caught.

“Of course. I won’t give us away.” Gentle Breeze nodded and ended the call. He then glanced at the family. “You should take a seat. Please understand. I cannot let you out of my sight until my colleagues finish their missions.”

One of the avian children clutched her mother’s dress as she glared at Gentle Breeze through tears, “You killed our father! You monster!”

Gentle Breeze’s smile faltered. Aish, why did the developers have to make the NPC’s so realistic? He felt a pang of guilt as he looked at the little girl’s tears. However, Gentle Breeze promptly stomped down that feeling.

Gentle Breeze was not like other gamers. He enjoyed L.N.E’s world and respected the A.Is autonomy, but he would never be so foolish as to see them as real people. At the end of the day, they were still a cluster of ones and zeroes. Gentle Breeze would not fail a mission out of pity for a glorified .exe program.

“Your father foolishly tried to flee and get help despite my warnings.” Gentle Breeze’s gaze turned frosty and cuts appeared on the table as the air grew sharp. “I’m not an indiscriminate murderer, but if you force me, I will not hesitate to end you. If you understand, sit down and put your hands on the table.”

The child wanted to say something, but the avian mother immediately clamped her mouth and walked over to the table. She sat down with her father-in-law, and made the children put their hands on the table. 

The avian mother looked at Gentle Breeze with reddened tear-filled eyes. “Th-Thank you for your mercy. I, Amon, will remember this favor.”

“Why does this sound more like a curse than gratitude?” Gentle Breeze smiled and then said, “Whatever. Like the gentle breeze, let’s let fate take its course. We will most likely drift apart, never to meet again. But, if by some miracle, your hatred evolves into a tremendous gale that sweeps me away, then—that too, is part of fate.”

Gentle Breeze’s lips spread in a nonchalant smile as he took a book from his inventory. “For now, let us wait patiently.” The young man then reclined in the chair, and adjusted his glasses as he softly sang, “Freely, Freely, like a gentle breeze, we blow on midsummer’s eve~”

***

“534, 535, 536…” Somewhere at the edge of the island, a draconian monotonously counted the seconds as he tossed rocks into the storm.

***

Elsewhere, a vampire prince smiled as he walked through the forest. Syèl was in a good mood. His relationship with Shokō had advanced many leaps and bounds ever since they shared the truth.

Many times, Syèl could not believe there was someone who cared for him despite knowing all his ugly truths. Shokō was not scared of him, nor did she keep her distance. They could hang out in the real world, and fight together in this world. How could life get any more perfect? He was so happy he wouldn’t complain if he dropped dead today.

“Hm? What’s this smell?” Syèl’s brows furrowed as a familiar stench wafted into his nose. It was an all too familiar smell – one he would have recognized even if he wasn’ta vampire.

“Who’s spilling this much blood? The smell is so thick.” Syèl unfurled his wings and flew over the forest to get a better grasp of his surroundings.

Syèl spotted a cluster of tree houses on tall trees a few dozen meters away. “Is that where the smell is coming from? Strange, I don’t hear anything.” The vampire pondered for a moment, and ultimately decided to check out the scene. The blood was so thick that the kills had to be fresh. The culprits might even still be there.

“Do the avians fight each other? Kashi didn’t mention anything about that.” Syèl had many speculations, but he ultimately froze when a horrific sight greeted him at the village.

Around fifty or more avian corpses were splattered over the tree branches, their blood falling to create a dark pool on the distant ground. Amongst the corpses were avian children, but very few had intact bodies. Whoever massacred this people was thorough. They blasted their bodies apart to ensure they did not survive.

Syèl wore a grim expression as he descended. He knelt on a tree branch and retrieved a straw snake doll from a severed hand. The bloodied doll felt oddly heavy as it began overlapping with another doll from his distant past.

“Hahaha, for a bunch of useless bird NPCs, they give nice XP.” 

A loud guffaw drew Syèl’s gaze to the ground, where he spotted a man dragging a female avian by her hair. A woman walked by his side with an exasperated expression, but she did not respond to him.

GrizzlyDiamond chuckled as he threw the avian woman against a tree trunk. “You shouldn’t have run away. You made me waste so much aura chasing you. What would you have done if you spoilt boss’ plans!?”

“Ughkakh!” The woman cursed at GrizzlyDiamond as bloody tears streamed out of her eyes. Unfortunately, no meaningful sound escaped her mouth because she did not have a tongue!

RustyReaper sighed. She could not watch any longer. “Stop torturing her, Grizzly. We’re within in the barrier. Kill her already.”

“Alright, Alright. Let’s get the XP and clean up this place.” GrizzlyDiamond laughed and raised his sword. “Don’t hate me. You were just too weak.” With those words, GrizzlyDiamond swung his sword and split the avian in half!

Clang!

Or so he thought.

“Hoho. To think we would meet here.” GrizzlyDiamond grinned as he looked at the vampire that had grabbed his sword. His eyes flashed with a dangerous, excited glint as he challenged, “Should I take this as a declaration of war?”

“War?” Syèl’s aura grew dark and sinister as he clutched the doll. “No. You spoiled my mood, so I’m going to kill you.”

“Kill me? Good luck with that. Many have tried before you, but I’m still here.” 

Syèl’s expression turned vicious as he squeezed the sword.  Brak!  

GrizzlyDiamond and RustyReaper stared in shock as the sturdy blade shattered like glass.

“Ah, now you’ve done it. I really liked that sword.” GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes turned solemn as he glared at Syèl through the falling debris. GrizzlyDiamond nonchalantly pulled out a larger broadsword from his inventory and then pointed it at Syèl. “Don’t worry. I will only take your head as compensation.”

Syèl’s arms lit up in flames as he returned the knight’s provocation, “Try me.”

***

Oblivious to the chaos that was about to ensue, Zuri stepped out of the wind corridor after it broke through the second plane. She gazed into the next air corridor in the distance, unfurled her wings and then took off with a powerful flap. She would finish this mission quickly, and receive Kashi’s head pats!

***

“996, 997, 998, 99—oh, it worked!” Kashi watched with excited eyes as the stone he threw floated in the air as if somehow isolated from the surrounding maelstrom. Moments later, the stone suddenly shot upward like it was pulled by a powerful suction force.

Kashi’s eyes gleamed. “So, it’s still here.” He grinned and then clenched his fist. “Triple K, here I come.”

            

    
        Chapter 257: Corridor Guardian

    
    
    
    
                Ten minutes later, Zuri flew out onto the third plane. Shockingly, the third planewas much busier than the previous two. There were many more avians flying across the skies. Intriguingly, a good portion of them were sparring with each other, or fighting strange flying monsters. 

“Hehe. Is this your first time on the third plane?” An avian guard chuckled as he observed Zuri’s stunned expression. “It is a whole world different from the previous floors, isn’t it? Everyone here trains hard so they can defeat the Corridor Guardians and advance to the next floor.” The guard rubbed his chin as he muttered wistfully, “If it were not for my injury, I would have beaten the seventh floor.”

Zuri attentively listened, and got the general gist of things. So, she needed to defeat a Corridor Guardian before she could advance to the next floor. That made things simple. “Where can Zuri fight the Corridor Guardian?”

The guard’s brow jumped in shock. “Aren’t you a little too young to—” He paused, and his eyes widened as he recalled a recent rumor. “Wait. I heard the second plane had birthed a young genius. But, I was under the impression it was a boy. Heh, I’m sure this will shock a lot of people.” The guard then said as he pointed towards the North-East where an air corridor connected to the next plane. “You’ll find the Corridor Guardian next to the Air Corridor. Be careful, child. You might be a genius, but they are pretty strong.”

“Thanks!” Zuri thanked the avian guard and then zipped across the sky toward her destination.

“Ah, youth.” The avian guard happily rubbed his chin as he admired Zuri’s speed. She was fast, even for an adult. Perhaps, she would really defeat the Corridor Guardian. 

“Hahaha! I, Somo, have finally emerged from training! Today, a new legend is born!”

The guard turned to look at the golden-feathered avian who caused a commotion as soon as he stepped out of the air corridor. The avian was no more than a child, that looked to be in his early teenage years. Despite his age, the child oozed uncommon confidence that bordered on arrogance, and possessed a powerful aura that suppressed even the guards.

The child, Somo, grinned when he saw the wary glances cast his way. “Ah, sorry. I was so excited that I failed to control my ki.” He then promptly withdrew his aura, and his presence reduced to that of a handsome, cute child. Still, no one would forget the previous visage. Right now, he only looked like a sheathed sword.

Somo laughed as he spread his wings. “Get a good look! You are all bearing witness to the beginning of Zuma’s greatest legend.” With those words, he flew toward the next Air Corridor at an inconceivable speed, shocking all those left behind.

The avian guard stared at the silhouette that shortly became a dot on the horizon. ‘Hold on. If he is the rumoured genius, then who was that girl?” 

Elsewhere, Zuri sped through the skies, zipping through the skies like a bullet. Within a few minutes, she finally reached the next Air Corridor. 

Unlike the previous two, this Air Corridor was heavily guarded. Several guards closely watched the surrounding avians, there presence a heavy deterrent against any who thought they could sneak through.

Zuri watched as some warriors challenged the guards. Those that won received a medal and were allowed to pass, but those that failed were told to return later. Importantly, though, the fights were non-lethal. They fought with wooden weapons provided by the guards. The winner was whoever delivered three clean strikes first.

Zuri was confident in her victory after watching the guards. Defeating these guards should not prove too difficult. She was just about to fly down when a loud guffaw broke the solemn atmosphere.

“Hahaha! The great Somo has arrived!” a golden radiance shone under the sun as Somo appeared before the crowd. “You all pay attention! You’re about to bear witness to a legend!” With those words, Somo arrived before a Corridor Guardian. “I choose you, sir. Be thankful. You will have a story to tell the future generations.”

The chosen Corridor Guardian faced Somo with a nonchalant gaze. Somo was neither the first, nor would he be the last challenger with a few screws loose. Unfortunately, there was no correlation between sanity and strength, so the guardian could not afford to take it easy just because Somo acted like an imbecile.

The Corridor Guardian signaled and a young avian rose to the air with a chest. The avian opened the chest on the guardians command, revealing many wooden weapons. 

The Corridor Guardian took out a few wooden components and screwed them together to form a nine-feet-long wooden spear. He then looked at Somo and said, “Choose your weapon.”

To the surprise of all the onlookers, Somo shook his head and raised his fists. “These are all the weapons I need.”

The Corridor Guardian’s eyes narrowed. “Oh. An Elementalist.” His expression immediately turned grim as he got into a battle stance. Elementalists were the pride of the avian race. He could not afford to look down on one, no matter how young!

Somo grinned and cracked his fingers. “Hope you’re ready.” After the guardian’s approval, Somo charged forth like a rocket.  Boom!  The air split apart as he suddenly appeared before the Corridor Guardian.

Swish! The Corridor Guardian thrust his spear at the incoming child. To his shock, the spear stabbed through the child’s chest! “No, wait!” The Corridor Guardian recognized the lack of feedback. At the last moment, Somo manipulated the wind to and immediately swiveled around as the afterimage dissipated.

‘Too Late.” 

The Corridor Guardian grimaced as he looked up. Clamp! Somo, who hovered upside down, grabbed the guardian’s face and said with a shit-eating grin. “Give up.”

The Corridor Guardian frowned, but he set down his spear. He could feel the immense ki building on Somo’ palm. If the child released that ki, he would be lucky to escape with a scarred face. “You win. I give up. You may go to the next floor.”

“Haha, that’s awesome! I’m one step closer to my legend!” Somo laughed as he released the guardian. He then received a token from the guardian, and was about to leave when a loud gasp rang through the crowd.

“My lord, that little girl is fierce!”

‘Huh? Who’s stealing my spotlight?’  Somo frowned and followed the crowd’s sightline to see a dark-skinned avian girl fighting against a Corridor Guardian.

Like Somo, Zuri chose to fight with her fists—it was what she was most used to after all. Unfortunately, she was not an elementalist like Somo, so she could not manipulate elements to aid her fight. She was having trouble keeping up with the guardian’s movements, since he could expertly fly in all directions.

So far, Zuri barely managed to keep up by parrying hits at the last second, but she could not match the guardian’s mobility. This was no surprise. These guardians had been fighting in the skies for many years. Zuri, on the other hand, only knew how to fly in a straight line. 

‘Hmph. She’s going to lose.’  Somo was about to fly away, but then Zuri did something that left him and many others shell-shocked. 

The guardian charged at Zuri with his spear pointed at her chest. He had already hit her twice before. This final strike would secure her disqualification.

However, just when victory was in the guardian’s grasp, Zuri suddenly folded her wings, allowing gravity to plummet her just below the strike. Before the guardian could react, she once again spread her wings, dashed upward, and punched the guardian in the stomach. 

Kach!  The Corridor Guardian coughed up blood and his wings went limp as he momentarily lost consciousness. 

“Ah! He’s going to fall!” 

Zuri panicked when she saw the guardian falling, realizing she had messed up. She was too used to fighting monsters and also trained with a monster like Rider. She had never learned the concept of holding back. Kashi himself acknowledged her strength long before she became a werewolf. With her werewolf strength added to that, there were very few individuals in the world that could survive her punch.

Fortunately, the guardian wisely backed off at the very last moment, which greatly reduced the impact.

Despite her panic, Zuri reacted quickly. She dove down and caught the falling guardian, and then gently delivered him to the ground. Several medical personnel swarmed her at the bottom, and began checking the guardian’s vitals.

Even though the fights were meant to be non-lethal, severe injuries from mistakes were common in any fighting competition. As a result, these medics were more than prepared for any accidents during the trials. Still, even with their experience, they could not help but look at Zuri with fear in their eyes after examining the guardian.

“How is it?” A middle-aged guardian with a stern gaze asked as he descended.

“He’ll live.” One of the medics reported with a relieved sigh. “But he’ll be bedridden for a few weeks at the very least. To be honest, he’s lucky he escaped with his life.”

The guardian frowned and glared at the sullen Zuri. “You’re vicious enough.” He took out a brass token and tossed it to her. “Here, you won this. You can go now.”

“Z-Zuri is sorry.” Zuri caught the token, and then climbed into the skies. She wanted to stay and make sure the man was alright, but Kashi’s mission came first. 

When Zuri returned to the air corridor, a guardian with cold eyes confronted her. These guardians were old friends closer than brothers. Injuries were a common part of their job, but they could not forgive this girl who almost killed one of their own just to show off her strength (at least that was the way they saw it). “Your token and name, please.”

Zuri could feel the unbridled hostility. She meekly held out her token. “Zuri is Zuri.”

“Zuri, is it? Where are you from?”

Zuri panicked, not sure how to answer, but then help came from the most unexpected place.

“Oi, since when is a challenger’s nest important?” the arrogant Somo shouted as he flew over and snatched the token from the guardian’s hand. “Are you going to report her to her parents or what? Don’t you have any shame, bullying a kid?”

‘Who’s calling who a kid? Look in the mirror, brat! ’ The guardian wanted to shout, but he held his tongue and flew to the side. “Do not lose your token. You must show it to the guard when you exit, or they will assume you snuck through. You can pass now.”

“Here’s your token.” Somo gave Zuri her token, and then safely tucked his away in his tunic. After this, he grabbed Zuri’s arm and looked at her with fervent eyes. “Hey, I like your style. How about you become this great one’s first student?”

Zuri looked at the golden boy, wondering if he was crazy. “Zuri cannot. Zuri already has a teacher. Gray ojii-san did not say I can get more teachers.” With those words, Zuri wrenched her arms free and then flew into the air corridor. Before the current sent her upward, she smiled and said, “Thank you.”

“Kuuu~” Somo’ feathers ruffled and his cheeks flushed. “She’s strong, and she’s cute!” Overcome by excitement, he clenched his fists and punched the air. “Master, I have found my wife!” 

“Ah! I forgot to tell her about the Garden!” Somo hurriedly flew into the air corridor. “Wait for me!”

***

“Well, it’s now or never.” After waiting for so long, Kashi jumped into the maelstrom. If any avian were present, they would have screamed in shock because the daeben remained unharmed despite the slicing winds all around him, almost like an air corridor had appeared in that spot.

“Gotta get moving.” A pair of dragon wings grew out of Kashi’s back and he activated [Mana Eyes]. Kashi’s world suddenly turned several shades of chaotic blue, revealing that the winds were caused by chaotic mana.

Only a small tunnel snaking through the chaos remained free from the blue mana. But, as Kashi looked down, he saw a rapidly approaching blue wave. If he didn’t move, he would soon become consumed by the disastrous winds.

Kashi immediately took off, following the twisting tunnel path. Along the way, mana occasionally broke into the tunnel, forcing Kashi to twist and evade with expert skill. If the avians were present, they would have balked in shock. Kashi’s dexterous movement should have been impossible at sonic speeds, but the draconian somehow managed to pull them off with seeming ease.

Kashi flew through the gaps with a solemn gaze. He could not afford a single error from this moment on. Even with his dragon scales, he would perish if the winds swallowed him. In fact, he only dared to challenge this run because of the cheat item in his right hand – a rolled up painting of his previous location on the first plane.

 

            

    
        Chapter 258: The Garden

    
    
    
    
                [9:20] First Plane, Heaven Floor.

“Ugh! This bastard!” GrizzlyDiamond roared in rage as he charged at the cold-eyed vampire, Syèl. The warrior cut a particularly sorry figure. His armor was cracked in several places, and half his face sizzled, badly burned from scorching flames. On the contrary, Syèl’s appearance was impeccable, without a trace of dust. 

Syèl snorted as he looked at the charging warrior. “Stupid tricks.” Shockingly, he ignored GrizzlyDiamond and flicked his finger to his right. A five meter stone snake burst out of the ground and shot into the sky.

At first, it appeared Syèl had gone crazy, but then, the charging ‘GrizzlyDiamond’ suddenly faded to mist as a loud, pained groan erupted to Syèl’s right. The vampire calmly gazed at the warrior trapped in the stone snake’s mouth, and then turned to his left. “Don’t bother. Cheap illusions won’t work on me.”

“Tch.” RustyReaper gritted her teeth as she ‘shimmered’ into existence. She was not as good at illusion magic as Honne Onna, but she did not think Syèl would make her look so useless effortlessly.

Syèl smirked when he saw her frustration. The duo’s pain had significantly improved his mood. “What? Is that it? Why don’t you try some more magic?” 

“Fucker! Don’t you ignore me!” GrizzlyDiamond angrily smashed the stone snake. The snake exploded to dust, freeing GrizzlyDiamond. “Terror Slash!” The warrior swung his sword, unleashing violent red ki-blade at Syèl. 

Syèl smirked at the incoming ki-blast. GrizzlyDiamond already used his ki to ‘lock’ Syèl in place, preventing him from dodging this move. 

‘Locking’ targets was a common passive skill given to masters in any combat class. Locking involved temporarily pressuring a foe with overwhelming mana or ki, preventing them from moving for a few seconds. This allowed one to prevent a situation where the enemy easily sidestepped their finisher.

This move was not infallible though. First, enemies with similar ki levels could only be locked for about a second before they broke out with their ki. It was even more difficult to lock down enemies with vastly superior ki. Also, locking was far more successful if the target was distracted, weak, or tired. That was why warriors commonly traded blows for a long time before unleashing a finisher at the end. 

Syèl shockingly did not attempt to dodge, or break out of GrizzlyDiamond’s attack. Instead, he asked with a sinister smile “Do you want to die so badly?” Syèl waved his finger, and a three-meters mandala appeared in front of him. A heavy stream of water poured out, and crashed into the ki blast, causing an explosion that sent droplets flying everywhere.

“Holy Yggdrasil, Bless these children that they may grow, [Full Bloom]!”

Syèl’s brows rose as thousands of flowers suddenly bloomed from the ground. He turned to RustyReaper, who had a vicious expression as she crossed her arms. 

RustyReaper’s eyes glowed green as she rapidly chanted her spell. “Flowers, heed my call and rip apart my enemies! [Flower Storm!]” Following her chant, leaves from the newly grown plants split off and formed a sharp storm and surrounded the vampire.

Each leaf had been strengthened by mana to the point they were sharp enough to pierce steel. RustyReaper was certain that this much would rip Syèl to pieces. She clenched her fist, causing every leaf to shoot down at the trapped vampire.

“Heh. Nice try.” Syèl chuckled just before the leaves engulfed him.  Boom!  

“No. Impossible!” RustyReaper stumbled back in shock as a small explosion burned her leaves to ash. “How!?” The flower mage groaned in disbelief as she stared at the vampire shrouded within an infernal tornado. “You didn’t even chant!”

“Who said you needed to chant?” Syèl chuckled, but did not bother explaining. Instead, he pointed at both RustyReaper and GrizzlyDiamond and said, “My turn.”

RustyReaper’s expression turned dark as a terrible cold sensation crawled up her neck. She did not know why, but Syèl’s single finger terrified her to the core. It was like it was the last thing she would ever see on this earth.

Fortunately, Syèl suddenly paused at the last second and turned to his right. The vampire revealed a dangerous grin as he dropped his hands. “You aren’t even trying to hide your presence. Are you that confident in your strength?”

“Haha, it’s nothing like that. I just don’t want you to kill off our allies.” 

RustyReaper and GrizzlyDiamond froze when they heard the tell-tale slovenly voice. They turned to see the predictable blue-furred walking out of the thickets. 

Sonic lazily chewed on a thistle as he observed GrizzlyDiamond and RustyReaper. “This should be enough, don’t you think? I believe they’ve learned their lesson.”

GrizzlyDiamond’s expression instantly turned ugly. “Who the fuck do you think you are—urk!” The warrior clutched his stomach as he doubled over, coughing up spittle. Through his blurry vision, GrizzlyDiamond spotted Sonic by his side coldly glaring at him.  ‘How? When did he get here?’

‘He’s fast.’  Syèl’s brows momentarily furrowed. As an observer, he barely caught sight of Sonic, who closed over ten meters in a single second to punch Grizzly’s stomach.  ‘He’s faster than me.’  Syèl was not too proud to admit that fact. Instead, his mana began to roil, and his grin widened as his battle intent shot up.

Sonic flinched when he sensed the vampire’s rising bloodlust. Exasperated, he looked at Syèl and complained, “Are you a fifth grader? Calm down, will you?” Sonic frustratedly chewed on the thistle as he absentmindedly patted GrizzlyDiamond’s back. “Did you all forget Kashi’s warning? Low-key, low-key. We can’t let the natives know we’re here, or we’ll be stuck in this place forever. I don’t know about you guys, but this is my main account. I don’t want to lose it.”

GrizzlyDiamond coughed as he recovered from Sonic’s punch. The warrior stood straight and glared at Sonic. “Tell that bastard! He’s the one that attacked me first!”

Syèl, realizing that there probably wasn’t going to be a fight, sighed and shrugged. “Well, you pissed me off. There’s plenty of monsters. Why are you going around killing defenseless people, and little girl—” Syèl paused and once again looked at the doll. Come to think of it, this could have belonged to a boy too. “Little children.”

“Ha!? Are you crazy?” GrizzlyDiamond gave Syèl an incredulous look. “What children? These are just ones and zeros, same as any other monster. If you don’t want to get free experience points, that’s on you, but don’t force your misguided views on me. There’s always one of you in every VR. Idiots who can’t differentiate reality from a game.”

Syèl snorted at GrizzlyDiamond’s impassioned rant. “Idiot, I’m not debating morality with you. I don’t care about how you feel or what you do. You pissed me off, so I beat the shit out of you. That’s all.” It was not like Syèl did not understand GrizzlyDiamond’s point of view. 

No matter how realistic this world seemed, it was still a game designed for the players’ enjoyment. As long as players did not cheat in some way, or break Genaco Entertainment’s Terms of Service agreement, everything they did in this game was legal and reasonable, from murder to even more heinous acts.

GrizzlyDiamond belonged to the group of people who firmly treated this world as a game. He ranked things by how much experience points they would give him, and as such had no qualms killing Residents as long as he could avoid any backlash.

Kashi belonged to the group of people who treated this world as a second home, or even their only home. To them, every character in this world was real, and as a result, they carefully weighed their options before engaging in slaughter. 

These two groups inevitably clashed in several VR games, leading to server-wide wars in some cases. Their ideals were too diametrically opposite for their to ever be peace.

Syèl understood all this… and did not give a shit.

Syèl was not like Kashi who unconditionally acknowledged the existence and autonomy of everything in this world, nor was he like GrizzlyDiamond, who looked down on everything as containers for experience points. 

Syèl simply cared for a few people, and two of them happened to be A.Is like the Residents of L.N.E. Furthermore, even though he knew that they were computer programs, the doll dredged up unpleasant memories of a world he left behind.

“What kind of bastard logic is that?” GrizzlyDiamond growled in anger. “You beat me up because I annoyed you?”

“I’d say it is the logic of the strong.” 

GrizzlyDiamond suddenly felt a chill and he turned to see Sonic’s frosty eyes.

The kafu sneered. “Like you said, this world is a game. So, guess what? If you piss someone off, they can beat the shit out of you without any repercussions. That’s what it means to live in an MMO where power rules above all. Don’t like it? Beat him.”

Sonic was really pissed off. Compared to Kashi, he was even more of a fanatic for the Residents in this world. He truly loved this world, and would much rather live here for the rest of his life, than return to the real world. So, he instinctively hated people like GrizzlyDiamond because they disrupted the peace and serenity of this beautiful world with their stupid massacres.

Still, Sonic was old enough to see and consider the bigger picture. So, he calmed down before he did anything rash, and said to GrizzlyDiamond and RustyReaper. “I sensed your energies, so some avians also might’ve. Clean this place up, scatter and stay in hiding. I have a feeling we’ll be on this floor for a while. We have to hold out and make sure we don’t get seen until then.”

After giving out instructions, Sonic turned to Syèl. “If you meet your guildmaster, tell him I would like to speak with him. Until then.” With those words, he waved at the group and then calmly walked away.

“Heh, he knows how to make an exit.” Syèl chuckled as Sonic walked into the thicket. He then turned to GrizzlyDiamond. Despite the warrior’s nasty glare, Syèl could no longer muster up any battle intent. Cheap fast food quickly lost its appeal after catching a whiff of a five-star course.

Syèl sighed and then also retreated into the forest. “Whatever, I’ll see you guys later.”

Angered by the two men’s nonchalance, GrizzlyDiamond clenched his fists. “Just you wait, you bastards. When this is all over—”

“Grizzly,” RustyReaper interrupted the enraged warrior before he finished his sentence.

“Ah. You’re right. Sorry.” GrizzlyDiamond, realizing he almost spilled one of their guild’s greatest secrets bowed his head and apologized.

“It’s fine.” RustyReaper smiled, but it soon turned frosty as she looked into the forest. “We will make them pay for their arrogance soon enough.” With those words, she flicked her fingers, causing a giant mandala to hover over the field. “O Gaia, take the forgotten earth for your own. [Overgrowth].”

The mandala shattered as tree vines grew from the earth and snaked over the thick trees and treehouses. Within a few dozen seconds, the entire region was filled with so much vines and greenery that the treehouses looked like they had been abandoned several years ago.

Other vines then wrapped up the corpses and dragged them underground to serve as fertilizers for their future growth.

RustyReaper looked at her handiwork with a grim smile. She was nowhere near Brilith’s level, but she was still an extremely powerful plant mage. “For the mission’s sake, we’ll let Syèl live a little longer. Next time, I’ll teach that vampire a true lesson.”

***

[9:30] Fourth Plane, Heaven Floor

“Hey, hold up!”

Zuri, who had been making a beeline for the next Air Corridor, paused when she heard a familiar voice behind her. She turned to see Somo frantically flapping his wings until he caught up to her.

Somo’s cheeks were flushed when he finally caught up, indicating just how much effort he exerted to catch up. “Haa Haa~ You’re pretty fast.” Somo took a moment to catch his breath, and then said to the bewildered Zuri. “Thank goodness, I caught up. You almost passed it.”

Zuri was even more confused. “Passed what?”

“Hehe. You’re pretty strong, but from the sixth floor, damn near everyone is an elemental. You’ll lose if you go as you are now.” Somo strutted out his chest, rubbing his nose as he tried to exert the aura of a mysterious expert.

“Zuri will lose?” Zuri frowned. “Why will Zuri lose?”

Somo grinned. Hehe, operation Wise Master was in full effect! “Well, without wind elementals, you won’t be able to maneuver freely in the sky like those experts. You’ll definitely fail. You’re strong, I admit, but movement is everything in the sky. Your strength won’t mean anything if you can’t hit your target.”

Zuri clenched her fist in frustration. Indeed, she felt her limitations in that last battle. If the other guards were even better at flying, she might not stand a chance. However, Zuri could not let herself fail Kashi’s mission. She looked at Somo with imploring eyes. “Do you have a way to help me?”

Somo vigorously nodded.  ‘Kuuu~ She’s so cute! ’ The young avian coughed to prevent his excitement from reaching his eyes and then returned to his ‘wise expert’ demeanor. “Your only weaknesses are your flight and elemental skills. I know a place where you can fix those pretty quickly.”

Zuri’s eyes lit up with excitement as she grabbed Somo’s shoulders. “Where!?”

‘C-Close!’  “There.” Somo steeled his facial muscles as he pointed towards the ground.

Zuri looked down and her eyes widened with surprise. An incomparably beautiful tropical land was spread out before her eyes. Several tiny green ‘bubbles’ floated above the luscious trees, giving the plane an ethereal, magical atmosphere. Her gaze was drawn in particular to a giant tree, where thousands of ‘bubbles’ were tightly clustered. 

Many avians sat beneath the tree, eyes closed in deep meditation. Every now and then, a bubble would descend, and then disappear into an avian, who would then stand up, bow, and fly away.

Somo proudly spread out his arms as he took in Zuri’s fascination. “Zuri, welcome to The Garden, birthplace of all Elementals.”

 

 

 

 

 

            

    
        Chapter 259: Elementalist

    
    
    
    
                [9:30] Heaven Floor, Fourth Plane

“The Garden.” Zuri gazed at the magnificent tree with shining eyes. She had never seen something so beautiful, and inviting. It felt like she could let go of her troubles as long as she laid beneath its branches.

“That’s our Life Tree,” Somo explained as he descended with Zuri. “Some records claim that it used to be part of an ancient great tree, but we have no way of confirming it.” 

Surprisingly, no one stopped Somo and Zuri as they landed on the grass among several sitting or kneeling avians. It seemed they did not consider a possibility where someone tried to harm the Life Tree. Either that, or the Life Tree had self-defense capabalities.

“The Life Tree births and gathers Wind and Earth Elementals beneath its boughs.” Somo pulled Zuri to sit down next to him and continued his explanation, “Non-innate Elementalists come here to communicate with, and try to form a pact with the gathered Elementals. You can’t make a name for yourself in the top planes without becoming a Wind Elemental.”

“Why?”

“Because an avian’s greatest strength and pride is their wings.” Somo proudly pointed at his folded wings. “But, our maneuverability in the air is restricted precisely because we rely on wings for flight.” 

Movie scenes where people with wings could fly in any and all directions were just too unrealistic. In some a stationary winged character could almost instantaneously dash laterally, but in reality, they would need to catch a sharp wind with their wings to achieve that effect.

Ancient avians, aware of this fact, quickly arrived at a solution. If they needed wind, they just had to create and control wind. By manipulating the air currents around their wings, they could theoretically moved any way they willed without needing to generate the required force themselves. 

The avians first tried magic, but while magic was indeed powerful, cast times were too slow, and the resultant wind was too rigid. After several experiments, they finally stumbled upon using wind elementals.

Elementalists were different from magicians. Elementalists drew power from Elementals to manipulate the basic elements. Due to this, they had much more flexibility when manipulating an element. In return, however, they were limited by the level of their elementals, and their firepower was often far smaller than magicians.

To the avians, however, this much was enough. Even the weakest elementalists could manipulate air currents, giving them incredible mobility. The strongest amongst them could generate dangerous currents on par with natural disasters like hurricanes and tornadoes. Of course, there were extremely few on that level, and it took many years of training for elementalists with powerful Elementals to learn how to control such forces.

“Elementals are graded from Tier 1 to 6, with 1 being the lowest, and 6 being the highest,” Somo explained and then whispered, “Tier 6 is little more than a rumor, though. No one’s ever seen or contracted a Tier 6 Elemental. I can’t even imagine how strong such an avian would be.”

Zuri blinked and looked at Somo with interest. The avian teen did not seem to be interested in the Elementals here. “What Tier Elementalist are you?”

Somo grinned, and strutted out his chest as he boasted, “Don’t freak out now, but yours truly is a rare Tier 5 elementalists, and an innate one at that.” Despite his words, Somo peeked at Zuri, hoping to see some shock and admiration.

“Wow, that’s cool!” Zuri excitedly praised with pure admiration. However, her gaze then turned fierce with battle intent as she clenched her fists. “Zuri has to do better than you. How can Zuri contract a more powerful Elemental?”

Zuri’s reply left Somo with mixed feelings. On one hand, he accomplished his goal of impressing her, but he could tell Zuri did not fake her battle intent. It felt more like when his disciple brothers challenged him back on the first floor. 

‘One step at a time, Somo. Don’t be impatient.’  Somo coughed as he recalled his master’s teachings (Of course the teaching had nothing to do with picking up girls, but Somo did not care.) 

“Haha, I’ll be cheering for you.” Somo did not go out of his way to discourage the naïve avian girl. What were the chances of a Tier 5 elementalist showing up? There were less than a dozen living Tier 5 elementalists in all nine planes. They wouldn’t be special if they popped up like cabbages!

Despite his doubt, Somo diligently taught Zuri. “To attract an elemental, you just need to release your ki. No one’s entirely sure how Wind Elementals choose their contractors, but having powerful ki does help a bit.” Somo shot Zuri a thumbs-up. “I think you’re pretty strong, so you’ll attract a couple strong ones.”

“Mm.” Zuri nodded as she closed her eyes.  ‘Release ki.’  

“Always make sure your ki is under control.”

At that moment, Zuri recalled one of Rider’s warnings during their training sessions. For some reason, Rider was always particular about Zuri keeping her ki under control. Even in the heat of battle, he ensured she consciously restricted her ki from going wild.

“Sorry, Gray-ojiisan.” Zuri resolutely made up her mind. To complete Kashi’s mission she would do anything, even if it meant defying Rider’s orders. The little warrior pushed her mind to the depths of her soul and body. 

Metaphorically, Zuri had blocked her channels with thousands of stoppers to prevent her ki from leaking out. However, on this day, to achieve the best possible result, Zuri pulled them all out.

Whurrr~  For the briefest of seconds, light seemed to disappear from the world. Following that, a great chill burst through the garden, causing many ‘bubbles’ to flee in fright. The meditating avians also woke up, their feathers rustling as they sensed a terrifying threat.

“What in the world?” Somo murmured in disbelief and then looked at Zuri, who appeared to be the center of the commotion. “Is she doing this?”

Boom!  An intense gale suddenly blasted Somo several dozen meters away. The young man quickly unleashed a burst of wind to stabilize himself mid-air and then looked at the area in shock.

A massive twenty-meter whirwind had formed at some point with Zuri at the center. Somo spotted dozens of wind elementals within the whirlwind, frantically rushing about Zuri, seemingly without rhyme or reason. The frantic wind elementals were the cause of the whirlwind. Somo could not understand why they suddenly went berserk.

Zuri, meanwhile, was oblivious to everything happening around her. From the moment she unleashed her aura, thousands of voices assaulted her mind at once. Many Wind Elementals frantically wanted to form a bond with her, but most of them instantly went berserk after coming in contact with her ki. 

Only now did Zuri understand why Rider was so concerned about her ki. Zuri’s innate [Beast Soul Possession] was a divine skill that did not belong in the mortal realm. After mixing so many souls within her, Zuri’s ki had mutated into something fierce, feral and nearing primordial status. 

Intelligent creatures could maintain their sanity around Zuri’s ki, but it was fatal to instinctive creatures like most monsters and these Elementals. For such creatures, absorbing Zuri’s ki was like overloading a simple computer with quantum-level calculations.

For the lucky ones, least, their mental faculties would temporarily crash, resulting in them turning berserk, but it could be fatal for the unlucky few. Rider noticed this during Zuri’s first werewolf transformation, and thus instructed her to control her ki.

Fortunately, the meditating avians managed to escape in time, preventing any casualties. Unfortunately, no one could approach the garden. A few avians tried, and immediately lost control of their elementals. Since then, no one dared.

As a result, the avians could only watch in terror as the whirlwind slowly got bigger, sucking in more elementals, who also went berserk. 

“The Life Tree is in danger!” An avian shouted when the whirlwind began to near the Life Tree. At this point, several avians readied their spears with grim expressions. They could not permit the Life Tree to fall. They would have to kill the avian causing this disturbance, even if it cost them their lives!

Somo noticed the rapidly deteriorating situation and immensely regretted bring Zuri here. Had he brought her to her death? Despite his patriotic heart understanding why she had to die, Somo flew in front of the suicide squad and drew his spear. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you guys kill her.”

An enraged middle-aged avian pointed his spear at the teenager. “Can you take responsibility if she harms the Life Tree!?”

“No.” Somo gritted his teeth. “But at the very least, give me a chance to snap her out of it. I brought her here. I should at least take that much responsibility.” With those words, Somo summoned his elemental. 

An azure blue ball appeared next to Somo. Incredible energy pulsated off the floating ball as it whirled around Somo.

“That energy… A Tier 5 Elementalist!” An avian’s eyes widened in shock. “At that age. He must be Somo, Furlian’s Prime Disciple! Quick, capture him! We won’t be able to contain that old bird’s rage if Somo dies here.”

“No! Wait! Stop!” Somo futilely screamed as dozens of avians quickly surrounded, and beat him into submission. He could have escaped if he was heavy-handed, but even his ego could not justify killing his clansmen just to save a girl he just met. Risking his life was one thing, but he could not endanger their lives. 

Somo hung his head in abject defeat as he watched the suicide squad approach the whirlwind. “I’m sorry, Zuri. I failed.”

“Everyone, retreat!”

An androgynous, high-pitched voice spread into the minds of everyone in The Garden just before the suicide squad reached the whirlwind’s edges. 

To Somo’s shock, ninety percent of the avians suddenly dropped to their knees in reverent poses. In all his teaching, Somo’s master never mentioned a being they worshipped. Why were so many avians on their knees, then?

“I shall handle this errant child.” The strange voice continued. This time, however, Somo heard the voice coming from the Life Tree. He looked over, and his eyes widened in shock when he spotted a small white snake slithering down the tree trunk. 

“Great Kukulkan!” An elder raised his voice in reverence as the snake surprisingly flew through the air, and faced the expanding whirlwind. 

The strange snake glanced at the elder. “I am but a remnant of Kukulkan. Please refrain from addressing me by that name.”

The avian’s hands trembled. “But—”

The snake shook its head and let out a resigned sigh at the avian’s sigh. Several centuries had passed, yet each generation insisted on holding onto a past long gone. It knew it could not change the avians, so it instead turned its attention to the girl within the whirlwind.

“Intriguing.” The snake’s dark eyes gleamed as it observed Zuri.  ‘You do not belong here.’  It glanced at the ceiling above, but its gaze seemed to see much farther. “So, Razznik, you really kept your word. Very well, I shall keep my end of the bargain.” 

The snake let out a gently breath and then said, “Sleep.”

The snake’s breath turned into a green gale that softly infused into the whirlwind. The green gale quickly permeated through the errant winds until it consumed the entire thing, and then silently dispersed.

The snake then flew down to the little ‘avian’ girl who was slowly waking up from a trance. Having so many chaotic voices in their mind could drive a person insane, but fortunately, Zuri awoke with clear, albeit fatigued eyes.

“Did Zuri fail?” Zuri blinked as she regained her bearings. She did not understand what happened. One second, she had many elementals clamoring to be selected, then everything went haywire. The elementals suddenly went berserk, as a result, failed to make the connection required to form a contract. “Why? What did Zuri do wrong?”

“You did not do anything wrong.” The snake comforted the sullen girl, who regarded it with interest.

“A flying snake?” Zuri’s eyes rapidly widened with interest, but her excitement died just as quickly. “It does not matter if Zuri did nothing wrong. Zuri still failed.”

The ‘flying snake’ chuckled as it observed Zuri and then revealed a pleasant smile. “The smell around you. I can understand why the children went berserk.”

“What?”

“Daeben child. You have been around Yggdrasil, or someone steeped in its aura.” The flying snake curled in the air as it observed Zuri’s stiff expression. “Do not fret. I will not expose you.” The flying snake then loudly asked a question that left the avians picking their jaws off the floor. “Child. Would you like to form a contract with this little one?” 

The flying snake opened its mouth, and a tiny azure ball flew out. However, everyone’s eyes, the ball shimmered and then scattered, revealing a blue-haired, pale-skinned foot-long fairy with shimmering transparent wings.

“Th-that! A humanoid elemental!” A knowledgeable elder gaped in fright as he pointed at the elemental fairy with a shaky finger. “I-I-It’s a Tier 6 Elemental!”

“What!?”

 

            

    
        Chapter 260: The Strange Snake

    
    
    
    
                
A loud clamor spread throughout the Garden in an instant as several avians pushed their mates out of the way to get a closer look at the strange, elemental fairy. The little humanoid was beautiful beyond comparison, but there was an ethereal feel to her beauty. Her form seemed to shimmer in and out of existence, like a song carried by the winds. It felt like she would disappear within the blink of an eye.

At the head of the crowd, Somo, who had been prepared for a good beating, struggled to swallow his shock as he stared at Zuri. Haha, what a joke. He’d just been boasting about the special exclusivity of Fifth Tier Elementalists. He never considered that Zuri could be one too. Well, true to his thoughts, she wasn’t a fifth tier elementalist. She simply blew past him to become the first ever sixth tier!

“Incredible!” Rather than jealousy, Somo felt an indescribable pride. The young man rubbed his nose and pointed at Zuri. “Haha! As expected of my future wife!”

“That stupid brat.” Many discomfited avians sneered at Somo, but ultimately did nothing about his boasting.

The snake ignored the avians’ commotion. It looked at Zuri with a ‘smile.’ “Why do you hesitate? Becoming a sixth tier elementalist can only be beneficial for your growth. Do you perhaps suspect I intend to cheat or harm you?”

“That’s not it.” Zuri looked at the snake with wary eyes. “Kashi warned Zuri to not take things from strangers because ‘nothing is truly free.’ What do you want from Zuri?”

“What do I want from you?” The snake could not help but find this situation ridiculous. “Ah, how far have I fallen? There was a time mortals would line up as far the eyes could see to do my bidding.” However, it chuckled wryly when it saw Zuri’s blank expression. “Well, I suppose it has nothing to do with the current generation.” 

The snake looked at the floating elemental fairy. “I give you this as an offering. I wish to speak with whomever is leading you through the tests.”

Zuri hesitated. “How do you know someone is leading Zuri?”

“I sense multiple foreign lifeforms on the lower planes, but you are the only one to have come this far. That would not be possible without prior knowledge of the Heaven Floor. That person might be able to help me achieve the goal I seek.”

Zuri frowned. If she wasn’t sure before, now it was obvious that the snake knew everything happening on the planes, including their invasion. Zuri’s instincts told her it would not be wise to anger the strange snake, so she said, “I can’t reach him right now. He gave me a task, and said he would meet me on the ninth plane.”

If Brilith and Sonic were present, they would have been shocked. Their investigations revealed that Kashi was indeed telling the truth. The Air Corridors were the only path to the higher planes. Despite this, Zuri seemed to suggest that Kashi had another way to reach the highest plane!

Intriguingly, the snake did not appear shocked by Zuri’s reply. “The ninth plane. Then, I suppose the task you were given is to destroy the Summoning Stones.” When Zuri stiffly nodded, it smiled and then said, “In that case, this elemental fairy will certainly be of great help to you. I will also accompany you to await your leader. He and I have a lot to discuss. I promise I shall bring no harm upon you two.”

Zuri hesitated a little, but after thinking about it, she realized that the snake could have had her killed at any time. While the snake itself did not seem too powerful, the avians strongly worshipped it. All it had to do was express a hint of displeasure, and the avians would wipe Zuri off the face of the earth, even if it cost them their lives.

So, after careful consideration, Zuri ultimately nodded. “Okay. Zuri will go with you.” Following Zuri’s affirmation, the Tier 6 Elemental flew over to Zuri and gently tapped her forehead against the daeben’s.

Zuri felt cool energy flow into her, followed by a string of incomprehensible words spoken by a childish voice. Somehow, even though Zuri could not identify the words, she understood their general meaning:  ‘Accept me, please. Give me a name.’

Zuri, not thinking too much about it, gave the fairy a once-over and said, “Blue Wind.”

The fairy revealed a brilliant smile, and then dispersed into shimmers of light that suffused Zuri’s skin. 

Whoosh!  Wild winds blew around Zuri as she familiarized herself with her new powers. Wind control came naturally to Elementalists once they made contracts with an Elemental. This was another aspect in which they differed from magicians. Elementalist were born with innate knowledge, whereas  most  mages needed spells to control the winds.

The white snake nodded approvingly as it watched Zuri manipulate the air around her. It then slithered over and wrapped around Zuri’s left arm. “I will not interfere with the avians. You will still need to make it to the ninth plane with your own strength. Though, I suspect that will not be an issue for you.”

With those words, the snake seemed to melt into Zuri’s skin, leaving behind a white snake tattoo. Zuri looked at the tattoo with interest, and then looked around for a familiar face. “Hey, Birdy Brat!” Zuri shouted and waved with a large grin when she saw Somo floating at the head of the crowd. “Look, Zuri became an elementalist!”

‘Birdy Brat?’ Somo revealed a wry smile when he realized Zuri most likely heard him on the lower plane.  ‘Aish. Just how much did she hear? This is embarrassing.’

Fortunately, Somo was a proud card-carrying member of the Shameless Men Association. He pretended not to hear the address and instead congratulated Zuri as he descended to meet her, “Haha, you’re pretty awesome. A sixth tier elemental on your first attempt? That’s the stuff monsters are made of.”

“Hehe, really? You think Zuri is a monster?”

Somo felt chills when he saw Zuri’s excited eyes. Why was she so happy to be called a monster? However, seeing his chance to please Zuri, Somo reiterated, “Yes. A monster amongst monsters.”

“Hehe. Zuri’s a monster.” The feathers on Zuri’s wings rustled as she blushed in excitement. Unbeknownst to Somo, none of those feelings were directed at him. Zuri was happy because everyone called Kashi a monster. If she was a monster, then she was like Kashi. It was the kind of simple reasoning only Zuri could pull off.

Somo scratched his head. Well, who cared why Zuri was happy to be called a monster. If she was a monster, then she was the cutest monster ever. Somo made up his mind like that then looked at Zuri. “We should get going. Those old coots will soon snap out of it, and start badgering you with thousands of questions.”

Zuri glanced at the avians gathered around the Garden. Most were staring at her with fervent eyes filled with shock. Some even held hints of worship and awe. Indeed, like Somo said, the zealots would detain her if she didn’t get out of there fast! Heeding Somo’s warning, Zuri spread her wings, and then zipped into the distance.

Refusing to be left behind, Somo quickly chased after her. By the time the other avians reacted, the duo had already become dots on the horizon. However, some of the avians rapidly gave chase, eager to see this legend’s rise.

Within a few minutes, Zuri and Somo reached the Air Corridor. Due to the chasing crowd, both Zuri and Somo swiftly defeated their respective guardians. Of course, having learned her lesson, Zuri ensured she controlled her strength this time.

Afterward, the duo entered the Air Corridor and fled to the next plane. Of course, some eager avians tried to follow, but fortunately, the guardians managed to hold quite a few back. All in all, this would certainly be a day the avians would never forget.

***

Deep within Drakase’s forests, pandemonium reigned as soldiers from all factions raided hidden dungeons (graveyards) to uncover long buried treasures.

It was common knowledge that dragons loved hoarding shiny, valuable materials throughout their lives. When they perished, their followers or thralls often buried the dragon with its possessions. This was one of the biggest reasons the continent’s rulers wanted to raid Drakase in the distant past. Unfortunately, the Demon King, and then Razznik stopped them at the time.

This time, neither Razznik nor the Demon King were in the mortal plane. So, the forces could raid with impunity. Of course, it helped that most of the undead guardians had been called to the battle at Oni Hill, further reducing the potential casualties.

…Or at least, it should have reduced the casualties. Reality and Greed often flourished in the absence of death. The armies that supposedly came to fight at Oni Hill turned into bandits once they entered the forest.

In the face of treasure, war comrades openly betrayed and backstabbed each other, not to speak of what they did to persons from the other armies.

Some generals from both armies tried to restore reason, but after multiple attempts on their lives, even the most devout gave up and began searching for their own treasures.

“How ugly. The greed humes exhibit is appalling. I cannot fathom how easily you forget the bigger picture.”

“Ugh. Don’t remind me please. It’s pissing me off that I don’t have a damn comeback.”

Two voices spoke from the head of a peculiar party of about thirty people. The group conspicuously wore similar black and red armor or robes. The howling wolf emblem on their backs or arms revealed their affiliation.

“Oh, to think I would run into the famous Hopeful Maggots. It would seem fortune smiles upon me.” 

Hogosha and Stryke, who stood at the head of the treasure-seeking party, stopped and looked ahead as a party of around fifty walked out from behind the trees. 

Clap! Clap!  A thin cerulean man dressed in a fancy dinner jacket stood out from the group of organized soldiers. He chuckled as he gently clapped. “I have heard about you, Stryke of the strike team. I’m sorry, but I must compel you to turn around. My team has secured the treasure cove here.”

Stryke sneered, revealing his sharp teeth. Did this idiot take him for a fool? Dinner-jacket said he wanted Stryke’s party to turn around, so why were his men slowly spreading out to surround them? Stryke’s hand rested on his sword’s hilt for a moment. But then, thinking better of it, he shook his head and released a sigh. “Fine. We’ll leave. This are many more dungeons around this place.”

Dinner-jacket panicked when he saw Stryke really turn around to leave. “Wait! You can’t leave.” The man’s lips curled in a sinister smile when Stryke turned to face him. “My men complained someone beat them up and stole some items. I won’t make things too difficult for you. Open your inventory. We’ll let things go once we inspect it.”

“Are you crazy!?” “You dare!” “What did you say you bastard!?” The man’s callous words predictably enraged the Maggots, who cursed at him with reddened eyes.

The man, however, maintained his smile like he did not understand how he offended them. “It’s just a small check. We have a truce after all. I won’t do anything unsa—”

Boom!  The air crackled as a destructive aura exploded through the area. 

“Cut the crap.” Stryke growled as he drew his sword. “If you want to fight, just say so. No one has time to play these stupid games with you.”

“Fight? No, no, of course not.” Dinner-jacket chuckled and shook his head. “We have a truce right now. I can’t break that trust—”

“If you’re not coming, then I will.”

“Wha—”  Clang!

Before anyone could react, Stryke burst across the grass in the blink of an eye and crashed against Dinner-jacket. Dinner-jacket luckily raised his staff in time, barely preventing Stryke’s swing from tearing him in half.  Sktchhh!  However, Stryke’s momentum sent them both skidding several dozens of feet away from the fight.

“Craig, [Flame Wall], Fan Formation! Box them in!” Stryke shouted before he and Dinner-jacket disappeared into the thickets.

“On it!” Craig, whose staff already burned bright, raised his hand and swiftly chanted. “O Terrible Flame, Rise Up and Shield Me From My Enemies. [Flame Wall]!” Following Craig’s chant, walls of flames rose from the ground around the Hopeful Maggots, curved into a 1 meter gap in front of the group and then spread out again in in opposite directions. 

The burning wall rapidly spread to encompass a 20-meter radius before curving to join again at the apex, forming a fan-like shape from above. Whether by chance or design, the burning fan captured most of the enemy soldiers. Currently, their only way out was through the narrow gap, but the Maggots with drawn swords waiting at the other side were a major deterrent.

The enemy soldiers did not panic despite the seemingly dire situation. If the enemy had mages, why couldn’t they.

“O Calming Rain,” The enemy’s mages rapidly chanted to counter Craig’s flame wall. “Bathe this place with your presence [Falling Ra—urk!”

“What the hell!?” The enemy soldiers shouted in shock as several rock spires shot up from the earth and impaled the mages before they could finish their chants.

“What happened!? I didn’t hear a chant.”

The answer arrived from the unlikeliest source as a figure passed through the meter-wide bottleneck to face the mob. “Perhaps, that is because there was none.” Hogosha, the ferocious Nespian Tiger growled as a dangerous glint flashed across its eyes.

“N-Nespian Tiger! Why is it here!? It should be with Lightwood!”

“Craig-san. If you will?” Hogosha chuffed as it calmly approached the mob. 

Craig chuckled as he clenched his fist. “Of course.” Under Craig’s orders, the flame wall began to shrink, forcing the soldiers to slowly converge at the center.

Hogosha twisted its neck and licked its chops as it observed the incoming prey. “Heh. I see you are interested in another friendly competition.”

A young, red-haired teenager came to Hogosha’s side. The teen’s flaming red hair contrasted brilliantly against her black top, jacket, and shorts. Several gems inlaid in her boots glowed conspicuously in the night as she activated them with her mana.

Sara chuckled as she punched her fists together.  Bzzt! Bzzt!  Sparks erupted between her fists, which she then pointed at the enemies. “Same as always. The loser must do as the winner says for one day.”

Hogosha softly growled as mandalas appeared beneath its paws. “I hope you saved up. There are many dishes I am eager to try.”



            

    
        Chapter 261: Stryke's Roar!

    
    
    
    
                Kizaki Raku was not having a good day. He was one of three primates who failed to qualify as guardians for any of the seven sin floors. Even worse, the newbie goblin managed to qualify! 

Despite Kizaki’s disappointment and anger, he accepted Queen Alia’s command to infiltrate the treasure-seeking army and eliminate known talents amongst the coalition’s troops.

Over the past hour or so, Kizaki successfully eliminated just over thirty targets. There were dozens more who perished alongside the targets, but he did not count them.

 Each time, all Kizaki needed to do was antagonize them a little, and the targets would not notice his men surrounding them. Then, he would easily slaughter them.

Stryke of the Hopeful Maggots was one of the highest priority targets. Intelligence suggested he was the lynchpin behind the Maggots’ several successful raids in nearly every dungeon. More than his managerial skills, Stryke’s combat skills were the concerning factor. Intelligence reported that every raid he participated in had a 99% survival rate. It had to be known that Stryke often joined first-time raids in unknown dungeons. That kind of survival rate was unheard of.

Kizaki Raku personally believed the intelligence was flawed. There was no way a single person could have that much influence in a dungeon. It had to be known that dungeons often had traps that easily killed unsuspecting adventurers. Guarding oneself was easy enough, but could Stryke really guard an entire party from so many traps he did not even know exist? 

“Impossible.” Kizaki smirked as he looked into the tora’s eyes. “Someone as brash as you could not possibly have that reputation.” Kizaki grunted and jumped back several steps, putting some distance between himself and Stryke. He then pointed his staff at Stryke. “First, I’ll expose you for the fraud you are, then I will kill you.”

Stryke snorted and then charged at Kizaki. “Don’t care about any stinking reputation.”  Clang!  Stryke unleashed a flurry of strikes which Kizaki parried with his staff.

“Of course you do not.” Kizaki sneered in contempt. “What kind of tank abandons his team for a solo-kill to soothe his ego?”

“Idiot.” Stryke gathered strength in his right hand and then swung down with all his might. “[Gore Slash]!” Dark ki exploded, forming a scythe that blasted Kizaki several meters back. Surprisingly, Stryke did not pursue his advantage. Instead, he held his position and fixed Kizaki with a hard glare. “First, there are no tanks in my raid squad.”

Styrke revealed a deadly, toothy grin. “We only have off-tanks.” Before Kizaki could question what the hell that was, Stryke added with a sardonic laugh, “Also, who said I abandoned my squad?”

A sudden terrible roar burst through the forest, causing many combatants to shake in their books. Stryke’s unleashed  [ Predator’s Roar ]  served two purposes. First, it temporarily stunned enemies in a twenty meter radius. Secondly, it drew a lot of aggro, forcing enemies to prioritize him over his teammates.

Unfortunately, because L.N.E was a ‘realistic’ game, the second effect had a lot of limitations when used on intelligent creatures like humes. Intelligent creatures could resist the aggro if they rationalized that someone else was a better prized target. 

Stryke, however, did not care if the second effect took place. The stun was good enough, giving his squad a brief millisecond where they did not fear attack, or perhaps more importantly, knew the enemy could not defend. The timing was short; so short that it was almost impossible to chain any attack to land at the same time. 

Or rather, that should have been the case. 

As if by coincidence, several mandalas appeared around the battlefield a second before Stryke’s roar. Rock spires shot up from the ground and impaled many Chaos Order soldiers once they got stunned and were unable to dodge.

Bzzt!   Bang ! “Charge!” Sara shouted, leading their squad to tear into the disorganized Chaos Order soldiers. The teenager was like a wolf unleashed into a flock of sheep. Lightning exploded from her fists as she skillfully weaved through the enemy forces and delivered crunching blow after another.

By her side, Hogosha broke into the enemy’s ranks, using its powerful teeth and claws to crush skulls and rip off heads. The Nespian Tiger’s size and strength made it seem like a semi-truck was running through the battlefield. Those that survived its body slam soon fell under its paws.

Craig, meanwhile, kept the fires burning from a safe distance, ensuring the enemy did not escape. At the same time, he controlled the flames so they did not run rampant and start a forest fire. A forest fire would be the worst-case scenario for all involved in this expedition. Occasionally, he tossed an errant fireball at any Chaos Order soldier that gained an advantage over a teammate.

Finally, Yuna, who led the team’s healing unit, threw out healing and rejuvenating spells with excellent timing. Through her timely judgment, the Maggots could fight at full strength without worrying about minor injuries. The Maggots’ Devil May Care attitude, backed up by their healers was one of the reasons no one liked facing them in open combat.

However, the Maggots’ aggressive fighting style relied on more than just the healers. There was one distinct figure, whose buffs and spatial awareness placed the Hopeful Maggots’ raid team firmly among the top one percent in the continent.

A second roar rang out, but this one was much more mellow, almost gentle even. Following the roar, a tiger silhouette appeared over the Maggots and then laid down, as if to protect them with its body. Immediately, every Maggots’ skin glowed as a thin layer of ki formed over their bodies. 

[Tiger’s Embrace] was a variant version of [Holy Ground], a popular guardian/paladin skill that boosted all allies’ DEF points by 100%. 

[Tiger’s Embrace] instead, boosted the allies with the guardian’s total DEF points. Furthermore, unlike [Holy Ground], which lasted for thirty seconds, [Tiger’s Embrace]’s thirty-second activation period, extended another thirty seconds per enemy slain, stackable for a maximum of five minutes.

[Tiger’s Embrace] was Stryke’s unique signature skill, and also the cause of his squads’ dominance in dungeons. This ability had a seven minute cooldown, but the cooldown could be shortened to five minutes, if Stryke’s [Tiger Rage] reached full capacity.

Incidentally, Stryke’s [Tiger Rage] grew whenever an enemy attacked him. 

Due to this cheat-like ability, Stryke’s entire squad fought with the DEF stats of a tank, while retaining their full attack capabilities. This was why their squad did not need a conventional tank. Anyone could take the role of tank as long as Stryke’s buff was active. In essence, it was the ultimate team ability.

Predictably, Stryke did not explain any of this to Kizaki, leaving the cerulean frustrated and in disbelief as the Maggots swarmed the Chaos Order.

“Sleeping Willow, Guran, three’o clock! Box them in!” To add insult to injury, Stryke repeatedly barked out orders while battling Kizaki, and the remaining Chaos Order soldiers outside the flame walls. It was like he could see through the flames, despite clearly facing Kizaki.

“Damn you! The intel was wrong. You’re not a paladin!” Kizaki swore in anger as he struck his staff against Stryke’s shield. He hoped to pin Stryke down, so his soldiers could attack from the sides, but Stryke was unlike any tank he had ever met.

The tora utilized quick feet to dart across the battleground. Stryke often ended up perilously close to soldiers, making it hard for their mates to swing wildly for fear of friendly fire. As a result, Stryke carefully picked them off one after another.

“That’s enough!” Kizaki roared, unable to bear any further humiliation. His body suddenly exploded into mist that dispersed and surrendered Stryke. “What’s your class!?” 

Stryke’s gaze narrowed as he inspected the dense fog. It seemed Kashi’s guess was correct. Some of the Primates, like Froy, had immaterial, elemental bodies.

Clang!  Stryke raised his shield, barely blocking a staff that materialized above his head. Before he could retaliate, the staff disappeared in a puff of smoke. Stryke gritted his teeth and then turned around, barely blocking another strike in time. 

Puchi!  “Ugh!” Stryke groaned in anger as he glared at the spear stabbed into his side. Fortunately, he dashed to the side in time, preventing the blade from digging too far. However, the other soldiers wisely used the fog as cover to launch attacks while Stryke was distracted. 

Clang!   Bam!  Stryke blocked another spear, but then failed to dodge Kizaki’s staff as it struck the back of his head. The tora tumbled, slightly dazed by the sneak attack.

The Chaos Order would not miss this great opportunity. Ten spears wrapped in frightening ki simultaneously stabbed out from the fog. The spear men attacked at different angles and heights, effectively blocking Stryke’s escape route.

“Grrrr.” Stryke let out a low growl at the incoming spears. In response, he stabbed his sword into the earth and leaped onto the pommel. He then kicked hard, launching himself into the air. On the way up, Stryke drew a second buckler from his back and turtled between both shields.

The small shields certainly did not cover his entire frame, but Stryke was prepared. He infused the shields with mana, activating the embedded gemstones. The mana shield spell activated, creating a translucent shield that covered both sides.

Clang! Zzt!  Bang!  The mana shields shattered under the combined attack, causing the inlaid gemstones to crumble. Stryke trembled from the resulting aftershocks, but he did not mind as the shields had completed their job, briefly stopping the spears’ momentum. 

“That’s enough.” Stryke growled as his eyes turned scarlet red. “Now, it’s my turn.” Stryke’s ki exploded, sending the spears flying several meters away. His facial features then became increasingly angled and vicious as [Tiger’s Rage] consumed him. 

“Die!” Kizaki did not care about Stryke’s vicious aura. He immediately launched an attack from the fog, hoping to catch Stryke off-guard while the tora was still distracted from his transformation.

Roar! Bam!  Stryke suddenly reached out and grabbed Kizaki’s staff the second it materialized over his head. The tora’s vengeful eyes then glared into the fog, causing Kizaki to experience a long forgotten terror – the threat of death!

Kizaki instantly tried to dematerialize the staff, but Stryke gripped on tight. By virtue of Stryke’s grip, Kizaki’s mana recognized him as part of the staff. However, Kizaki could not convert a living being to his fog, so he was forced to release the staff.

But, would Stryke let him go so easily?

Pa!  Stryke’s left hand reached out and grabbed Kizaki’s hand before it could turn to fog. The tora’s eyes then flashed red as he unleashed his wild ki, sending it crashing through Kizaki’s hand.

Kizaki did not expect such a crude attack, so he failed to put up defenses in time. By the time he reacted, Stryke’s wild ki had already rampaged through the majority of his meridians, causing massive damage.

Kizaki coughed up blood from the incredible backlash, and his body fully materialized amid the fog, twitching and shivering from the invasive aura.

Stryke’s eyes lit up with a ferocious aura once Kizaki appeared. “Got you.” He reached behind him, and the sword flew up into his hand. Stryke then raised the sword high, and roared as he struck with everything he had, “[First Claw]”

Color seemed to fade from the world as the silhouette of a single tiger’s claw appeared above the battlefield. The claw ‘gently’ pressed down as Stryke’s sword cut a vertical line through Kizaki.

At the last moment, Kizaki managed to activate his fog, barely surviving Stryke’s sword. Still, both foggy halves trembled as Kizaki suffered through the ki embedded in Stryke’s sword.

‘Damn it. I need to retreat!’ The primate wisely chose to retreat. This defeat was largely attributed to a lack of information. He would launch a better attack with the new information.

But, just as Kizaki wanted to flee, the tiger claw finally ‘touched’ his head.

BOOM!

Red, torrential ki exploded, sending Stryke and everyone else flying. The primordial ki, which did not belong in the mortal plane utterly destroyed Kizaki from the inside out. Blood exploded from Kizaki’s halves as the ki destroyed his mana circuits, thereby dispelling the technique. 

As blood rained down, a clearly fatigued Stryke struggled to his feet. He groaned as he picked up his fallen sword, and faced off against the surviving Chaos Order soldiers.

“Hey, I don’t suppose you’ll let bygones be bygones?” Stryke weakly laughed. The soldier’s vengeful glares already answered the question. Stryke sighed and then said with a weak smile, “At least I gave you a chance… Gosha, they’re all yours.”

The soldiers panicked upon hearing the last phrase, but it was too late. With a loud roar, a blood-red harbinger of death dropped from the skies into their midst. Hogosha tore into the survivors, utterly destroying their morale and resolve.

Hogosha’s relentless slaughter left no survivors. Within a few moments, peace and quiet returned to that section of the forest.

“You did well, holding off that monster.” 

“Ugh. Don’t remind me. I still can’t feel my legs.”

Hogosha looked at Stryke with a gaze filled with pride. “You should be proud. Killing a Primate is no easy feat.”

“You think that guy was a Primate?” Stryke groaned as he lazily laid on the ground.

“Dear Lord, I would hope so.” Craig remarked as he oversaw the squad’s ‘battleground cleanup’ or more accurately, looting. “I’d hate to think any old rank and file is that strong.”

“Ugh. Is our luck really that shitty?”

“Shitty?” Sara scoffed. “We’re the first to bag a Primate after Kashi. Even Syèl hasn’t done that. Hehe, those 2  nd   Division guys won’t talk shit ever again.”

Stryke sighed as he glanced at the combative Sara. “You and your competitiveness. We’re all on the same side, so take it easy on them, okay?”

“Cheh. You were cuter when you were shy.” Sara playfully stuck her tongue in protest.

“You guys shouldn’t fight.” Yuna softly rebuked as she crouched next to Stryke. She cast a healing glow over the raid leader, healing his injuries and restoring his spent stamina. “You’ll set a bad example to the squad.”

“Haha. You’re right, Yuna,” Stryke happily replied as he sat up, fully energized. He stretched his sore muscles and muttered as he stood up. “Like I thought, the First Claw still takes so much energy. What will happen when I summon the full paw?”

“Do not rush it,” Hogosha warned. “Byakko’s ki is not something to be used recklessly.”

“I know, I know.” Stryke let out an exasperated sigh. He was yet to unlock even a smidgen of his class’ true potential. Still, what he had so far was enough to stand proud amongst the monsters in the Hopeful Maggots.

Clap!  Stryke clapped his hands and let out a breath to collect his thoughts. Afterward, he looked at the distant dungeon entrance that sparked the entire conflict. “Alright. Let’s go see what Kashi wants from this place…”

            

    
        Chapter 262: Transcendent Intervention?

    
    
    
    
                
[9:45]

“Tsk. Undead werewolves. I wondered when we would eventually run into a werewolf. But, certainly not like this.” Absalon clucked his tongue as he looked over the undead forces’ latest reinforcements.

L.N.E had three types of werewolves, separated by blood purity. The purest werewolves (direct descendants of Lucius’ line) retained most of their hume traits after transformation with tufts of fur growing along their back, arms, and legs. Zuri belonged to this category.

The second type was created when Lucius’ later descendants infected innocent humes outside their bloodline. These werewolves transformed into bipedal monsters more akin to western werewolf depictions.

Finally, the most diluted bloodlines produce werewolves that transformed into massive wolves whose size rivaled stallions. 

The undead army sent out dozens of second-phase and hundreds of third-phase werewolves.

Werewolves were innately resistant to most magic and their undead bodies were also highly resistant to physical damage. Due to these two characteristics, the undead werewolves instantly turned the battle on its head after charging out of the forest.

The drakul did their best to assist the main forces, but the undead army sent out many more aerial units to occupy them.

The diversion allowed the werewolves to approach the walls with ease after shrugging off a majority of the mages and rangers’ missiles. Even more frustratingly for the Maggot Coalition, the werewolves easily scaled the walls with their clawed paws. 

For the past thirty minutes, the soldiers on the wall had been fighting off these terrible monsters with everything they had. Unfortunately, the wall was so narrow that the bigger werewolves only needed to shrug a little to crush a soldier against the battlements or throw them off.

“Absalon, the dwarfs have completed their mission!”

Absalon ducked under a second-phase werewolf’s swipe, and then softly tapped the beast’s stomach. A mandala appeared on the undead werewolf’s stomach as the general softly whispered, “[Reverse Gravity]”

The mandala pulsed, and the werewolf let out a shocked yelp as it suddenly ‘fell upward.’ Once it was about ten meters above the ground, an arrow stabbed into its skull and then exploded in a rain of petals.

Only after confirming the werewolf’s death did Absalon turn to look at the person who called out to him earlier. 

Nyte’s eyes held grim determination as he pushed his way through the battling soldiers. A significant portion of his shoulder was missing from a werewolf’s vicious bite. It hurt like hell, but Nyte did not bother seeking out a healer because relaying this was most important. “The dwarfs have completed their mission. What do we do?”

Absalon looked at the wall with a clenched jaw. The werewolves had the complete advantage in this close-quarter battle. At the moment, the coalition was using numbers to stifle that advantage, but that would soon change at the rate they were dying.

Absalon could determinedly hold the wall regardless of the sacrifice, but two things held him back. First, he had no guarantee that the werewolves were the undead’s trump card. Absalon did not dare underestimate the enemy’s commander. More than likely, they had another force waiting to reap the benefits of the thinned coalition.

Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, Absalon did not seek a pyrrhic victory. This was the soon-to-be Rosen Empire’s first official joint exercise. He wanted them to return victorious and proud, thereby sending a warning to the rest of Destia. 

Absalon would not permit any unnecessary loss.

With these in mind, Absalon tossed away any baseless pride and announced, “We’re retreating to Corridor C. Inform all squad captains. I want a clean retreat. No panic!”

Nearby, Leila shot down a werewolf and turned to Absalon. “We’re abandoning the wall?”

Absalon nodded. “We can’t afford to lose any more men to a hopeless battle.” He chuckled as he added, “To begin with, our original plan did not include this wall. Syèl already bought us two hours. We can handle the rest ourselves.” 

With those words, Absalon channeled rare ice magic. “Luckily, I’ve been practicing this spell, or I’ll look like a fool.” Absalon swiftly recited a chant and then pointed his staff at the battlement facing Oni Hill. “[Ice Slide]!”

Following Absalon’s chant, their air coagulated into small clumps of water that then rapidly froze into a thick sheet of ice. The ice slide extended from the edge of the battlement and then sloped a few dozen meters to the distant earth.

Similar scenes played out across the wall as dozens of ice slides simultaneously appeared. Once again, the spectators watched in awe as the Maggot Coalition displayed uncommon order and cooperation. The soldiers jumped down the slides one after another, with the stronger members shielding their brethren’s retreat.

Once the soldiers hit the ground, they quickly moved out of the way and entered into formation, slowly forming a brand new hume wall. 

“Go!” Rudega roared as he crouched and aimed a rifle at an incoming third phase werewolf. A Merriheim dwarf shouted “thanks” as he jumped onto the ice slide, while Rudega squeezed the trigger. Boom! Half of the incoming werewolf’s head exploded, but the monster’s charge did not stop.

Just when it seemed like the werewolf would bite Rudega’s head off, an ax flew from behind and struck the werewolf head-on. The ax sliced the monster in half from head to tail, before crashing into the chest of a second-phase werewolf. 

The divided halves fell on either side of Rudega, ruptured blood vessels bathing the poor dwarf in disgusting black blood. Rudega did not even get a chance to express his disgust when he felt someone lift him by the collar and then toss him onto the icy slope.

Rudega just about had time to turn and see Durst slam shoulder-first into the charging second-phase werewolf. “I’ll be waiting at the bottom!”

“Nggh!” Durst growled in reply as he pushed the werewolf several steps back. In the process, he yanked his ax from the monster’s torso. The werewolf stumbled, but rather than press the attack, Durst turned and grabbed out with his left hand.

Pa! Durst sneered at another werewolf who tried to bite his hand to no avail. The monster successfully clawed at his chest, drawing copious amounts of blood.

Ignoring the pain, Durst turned and slammed the werewolf into the first. He then roared as he raised his ax and cleaved through both monsters, tearing them in half.

“Ugh.” Durst took a step to balance himself. Toxins in the werewolf’s claws slowed down his healing factor, so the injuries sapped more of his strength than they normally would. He could see why werewolves were considered vampires’ natural enemies. 

Bark! Bark! Durst grimaced as five third-phase werewolves charged at him. Two ran on the battlements, while the other three charged from his front and back. “Damn it. You bastards won’t let me rest!?” 

Durst stumbled to his feet and raised his ax. He braced himself for the attack when a jagged sword suddenly flew past his face. 

Durst felt a bout of déjà vu when a green whirlwind blew past him. The werewolves suddenly yelped in pain as the whirlwind continued past them. Red lines appeared along the monsters’ fur and subsequently burst open, causing guts and blood to fly.

The whirlwind slowed to a stop, revealing a heavily panting Ragnaf. The young orc flashed the older Durst a teasing grin. “What’s the matter, old man? Feeling tired already?”

“You are ten years too early to say that to me.” Durst snorted as he rose to his full height and slammed his ax into the werewolf charging from his back. The beast exploded in guts and blood and then Durst hefted the ax on his shoulder as he looked across the wall. “Go west, I’ll go east. Cover the retreat and I’ll see you at the bottom.”

“Alright. See you at the bottom.” Ragnaf retrieved his second sword and then ran down the wall. Like a force of nature, he tore apart whatever werewolf he came across, greatly aiding the Rosen coalition’s retreat.

All along the wall, similar scenes played out. The guildmasters took charge, taking point to aggro the werewolves while allowing the regular soldiers and dwarfs to escape via the slide. The process was so smooth that it was difficult to imagine these armies only had a few days to coordinate and prepare in Orez.

The timely retreat did not escape the onlookers’ eyes.

Atop Oni Hill, Queen Alia frowned. “Mark Absalon as a Tier-1 priority.”

“Per your command.” A shadow murmured behind her before disappearing.

Even higher, in the skies, Tritan, the Transcendent Pirate King slapped his thighs and happily exclaimed, “Kyaa! Look at that retreat. Damn, I’ve seen many battles in my time, but nonna even comes close to this. That Absalon’s a frightening commander.” He then glanced at Yong-ki and said with a smirk, “Hehe, you think your guys will win when we’ve got those monsters on our side?”

“What a selective idiot.” Yong-ki sneered in reply. “The wall battle’s unimportant. Are you willfully ignoring the massacre in the forest?”

“Urk!” Tritan stammered, temporarily unable to respond. Indeed, the coalition’s performance in the forest was woeful. Even without the Chaos Order’s intervention, they were backstabbing each other in the face of grand loot.

At this rate, the Chaos Order could easily weaken them to the extent that would prevent them from reinforcing the Rosen army should the need arise.

“I see. So, that was your goal from the beginning.” Damah Dumm muttered as he glanced at the rapidly changing battlefield. “On the off-chance that some people resisted the loot’s temptation, your forces would reinforce the undead to attack them. By then, the other armies in the forest would be too fractured and distrusting of each other to launch an effective counter-attack.” The merchant remarked with a small smile, “Your commander is a frightening woman.”

“Our  queen  is a frightening woman.” Nhikli Grayhunter coldly corrected Damah Dumm’s ‘disrespect.’

“Of course. My apologies.” Damah Dumm surprisingly revealed an apologetic smile. 

Nhikli frowned. It was disconcerting how nothing seemed to phase this man. Damah Dumm, according to existing intel, was the most enigmatic existence in all of Destia. Ultimately, she buried her discontent and turned her attention to the battlefield. She would soon get the chance to unmask the charlatan.

On the battlefield, Rangnaf and Durst grunted as they jumped onto ice slides. With the help of Asha, Nyte, Blade, and the guildmasters, they had successfully covered the soldiers’ full retreat.

The orcs slid down the slope which rapidly melted as the mages dispelled the magic to prevent any surviving werewolves from pursuing.

Fortunately, the mages’ efforts did not seem necessary. The undead werewolves did not chase, but rather let out victorious howls. They then waited as the undead army threw ladders against the wall and began climbing.

Within a few minutes, hundreds of zombies successfully climbed the wall. They then began jumping off, falling several meters to the ground. Some of the undead shattered their bones after falling, but the bones instantly reconnected after a second.

Roughly one hundred meters away, Absalon stood at the head of the Rosen coalition with Lunette by his side. The old general coldly stared at the undead forces rapidly increasing by the wall. Dozens... Hundreds… Thousands. The general did not move a muscle and subsequently, neither did the army behind.

Finally, only when several Dullahan and Death Knights climbed onto the wall and glared down upon the army did a twinkle appear in Absalon’s eyes.

“It seems ‘they’ won’t be showing themselves, after all,” Leila muttered, her voice tinged with slight disappointment.

Absalon revealed a cold smile. “I expected as much. Liches are notorious cowards.” He snorted and said as he raised his hand. “No matter...”

As if by fate, the Dullahan commander on the wall also raised its hand to order the undead to charge. 

Absalon noticed the Dullahan commander. However, rather than panic, his lips curled in a sardonic smile. “They were not the target anyway.” With those words, he clenched his fist.

BOOM!

The earth lurched, trembled, and shattered as an apocalyptic explosion erupted from the wall! The flames rose as high as the skies, the searing heat melting sections of the earth into glass. Shockingly, the explosion and heat were contained in a thirty-meter radius, preventing any of the damage from reaching Absalon’s army.

The explosion subsided after a moment. The residual smoke and dust then cleared, revealing a deep gully in the ground where the wall used to be. 

Predictably, no undead survived that explosion. There was nothing but sand and dust where the army had gathered.

“Hahaha! Did you see that!?” A dwarf engineer burst out laughing as he pointed at the gully. He grabbed a Metalbrand guildmember and guffawed. “Gunpowder and magic. Gunpowder and magic! To think we could create something like that!” 

Just_Matt stared at the space with blank eyes. He glanced at his rifle and his lips softly twitched. “Supplementing hot weapons with magic. It seems this is truly the future of our guild.” Just_Matt, who once feared his guild would become obsolete at higher levels, covered his eyes to hide his tears. “Thank you, Kashi… really.”

While the Rosen coalition celebrated, chaos exploded in the skies above. 

“What was that!?” Onishi Rai, the cerulean, transcendent monk shouted, eyes wide in shock. He gripped his armrest, unable to calm his heart’s palpitations. Could he have survived that attack? 

No matter how many times he ran the calculations, Onishi could not see himself surviving that explosion. That explosion was on a Transcendental level!

“You broke the rules!” Onishi angrily roared as he pointed at Damah Dumm. “You cannot blame me for interfering if you’re secretly harboring Transcendents.”

Within his heart, Onishi shivered.  ‘To think the Summoned could grow this fast. They’ve already broken past level 200!? This summoning must succeed no matter what!’  He made to get up but froze in place when tremendous pressure locked him down.

Onishi glared at Nornesh. “You can stop me. But can you stop all of us?”

“You dare test me?” Nornesh’s gaze turned vicious. The Divine Dragon almost erupted with rage but relented when Damah Dumm tapped his shoulder.

“Relax, Nornesh.” Damah Dumm smiled, and then looked at the opposite Transcendents. “I will offer an explanation.” The enigmatic merchant smiled and then explained, “That explosion was not resultant of a Transcendents' powers.”

“Do you think I’m blind?” Onishi sneered. He would not be fooled so easily.

Damah Dumm took the disrespect in stride. Unperturbed, he continued, “It is a result of science and engineering. The coalition ingeniously mixed gunpowder with some mana spells. Even I am unsure of how exactly they accomplished this.”

“Be that as it may, that power is on par with ours,” Bellmaster Rene softly argued. Unlike Oisnhi, he faced the merchant with grace. “We have the right to interfere if they can challenge our forces with that power.”

“Heh. Buncha idiots.” Tritan snorted through belittling laughter. “Have y’all never heard of chain explosions?” 

When everyone turned to him, Tritan raised his nose. “Cha—”

“Chained explosions are common on the sea when gunpowder on ships explode as a result of enemy fire.” Yong-Su smugly stole Tritan’s thunder. “From what I saw, that explosion was caused by igniting hundreds of smaller bombs in close quarters. The final explosion is not as simple as adding one-plus-one but rather exponential. Of course, the yield was boosted by mana.”

“You—” Tritan wanted to strangle Yong-Su, but Palu held him back.

“Chisoa’s Wisdom. When did they have time to plant the bombs?” Palu questioned. “If they were truly in the hundreds, the time between the werewolf attack and now could not be enough to plant all those bombs.”

“What if the general planned on abandoning the wall from the very start?” Adaewulf proposed as he burst out laughing. His teeth spread in a dangerous toothy grin as he peered at Absalon from the skies. “I must say, I love this general’s style. I cannot wait to meet him on the battlefield.”

“From the very start…” Arasell Cloudlance, the mechanical-feeling halben muttered under his breath. He looked at Absalon with a pair of judgmental pupils. “If that is truly the case, then he is a man to be feared.”

Down below, Absalon looked at the gully with grave eyes. “It was earlier than I hoped, but the outcome is not so bad.” He then raised his eyes to the distant forest. “Alright. I traded my wall for a large portion of your forces. What will you do next?”

SCREEE!

As if in response to Absalon’s question, a shrill cry exploded from the forest. The terrifying sound filled all who heard it with visions of death, chilling them from their core.

Several soldiers stumbled or fell, but Absalon’s eyes flashed as he glared at the forest with determined eyes. “So, you are finally making a move?”

Just as Absalon theorized, the forest trembled as hundreds of trees fell in quick succession, clearing the path for a giant throne carried by dozens of undead. The figure seated on the black throne looked to be about six to seven meters tall, evoking memories of the ancient giant race.

The lich pointed its bony finger at Absalon’s army, and then let out another shrill cry. Following its command, hundreds of brand new undead charged out of the forest. They reinforced the fortunate survivors outside the explosion’s blast radius and then charged across the gully toward Absalon’s army.

Absalon, in turn, revealed a grim smile as he glared at the distant lich. “Brace yourselves. These should be its final trump card.”

“What a trump card.” Leila’s brows furrowed as she tightly gripped her bow. She forcefully suppressed her palpitating heart as she readied herself for the incoming battle.

What could scare Absalon and Leila this much?

Well, anyone would falter if they saw an army of undead  orcs  charging at them! 

“It’s not over yet. We haven’t used our trump card, either.” Absalon laughed and then calmly shouted, “Overseer, it’s time!”

Following Absalon’s shout, the skyboats, which had inconspicuously remained at the rear, suddenly took the skies. 

“Thank you, Absalon-san.” A lovely voice emanating from the middle skyboat spread out over the battlefield. Instantly, the soldiers exclaimed in shock as the shrill voice’s nightmares instantly ceased, restoring their strength and clarity

The coalition looked up, hope and joy abundant in their eyes as an angel dressed in a white flowing gown stepped onto an extended gangplank.

Lunette took a deep breath as powerful drums and violins exploded around her. Like a gigantic tidal wave, the empowering instrumentals washed over the soldiers. Their fatigue instantly washed away, and their muscles bulged as their bodies pushed them beyond their limits.

At the height of the instrumental crescendo, a single voice seized the airwaves. “Fight ON!” 

Pandemonium exploded.



            

    
        Chapter 263: Lightning Judgment

    
    
    
    
                “As expected of a madman. Flying boats is it?” Absalon’s eyes sparkled with unbridled praise as he observed the flying boats floating in Orez. “Imagine the scenes once we arm them all. It will transform the way battles are fought in Destia. No matter the age or location, aerial superiority always spells victory.”

“True. But, we won’t be arming the flying boats. At the very least, not yet.”

Absalon looked at Leila. “Care to explain? Why would you give such a massive advantage?”

“The flying boats will undoubtedly give us a large advantage in this battle, but you must remember that we are fighting a war. A war against all of Destia. We have to look at the big picture.”

Absalon chuckled. “Perhaps my age is beginning to slow me down. I cannot see the loss you are wary of. Simplify it for this old man.”

Leila’s lips twitched and she glanced at Absalon. It was impossible to know Absalon’s real age, but his in-game avatar’s eyes were sharp and powerful, but also deep and melancholic, possessing the vicissitudes that could only come with time.

Yes, Absalon reminded Leila of her father. In the rare moments when General Adachi let down his guard, his eyes were very similar to Absalon’s. Perhaps that was why Leila was always guarded against him.

Leila took a deep breath to sort out her thoughts, and then looked away from Absalon. “The flying boats will be the hallmark of our merchant infiltration into the various countries. As a result, we have to be very careful of their first impression of the world. If the flying boats resemble doomsday machines, it will be all too easy for perceptive leaders to ban them with the people’s support.”

“However, the leaders’ hands will be tied if the first impression is positive.” Absalon chuckled as he scratched his beard. “The common people and merchants will push hard to allow flying boats to expand their markets and profit. Even the most perceptive will not wish to anger their constituents without due cause.”

Absalon shook his head with mirth in his eyes. “Scary. You show me every day why I should never make an enemy of you.”

“The same could be said of you.” Leila sighed. “I do not wish to face any army you lead on the battlefield.”

“Heh, but I already lost once?”

“That was different. We would not have won if you weren’t a competent commander.”

Without Absalon’s forces’ pressure, Kashi’s infiltration team would never have been able to isolate and battle the drakul’s king.

“So my competence ultimately failed me?” Absalon paused and then corrected himself, “No, on second thought, it saved me? I shudder to think of the Maggots working for another nation. In the end, everything worked out for the best.”

Absalon and Leila took a moment, each reminiscing about various things.

After a few minutes of silence, Absalon looked at the almost completed flying boat. “If we want to make a good impression, why don’t we go all the way and make the debut something the world will never forget?”

Leila thought about it. “How do you suggest we do that?”

“I might be able to help with that.”

Absalon and Leila turned to see Lunette walking towards them, wearing a bright smile.

***

[10:00]

Lunette’s voice crashed onto the battlefield like a tsunami. Torrents of mana exploded from the skyboat, shrouding it in a resplendent glow visible for hundreds of miles.

From atop the skyboat, Lunette’s holy-infused song blessed the Rosen coalition with abundant strength and infused the holy attribute onto their weapons. 

“Kagh!” While the song blessed the coalition, it was like poison to the undead. Hundreds of lower-ranked undead stumbled as the song burned their nonexistent ears. The holy attribute, while unable to kill them, severely scrambled their thoughts, leaving them sluggish, like malfunctioning robots.

Despite the advantage, Absalon did not order his army to charge. He did not forget that this was first and foremost a defensive battle. He would not move until he needed to. “Ready the pylons!”

Following his orders, several drakul dropped to the ground and walked up to dwarves holding massive bags. The drakul reached into the bags and lifted three-meter metal rods that had purple gemstones embedded at the top.

Absalon coldly examined the faltering undead. The stronger amongst them had begun to resist Lunette’s holy attribute. The recovering undead then opened their mouths and let out a terrifyingly loud shrill scream!

The coalition cried out in pain and covered their eyes as the scream seemed to tear at their brains. Seeing the situation devolving, Lufer directed the orchestra to switch songs. This time, the drums took center stage, letting out terrifying booms that pushed back the undead’s scream.

Through it all, Lunette kept singing, even as blood began leaking from her ears. She refused to let up on the holy attribute, which made her the target for most of the screams.

Unfortunately, despite Lunette’s best efforts, the orchestra shifting to push back against the shrill scream reduced the overall holy power. Due to this, even more undead recovered. Amongst those that recovered, many exploded on the spot, turning into a dark fog that seeped into their brethren and strengthened their holy resistance.

The undead took a moment to recover their senses as the dark attribute slowly pushed out the holy infection.

Absalon’s eyes narrowed at this juncture. He ignored the blood seeping from his nose as he ordered. “Three hundred meters; Launch!”

The waiting drakul uniformly twisted the inlaid gemstone on their pylons, and then, after a short running start, flung them with all their might. The drakul’s practiced motion showed they had done this several times.

Dozens of metal rods zipped through the skies at blinding speeds. As they flew, the gemstones glowed as they hummed to life. The beautiful lights hid the activation of formations embedded in each gemstone. 

The gemstones sparked, signaling the formations had activated and were on standby. 

Bam! The rods stabbed into the ground at separate spots within the undead army. In the process, the hidden mechanism at the rod’s base pushed in on impact.

Click! Amongst the soft clicking sound, several intelligent undead sensed incredible danger! They immediately moved to destroy the pylons, but it was too late. 

BRRACKKT!

Nothing could move faster than light!

A deluge of Lightning bolts suddenly struck from the skies. The bolts struck the gemstones, activating the second layer of formations. 

The gemstone instantly amplified the lightning bolt, and then using the metal rod as a medium, exploded, sending lightning arcs snaking through the undead army!

The only thing undead feared more than the holy attribute was lightning! Dozens of pylons exploded, causing an apocalyptic lighting storm that shredded thousands of undead to dust in an instant!

Once again, silence descended upon the battlefield as spectator and soldier alike stared in awe.

“Too bad this won’t work again.” Absalon looked at the suddenly bare battlefield with an even gaze. The experienced commander did not reveal any signs of excitement or elation. He objectively analyzed the successful attack.

The pylons were single-use lightning-style explosives. Although powerful, they had many downsides. First, they needed an external lightning/electrical source. This time, he got a few mages to generate a small-scale lightning attack. The base lightning storm was not large enough to attract the enemy commander’s attention. At most, they would have lost a few dozen undead to the lightning storm. 

The pylon’s second weakness was that they needed to land to activate. After this display, the undead and all future enemies would be wary of flying projectiles. They would undoubtedly shoot down any future attempts.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, pylons were expensive! The gemstones alone cost a fortune. Due to their one-time-use nature, Absalon could not afford to equip his army with too many pylons. Each explosion was equivalent to thousands of Syros down the drain! 

Absalon took a deep breath and then glanced at the Lich across several miles.

The Lich softly tapped its throne and then raised its finger.

Following its finger, many more undead surged out of the forest to reinforce their brethren. However, unlike the previous horde, these batches of undead almost looked alive. They possessed most of their flesh, and intelligence shone in their cold gazes.

Absalon’s eyes twitched. This bastard! Just how many undead were hidden in that forest!? Absalon had never fought such an unfair battle. He knew that if it were not for the advantageous terrain, the undead would have surrounded and slaughtered the coalition ages ago.

Absalon swallowed his complaints and once again objectively judged the quickly approaching undead.  ‘We’ve stalled enough. From here on out is the real deal. ’ The commander then turned around to look at Lunette atop the flying boat.  ‘Mm. We should be fine as long as we have the holy buff.’

With those thoughts in mind, Absalon was about to give the next order when a series of thunderous booms blew through the battlefield. 

Absalon’s heart quickened as he felt an oppressive force bear down on him. Absalon rapidly channeled his mana, blowing apart the dangerous force, and then flew into the sky. The commander rapidly scanned the battlefield for the source of the pressure.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Absalon’s eyes twitched when a group of undead walked out of the forest and stood next to the lich. The undead held several instruments, ranging from drums to violins. The previous booming sounds came from a set of two-meter tall drums erected on the ground.

“An undead orchestra.” Leila, who stood on a clump of petals, muttered as she flew to Absalon’s side. “And I thought I had seen everything this game has to offer.”

“Heh, this is why I love  Line.”  Absalon’s lips curled in a tight smile. “The enemies just refuse to stick to any sort of script.” 

Regardless of Absalon’s feelings, the undead orchestra’s instruments boomed even louder. The somber, timber tones filled the surroundings with a gloomy undertone.

The coalition then watched in shock as an apparition formed above the undead army. The torso of robed undead wielding a giant scythe appeared above the movie. The giant apparition raised its scythe and then swung down, aiming to strike the coalition.

“[Soul of Song]!” Atop the skyboat, Lufer’s eyes widened in shock.  [ Soul of Song ]  was a passive skill that erupted when a musician’s music managed to move Suvron, the goddess of music and beauty. To achieve this, musicians needed to imbue their songs with powerful emotions. 

Lufer could not understand how undead managed to stir such emotions!

“Hmph. If you can do it—” Lufer snorted as he twirled his baton, directing the orchestra to once again switch out their songs. 

A rumbling crash akin to a stampede rapidly replaced the ethereal, holy music. The roaring drums boiled the soldiers’ blood, increasing their strength, concentration, and speed.

Meanwhile, Lunette, still infusing her voice with the holy attribute, switched to an uplifting, fast-paced song. She poured all her desires to destroy the enemy and return home into the song. 

The orchestra’s intense emotions resonated with Suvron. Shortly after, a female paladin wielding a shield and sword appeared in the night sky. 

The reaper’s scythe crashed against the paladin’s shield. Rather than sparks, loud sound waves crashed into the armies below, causing random status boosts or ailments.

Buoyed by Lunette’s resolve, the orchestra increased their tempo! Their emotions carried over to the paladin, whose body turned even more corporeal. With its newfound body, the paladin pushed the reaper back!

Absalon let out a breath as he glanced at the ethereal bodies fighting above. The current stalemate was fine by him. At this stage, they could keep the orchestra’s buffs and avoid the enemy’s debuffs.

With those thoughts, Absalon cooled his roiling blood and faced the charging undead. 

300 meters… 150 meters… 50 meters… “Towers!”

Following Absalon’s order, several knights pushed to the frontlines and slammed giant tower shields into the ground. The knights used a few steps to correct the line and then formed a perfect shield wall.

“Musketeers!”

Directly behind the knights, several dwarfs raised their rifles and pointed them skyward.

“Bombardment! One hundred meters!”

Even further back, a group of lined up mages and archers let loose a hail of arrows, fireballs, and more. The projectiles flew over the shield walls and crashed haphazardly into the onrushing horde.

Several undead perished in the unforgiving salvo, but thousands more blitzed through the bombardment. Without fear, the undead crushed the skulls of their fallen and swarmed the coalition!

The Rosen knights planted their feet and steeled their resolve. It did not matter what came through. They would hold their ground! 

BAM!

The first contact occurred unceremoniously. The undead skeleton crashed into the shield with its shoulder but failed to push down the sturdy steel wall.

The choking smell of rot, sulfur, and mold wafted through the steel walls. The knights forcefully swallowed the bile that rushed up to their throats as they imbued their feet with mana. With that, they dug even deeper into the earth, making their frames even sturdier as the undead crashed into them with the force of a stampede. 

Above the armies, Absalon’s observed the undead. The next wave jumped on the backs of those pinned against the steel wall and then leaped over the barricade.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Without needing Absalon’s prompt, a cacophony of gunshots rang out in tandem. The leaping undead suddenly turned into honeycombs as they flew back the way they came. The few that resisted the bullets’ push landed behind the dwarfs, where they were promptly sliced to pieces by the waiting soldiers.

The undead army did not give up, despite the setback. Many more leaped over, while several undead werewolves jumped onto the surrounding cliff faces in an attempt to bypass the army entirely.

Absalon’s gaze narrowed as he glanced at the undead running along the rocky wall. He should have been worried, but his eyes were calm. As if everything was in control, he promptly looked away, paying the werewolves no heed.

The undead werewolves did not care about Absalon’s plans. They charged over the walls, but just when they reached the steel barricade, dozens of beastkin ran to meet them halfway.

On one side, Asha gently dashed across the wall, using her nails to keep her balance on the vertical surface. She swept past the charging werewolves like a gentle breeze, but the beasts froze in their tracks, eyes wide as their heads slid off their necks.

This was the reason Absalon was not worried about the cliff face. He already calculated every possible way the enemy could bypass them before the battle started. 

In the real world, no one would bother about the cliff face. Absalon, however, had seen enough of L.N.E to know that many people could run on walls using various methods. 

Fortunately, he had the beastkin present, who could ‘stick’ to walls with their claws. 

Absalon left the cliff face in their care.

Absalon surveyed the battlefield. Finally, the battle had reached close-quarters combat. From here on out, he could only trust his soldiers’ ability. 

Absalon then looked out at the enemy Lich, who remained in place, seated proudly on its throne. He then observed the ten or so special-looking undead that stood guard around the throne. 

Absalon could tell that these undead were different. They were much stronger than the riff-raff and possessed great intelligence. Defeating them would not be easy.

Fortunately, it did not look like they had any intention of moving for the time being.

After taking the entire battlefield into view, Absalon sighed and then cast his gaze to the tussle below.

It would be a long few hours…

            

    
        Chapter 264: Kukulkan

    
    
    
    
                [10:15]

“I must say, this progress is inconceivable.” The strange snake floated around Zuri as it peered at an injured Corridor Guardian that clutched her chest with a pained expression. “To think you would defeat the eight plane’s Corridor Guardian so quickly. I dare say I can understand the shamans’ shock.”

A massive crowd hovered around the Eighth Plane’s Air Corridor, staring in silence and shock at the pair of monsters who stood victorious over their respective guardians. 

“Heh, as expected of a Sixth-Tier Elementalist. Indeed, Zuri is the best!” A panting Somo wiped the blood leaking from his lips as he viewed Zuri with worship in his eyes.  ‘Kyaa! As expected of the girl I chose. Work hard, Somo. You can’t let her leave you in the dust!’

“Hehe.” Zuri’s lips blossomed into a bright smile. She bashfully accepted the various compliments. “Birdy Brat’s pretty strong too. Zuri will work hard!”

‘I’m still Birdy Brat?’  Somo’s lips twitched, but he rapidly shook his head. Fair enough, it was his fault for making a bad impression. He resolved to keep working hard to change Zuri’s perception of him. 

Zuri, ignorant of Somo’s mental state, turned to look at the Corridor Guardian, who, although still clutching her chest, had risen to full height. Zuri learned how to control her strength from the previous floors. So, although the Corridor Guardian was hurt, it was nothing serious. 

Proving this point, the Corridor Guardian fished out a bottle from her pouch and swiftly drank its contents. The Corridor Guardian smacked her lips at the bitter taste, but her complexion rapidly improved, showcasing the potion’s efficacy.

Seeing the Corridor Guardian’s recovery, Zuri pointed at the Air Corridor and asked, “I can pass through now, right?”

“W-wait a moment.” The Corridor Guardian hesitated. “The ninth plane is sensitive, as it is directly related to our species’ survival. You need to complete the necessary background checks and get the shamans’ approval.”

“Background check?” Zuri inwardly panicked. 

“Yes. It will be short and quick, I promise. We just need to confirm your recommendation and birthplace to ensure you do not have any ill intentions.”

“Well, I—”

“Let them pass, Ingrid.” An aged voice suddenly spoke when Zuri hesitated. 

The trio turned around to see a regal avian descending from the skies. 

The avian, who looked to be in his late sixties, revealed a reverent gaze as he looked at the floating snake by Zuri’s side. “Great Kukulkan. You have awoken from your slumber at last. Is this the champion you have awaited all this while?”

The snake revealed to be Kukulkan shook its head. “I am as of yet unsure. But, I sensed an omen on the winds, and have thus awoken. Perhaps the truth shall reveal itself on the ninth plane.”

“Chief!” Ingrid, the Corridor Guardian screamed and immediately bowed her head, not daring to meet the man’s eyes. “I-I didn’t expect you to come personally, Chief Huna.”

Chief Huna softly smiled. “This matter just happens to be that important.”

Zuri’s gaze narrowed, and she instinctively adopted a defensive posture as she glared at the chief. Her feathers and hair stood on ends, affected by the man’s oppressive presence. This level of natural pressure exceeded what she felt even from Kashi! It was like this man could destroy her with a sneeze.

If Kashi were present, he would have recognized that pressure. It was the signature oppression of a Transcendent who had reached the level cap.

“Your instincts are praiseworthy.” Chief Huna viewed Zuri’s defensive stance with undisguised praise. His eyes then bore a mischievous glint as he turned to Somo. “Did you have fun with your master? I bet you could not wait to show off your talent.”

“Hehe,” Somo scratched the back of his head, feeling slightly uncomfortable under the chief’s gaze. “It’s nothing compared to Zuri.”

Chief Huna shook his head. “Breaking my record is something to be admired. You are just unlucky enough to be born in the same generation as a monster.” The chief paused, realizing Zuri could misconstrue his words. “My apologies. I did not mean it in a negative light.”

“No, it’s alright. Zuri is a monster!” Zuri proudly grinned. Rider and everyone else constantly calling Kashi a monster had greatly influenced her. To Zuri, ‘monster’ was the greatest compliment!

“Is that so? Indeed, the strongest are always a tad bit peculiar.” Chief Huna chuckled and then once again looked at Kukulkan. “Great Kukulkan, if you will, may I accompany you to the ninth plane.”

“As you will.” Kukulkan nonchalantly offered its support. The snake understood the chief’s position.

Chief Huna was the ruling Chieftain of the entire avian tribe. The chief was aware that whatever awoke Kukulkan from its millennium-long slumber was something that could very well affect the entire avian species. He had to be present to know how best to inform and prepare his people for any eventual changes.

Having received Kukulkan’s approval, Chief Huna released a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Great Kukulkan.” He then patted Ingrid’s shoulder as he flew toward the Air Corridor. “Thank you for your service. I will lead the way from here. Momentarily seize all travel to the ninth plane until I return.”

This was a message, not just to Ingrid, but to all Corridor Guardians. The guardians nodded and pounded their chests twice in salute.

Having completed his preparations, Chief Huna glanced at Somo. “You can join us if you wish. You won the right through your determination.”

“Tch. Acting so important.” Somo clucked his tongue, but he obediently followed the chief. He then added under his breath. “Just wait. I’ll soon surpass you, shitty father.”

Chief Huna chuckled as he pretended not to hear his rebellious son’s disrespect. He flew over to the Air Corridor, and was just about to enter when his skin crawled with abject fear!

Chief Huna sharply retreated, accidentally knocking into Somo and Zuri in the process.

“What the hell!?” The former, who unfortunately caught an elbow to the nose, grunted as he stifled the flowing blood. He glared at the chief, but the subsequent rebuke froze in his throat when he saw the chief’s grave expression. “D-dad?”

Chief Huna could not pay Somo any heed. His eyes widened in disbelief and shock from his Elemental’s frantic screams. It appeared she had sensed something horrific in the winds. That terror seeped into Chief Huna, who soon saw the cause.

VWOOSH! The Air Corridor suddenly ‘twisted,’ twirling in place as the stable wind tunnel suddenly turned chaotic and wild.

The abnormality spread sharply, resulting in wild tornadoes and hurricanes appearing without warning. The harsh winds instantly swept up unprepared avians and began tossing them through the skies like rag dolls. 

Some avians spread their wings, trying to fight against the winds. Unfortunately, the wind was too powerful. Hundreds of avians cried out in pain as the winds broke their wings. Some even bled as the force nearly tore their wings clean off their backs.

“DON’T FIGHT THE WIND!”

Kukulkan’s voice was heard on all nine planes. It was unknown if the message imprinted into their minds, or his voice emanated that wide and far. Regardless, the strange snake strangely sounded excited despite the warning.

The avians trusted this strange voice and soon noticed a peculiarity. Although the winds tossed them about, there was no damage as long as they did not fight it. At most, they became dizzy and disoriented in the chaos.

Before anyone could make sense of it, the rampaging winds stopped just as quickly as it started. The winds dispersed with a loud whoosh, dispelling the chaotic, deadly wind barriers that separated the different planes. 

At the same time, the recovering avians stared in shock and fear at the sight that lay beyond the wind barriers.

A giant bloody red wall surrounded the nine planes. At the same time, a loud booming sound echoed through the enclosure. The terrible sound made the avians cough up blood as they bled from their nose and ears.

Many weak avians dropped to their knees, unable to withstand the terrible noise.

“Wh-what’s that!?” Somo questioned with bloodshot eyes. It took all he had to resist the rhythmic booming. It felt like someone continuously struck his internal organs with a hammer.

Chief Huna held Somo and Zuri’s shoulders. He had done so to prevent them from separating from him in the wild winds. He did not answer Somo’s question, but instead, looked at Kukulkan. 

Kukulkan, the snake, revealed a wistful look as it heard the sound. “Yes, that is a heartbeat… My heartbeat.”

“What?” Somo could not make heads or tails of the revelation. How could a tiny snake have such a loud heartbeat? This thing was loud enough to drown out a nation’s noise!

Kukulkan could not be bothered to explain. It glanced at the plane above and urged Zuri. “Quick! Fly to the ninth plane! Your leader must be waiting for us. If we delay, the avians will be in danger.” It then let out another order, “All Avians Are To Descend To The First Plane Immediately!”

Following this order, it urgently glared at Chief Huna, who immediately tightened his grip on Zuri and Somo before shooting upwards at breakneck speeds.

Just as suspected, Chief Huna successfully broke through the previous upper limit without incident. The chief then flew the hole/tunnel where the Air Corridor previously passed through.

On their way up, Kukulkan suddenly ordered, “Form a Wind Barrier, Now!”

Chief Huna did not hesitate or question why. He instantly formed a powerful barrier of swirling winds to cover himself and the children. 

Splash!  Chief Huna’s eyes narrowed when a dark-yellow, thick liquid suddenly splashed against the barrier. The wind barrier scattered the liquid to the sides without incident, but the trio sucked in their breaths when they saw the sturdy earth melt several meters deep upon contact. 

What a corrosive liquid!

Kukulkan did not explain further, and Chief Huna wisely refrained from asking. 

The chief successfully broke out of the hole after a couple of seconds and alighted on the ninth plane to a scene reminiscent of the apocalypse.

The yellow liquid fell from a height that Chief Huna could not see. It flooded the entire ninth plane, melting every monster and plant it came across. Furthermore, Chief Huna’s eyes widened in panic when he noticed the ninth plane lowering every second.

No, it wasn’t lowering. The corrosive liquid was melting the earth itself at a rapid rate!

Before long, it would eat up the ninth plane and descend to the next plane. In time, it would melt everything! 

Only now did Chief Huna understand Kukulkan’s previous order. Their esteemed god was buying them time!

But buying them for what? The Chief calmed his racing heart. Kukulkan would not be so calm if it did not already have a solution. But where could this solution be?

“Father! There!” 

Chief Huna followed his son’s pointed finger to see a strange scene amidst the flood. A large dome filled with sharp winds sat at a corner of the chaos, easily swiping away the dropping corrosive liquid.

Somo’s eyes trembled as he recognized the winds. “F-father.”

“I understand.” If Chief Huna did not recognize the familiar barrier winds, he would have handed in his chieftaincy at once. With furrowed brows, he maintained his wind barrier and flew toward the dome. “Let us see what this is.”

Vwoosh!  Surprisingly, as if sensing their arrival, a portion of the dome’s barrier parted, allowing the trio to pass through.

Chief Huna hesitated, but then flew in under Kukulkan’s urging. 

As the wind barrier shut behind him, Chief Huna stared at the strange scene with raised eyebrows. 

A strange dark-scaled humanoid leisurely sat on a chair with a serene smile despite at least a dozen spears pointed at him from surrounding avians. He juggled a bright greenish gem in his right hand, seemingly unfazed by the mortal threat.

“Kashi!” Zuri shrugged off Chief Huna’s grip and instantly charged at Kashi, whose eyes lit up with joy.

Kashi stood up and spread his arms, allowing Zuri to rush into his embrace. Chuckling, he patted Zuri’s head. “Hehe, I just about beat you here. You must have become an Elemental to make it here this quickly. What tier Elementalist are you? Fourth? Fifth? Hehe, I bet you gave those avians a real shock.”

“Hehe,” Zuri revealed a triumphant grin as she summoned Blue Wind. “I’m a sixth-tier Elementalist!”

“Sixth Tier—cough!” Kashi coughed to hide his embarrassment. Goddamn it! Even Razznik was only a fifth-tier Elementalist! Why was everyone around him hell-bent on being monsters!? 

‘It’s tough being the only normal person in this crazy guild.’  Kashi sighed to console himself and ushered Zuri with all the exaggerated praises in the world. Following his praise, Zuri jumped onto Kashi’s shoulders and sat down like it was her natural spot.

‘Oi, oi. You’ve grown since you became a werewolf!’  Kashi swallowed his inner complaint. He fixed his posture, and then looked at the floating snake who had been staring greedily at the green gem in his right hand. “Hehe, Kukulkan. So, you really woke up on your own. Thanks for saving me the trouble.”

Kukulkan warily eyed the strange draconian. “You. You are not Razznik?” Suddenly, fear appeared in its eyes. Its arrangement was with Razznik. If this man did not work for Razznik, Kukulkan would most likely perish here!

Kashi wore a pleasant smile. “No, I am not Razznik. But, I have a deal for you, regardless. It is no less in value to Razznik’s deal.”

Kukulkan’s gaze trembled. “You know our agreement?”

“Razznik gives you a place to escape  Quetzalcoatl , and recover from your injuries. In return, he uses your people’s home as a testing ground for a time.” Kashi murmured inwardly.  ‘In our Razznik’s playthrough, he gave thirty years as the stipulated time. Seems like this one gave a thousand years or more.’

Kashi saw Zuri was confused and happily explained. 

Quetzalcoatl was an ancient embodiment of creation. Whenever Ferulic wanted to create a new world, he would send Quetzalcoatl to split itself into different elements to facilitate the world’s growth and stabilization. Then, when the world balanced itself and naturally produced the elements needed to sustain itself, Quetzalcoatl would collect the elements and rejoin to form a single entity before returning to Ferulic’s side.

Quetzalcoatl’s full form was a feathered serpent. As such, when it split, its personalities took the form of five serpents. The sky serpent, Kukulkan; the sea serpent, Jormungandr; the flaming serpent, Xiuhcoatl; the earth serpent, Cipactli; and Haietlik, the lightning serpent. 

Each personality guarded a gem corresponding to their element. That gem served as both their lifeforce and the source of their powers. The gems were also the key items to substitute the world’s elements until the world could generate its elements.

The creation process had occurred several times across countless millennia. Each time, Quetzalcoatl would return when the world stabilized and absorb its various forms.

Unfortunately, something went wrong one thousand years ago.

Razznik confronted and battled Quetzalcoatl in the Netherrealm. Razznik overwhelmed the creation serpent and nearly destroyed it. However, at the last moment, Quetzalcoatl split into its personalities and fled far away.

Since Quetzalcoatl’s forms were weaker than the sum of its parts, Razznik lost interest and let them be. After confirming Razznik had gone for good, Quetzalcoatl set about absorbing its various forms.

This time, however, perhaps because of the unnatural split, Quetzalcoatl’s different personalities gained separate egos, making them much more difficult to capture and absorb. 

It took Quetzalcoatl some time, but the serpent successfully beat down and absorbed Jormungandr, Xiuhcoatl, Cipactli, and Haietlik. Unfortunately, the chase for Kukulkan did not go as smoothly. Each time they battled, Kukulkan would barely escape with its life, and then go into deep hiding.

After one such battle, Kukulkan suffered severe damage. In a desperate attempt to subdue Kukulkan, Quetzalcoatl nearly shattered the wind serpent’s gem, causing it near-fatal damage.

Quetzalcoatl was a ‘complete creature.’ So, even if it shattered the gem, only Kukulkan would perish as the gem would reforge itself after several years. 

Quetzalcoatl decided the wait was worth it.

Kukulkan, realizing it was on the verge of death, sought aid from the man that bested Quetzalcoatl, to begin with. 

Razznik, seeing its plight, decided to help. First, he had Kukulkan seek out its worshippers and swallow them into its stomach. The faith and prayers from those worshippers would accelerate the gem’s repair.

Razznik then stored Kukulkan in a void and connected its stomach to Oni Hill’s dungeon to serve as a testing ground. Keeping it in a void ensured Quetzalcoatl could not sense its location. The easy access would also make it easy to keep tabs on Kukulkan’s condition and ensure the worshippers (the avians) were living well.

Because Kukulkan was cut off from the world through the void, the avians were automatically cut off from the gods. So, they predictably could not pray for good crops and instead had to rely on themselves. (They couldn’t farm to save their lives.)

Razznik, realizing these avians might end up starving to death, implemented the monster summoning cores so they had a steady source of food. Then, he used the gem to create wind barriers to prevent Kukulkan’s acidic body fluids from killing everyone. 

With Kukulkan’s help, Razznik split the landmass into nine planes and formed the Air Corridors to give the avians something to strive toward. Finally, he formed an intermittent passage through the winds that led directly to the wind gem hovering above the ninth plane. He did this so he could easily access the wind gem if something went wrong since Kukulkan had to enter deep hibernation to heal its injuries.

“So, that is the truth.” Chief Huna’s eyes visibly aged as he took in the true history of his people. He glanced at Kukulkan, hoping the deity would smite Kashi for blasphemy, but the sky serpent’s silence expressed its tacit confirmation.

In  King’s Journey , Razznik estimated it would take Kukulkan about twenty to thirty years to recover. To be safe, he chose the lengthier period as their lease agreement.

In this world, something must have gone wrong, or perhaps the developers personally edited the history to make it a millennium before Kukulkan’s recovery reached acceptable levels.

Kukulkan did not care that the surrounding avians had conflicted gazes. At first glance, it might look like it used and confined them to several lifetimes of servitude. However, the avians would have perished under Quetzalcoatl’s wrath if it let them be.

Among the various personalities, Kukulkan was the only one who bothered to protect and watch over the avians who prayed to them. He loved the avians like its own children, so it knew Quetzalcoatl would have either punished or used the avians as bait to lure it out.

The sky serpent instead looked in Kashi’s eyes with hesitation. “What will you do? Do you intend to keep the promise?”

“What? To free you from the void? Sure, I can and will.” Kashi tossed and caught the wind gem, and then fixed the sky serpent with a hard gaze. “But are you certain that is what you want? Quetzy will lock onto you once you return to the real world. It’s only a matter of time before he destroys you.”

Kukulkan’s gaze turned heavy. “Perhaps. But that is my fate to bear. It is time these children once again witnessed the true sky.”

“What if you could change your fate?” Kashi’s lips spread in a wicked smile. “A fate where both you and the avians live good, long, fulfilled lives for all of eternity; a fate where you need not flee from Quetzy.” 

Kukulkan’s heart stirred despite its vigilance. “You have a method?”

Kashi’s grin widened. “Of course I do.”

On Kashi’s shoulder, Zuri instinctively covered Kashi’s mouth with her hands. She shivered as she muttered to no one in particular, “Oh, no. Kashi is doing it again.”

            

    
        Chapter 265: Another One...

    
    
    
    
                Kukulkan warily scrutinized Kashi’s expression. It felt like Kashi intended to take advantage of its weakness. Unfortunately, with the wind gem in Kashi’s hands, Kukulkan’s metaphorical hands were tied. It needed to, at the very least, listen to Kashi’s proposal, even if it was a poisoned apple.

Having made up its mind, Kukulkan no longer hesitated. “What is your proposal?”

Kashi gently removed Zuri’s hand from his mouth, revealing a bright smile. “I knew we could negotiate.” Of course, this negotiation was based solely on the wind gem in Kashi’s hand. Without it, Kukulkan wouldn’t have bothered listening to him. 

Kashi glanced at the far distance. One of the summoning crystals’ light had begun to dim. It appeared that even the crystals could not withstand the corrosive acid for too long. He needed to complete the negotiations before the acid destroyed the crystals.

“Alright, so you have two problems.” Kashi collected his thoughts and raised two fingers. “First, you need to hide from Quetzy, and second, you need the authority to stand on equal footing with it. Only then can you stand a chance of defending yourself.”

The ‘authority’ Kashi mentioned pertained to Quetzalcoatl’s deity status. As a god, Quetzalcoatl had a natural suppressive effect on Kukulkan. This was the reason that Kukulkan could only flee from every encounter. If they battled in earnest, Kukulkan would not be able to utilize even a tenth of its abilities.

Kukulkan did not deny Kashi’s claims. Part of the reason it raised the avians all those millennia ago was to harvest their faith in the hopes of one day ascending to deity status. Presently, Kukulkan was a demi-god, halfway on its path to becoming a god. 

To ascend to godhood, it either needed a few thousand more years of worship from the avians or a few centuries if the faith spread to other races.

“Oni Hill will most likely be exposed after today. You can no longer hide here.” Kashi’s words dashed Kukulkan’s hopes of hiding in Oni Hill until it became a deity. 

Kukulkan sighed and then shook its head. “What do you propose?”

“I am currently forging a new world.” Without holding anything back, Kashi laid the truth bare. “I need your wind gem to stabilize its wind element, but I won’t have you do it for free. I still have a few deity positions available in that world. It’s a fledgling world, so there aren’t too many believers, but we both know the deity status on its own is more important than the strength for the current you.”

“Indeed.” Whether because it found lying beneath it, or because it sensed Kashi’s sincerity, Kukulkan did not put on any airs. “I am capable of masking my presence once I become a deity. Quetzalcoatl will not find me so easily among the cosmos.” 

“Exactly.” Kashi nodded, and then further expatiated on the benefits, “Furthermore, it is a world where your avians can live freely without fearing Quetzalcoatl’s influence or vengeance. It’s still early, so they can even serve as missionaries, spreading your faith to the new denizens. With the increased worshippers, it should not take too long for you to increase your power to a respectable degree.”

Kukulkan’s eyes betrayed its inner relief and excitement. However, the ancient demi-god was experienced enough to know there had to be a catch. “What do I have to pay?”

“Payment is an ugly word.” Kashi chuckled, but then truthfully answered, “You have to agree to submit to my world’s influence when you go in. It won’t affect any of your thoughts, except making you completely loyal to me.” 

Kashi glanced at the wind gem. “I’ll hold onto this, and only send it to my world after the submission is over. You have to understand. I cannot afford to leave someone as powerful as you in my world without checks and balances. I promise to never violate your autonomy or self-respect.” Kashi paused and then let out a derisive chuckle. “Well, I suppose promises are meaningless. You just have to believe me.”

“I believe you.” 

“What? Really? That easily?”

“It is not easy at all.” Kukulkan scoffed. “Your terms are extremely favorable. Besides, it is the fate of every lesser god to be loyal to the true gods. I am simply trading Quetzalcoatl’s loyalty to Ferulic for my loyalty to you.”

The ancient snake then released a wistful sigh. “Furthermore, you did not need to say so much. You could have stolen the wind gem and hidden it until the summoning stones shattered. I cannot leave this void on my own, so I would not have been able to chase after you. This much has shown me you are a being worthy of my trust.”

“Heh.” Kashi smiled and then looked up at Zuri. “Did you hear that, Zuri? It pays to be honest with those you want to work with.”

Zuri tilted her head. “Then what about those Zuri wants to beat?”

“Ah, those? Feel free to con them naked.” Kashi nonchalantly gave off extremely dangerous advice and then lifted Zuri off his shoulders. He placed Zuri on the ground and then turned to Kukulkan. “No time to waste. Those Summoning Stones will shatter any second now. Send me outside.”

Kukulkan hesitated. The void was literally as it stated: a void devoid of any stimuli, be it sunlight, wind, or gravity. Such places were extremely fatal to humes. 

Whoosh!  Kukulkan chuckled when a small wind barrier appeared around Kashi. Ah, yes. Kashi wielded the wind gem. He could create a small favorable area for himself.

After confirming that Kashi would survive, the ancient snake wrapped around Kashi’s hand. Moments later, both figures turned illusionary and then disappeared shortly after.

Left behind, Zuri, Somo, and Chief Huna stared at each other, each holding a variety of thoughts.

One of the avian mercenaries that had been fighting on the ninth floor came up to Chief Huna. “Shouldn’t we inform the others? It seems like something big is going to happen.”

Chief Huna seemed to visibly age in seconds. His expression alternated between hesitation, disbelief, and hope. Eventually, he sighed and shook his head. “We can’t leave the dome’s protection. None of us can make it through that acid rain.” He hesitated and then added, “Great Kukulkan would never abandon us. Whatever they are planning, it will certainly favor our people.”

Somo had a simpler thought process. Zuri trusted that dragon-looking man. He trusted Zuri, so he would trust that dragon-man. 

Each avian sighed and then sat down. They knew that the next few minutes would either bring salvation or extinction. They could only pray to their god that it would be the former.

***

“You know, no matter how many times I see it, isn’t your size too ridiculous?”

Within a deep, endless, dark void, Kashi observed the monstrosity before him. Kukulkan’s true body took the form of a snake that was over eight hundred kilometers long. Its luminescent scales glowed white and purple, creating the only source of light which Kashi could use. Hundreds of ‘small’ wings fluttered on either side of the demi-god’s body, spanning its entire body. Kashi called the wings small, but that was only relative to Kukulkan’s size. Each wing was at least 1-kilometers long.

Kukulkan’s head was as large as a mountain, spanning almost fifty kilometers tall. Kashi needed to stand several miles away from the demi-god to be able to view it in its entirety! 

Kashi looked into the sapphire-blue eyes that could be mistaken for frozen lakes and said, “Alright, here we go. Fortunately, I have the wind gem or this would impossible.”

After psyching himself up, Kashi grasped the wind gem and channeled the nigh-infinite mana within the artifact. Torrents of mana gushed into the draconian in droves. The wild, untamable energy nearly blew him to pieces as cracks appeared in his face and arms.

“Ngh!” Kashi grunted as he raised his left hand, creating a small portal to Orez.

Vwoosh! Having found a channel to vent all its energy, the wild mana sped through Kashi’s body and flushed into the portal. The portal suddenly expanded to over ten kilometers in one jump, revealing the incredible mana output from the wind gem.

To put this feat in context, Kashi needed barrels of mana to sustain a portal that was a few dozen meters in length to give the Rosen coalition passage. Compared to them, a portal for a demi-god required a million times more mana!

Once the portal appeared, Kashi became a mere channel for the wind gem’s mana. The portal rapidly increased and grew more stable under the wind gem’s endless mana. Soon, it reached hundreds of kilometers long. 

By this point, Kashi couldn’t even see the ends of Kukulkan’s coiled body. 

“Alright. It is large enough.” Fortunately, Kukulkan’s spirit coiled around Kashi’s arm kept him abreast of the situation. “I will move now. Keep the channel stable. It should only take a moment.”

The sweating Kashi stiffly nodded to show his accent and then watched as Kukulkan’s spirit disappeared.

Due to the void, Kashi neither heard nor saw the magnificent scenery as Kukulkan’s massive body moved for the first time in over a millennium. The snake stiffly raised its head and looked at the distant portal.

Intriguingly Kukulkan sensed boundless life energy from beyond the portal.  ‘Yggdrasil!’  Kukulkan’s sapphire blue eyes twinkled with excitement as it raised its head and let out a triumphant roar! 

Or, well, it tried to. Due to the void, Kukulkan’s voice did not travel far. However, the ancient demi-god did not care. First, it channeled what little wind energy it had to wrap the planes in its stomach in protective winds to act as a kind of gyroscope. 

This way, the beings inside would not be subject to its movement speed, or else the G-force might just turn them all inside out!

After completing its preparations, Kukulkan did not waste any more time. It could sense that the Summoning Stones only had a few seconds left!

The sky demi-god suddenly shot forwards at speeds that would make fighter jets blush. Despite its size, all those hundreds of kilometers disappeared into the portal in less than a second!

Kashi instantly stopped channeling the wind gem a few seconds later, causing the portal to collapse. The void lacked any natural mana that might have extended the portal’s existence a second longer.

Kashi confidently closed the portal, not because he saw Kukulkan’s body, but because he got a message from Suzuki who was in Orez.

‘The snake’s settled down. I gave it the position of god of rain, wind, and storms. Oh, it just spat out those avians. I have a lot of work to do now. Drixali seems excited for some reason.”

Kashi laughed when he heard Suzuki’s monotonous report. The advantage of having a split personality reared its head at that moment. He could divert the handling and running of Orez to Kashi, who adamantly refused to enter Destia. Fortunately, the game recognized Kashi and Suzuki as two parts of a whole, so they shared the same authority status when it came to Orez.

“I sympathize with Drixali.” Kashi could imagine the poor god’s relief that something finally took the battle maniac’s attention. Furthermore, Drixali could use the excuse of smoothing security issues with the avians to avoid Suzuki for the time being.

Having confirmed Kukulkan’s submission, Kashi glanced wistfully at the wind gem. “Damn, I wish I could take this with me. It would trivialize the next fights.”

Unfortunately, Kashi did not dare leave the void with the gem. Quetzalcoatl would sense it the moment it appeared in Destia. Kashi did not know if Quetzalcoatl was one of the gods Razznik defeated. He could not gamble on that possibility.

“Oh, well, at least, this should free Kira for a bit.” Kashi tossed the gem into Orez, and then ‘entered’ Orez himself.

Kashi appeared in the sky above Yggdrassil. He smiled when he saw Kukulkan’s body stretched far across the horizon. As if sensing Kashi’s presence, the serpent’s wings fluttered gently, and its body moved until its mountainous head appeared before the draconian.

Kashi revealed a wry smile. “You look excited. How does the fresh air feel?”

“Mm. I did not realize I had missed it this much.” Kukulkan did not hide its pleasure as it flew around Kashi a few times. It then glanced at the gem in Kashi’s hand. “Your companions have already been transported to Oni Hill’s next stage. Will you be joining them?”

“Soon,” Kashi admitted with a nod. “There are a few things I must take care of first.” With those words, Kashi pulled up a notification that showed up the moment he threw the wind gem into Orez.





	
Suitable Wind Artifact Found!

Replace Current Wind Artifact?

Warning:  Strongly Recommended!










Kashi smiled as he flew down to Yggdrassil’s branches. There, he paused as he observed a cocoon floating gently amongst the leaves. A powerful heartbeat emanated from the cocoon, revealing its occupant’s slightly anxious nature.

“Wake up, Kira.” Kashi sacrificed the Wind Gem to Orez and spared a glance at the notifications that popped up.





	
New Wind Artifact Acquired!

Quetzalcoatl’s Wind Gem of Creation





	
Quetzalcoatl’s wind gem exists for the sole purpose of stabilizing infant worlds. This is the best artifact one can hope for!

Wind Elemental Control Greatly Increased!

Creation Elements Status: Lightning (Sub-Optimal), Wind (Optimal), Earth (Optimal), Water (Temporary Fix), Fire (Optimal), Metal (Needed).










Kashi raised his right hand and observed a small tornado spinning in his palms. “Mm. This is even better than being an Elementalist.” He then turned his attention to the next notification.





	
A Companion’s Slumber Nears its End





	
Congratulations! After freeing Kira from the burden of being a wind artifact, she can focus on finishing her evolution. The danger has already passed. Kira should awaken in the next few hours.

What will your awakened companion look like? Will she still remember you?

All questions will be answered when your companion awakens from her slumber.

P.S. Why don’t you try kissing the cocoon? It might speed up her recovery.










‘Yeah, to beat me up.’  Kashi scoffed at the last line. Sometimes, the game’s notification system liked to play pranks or insert personal opinions. 

Kashi was used to it at this point.

The draconian turned his attention to the pulsating cocoon. He gently tapped it, and then murmured, “See you soon, partner.”

With those words, Kashi took to the skies and then landed on Kukulkan’s head. Without needing a prompt, Kukulkan flew through the skies, across the ocean until it reached one of the recently emerged continents. 

There, Kashi saw thousands of avians flying across the lands, eyes wide in shock, joy, horror, and excitement. Nearby, Drixali and Suzuki were discussing with Chief Huna, introducing him to Orez.

“You…” Chief Huna’s eyes widened when Kashi flew down from Kukulkan’s head. His aged face suddenly relaxed and he revealed a brilliant reverent gaze before solemnly bowing his head. “I have no words to thank you. I can only swear my people’s fealty for this generation and any beyond.”

“Haha, there’s no need for all that. We should not bind the next generation with our arrangements.” Kashi casually chuckled and then said, “You can live as you want. This world is as much yours as it is every other race’s. I only ask that you do not discriminate or sow discord against the other races. You might feel yourself superior, but…”

Kashi looked up at the colossal creature overhead. “Before beings like that, we’re all maggots—if only slightly more unique maggots. So, why bother hating and judging each other?”

“We are all maggots under the gazes of the gods.” Chief Huna’s heart palpitated. Contrary to Kashi’s expectations, the chief took it to mean that the avians were as much maggots as any other race in the draconian’s eyes. Kashi could easily wipe out their race just as easily as he saved them from eternal prison.

“I understand. I will pass on your teachings and warnings.”

Kashi sensed something off from Chief Huna’s intense gaze, but he passed it off as nervousness from entering a new world. “Alright then, that’s good.” Kashi paused and then glanced around. “Um, for now, this part of the world does not have many abundant living resources. You should head for Yggdrasil. There are many monsters and plants aplenty for your people. In time, I will seek to populate these regions with monsters. It will also help integrate your race with the others living in Orez.”

A few minutes ago, Chief Huna might have scoffed at the prospect of mingling with land-dwellers. But, after Kashi’s ‘warning,’ the Chief saw this as a test.

‘Will he wipe us out if we fail this test!?’  The chief’s heart leaped up to his throat, and he visibly aged once again as the stress piled on. Chief Huna bid farewell and went to quickly round up his people and whip them into shape!

‘Wow, responsibilities can cause someone to look this haggard?’  Kashi sympathized with the chief who had to look after thousands of avians.  ‘I should find a way to give Leila a raise so she doesn’t quit. I never want that kind of stress!’

“Don’t you mean, she has to give herself a raise? Do you even know how much she makes? Are you even paying her?”

“Ugh. Sharing a mind with you sucks sometimes.” Kashi glanced at Suzuki, who floated in the sky with his usual dead expression.

“Just sometimes? It’s all the time for me.”

“Yeah, yeah, Mr. Anti-social.” Kashi lazily waved off Suzuki’s jibe. He already fulfilled one of his goals by making Suzuki actively play Live No Evil. He would find more opportunities to make Suzuki appreciate being alive. Only then could he scrub off Suzuki’s suicidal tendencies.

After confirming that Orez would not spontaneously combust from Kukulkan’s entrance, Kashi smiled and said to Suzuki, “I’ll leave things here to you.”

“Suit yourself.” Suzuki clucked his tongue and flew away, leaving Kashi standing awkwardly with Drixali, who did not know who to follow.

“Please, take care of him,” Kashi said to Drixali, who revealed a bitter smile.

The centaur god nodded and then galloped after Suzuki’s retreating figure.

“I like your world. With your leave, I shall return to my slumber.” 

Kashi looked up at Kukulkan, who nodded and then descended to the ground. The serpent’s body then dissipated into a mist that spread far across the skies. “Where there is breath, you shall see the sky god.”

Kashi muttered an ancient proverb and then let out a sigh of relief. In this airy state, not even Quetzalcoatl could find the serpent god. Thus, the draconian had nothing else to fear. As for Kukulkan’s sleeping slumber, that was par for the course for titan-like gods. They often slept ninety-nine percent of their lifespans. 

Having finished his business, Kashi promptly returned to his body which was still suspended in the void.

The wind barrier still rotated around him, providing him the oxygen required to survive in this zone.

However, because Kukulkan was gone, Kashi could not see a single thing. 

The draconian did not panic. Razznik made a safe incantation to dispel this void. The only downside was that dispelling the void would permanently shatter it. As a result, all the worlds and items Razznik stored there would forcefully return to the real world.

Oni Hill’s first, second, and third floors were all zones created within this void. Destroying the void would shatter these tests forever.

“To be fair, he was a dick to me first.” 

Kashi justified his subsequent actions, before raising his hand to cover his right eye.

“Fuck me, this is all that immature Demon Lord’s fault.” Kashi shivered in anticipation of the incoming cringe and then loudly stuttered, “D-Dark Dimension Trapped in the Vortex of Endless Torment, I, Kashi of the Daeben, Release Thee From Eternal Damnation… Break!” 

Nothing Happened.

“What!? Did he change the incantation!?” Kashi nearly panicked, but a calm voice suddenly reminded him.

‘Idiot. You are no longer a daeben.’

“Ah, Right…”

‘Also, don’t forget the pose at the end. That chunnyibou insisted it’s part of the chant.’

“Does that even make sense?”

‘Do you want to die? That wind barrier won’t last much longer.’

“Right. Fuck…” Kashi gritted his teeth and steeled himself. He rapidly repeated the incantation, “D-Dark Dimension Trapped in the Vortex of Endless Torment, I, Kashi of the Draconians, Release Thee From Eternal Damnation… Break!” Then, against his will, Kashi spread his legs wide, raised his right hand into the sky, and then clutched his left eye with a vicious expression.

Crack!

Once Kashi’s incantation finished, an enormous crack appeared within the endless void, bringing with it a flood of foreign light.

Kashi released a sigh of relief as he watched the void crumble around him. “At least no one saw that. Syèl would never let me live it down.” 

‘Ah, about that…’

Kashi paled in fright. “No, Suzuki; you wouldn’t!”

‘Hm. This Artist skill, Moving Pictures is pretty useful for times like this. Should I get Jade to record a vocal rune to make it even more vivid? Heh. Kashi, you might get your wish after all. Living does not sound so bad all of a sudden.’

“…You fucking monster!”

 

            

    
        Chapter 266: The Sin Floors

    
    
    
    
                Kashi observed the cracking void with a wry smile. Damn it, he could ‘see’ Suzuki concentrating on a portrait in Orez. It did not take a genius to realize that Suzuki was painting the draconian’s embarrassing pose. 

“At least he seems to be enjoying himself.” Kashi rubbed his temples to stave off the incoming headache and then shook his head. He pushed Suzuki’s taunting to the back of his mind and focused on the shattered void.

Following a loud breaking sound, the void finally collapsed completely. Kashi braced himself and endured a sharp ‘sucking’ feeling like a black hole appeared in front of him. His vision briefly went dark, before an explosion of light nearly blinded him.

Kashi instantly shut his eyes. Soon enough, the ‘sucking’ ended, and Kashi felt himself falling. The draconian tentatively opened his eyes and found himself in a large rocky cavern. The cavern’s ceiling was over one hundred meters high, and artificial luminescent stones embedded there lit up the dreary, rocky plain underneath.

Several gigantic stone statues stood around the grounds. Knowledgeable historians and worshippers would recognize the twenty gods. Intriguingly, a statue of Skyrm stood at the end of the cavern, its head lowered over a large door hewn into the wall.

These statues seemed to confirm that Skyrm was indeed a god, albeit of a lower status than the other nineteen.

“What is this!?”

Several cries drew Kashi’s attention to other beings falling alongside him. Kashi recognized them to be the remnant demons on the second plane. Aside from the demons, many items were also in freefall, including swords, shields, spell books, potions, and many more.

Kashi’s eyes gleamed when he saw these items. These were the treasures Razznik buried in the first two floors for challengers to find. When Kashi destroyed the void, these marked items got transported alongside all living creatures. As can be imagined, items Razznik designated as treasures certainly were not things to sneeze at. 

Personally, Kashi did not need any of these items. Ferulic’s Training Bow and Jingu Brush were both items that could grow infinitely alongside him. However, while Kashi did not need these items, the Hopeful Maggots were another matter entirely!

Without standing on ceremony, Kashi spread his wings and zipped across the sky. He ingeniously sucked each item into Orez by strategically opening the portal in positions that guaranteed the items would fall into the portal by their own accord despite his lack of movement.

Within a few moments, Kashi successfully sucked up every item, including those that fell to the ground. Only after he finished, did the draconian turn to look at the demons that were huddled on the ground.

As expected, a fall from this height did not deal too much harm to the sturdy demons. However, they did not dare to attack Kashi because he deliberately released his aura. The horrific aura informed the demons of their gulfing inferiority.

Demons were inherently cowardly bullies. They were strong against the weak, and weak against the strong.

Having completed his harvest, Kashi confidently flew over to the gaggle of cowards. He hovered over the group and pointed at the opposite end of the cavern from the obvious door. “In a few hours, a door will open there. You can take it to freedom.”

Leaving those words behind, Kashi flew off, leaving the confused demons staring at his silhouette. 

Kashi did not take the demons into Orez because demons were naturally chaotic creatures. They were formed from humanity’s malice that gathered in the Netherrealm and was thus creatures that naturally sought destruction and chaos. 

Kashi could use force and fear to control a small group of demons, but he would be courting trouble if he put too many demons into Orez. The number currently in Orez could be used to maintain the dungeons until the guild members were ready to start training there. He did not need any more of these chaotic elements.

Kashi sorted his thoughts and then landed in front of the massive door. He glanced at the dragon statue overhead, and solemnly pushed the door. 

The doors opened with a loud groan, revealing a small chamber with a spiraling stone staircase. Kashi walked into the chamber and then climbed the stairs to the landing above. 

A fiery-red door greeted him at the top. A disturbing image of a burning angel was carved onto the door, bringing with it illusions of a sea of endless flames.

Kashi's heart raced, and he frowned as he felt his emotions begin to run amok. Kashi was no stranger to this feeling. Each Sin Floor would stimulate specific emotions in the challengers. Those who could not control their emotions would lose themselves and in time, their lives, to the Floor Guardians.

Within Orez, Suzuki frowned and glared at the painting in front of him. Suddenly, he felt irritated. The eyes did not look right. He used too much dark hue when painting the background. The pose was a little off. He felt an urge to rip the painting to pieces!

Fortunately, Suzuki was no stranger to his inner rage. Suzuki took out another canvas and began painting a new image. The angrier he got, the faster Jingu Brush flew over the canvas, vividly painting Suzuki’s frustrations and anger.

‘Fortunately, Razznik already vented most of his anger.’  Sensing Suzuki’s emotional state, Kashi inwardly shivered. He could not imagine what would have happened if they came here a few years ago.  ‘He might have destroyed me in his anger.’

“Speaking of which. I’ve kept those guys waiting a while.” Kashi inwardly murmured as he pushed the door open. “I hope they haven’t gone craz—”

BOOM!

Kashi just about dodged a ki-blade that slice through the doorway. His heart could not help but leap to his throat when that ki blade shattered the staircase behind him.

“What the hell?” A mildly frustrated Kashi looked into the room. The complaints immediately died in his throat when he saw the pandemonium before him.

Shokō wielded her blade, rapidly tearing down several vines that grew the ground. The swordswoman’s regal clothing was torn in a few places revealing injuries of varying degrees. The skin around some of the injuries had turned purple and nasty, revealing significant traces of poison.

On the other side, Brilith Loneheart stood within a dense cluster of vines, attacking Shokō from range. The guildmaster did not seem to have any injuries, but then Kashi noticed that her eyes were closed. There seemed to be some dried blood around her eyes.

Wait. Hold on. It could not be, right? Did Shokō injure Brilith’s eyes? Could she be blind!? If that was the case, Kashi could understand why it seemed like the two were intent on slaughtering each other. 

Aside from the two protagonists, the side characters were also engaged in a massive brawl. From what Kashi could gather, the fight seemed to primarily be between the Maggots and Silver Spear’s members.

Sonic’s Nature Vanguard was trying to mediate between the two, but after getting attacked by both sides, some of their members joined the fight, thereby increasing the chaos even more!

Kashi guiltily scratched his cheek as he surveyed the scene. 

The draconian knew he was partially responsible for this. Something must have sparked some enmity between the Maggots and Silver Spear on the third floor.

Then, the Wrath floor exacerbated the warriors’ violent emotions, causing them to eventually lash out and start a huge brawl. Unfortunately, Shokō did not understand the concept of holding back. She severely injured Brilith, which immediately started an all-out life-or-death battle. 

If Kashi arrived on this floor with the rest, everyone would have moved on to the next fight before those negative emotions could brew to such a dangerous state.

‘How do I stop this?’  Kashi did not think words would work at this stage. The accumulated wrath was too far gone.

‘Let me.’

Kashi hesitated, but he ultimately nodded and then closed his eyes. ‘Kashi’ then opened his eyes one second later, but the red eyes had turned cold and lifeless, like embers of smoldering coal that sucked away all the air.

However, that lifeless state only lasted for a moment before ‘Kashi’s’ eyes experienced a drastic shift. 

From smoldering coal, the eyes transformed into a blazing inferno. Kashi’s expression hardened even further as he growled softly, barely over a whisper, “Enough.”

Intense tremors akin to an earthquake suddenly ran through the room, causing everyone to lose their footing. Alongside the quake, Kashi’s low voice rang in their ears, like he was right next to them.

The battling parties turned to Kashi in unison. 

Any other person would have faltered under the ensuing pressure, but ‘Kashi’ coldly walked right into the middle of the group like it was his backyard. 

“Kashi?” Shokō tentatively called out as the draconian walked up to the roots that stood between her and Brilith. However, her heart palpitated when she noticed Kashi’s fiery gaze. “No. You’re not Kashi… Suzuki?”

Suzuki’s lips slightly curled up. “Good eye.” He then placed a hand on the vines as he turned to Brilith. “We do not have time for this—” As he spoke, blue flames poured out of his hands and instantly enveloped the vines, causing them to silently burn to ash. “Razznik’s summoning will be completed if we do not hurry.”

Suzuki sensed Brilith’s anger and revealed a horrifying grin. “I shall accompany you if you still seek a fight. But, bear in mind that on the Sin floors, emotion is power. If you are not certain that you are angrier than me, I would advise against it. Even I do not know what I am capable of right now.”

A bottle with a sky-blue liquid appeared in Suzuki’s hand. He tossed the bottle at Brilith, seemingly uncaring of whether she could see or not. “That is a rejuvenating elixir. It can even regrow lost limbs. Consider it my payment for our continued cooperation.”

Pa! A small vine caught the bottle mid-air and then delivered it to Brilith. The halben did not hesitate to drink it as if showing that she was not afraid of any petty tricks.

After drinking the potion, a bright aura suffused around Brilith, delivering with it a sweet, perfumed scent. Moments later, Brilith tentatively opened her eyes and was relieved to find her sight returned.

Brilith did not express gratitude, and Suzuki likewise did not bother with her.

Instead, he took out some more potions and distributed them among the other brawlers. Obviously, these were not as precious as the rejuvenating potion, but at the same time, they did not need to be. Unlike Brilith and Shokō, the others were not completely overcome by rage. They had the presence of mind to hold back a little and thus only had superficial injuries.

After healing everyone, Kashi, whose eyes had returned to normal, gave Shokō the Blight antidote and a healing potion.

“Thank you.” Shokō expressed her thanks before drinking the disgusting dark-green antidote. The swordswoman’s face scrunched up in disgust and she had to suppress her gag reflex as the liquid gushed down her throat.

Within a few seconds, the purple-colored injuries regained their color as the blight antidote absorbed all the poison in Shokō’s bloodstream. She then coughed up a clot of black-colored blood, and with that successfully expelled all the poison in her body.

After her treatment, Shokō drank the potion and revealed a sigh of relief as her injuries healed at a visible rate.

Kashi wanted to ask what happened between Shokō and Brilith but then decided against it. He did not want to accidentally trigger their rage.

Instead, he pointed at a stone arch that appeared once he entered the room. “Pay attention, because this information will save us time going forward.”

Kashi looked at everyone. After confirming he had their attention, he continued, “The Sin Floors are Oni Hill’s true test. The previous floors were added much later. Each floor is protected by a guardian who utilizes the corresponding sin to augment their abilities. I already told you all about how we will fight parallel copies of the guardian. The first person to enter that archway will fight the true body, whose strength will at least be tripled due to how many we have here.

“Normally, the strategy would be that the person in charge of fighting the main bodies stalls for time until enough of us can defeat their corresponding copies. This would weaken the real body, allowing said person to finally defeat them.”

Kashi shook his head. “Sadly, time is not on our side. Whoever is taking point needs to destroy the true body as fast as possible. Once the true body is defeated, everyone will get transported to another room like this one where another arch will await.

“However, for subsequent arches, we will only have ten seconds to decide who takes point before we get transported at random. Worst-case scenario, some of our weaker members are forced to face the true body. What’s worse, no one can take their place until they get killed.”

Kashi grunted. “Getting killed is good. The truly shitty thing will be if the guardian captures the challenger without killing them. At that point, we will be stuck in limbo for at least an hour before we get automatically reshuffled. I don’t have to tell you why this is bad for us, right?”

“This is a battle of time.” Sonic softly murmured. “If I were the Chaos Order, I would order my men to primarily capture, and only kill if their lives are in danger.”

“Indeed.” Kashi nodded. “So, we must decide now who will challenge the sin floors to reduce confusion later.” 

Kashi rubbed his eyes. “Unfortunately, there are more than seven people in our party, so we cannot challenge more than one floor per person.” Kashi saw their looks and revealed a wry smile, “Razznik added that stipulation to make sure that, in large parties, at least seven of the challengers had the right to challenge him.”

GrizzlyDiamond clucked his tongue. “I’ve been thinking this, but that Razznik is a real bastard!”

“Heh.” Kashi coldly chuckled but did not say anything. Instead, he turned to Sonic and Brilith. “The three of us are a given. Who do you pick for the other four? I nominate Syèl and Shokō on my end.” 

Kashi deliberately ignored Hektor’s expectant eyes. It was not that he did not have faith in Hektor, but rather, the youth had just gotten his new powers. He needed a period of stable growth and challenges to acclimatize himself to being a Dragoon.

This was not the time to throw Hektor into the deep end with an anvil tied around his neck. 

As for Zuri, Kashi was even less inclined to send her. The draconian had a soft spot for this innocent menace. Like any overprotective guardian, he willfully ignored her overwhelming strength, seeing her only as the little girl that liked climbing his shoulder and playing with his hair.

The sky would literally have to fall before Kashi considered putting Zuri in any form of extreme danger.

Aside from Shokō and Syèl, Shadow and Larsial were probably one of the deadliest people in the entire group. However, these two were assassins. Frontal battles did not suit them.

‘Speaking of which, Shadow keeps having head-on fights because he travels with me. I should find a chance to send him into the world to better hone his assassination skills.’  Kashi shook his head and then looked at Brilith and Sonic, who appeared to have come to a decision.

“I’ll take Gentle Breeze with me,” Sonic murmured. “Let him handle the Sin of Sloth.”

“Boss, why I do feel like this is a slight dig at me?” Gentle Breeze chided, but then said, “That’s fine. I’ll take care of that floor.”

“Great. Then I shall take lust,” Sonic said after a thought. Everyone glanced at him with suspicious eyes, but Sonic nonchalantly smiled.

“No issues,” Brilith stated after a thought. “I will conquer the Pride floor, while Rono takes the Gluttony floor.”

“Alright then.” Kashi raised three fingers. “That leaves Wrath, Greed, and Envy.” Kashi smiled and said, “I’ll kick us off with Wrath. Syèl can take Greed, and Shokō clears Envy. We are all fine with this arrangement?”

Everyone nodded, realizing they did not have time to waste.

“Good then.” Kashi smiled as he turned and walked into the screen of light under the stone arch. “See you all in a few minutes.”

As Kashi disappeared beyond the archway, the others’ bodies turned illusionary, like they were about to disappear from reality.

Having already experienced this when they got transported from the third floor, no one panicked. Instead, their gazes turned heavy as they prepared for the true test that was to come.

A short few seconds later, Kashi walked out into what can only be described as hell. A sea of flames enveloped a large hall. Twelve five-meter stone islands arranged in a 3 x 3 formation levitated above the flames, with gaps of about ten meters between them. 

Kashi’s sight traveled across the precarious landscape to see a robed figure seated on the center platform directly in front of him. 

As if sensing Kashi’s gaze, the robed figure sat up and snapped its fingers. Its robe instantly ignited and burned to ash, revealing a one-meter tall goblin whose eyes burned with intense, seething hatred.

“A goblin shaman?” Kashi’s eyes shone with interest. He habitually flexed his hand as he said through a dangerous grin, “Now, this isn’t something you get to see every day.”

            

    
        Chapter 267: An Impossible Dream

    
    
    
    
                GrizzlyDiamond grunted as he walked into the portal. He did not like the idea of cooperating with the Maggots – a feeling exacerbated by his earlier ‘battle’ against Syèl. Left to his own devices, GrizzlyDiamond would have crushed the Maggots a long time ago. Unfortunately, Brilith stated they needed to maintain surface-level cooperation. At least, until they defeated Skyrm and stopped the summoning.

Vwoosh! Despite the rampant thoughts, GrizzlyDiamond immediately regained focus once he appeared in a room filled with flames. The warrior observed the nine ‘stone islands’ that stood over the sea of flames and then looked at the robed figure at the center.

‘This place is very favorable to a mage.’  GrizzlyDiamond quickly took out a charm from his inventory and crushed it. Light spilled out from the charm, enveloping him in a runic shield that reduced magic damage by a third.

After completing his preparations, GrizzlyDiamond brandished a massive ax. 

Gulululu…  Sounds like rushing waves and dripping water filled the room once the ax appeared. The air suddenly turned moist, causing the flames to dim somewhat.

“Show yourself!” GrizzlyDiamond roared and then swung down. The warrior injected his mana into the ax, activating the embedded ancient runes. Mana rapidly gathered in the ax and then shot out in the form of twin sea serpents.

The ax’s innate ability rushed over the space between islands and crashed into the robed figure before they could react.

“Heh. Did I get them?” GrizzlyDiamond coldly examined the crash zone. Despite his seeming success, the warrior did not dare rashly jump onto the middle island. 

“Regrettable.” A cold voice dripping with malice coldly rang out.

GrizzlyDiamond looked up and was shocked to see a figure falling to the island. He then rapidly looked at the island and saw that only tatters from the robe remained on the platform. “Regrettable?” GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes burned with anger when the figure landed on the platform. “A thing like you dares to ambush me?”

“Thing?” The 1-meter tall goblin stood on the platform glared at the towering GrizzlyDiamond with incredible hostility and malice. His shoulders trembled, but it seemed to be more an attempt to control his anger than from fear. “Indeed. A Summoned’s arrogance is bone-deep. I am relieved to see you have not changed.”

The goblin’s hostility and sarcastic tone did not escape GrizzlyDiamond’s notice. He raised his ax and observed the goblin. “You seem to know me?”

“Does I know you?” The goblin’s lips spread as it let out a low chuckler. “Do I know you!?” The goblin’s laughter did not reach its eyes which were fixed on GrizzlyDiamond. “Yes, I do. I know you too well.”

GrizzlyDiamond was not fazed by the massive hostility. Instead, he smiled and asked, “So, who was it?”

“Who was what?”

“Who did I kill, obviously?” GrizzlyDiamond taunted the goblin while carefully examining the room in preparation for the upcoming fight. “Was it your brother? Your sister? Your wife, maybe?” The goblin’s sarcastic laughter suddenly ended. “You must understand, you’re not the first to seek vengeance, and you won’t be the la—”

“I, Bok, shall be the last,” The goblin declared as he raised his right hand. A clump of flames escaped from the flaming sea below and coalesced into a basketball-sized sphere that hovered over the goblin’s outstretched.

“Bok?” GrizzlyDiamond frowned. The name sounded familiar, but he could not remember where from. “You say that like it should mean something to me.”

Bok sneered. “It soon will.” Following those words, Bok injected his mana into the spherical flame.

Bwush!  The fireball suddenly expanded to over three meters wide!

“Die!” Bok threw the fireball with all he had. He wanted nothing more than to burn the terrible man across from him to dust. 

GrizzlyDiamond judged himself incapable of blocking the fireball with a single glance. Steeling his resolve, GrizzlyDiamond gathered his ki and swung down!

A brilliant ki-blade gushed out of his ax and smashed into the fireball.  Boom ! The fireball exploded, sending embers flying in every direction. 

GrizzlyDiamond did not celebrate. He took two steps backward and then raised his ax in a defensive position.  Bam!  The warrior’s eyes narrowed as he glared at the burning fist pressed against his ax. If he had been any slower, that strike would have melted his head!

“Rrah!” Enraged, GrizzlyDiamond pushed back, sending the much lighter Bok flying through the air. He then grabbed at the airborne goblin. He would crush this thing’s neck! 

Puft!  “What!?” GrizzlyDiamond stared in shock as his hands closed around nothing! 

The goblin suddenly burst into flaming embers, disappearing before he could grab hold. The warrior sensed a shift in the surrounding mana and turned to see Bok appearing on the middle platform.

“You can teleport?” GrizzlyDiamond questioned, but Bok predictably did not grace him with a response. The goblin, instead, replied by summoning many more fireballs. It appeared Bok decisively gave up close-quarters combat after the first failure. GrizzlyDiamond had to deal with a pissed-off mage’s aerial bombardment.

GrizzlyDiamond looked up with grim eyes. He finally acknowledged the goblin’s strength. No run-of-the-mill mage could summon multiple fireballs of that size. 

“Huuu~” GrizzlyDiamond softly released a breath. 

On the middle platform, Bok sensed GrizzlyDiamond’s aura beginning to surge. The goblin sneered, but he did not underestimate the warrior. He flicked his fingers, causing the fireballs to shoot down at blinding speed.

Boom! Boom! Boom!  The hall trembled under the constant bombardment as dozens of fireballs struck down on GrizzlyDiamond’s platform like artillery shells.

Bok did not repeat the warrior’s earlier error. He did not stop his bombardment even though GrizzlyDiamond should have perished by this point. Such was his rage.

“You damned goblin! Won’t you fucking stop!?” An angry roar exploded from GrizzlyDiamond’s platform. In the next breath, a towering shield burst out from the explosions. Its wielder was none other than GrizzlyDiamond whose armor was cracked in several places.

The warrior cut a sorry figure but GrizzlyDiamond did not seem to care. There was no trace of the boastful over-the-top personality. His eyes were cold, but bore the unbridled ferocity of a wild lion.

Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh!  “As I thought.” The airborne GrizzlyDiamond softly muttered as he looked down at several fireballs that shot up from the flaming sea. The gaps between the platforms were the real trap! Bok could easily shoot down any challenger that attempted to jump across. Only one fireball needed to hit. Once he killed their momentum, the challenger would undoubtedly fall into the flaming sea!

“Not bad for a goblin.” GrizzlyDiamond praised Bok as the numerous fireballs filled his vision. “But, in the end, you’re just a stupid goblin.” 

Pa! Pa!  GrizzlyDiamond ‘kicked’ the air to swiftly change his trajectory. As a result, several fireballs missed their target and smashed into the ceiling. Searing heat stung the warrior’s nose as flaming embers rained down around him.

GrizzlyDiamond did not let the heat deter him. He skillfully darted through the air, either dodging, blocking, or slashing the endless fireballs. Sweat sizzled on the warrior’s forehead as he pushed his concentration to the limits. 

Within the endless blaze, GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes suddenly burned with life. Finally, a small gap appeared in the bombardment. No being was omnipotent. Even simple spells like fireball required mana and computational abilities. The goblin might have either run out of mana or needed a moment to gather his thoughts to prevent himself from losing control. 

Either way, GrizzlyDiamond’s moment had arrived!

“In the end, you’re still a goblin,” GrizzlyDiamond muttered as he placed his shield in front of him, and then curled into a ball. Copious amounts of ki gathered in GrizzlyDiamond’s legs and then exploded! 

Boom!  

Like an apocalyptic meteor, the warrior shot down to Bok’s platform. Cracks streaked across the sturdy platform as the shockwave sent Bok flying. 

GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes erupted with a daunting light as he raised his ax and then slammed it against the ground. 

Bok had just landed when the ground shuddered, causing him to lose his balance.

GrizzlyDiamond, meanwhile, did not waste time raising his ax. As soon as the strike connected, he burst forward with [Charge], appearing before Bok in an instant.

Stunned, Bok could not react as GrizzlyDiamond reached out and grabbed his throat.

“Caught you, you little rat,” GrizzlyDiamond revealed a grotesque grin as he lifted the goblin by his throat. GrizzlyDiamond was ecstatic. From the start, he’d felt like the goblin was looking down on him. He would quickly rectify that disrespect. With these thoughts in mind, GrizzlyDiamond sneered at the goblin. “Any last words?”

Despite his words, GrizzlyDiamond squeezed his grip, intending to snap the goblin’s neck. He would not give the slippery bugger a chance to escape.

Vwoosh!

GrizzlyDiamond’s eyes widened in shock when his hand slipped through Bok’s throat, ultimately grasping nothing. He looked at the still floating goblin with startled concern but was met with a snide, wrathful glare.

“Until the end, you still looked down on me just because I am a goblin!?” Red-hot, angry flames burst out of Bok’s eyes as he glared at the warrior. Following this, his entire body transmogrified into a goblin-shaped flame. “Fine, then. Let me show you the error of your ways. Feel the vengeance of a hundred burning souls!”

As Bok roared, the entire floor trembled with indignant rage. Cracks rushed along the ceiling and walls, as an oppressive aura consumed the entire room.

GrizzlyDiamond, sensing the rapid changes, moved to grab Bok once again. This time, he coated his hand with powerful ki. As a vanguard, he often had to fight ethereal creatures. He could not always rely on a mage to strike them down, so he had long since learned how to coat his weapons and body with ki.

Bok’s rebuke was correct. In a normal raid, GrizzlyDiamond would never dare grab an enemy without protecting himself with a layer of ki. After all, who knew whether they had poisonous hides or had an ethereal physique. 

Unfortunately, GrizzlyDiamond instinctively looked down on Bok’s goblin status, so he did not take the goblin seriously. This gave Bok the chance to escape.

Of course, Bok only let himself get captured so easily to spit on GrizzlyDiamond’s arrogance.

Amidst his roar, Bok sneered at GrizzlyDiamond. “HA!” With a loud shout, every flame in the hall instantly transformed to a chilling blue. 

Boom!  
‎ A powerful explosion erupted from Bok and blasted GrizzlyDiamond several meters back, nearly sending him rolling off the platform.

As luck would have it, GrizzlyDiamond instinctively grabbed his ax which was still stabbed into the ground, just about preventing himself from flying over the edge.

Unfortunately, the danger had far from passed. 

No one could walk away from a close-range explosion unscathed—even more so when that explosion involved Tier-3 blue flames. 

GrizzlyDiamond stifled a pained cry as he struggled to contain the intense pain. His armor had melted in several places, the remnants sizzling against his charred skin. Cracks in the armor revealed angry red and black splotches over the damaged skin.

“How fortunate.” Bok sarcastically remarked as he landed next to the warrior. “Your death should not be so easy.” With those words, Bok stomped on GrizzlyDiamond’s head. His flaming foot melted the helmet as the warrior’s head smashed into the earth.

“I will make you feel pain.” Bok’s cold vengeance-filled voice filled GrizzlyDiamond with dread. 

GrizzlyDiamond wanted to escape, but Bok had other ideas. The goblin bent down and placed his hand on GrizzlyDiamond’s head. The goblin tribe’s burning corpses reflected in Bok’s eyes as he muttered a single word, “Burn.”

“ARGH!” GrizzlyDiamond let out a gut-wrenching cry as blue flames consumed him in an instant. The flames melted his armor without resistance and then roasted his skin. 

“Do not worry. I won’t let you perish so easily.” Bok meticulously controlled the flames so they burned off GrizzlyDiamond’s skin in tiny, excruciating layers. 

When had GrizzlyDiamond ever faced torture like this? He was indeed one of the few ‘elite’ who willingly played on near-maximum pain settings. But usually, he would at worst suffer a stab wound of five. Nothing he had ever faced compared to being slowly roasted alive. 

Despite all his bravado, GrizzlyDiamond was a simple gamer at the end of the day.

“Kill me! Please kill me!” Within seconds, the squirming warrior shed tears as he begged for the pain to end. In his panic, he had completely forgotten he could log out.

Fortunately, the system recognized his distress and promptly began the process to force-log him out. If it went through, he would not be able to log in for another five days (24 hours in the real world.)

“You damned coward.” Bok’s eyes blazed with fury at the warrior’s begging. “A pathetic creature like you wiped out my clan!?” Enraged, the goblin raised his arm and balled his hand into a fist. He’d had enough. It wasn’t even worth torturing a coward. “Just die!” 

Bok struck at GrizzlyDiamond’s head with all his might.

Whoosh!  
‎ Shockingly, Bok’s fists phased through GrizzlyDiamond’s head at the last moment. The goblin suddenly turned around and looked at ‘something’ beyond the room with a heated gaze. “No! Just a little longer! No!”

Despite his cries, the reality was cruel.

Bok’s body rapidly turned translucent. The goblin gritted his teeth and bore GrizzlyDiamond’s crumpled, sniveling form into his brain. “To think you had the audacity to look down on goblins. You’re even less than a rat. Stay alive. One day, I’ll come not just for your head, but everyone you know. Until then…” Bok bent over and whispered into GrizzlyDiamond’s ear. “Be wary of flames.”

With those final words, Bok’s body completely disappeared. Shortly after, GrizzlyDiamond also disappeared, transported to the next floor.

***

A Few Seconds Earlier

“H-How!? This is impossible”

“Ah, don’t worry. This isn’t your fault or anything. You’re pretty strong. You just got the worst matchup in history.”

Within one of the test halls, Bok indignantly cried out in disbelief as he lay on the ground, pressed beneath a dragon’s foot.

The culprit, Kashi, chuckled as Bok’s blue flames periodically washed over him. Unfortunately for the goblin, the deadly flames were akin to a warm sauna for the draconian. The chilling blue harmlessly bounced off Kashi’s domineering obsidian scales.

Despite his amusement, Kashi did not forget he was on the clock. He increased the pressure on his foot and coldly questioned, “So, do you surrender or not? I’ll kill you if I have to.”

Bok gritted his teeth. Shame and anger washed over him in equal measures. Once again, he felt like he had returned to that moment when GrizzlyDiamond massacred his clan. He was just as helpless despite all the power he had been granted. 

Nothing had changed! “You better kill me now. Or else I will definitely kill you later.”

Kashi raised a brow in surprise. “Why should I kill you? Do you and I have any personal enmity? I know I’m going against your guild, but you did your part and lost. Rather than die needlessly, wouldn’t it be smarter to train more so you can better help your guild next time? Could it be that you hate me personally?”

“Hate you?” Bok’s eyes burned with unshed tears. “I hate you! Not just you! All you damned Summoned! I hate all of you! I won’t rest until you’re all destroyed!”

“Stop dreaming.” 

“What!?” Bok’s breath caught in his throat at Kashi’s sudden cold tone. 

“Let me guess. You are pissed off because some Summoned carelessly slaughtered your family or friends?” Kashi smirked at Bok’s silence. “You’re hardly the first goblin to display above-average intelligence, and you won’t be the last.”

“What are you talking about?” Bok’s gaze trembled. There were others like him?

Kashi sighed as he crossed his arms. “This is making me feel nostalgic. No, is it really nostalgia if it’s someone else’s memory?” The draconian shook his head and then looked at Bok. “Here’s the deal. Have you ever wondered how a cow would feel if it gained intelligence? Do you think it would hate all living things because we kill and eat its brethren for meat?”

“Are you comparing goblins to cows?” Bok angrily growled. He could not bear the blatant insult.

“No. But to the rest of the world, there’s no difference between the both of you.” Kashi paused and added after a thought, “Well, at least cows are beneficial for their meat. Goblins, on the other hand, not so much.”

“What do you expect? We need to do whatever we can to survive!”

“So, you’re certain that goblins would behave if allowed into cities?”

“Well, that…”

Kashi did not laugh at Bok. He could not blame the goblins for their inborn limitations. That would be like blaming a wolf for howling, or a lion for hunting. Goblins were instinctual creatures. By nature, they snatched and stole whatever they wanted. They lacked remorse and empathy, so they could never coexist with any other species.

“Instead of wasting time on a meaningless thing like trying to kill every Summoned, why don’t you look into ways to improve the goblins’ intellect.” Kashi tapped Bok’s skull with his foot. “The fact that you exist means that it is possible for the goblins to take one more step on the evolutionary scale. You can consider communication to be the goblins’ starting line. If goblins can’t even communicate, how the hell can you save them?”

“I—”

“You don’t believe me?” Kashi smirked. “What if I told you that the orcs were even worse than goblins at one point? They could only kill and conquer, forever consumed by rage and instinctual bloodlust. Now, those same orcs who would even resort to cannibalism to stave off hunger now have settlements and communities. It took one brave orc to save their entire kind from their previous lifestyle. You could try doing the same for the goblins.”

Bok’s heart faltered. Indeed, he always knew from a corner of his heart that he could never truly kill all the Summoned. For one, they were immortal creatures that would just return in a different body. Secondly, they were scarily strong. Much stronger than most Residents. Bok’s quest was a glorified suicide mission.

But what if he changed his focus? Bok wondered if he could really save his race. Bok pictured the halls of the Sacred Land. Several races proudly walked through those halls without prejudice or judgment, each contributing to the Order’s ultimate goal. What if, one day, goblins could also walk proudly among those halls, interacting freely with the other races.

Bok’s heart suddenly quickened. What started as a seedling suddenly sprouted into a magnificent dream he could not look away from.

Before he could stop himself, Bok murmured, “H-how can I—”

“I don’t know.” Kashi mercilessly doused Bok with cold water. “Heh, wouldn’t it be too convenient if I had your answer?” Kashi chuckled and then said, “You can read, right? Go find a library, scour ancient records, question those old fogeys, explore ancient sites—I don’t know. Just do whatever it takes until you’ve exhausted every single avenue. IF you still can’t find an answer, consider finding a way to contact a god or archdemon for help.”

Suddenly, Kashi frowned and shook his head. “On second thought, scratch that. Do not ask any gods or archdemons. Those guys’ help always comes with strings. It’s better to find a way on your own. If you need muscle, you can also consider hiring my guild.” Kashi chuckled and tapped Bok’s back with his foot. “So, sounds like you have a mission. Do you want to surrender now?”

Bok was silent for a few seconds and then muttered. “…You are the strangest person I’ve ever met.”

“Thank you.”

Defeated, Bok could only shake his head and mutter, “I surrender.”

“You made the right choice.” Kashi chuckled and then raised his foot as he began to turn translucent.

Freed from the crushing pressure, Bok sat up and stared at the disappearing draconian. “Kashi of the Maggots. I cannot easily shred my hatred of your kind, but I am grateful for the light you have given me. It may prove to be a fool’s errand, but for the first time, I have a reason to live beyond vengeance.” Bok swallowed a breath, and then said, “My name is Bok. Please remember it. Though we may once again meet as enemies, you will never be my enemy.”

“How convoluted,” Kashi complained with a chuckle. “See you when I see you, Bok. Do not worry. I’ll spare your life after beating you next time too.”

Bok could not help himself. He burst out laughing as they both disappeared from the room. 

            

    
        Chapter 269: A Vampire's Greed

    
    
    
    
                
“Hehe, that was even faster than Kashi’s run,” Syèl remarked with a laugh as the invaders appeared in the lobby. He looked at Shokō, whose relaxed shoulders, subtle smile and tranquil gaze suggested she had undergone something significant. Unfortunately, with the handful of seconds they had, he could not dig out the truth.

Sensing Syèl’s gaze, Shokō chuckled and nodded at him. “I’m fine. Get a move on before the random teleportation starts up.”

Having confirmed that Shokō’s change wasn’t negative, Syèl gave a mock salute, and then confidently pushed open the door, revealing the portal. “Alright guys, don’t get too comfortable. We’ll be out soon!” With those extremely boastful words, Syèl walked into the portal with a sardonic grin.

Whoosh!

Syèl blinked as he shook the portal’s disorienting effects, and then took in his surroundings. He seemed to have appeared on a giant desert plain. The scorching desert sun bore down unbearably on him, its judgmental light weakening his vampiric blood. Fortunately, Syèl was a Vampiric Prince or else, he wouldn’t have been able to confidently deal with the holy sun’s debilitating effects.

“Where can I find a couple of Elder Dragons?” Syèl could not wait until he advanced to Vampire King. By then, he would be completely immune to the sun. Well, it wasn’t like Elder Dragons would fall from the sky on command.

“HAHAHA! Twerp! Are you paralyzed from fear!? Don’t worry. I’ll play with you for a few hours before I kill you.”

Syèl’s brow slightly rose as he glanced at the abnormality within the sand ocean. A giant stone castle stood at the distance. A bronze-skinned, bear-like cerulean stood atop the tallest tower gazing down at the distant Syèl with a proud sneer. 

The cerulean, with biceps larger than Syèl’s head, chuckled as he spread out his hand and gestured toward the vampire. “How do you like my Greed!? Your puny clans can never match a conqueror’s greed.”

Syèl cast a gaze across the hundreds of thousands of bear-like ceruleans who stood guard around the castle. That’s right, they were all clones of the cerulean Primate. Syèl guessed that the man had a cloning ability that was further augmented by Greed’s floor.

Syèl gained a rudimentary understanding of the Sin Floor’s rules from Kashi’s explanation and the previous two floors. Each floor enhanced any ability that complimented the floor’s sin.

Wrath transformed the goblin’s burning flame, Envy enhanced its primate’s illusion, transformation and mind-reading abilities to improve their ability to instill Envy in the invaders. Following this train of logic, it made sense that Greed enhanced the Primate’s cloning ability. After all, every conqueror was greedy for territory and soldiers above all!

On any other occasion, Syèl might have been apprehensive. However, faced with the unreasonable odds, the vampire’s lips slightly curled upward.

“Do you know why greed is very dangerous?” Syèl casually spoke despite being at least four kilometers away from the castle. Evidently, he was not concerned that the Primate would not hear him.

“Haha… It’s true, what they say. You Maggots are too arrogant.” The Primate’s amused response proved Syèl’s conjecture correct. “What, do you think you can defeat my clones because they are weaker than me? Indeed, my clones are usually only a tenth of my true strength. But, have you forgotten I am currently empowered by my doppelgangers battling your friends?” 

The Primate flexed his chest and playfully wagged his finger at the distant halben. “Don’t shit your pants, but each of my clones are currently just as strong as my original strength! Do you know what that means?” The Primate’s voice grew heated and more boisterous as he happily screamed at the distant halben. “Right now, you are facing one hundred thousand Primates! Hahaha! Are you shaking yet? Don’t pass out now, the best is yet to come.” The Primate laughed sardonically as he revealed, “Thanks to the Greed realm, my clones have fully materialized in flesh and blood! They won’t crumble from a simple blow! Haha—”

“And there it is,” Syèl interrupted with a cheeky grin as he began walking toward the army. His steps looked simple, but each time his feet moved, he seemed to move across several meters at once. “The greatest downfall of greed. You just never know when to stop. You’ll keep striving for more until you destroy yourself or everything around you.”

“Have you gone made from fear?” The Primate sneered at the approaching halben. Chaos Order’s intelligence did not have too many details about Syèl. From the last report, he appeared to be a powerful mage that wreaked havoc in large armies. 

However, the Primate was not worried. No matter how strong Syèl was, even he would quickly run out of mana if he had to fight off tens of thousands of Primates.

“It would have been enough to improve your cloning ability.” Syèl continued, ignoring the Primate’s outburst. “Even I would have had a rough time battling thousands of clones. I’m not a fountain of mana, after all.” 

“But, you did not stop there, did you?” Syèl’s yellow eyes hardened and his grin widened once he was within three kilometers of the nearest clone. “You just had to turn your clones into real flesh and blood. Your greed has destroyed you.”

Despite being four whole kilometers away, protected by thousands of clones and a giant castle, the Primate suddenly felt his skin crawl. Wait. Did he overlook something? Could Syèl somehow defeat his thousands of clones? 

No. That was absurd! Not even their Queen could confidently take on these many clones, let alone a single halben.

Having shaken off his doubt, the Primate’s confidence soared. “Hahaha! Nice try!” The Primate’s voice boomed across the desert with increased strength. “You almost made me lose faith for a second. But alas, you’re not intimidating enough. What now? If you go on your knees and beg, I might grant you a swift dea—"

As if taking pity on the Primate’s ignorance, Syèl gamely explained, “I’m a vampire.”

“Vampire?” The Primate’s brow shot up in surprise at the unfamiliar term. Vampires, much like werewolves and dragons, were beings of legend. Pre-calamity scrolls told tales about these pridefyl beings that ruled over large territories.

Unfortunately, even the Chaos Order lacked full records on Vampiric abilities. Perhaps only the higher-ups had in-depth knowledge of these elusive species.

Even within the Hopeful Maggots, only Kashi and the most senior personnel knew that Syèl was a vampire. The dwarven battle only reinforced Syèl’s image as a powerful mage because he always used spells that talented mages could emulate. As a result, the various forces’ spies within the Maggots never uncovered this crucial fact.

That gap in intelligence could be very fatal in the right circumstances.

Just like now.

“Who cares if you’re a vampire?” The Primate chuckled. “Do you think that you’ll recover if you drink my clones’ blood? Haha! I’ll just crush you before you do!”

“I see. You’re actually stupid.” Syèl suddenly burst out in laughter. He did not bother to hide his ability as he raised his hand to the sky. “[Minor Meteora]!” The excruciatingly long spell he had been chanting in his mind suddenly came to the fore!

Following his shout, Syèl’s skin suddenly shrunk, turning dried and desiccated as he lost over eighty percent of his blood at once. The weakened vampire resembled a mummy who would crumble to dust with a gust of wind.

Despite his precarious state, Syèl’s grin only grew wider and he kept walking toward the distant army even as a ten-meter mandala appeared in the skies above.

Vwoosh! Without any ceremony, a ten-meters long boulder shot of the mandala with the speed of a comet, toward the army below.

At that speed, there was no doubt that the impact would leave a crater at least a kilometer large. It would undoubtedly wipe out the massive army!

“Haha! Was this your best shot?” Surprisingly, the Primate burst out laughing as he looked at the falling meteor. The ultimate spell, which was a nightmare to all forces only elicited a sneer. “Any other time, I might have been scared of it, but now…”

The Primate waved his hand, and ten thousand clones leaped into the sky in unison. The clones gathered under the falling meteor, and pulled back their left hands. 

Syèl’s gaze twinkled with intrigue as he sensed a massive formation gather around the clones. It seemed like they gathered their energies, synergizing as one to create a tremendous force. Syèl could sense that the resultant energy was not as simple as an addition of their individual energies. Rather they seemed to have joined into something greater than the sum of their parts. 

In layman terms, rather than 1+1=2, the formation somehow produced 1+1=3. 

It was an impressive feat that even Syèl respected. There was no way the halben could face that combined force head-on. 

Of course, such an abominable skill had its downsides. First and foremost, it completely drained the clones, leaving them without any drop of ki. As a result, they would be useless for the rest of the battle. 

The Primate did not commission any more clones precisely because he wanted to avoid exhausting his entire army. Besides, a punch from ten-thousand primates should be enough to stop even a natural disaster like a meteor… right?

On the ground, just barely a kilometer from the army, Syèl revealed a smirk. “Wrong.”  
‎ The Primate’s combined ki created a giant fist that struck the incoming meteor.

BOOM!

Wild winds buffeted the environment, sending several clones flying. Clumps of sand rose from the desert and then hardened around Syèl’s leg, preventing him from getting tossed around by the wind.

The Primate on the tower erected ki-shield in time, protecting him from the winds. However, he did not relax as an unbelievable sight greeted his eyes.

The great punch struck the meteor head-on, but it failed to stop its descent! 

However, the strike seemed to shake something significant as the meteor’s appearance blurred and then shattered like a glass screen had been shattered. 

The Primate’s eyes widened with hatred and shock when he sensed several magical fluctuations around the revealed black stone. The Primate was no mage, but he recognized the magic fluctuations. They were Strengthening Magic from the Alteration school of magic. 

Strengthening magic temporarily boosted the physical properties of an object. The spell’s potency was directly proportional to how much mana the caster imbued. Theoretically, this meant that with enough mana, one could strengthen a piece of paper to cut diamond. 

Unfortunately, it was not so easy in reality. Not only did strengthening objects past a certain level require astronomical amounts of mana, but the spell’s effects only lasted for a few seconds. As a result, the Strengthen spell was not widely used.

However, to the Primate’s shock, the mana-guzzling spell covered the entire meteor! He could not begin to fathom the amount of mana needed to accomplish such a feat. How could Syèl contain so much mana!? Was he some sort of god?

Syèl naturally did not allay the Primate’s curiosity. However, the reason was much more modest than the Primate feared. 

As a vampire, Syèl converted blood to mana. Furthermore, Syèl’s recent evolution to Vampire Prince granted him the ability to store vast amounts of blood to for future use. The vampire spent the days since he parted ways with Kashi hunting monsters to build up his reserves. Currently, he could store almost triple his maximum blood as reserves.

One would assume this was enough to crown Syèl as the most powerful being amongst the Summoned. Unfortunately, this power came at a great cost.

“Let me give you a history lesson,” Syèl leisurely spoke as he watched twenty thousand clones jump into the sky to intercept the meteor. At their level, both Syèl and the Primate could speak several sentences in the span of a second. “Vampires were once considered to be one of the apex predators in the world. Yet, despite their strength, the vampires’ numbers barely reached a million worldwide at the peak of their existence. Of that number, over eighty-five percent didn’t even qualify as Vampire Barons. Do you know why?”

The Primate sneered, ignoring the rambling halben as he instructed his clones to launch another attack. Now that he knew the meteorite’s true strength, he was confident they could stop it.

Syèl continued, seemingly unfazed by the Primate’s indifference. With a laugh, the vampire spread his arms as he laughed with ridicule, “Blood! You have no idea how much blood vampires need to sustain themselves! Every single day, we have to consume a lot of blood just to remain alive. If we don’t, we end up looking like this.” Syèl revealed a bitter smile as he raised his desiccated arm. “At severe levels, our bodies will even shutdown until we can supply our bodies with new blood. What’s worse, the amount of blood we need, just to survive exponentially increases with every rank.”

“I’m a Vampire Prince.” Syèl pointed at himself as he let out a sardonic laugh. “I’m only two ranks away from Vampire Lord. Do you have any idea just how much blood I need to live, let alone fight?”

The Primate frowned. He could not understand the point of Syèl’s rambling, but he kept his attention on the falling meteor. By this point, the twenty-thousand clones had reached the meteor and were pooling their strengths for a counter-blow.

“It’s astronomical!” Syèl’s yelled with widened eyes as he exaggeratedly waved his arms. “Astronomical, I tell you! I have to store a lot of blood in advance, or else I can’t even survive a single day, even with my fast blood regeneration. That’s why there were only a handful of Vampire Princes, even at the apex of the Vampires rule. There isn’t enough blood in the world to sustain many high-level vampires!”

BOOM!

The Primate revealed a complacent smile when the clones’ punch struck the meteorite. Unlike the last time, the strike managed to kill off ninety-percent of the meteorite’s momentum. Even though they did not completely stop it, the ‘meteorite’ was nothing more than a heavy rock falling to the ground. At most, the ground would quake a little. 

To be safe however, he sent another ten-thousand clones to replace the previous twenty-thousand. This time, they would pool their strengths and utterly shatter the meteorite to harmless chunks.

With his victory in sight, the Primate finally spared Syèl some attention. “So? Is therea point to all this rambling? Do you want to buy time to regain some mana? Don’t worry, go ahead. I will let you do as you wish.” 

“Heh, how kind of you.” Syèl sarcastically laughed. But then a dangerous light twinkled in his eyes. “What’s my point, you ask? Let me reply with a question of my own. Do you remember this floor’s Sin?”

“Greed.” Syèl did not give the Primate a chance to answer. “You already know the Greed floor empowers any ability or spell that shares affinity with that sin.” 

Psh.

The sand around Syèl’s legs crumbled as the vampire took a step forward. His aura suddenly transformed, turning incredibly malevolent and dark as indescribable bloodthirst blew over the desert.

“What!?” The Primate involuntarily trembled as hair along his arms and legs stood straight. It felt like a predator had locked onto him, and ran its sloppy tongue across his skin as if checking the quality of its meal.

“My need for blood. Endless rivers of blood.” Syèl’s grin grew increasingly demonic as his steps slowly quickened. “Do you think there’s any being that’s greedier than I am right now?”

“Wait—Stop!” The Primate suddenly sensed a huge threat. He quickly ordered the clones in the sky to return post-haste!

“Too late.” Syèl eyes flashed as he snapped his fingers. “Explode!”

BOOOOM!  
‎ Blinding Light blasted over the skies, followed shortly by a thunderous explosion that nearly deafened every living being.

Whoosh! Whoosh!  Several whistling sounds followed the explosion as tiny chunks of meteorite scattered across the sky at breakneck speeds.  

Puchi! Puchi!  The initial thirty thousand clones who had expended their ki did not stand a chance. The unforgiving artillery strike turned them into honeycombs, causing the thousands of bodies to fall from the sky.

Tens of thousands of bodies rained down in tandem—a gruesome sight to behold, but that was only the beginning.

The batch of ten thousand that wanted to blast the meteorite also got caught up in the explosion. Barely half of them managed to erect their ki-shields in time. Unfortunately, many failed, causing them to break down under the relentless assault. 

Meanwhile Syèl leisurely raised his hand and chanted with a deadly smile, “[Dawn Pelmut!]”

Blurksh!

The world turned red!
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The noble vampire race had ingested blood ever since their creation several millennia past. In their early days, vampires could only drink blood directly from their prey. This was both inefficient, and severely lacking in elegance for the proud race. To combat this inefficiency, several old vampires performed various research until they created the [Dawn Pelmut] skill. This skill solely served to absorb large amounts of blood from their prey. 

While, it would have been more efficient to harvest blood directly from living creatures, the conscious lifeforce prevented them from seizing control. Hence, vampires could only control either the blood of the deceased or blood separated from its original owner. 

[Dawn Pelmut], this basic skill, soon became the foundation of all future Blood Arts. 

However, although Dawn Pelmut seemed simple, that was only on a small scale. Vampires were the most feared creatures on large battlefields for a reason. Their lethality was akin to a snowball tumbling down the mountainside. 

Once the ball started rolling, it could no longer be stopped. A tiny snowball would inevitably balloon into a giant unstoppable ball.

“I-Impossible!” At the moment, the Primate facing Syèl finally understood a vampire’s true terror!

Tens of thousands of dead clones exploded in unison, causing a torrent of bloody rain to fall from the sky. Shockingly, those millions of droplets paused midway, and then rapidly coagulated to form hundreds of three-meter spheres.

Syèl looked at the hundreds of floating spheres with a snarky grin. Normally, he would never be able to control this much blood, but the Greed floor boosted his control over blood to insane levels in an attempt to satisfy his insatiable ‘greed.’

Syèl only admired his handiwork for a brief second before he flicked his finger downward. Following this benign action, the blood spheres shot down towards the Primate’s clone army with blinding speed.

The Primate’s clones did not sit idly by. They quickly launched all sorts of attacks at the blood spheres. Ki-blades, elemental attacks and more shot towards the incoming projectiles. The spheres may be fast, but they fell on a straight line. The Primate strongly believed he could destroy or at least weaken a vast majority before they fell.

Unfortunately, he could not have been any more wrong!

Whoosh!  The Primate stared in shock as the blood spheres suddenly performed evasive maneuvers, dodging the opposing projectiles with shocking ease. The Primate stared at the distant Syèl with fear and shock in his eyes. He could tell that the vampire was a manually controlling the spheres – but that was impossible!

No hume should be able to independently control so many things at the same time!

How could the Primate have known that Syèl’s brain was far from normal. The augmented young man could control dozens of gladiator mechs to engage in combat. Compared to the gladiators’ complex visual, auditory and sensory overload, controlling a bunch of balls to dodge left and right was like rocket engineering to basic addition and subtraction. 

Syèl faced no difficulties at all!

Realizing this, the Primate wanted to order a portion of his clones to charge at the vampire. Unfortunately, due to the vast distance between them, the clones would never make it in time. The Primate’s timewasting tactics firmly bit him in the butt!

Syèl, oblivious to the Primates’ frustrations, grinned when the spheres finally fell in the clones’ midst. Due to the spheres’ liquid nature, there was no massive explosion or crater. In fact, only a few dozen unlucky clones died on impact from being swallowed by the spheres. 

Syèl did not give the Primate a chance to ponder. He balled his palm into a fist and muttered, [Thorn Forest!] 

Blurksh! The blood spheres exploded! Several spike-like tendrils shot out from the spheres and stabbed into the nearby clones. Moments later, the clones visibly shrunk and their skins rapidly turned white and dessicated. Sure enough, the blood spheres completely drained the clones’ blood in a matter of milliseconds.

The spheres’ thorns did not stop there though. Several thorns shot out of each pierced body to stab even more clones. Sometimes, the blood thorns would hit another, and then merge before continuing onwards in search of more bodies. In the blink of an eye, a massive network of interconnected thorns spread cut across the battlefield.

Panicked clones rapidly took to the skies in an attempt to dodge the spreading forest. Unfortunately, the thorns seemed to sense these escaping clones and shot towards the sky. Pained cries rang out as the thorns found their targets, mercilessly impaling and then draining the fleeing clones.

Atop his castle, the Primate’s eyes widened in fear. His shivering hands crushed sections of the battlement as he squeezed in disbelief. What was this!? What was happening!? 100,000; 80,000, 40,000, 5000, 200. The Primate felt the connection to his clones rapidly dwindle, until… 

“Zero…” The Primate weakly muttered the unbelievable number. “Zero… There’s no one left.” The Primate seemed to age one hundred years as he stared feebly at the forest of blood thorns that slowly surrounded the castle on all sides. 

Krshhh… The squirming thorns eerily pulsated like a beating heart as the grew over, and then connected above the castle, firmly blocking all escape routes.

“Hehehe, what do you think? Don’t you wish you killed me quickly now?”

The Primate shivered as he looked down at Syèl, who at some unknown point now stood less than one hundred meters away from the wall. Looking at the vampire’s cocky grin, the Primate was filled with regret. Why did he try to prolong the time!? He should have overwhelmed the vampire with numbers the first chance he got!

The Primate could not be blamed for his miscalculation. Only a handful of vampires rarely appeared on Destia since the Calamity. As a result, information on their true powers and terrors were scarce to the point of non-existence. Against anyone else, the Primate’s timewasting tactics would verily likely have seen some success.

Unfortunately, ignorance was no excuse, and there was no pill for regret. 

Fortunately, the Primate noticed that Syèl’s haggard appearance as the latter neared. The vampire’s skin stuck to his bones. And his excessively pale and sallow complexion revealed he was not in the best of shape.

Suddenly, the Primate sensed hope! Had that skill completely drained Syèl? It made sense. No ordinary hume could control that amount of blood and come out unscathed! 

Ptlch! Just as the Primate began to plan his attack, his eyes trembled as one of the thorn branches suddenly stabbed into Syèl’s back.

What happened? Did the vampire lose control of his spell? 

Although the Primate desperately wished for this outcome, he intuitively knew it was impossible. As if to confirm his foreboding thoughts, Syèl continued walking despite the blood thorn stabbing into his back.

The Primate’s eyes twitched as color rapidly returned to the vampire’s skin with every step. The vampire ravenously devoured blood from the forest, causing his body to quickly return to its peak state, and even beyond. 

Syèl’s eyes flashed as power swelled in his muscles. Within a few seconds, he reached full saturation, and was unable to absorb any more. This was not surprising. After all, this was the blood of hundreds of thousands of Primate-level clones. He would explode if he attempted to absorb it all.

However, this did not mean that Syèl had to abandon the rest. He absorbed the energy into his Blood Arts comprehension. He hoped this massive amount would kickstart his ascension to Vampire Lord. 

Syèl’s eyes twitched when he sensed the rate of comprehension. At the current rate, all of this blood would barely reach 1% of the required energy. Now he could understand why he was told to prioritize quality over quantity, and also why there were only a handful of Vampire Lords in all of recorded history. 

The amount of energy required to ascend to the next level was insane! Syèl estimated that he would have to absorb the entire planet’s population if he wanted to reach his goal. Of course, it was not like the world would just sit back and let him do that.

Syèl shook his head to clear his mind, and then smirked as he looked up at the shivering Primate. Unsurprisingly, the Primate’s face had gone pale with despair.

Syèl smirked. He would have enjoyed toying with the poor man some more, but he was on a deadline. So, with a regretful smile, he waved his finger. Immediately, over half of the blood cage gushed out and charged towards the Primate.

“I surrender!” Sensing his impending doom, the Primate did not hesitate to cry out in terror. What a joke! That blood tsunami contained the energy of several thousands of himself. He would take the temporary humiliation in exchange for another chance.

Following his proclamation, the Primate’s body immediately turned immaterial, causing the blood wave to harmlessly pass through him before shattering the castle to pieces.

The Primate’s eyes trembled as he looked at the destruction. He then glared at the grinning vampire. “My name is Holmberg Tran. I will remember you.”

“I would forget you if I could,” Syèl snapped back as Holmberg slowly disappeared. For what it was worth, Oni Hill’s protection services were indeed top-notch.

With the guardian gone, Syèl soon felt a dimension pull about to suck him out of the realm. He swiftly used the bulk of the remaining blood to supplement his Blood Arts Mastery, and then condensed the rest into a basketball-sized globe that hung by his side. Fortunately, Oni Hill recognized the vampire’s blood receptacle as a part of him, so the dimensional pull also worked on the ball.

Syèl relaxed upon realizing the blood receptacle would also work on him, and thus allowed himself to get transported from the realm. Hehe, he could not wait to see the look on Shokō’s face. Everyone must have faced the same thousands of guardians, right? Would they be shocked that he still finished it so quickly?

Syèl chuckled as he realized the his thoughts’ strange direction. “Did I say I was greedy for blood? Who am I kidding?” As the young man disappeared, he cast a glance at the ruined castle. “Being a ruler? What use is that? I’m greedy for time. Just a little more time to spend with those idiots. I’ve already gained so much, but this little greed should be fine, right?”

Whoosh~

Unfortunately, only billowing winds answered the vampire’s question as he formally exited the third Sin Floor. A little greed isn’t always a bad thing…right?

***

Clop! Clop! Clop!  The sounds dashing hooves echoed in the chaotic forest as a group of adventurers thundered their way through. Shockingly, however, these group’s path seemed to be headed towards Oni Hill’s battlefield despite the majority of other groups focusing on looting abandoned dungeons and graves.

“Are you certain you are up for the task? This will be difficult, even for me. It is not too late to pull out.”

At the head of the group, Stryke, riding on Hogosha’s back, frowned at the rink. Absalon’s concern made sense. This was a near suicide mission, but he needed to, and could accomplish this mission, so he had no doubt in his mind.

“I’m sure, Absalon-san. Isn’t it just eliminating a Lich Boss? We can handle it. Isn’t that right, Gosha?” 

“We will do our best to complete the mission, Absalon-san,” asserted Hogosha. But, he then playfully added, “At the very least, I will ensure Stryke does not throw his life away.” 

Stryke rolled his eyes. “Hmph, remind me who saved you from getting chopped up in that dungeon?”

“Just as soon as you recall who prevented you from stepping on that false plate. I hear lava does wonders on hume skin.”

*cough* Absalon interrupted the two’s back and forth with a light cough. “I’m glad to see you two get along so well. Stryke, how did the dungeon diving go? Did Kashi’s leads pan out?”

Stryke’s eyes brightened as soon as the question popped up. “We got one hell of a haul, Absalon-san! You won’t believe your eyes when you see the loot later. I don’t think we need to worry about the guild’s vault for a few months at least. Kashi’s pockets really came in handy! I feel sorry for all the other guilds. Our base inventories can’t possibly sufficiently loot the dungeons.” 

“But…” Stryke paused and then tentatively asked, “Can you get Kashi to change the name? Pocket gets confusing sometimes. We don’t even have to change the name that much. Since they’re pocket dimensions, why not call them pokedimes? Do you think Kashi would go for that?”

“I don’t know… Pokedime sounds just about nonsensical enough to be right up Kashi’s alley. We can discuss this at the end of this battle.” Absalon paused, possibly interrupted by something. A few moments later, a slightly out-of-breath Absalon quickly said, “Hah… I have to go. Remember, you do not have to kill the Lich. Just annoy it so much that it can’t interfere with this battle. Also, if you can find some volunteers to pincer the undead from behind, we’ll really appreciate it.”

Stryke frowned. “I don’t know about that last one. Everyone is too caught up in looting right now. I can’t think of—” The young man suddenly froze, his gaze turning frosty and tense. After a moment, he coldly muttered, “Sorry, Absalon-san. I’ll have to call you back.”

Sensing Stryke’s tone, Absalon quickly uttered, “Good luck,” and then cut the call.

Stryke returned the rink to his inventory as he called the march to a halt, and then gazed coldly between the trees. “Come out. You did good following us this far, but my friend’s nose is a bit sharp.”

Below Stryke, Hogosha’s eyes turned grave. He was the one who smelled the unfamiliar scent. Though the scent was brief, he had smelled it a handful of times during their march. He thus knew that someone or something had been following them for a while and promptly warned Stryke.

“Should I say ‘As expected of the Hopeful Maggots,’” a gruff voice chuckled as its owner emerged from among the trees. The hulking Renark Ragelock revealed a small, but arrogant smile as he gazed at Stryke and the rest. “I should have known I would not be able to spy on you for long.”

Stryke immediately entered a combat state upon seeing the towering orc. Although he did not know the whole story, Leila already briefed him on the possibility of encountering hostile orcs. 

Stryke dared not take the threat lightly. There was a reason orcs were known as war machines. Just a single one already had Stryke’s blood pumping fast! Despite his unease, the experienced dungeon raider maintained his composure. “What do you want?”

“That Pokedime thing you just talked about; our people could use it.”

“And? Do you expect me to just hand it over?”

Renark shook his head. “Nothing so unreasonable. Despite what the rumors might have you think, we orcs are more than brutish meatheads. No, I will offer our services in exchange for your pokedime.”

Stryke had a feeling Renark kept using the ‘pokedime’ moniker to flatter him, but he could not help but admit it did feel nice to hear his suggestion being used. However, appreciation was one thing; practicality was another. “Sorry, we only have one pokedime. I can’t give it to you.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to give it to me, either. I know how important such an invention must be.” Renark waved his hand and a bony orc wielding a wooden ceremonial staff also stepped out of the shadows. “This is Quanu Octruk, one of our shamans who learned a rare spatial skill.”

Stryke observed the orc shaman, Quanu. Despite his thin appearance, the orc’s eyes were sharp and powerful, belying his terrifying powers. His right hand gripped the staff with a death grip like he would rather perish than ever let go. Stryke instinctively felt he could not afford to underestimate the old shaman. He revealed a thin, wary smile as he politely greeted, “Nice to meet you, Octruk-san.” He then glanced at the leading orc as he asked, “Sorry, I did not catch your name?”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Renark apologized. “I assumed you would already know me. You may call me Ragelock. Renark Ragelock. No need for the honorifics.”

“As you wish, Ragelock.” Stryke nodded and then looked at Quanu. “You know spatial magic?”

“Yes, I do.” Perhaps due to his age, Quanu’s voice was slightly hoarse. “I stumbled on a mage scroll a few years ago. Most of it was damaged, but I managed to gleam a few rudimentary arts after years of study.” Quanu reached out and ‘stabbed’ his hand into the air. 

Shockingly, a tear truly appeared in the air, revealing a dark vacuum beyond. 

“With my rudimentary skills, I can temporarily create a void space such as this one to store items.” Quanu removed his hand, and the void tear collapsed. “However, it is unstable, and prone to self-implosion. At my current mastery, I cannot keep items in there for too long.”

“That is a powerful skill,” Stryke honestly praised. “But I do not see how that change the situation. I still can’t lend you our only pokedime.”

Quanu shook his head and once again tore open the void. This time, however, he pulled out a massive glowing axe. He then quickly spoke before the Maggots got the wrong idea. “We aren’t asking to borrow your dimension storage device.” Evidently, Quanu found it beneath his status to promote the childish pokedime moniker. “We have already plundered loot from a few dungeons and gathered them here. We just want you to keep them safe for us until the battle is over. I do not know how long until the void space I created inevitably implodes. We need to move our loot before then.”

Stryke furrowed his brow. “What was your plan before you heard of our pokedimes?”

This time, Renark offered an explanation. “Honestly, pray the space holds out until this is over. But why rely on chance when you have certainty?” 

‘Then, my next question: why did you follow us?”

“I am intrigued by the Maggots,” Renark once again answered. “We may have cause to seek out your guild for cooperation in the future. So, we sought an opportunity to rescue you from dire straits to leave a good first impression.”

Stryke’s brow twitched at Renark’s candor. How could he get mad at an honest person. It was so dissatisfying! “What made you change your mind?”

“Like I said, why rely on chance when there is certainty before you?” Renark crossed his arms as he stated. “Rather than an opportunistic rescue, let our first interaction be a fair trade with our entire loot as collateral.”

“What do you want to trade?”

“You store our loot, and my orcs will play the pincer role your general seeks. You can not trust any other group in this forest to carry out this task.” Renark paused and then pointed himself. “Also, if you will have me, I shall join your mission to take out the Lich.”

Stryke frowned. “I saw your orc regiment. You are not that many in number? The pincer role will surely result in large casualties.”

“You underestimate us,” Renark countered with a ferocious glare. With fervent burning passion, he added, “Also, orcs do not fear death—especially in a grand battle. I assure you, your general will be more than satisfied with our efforts.”

Stryke felt uncomfortable under Renark’s intense gaze. He could not understand why the orc seemed adamant on forging a relationship with the Maggots. However, after running multiple simulations in his mind, he could not find any good reason to reject their offer. 

The pokedime still had plenty of space left, so the Maggots did not suffer any loss. Also, since Stryke stored the pokedime in his inventory, Residents like Renark could not steal it no matter how hard they tried. Furthermore, the orcs volunteered for the dangerous pincer job which even Stryke dreaded. 

In the end, Stryke sighed and then held out his right hand. “Alright. Let’s do as you suggested. I look forward to a successful cooperation.”

Renark cracked the faintest hint of a smile as he clasped the tiny hand. “…To the future.”
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[11:00]

“Hahaha, the Maggots are really something else. Hey, Yong-Su! Your little Chaos Order’s gonna lose at this rate!” Up in the skies, Tritan heartily laughed as he arrogantly rested his legs on the table. He smugly regarded his rival pirate while they observed the various battles below. “Oi, are you regretting joining the wrong side now? It’s not too late to switch, you know? Just bend down and kiss my boots once.”

Yong-Su’s glared at Oni Hill with furrowed brows. He loathed Tritan’s jests, but unfortunately, as things stood, he could not refute them. There was no doubt that the Maggots were performing way above expectations on all fronts.

The Transcendents and other observers had divided the great battlefield into three fronts. The first, and perhaps most important was Oni Hill. Everyone was eager to see whether the super guilds’ coalition could climb the Sin levels fast enough to beat the midnight deadline. The second and most desperate battlefield was the Maggots and three nations’ defense against the undead army. Unlike the first, this was not an offensive battle, but rather, a desperate defense to prevent even a single undead from reaching Oni Hill.

Like a game of chess or checkers, a single pawn reaching Oni Hill, could potentially transform into a terrifying king or queen that would wreck the Maggots’ army and then ambush those in Oni Hill. So far, Absalon and Leila had done an excellent job commanding the various groups to hold the line while also giving back more than they got. Unfortunately, due to the undead’s sheer numbers, Absalon really needed those pincer forces to relieve some pressure.

The final battlefield, if it could be called that, was the chaotic forest scramble. Forces from all parties were desperately raiding dungeons and tombs for loot. The line between friend and foe predictably turned blurry in the face of immense profits. Unlike the first two battlefields, the Chaos Order actually had some joy here. They stoked the chaos and madness by sowing discord, planting spies and disguised assassinations. This caused the coalition to focus more on fighting each other rather than the Chaos Order they were supposed to defeat.

Unfortunately, the Chaos Transcendents were not pleased despite their side’s superiority. How could they when their number one target had treated the forest like their background. Not only did Stryke’s Strike Party raid the best dungeons, but all attempts to pull them into unnecessary conflict failed woefully. Even worse, Stryke’s team made short work of those who chose direct approaches.

Now, Stryke had paired up with a few orcs, and was charging directly at the Lich while the rest of their forces broke off to launch an attack at the undead army’s vulnerable rear.

The Chaos Order’s Transcendents hoped Renark wanted to backstab the Maggots, but so far, nothing supported that possibility.

Yong-Su turned away from the forest to inspect the situation at Oni Hill. Once his gaze shifted over, the mountain seemed to dissipate, revealing a gigantic field that covered ten times the mountain’s width. The field was divided into several identical sections where each member of the three guild’s advance parties challenged the next Sin Floor.

“What a marvel of Magical Engineering.” Damah Dumm suddenly exclaimed with a sigh, drawing everyone’s attention. Sensing the searching gazes, the enigmatic merchant raised his goblet and said with an apologetic smile. “Forgive me. My amazement got the better of me. Even with all my years of experience, I cannot fathom how Oni Hill’s creators made it so we can view the test like this.”

“Mm.” Nornesh observed the Sin Floor with appreciation. Furthermore, the Hill is intelligent enough to differentiate between Transcendents and common folk. The pursuit of such fake intelligence alone is enough to occupy any mage’s research for several lifetimes.”

“Of course,” interjected Onishi Rai. “You seem to have forgotten Lord Razznik is a god.” The monk’s bells softly rang as he looked to the skies with worship in his eyes. “Even as a mortal, he was a being that pursued strength and improvement above all else. It is no surprise that he plundered the gods’ libraries and uncovered their deepest secrets. This little thing is but child’s play to our god!”

“Hm. I suppose you are right.” Surprisingly, Damah Dumm did not refute Onishi Rai’s claim. Instead, his eyes twinkled as he looked at Oni Hill. “Oh? It would seem there’s more to the Sloth floor than we thought. This might be the toughest floor if they do not figure out the trick soon.”

Nornesh frowned. “I am not bothered about Kashi, and the vampire. But that cerulean: will he figure it out?”

Sang-Ki chuckled. “Looks like this is going to be our win after all.”

***

At Oni Hill, the three-guild advance party met their strangest challenge yet. Each of them stood within a vast meadow filled with the most calming breeze. Soft, rustling leaves and the calls of little creatures presented a serene environment where one could not help but want to lay on the grass.

Furthermore, the floor seemed to have an effect on their subconscious. They had to fight off strange bouts of fatigue, and an undeniable urge to lay on the grass. 

The scenic atmosphere was only ruined by a tall wisben who stood at the center of the meadow with a sardonic grin. 

The three-guild coalition, understanding they were in a rush to beat the clock, each tried to race toward, and defeat the weak-looking wisben. Unfortunately, the unbearable fatigue only got worse the faster they moved. As if this much was not unreasonable enough, anything that moved faster than a certain pace would lock in place for a minute depending on their initial velocity.

This Sloth floor truly embodied the meaning of slow. It did not permit any fast movements. As a result, the three-guild coalition could only ‘walk’ toward the wisben. 

However, the wisben could just as easily walk away from them. Due to the meadow’s immense size, there was almost zero chance they could catch up or corner him before the deadline.

Within one of the fields, Gentle Breeze maintained a lackadaisical smile as he walk-chased the retreating wisben. 

The young man’s unnerving smile must have ticked off the wisben, because he finally broke the silence. “Has despair rendered you insane? What are you smiling about?”

Gentle Breeze peered at the wisben through his glasses. “I wonder, do you sincerely believe you’ve already won?”

The wisben’s smile widened. “What is this, a psychological attack? Do you perhaps hope I will make a mistake that will grant you an opportunity?” He chuckled. “Sorry, but such childish tricks cannot work on me. You are destined to crawl on this floor until you die.” The wisben paused, and then shook his head. “Alright, that might be boasting. But, none of you will leave this floor until the deadline passes. I have run thousands of scenarios before you got here. There is simply no way out.”

“That… is where you’re wrong.” Gentle Breeze softly admonished. His gaze carried traces of disappointment and pity that incensed the distant wisben. “How can you not understand the Lord Razznik you all claim to love and worship so much? Do you really believe he would create a floor that cannot be passed?”

The wisben’s smile slightly faltered.

“Do not get it twisted. From what I have observed, Oni Hill’s Sin Floors are not protective obstructions. It is ridiculous to even suggest that Razznik needed protection.” Gentle Breeze cheerfully appreciated a soft breeze that lapped his hair. “Oni Hill is a test… an advanced screening for us challengers to gain the right to battle him. So far, it’s been obvious that Razznik has been testing our strength, smarts, and emotional intelligence.” 

“But this floor…” Gentle Breeze gently kicked the ground and then looked up at the distant wisben. “This floor finally made me realize one final requirement to pass Razznik’s screening.” The young man’s smile turned bitter as he complained with a sigh, “Frankly it’s quite frustrating. It’s the one thing no one can train. You could even say we’re born with it.”

The wisben wanted to, but could not hide his curiosity. “What is that?”

“Luck.” Gentle Breeze chuckled as he once again gently tapped the ground with his feet. “From what I know, amongst the eighteen or so of us that came, only three or four of us stand a chance with this floor. It has nothing to do with strength or skill – just pure compatibility. Take my guildmaster for example. Anywhere else, he would destroy me before I can blink. But in here… heh, I bet he gave up long ago, and is lazily chewing on a thistle while waiting for me.”

The wisben’s smile drained even further, and his brows began to draw together into a frown. “So, are you saying you think you’re one of the compatible ones?”

“Oh, I am more than just compatible.” Gentle Breeze revealed a chillingly pleasant smile as a mandala appeared beneath his feet. “I am  the  most compatible challenger for this floor.” As he spoke, Gentle Breeze tapped the ground, and the mandala suddenly expanded at lightning speed, soon covering the entire field.

“Wh-what!? That’s impossible!“ The wisben’s eyes widened in panic as he sensed the massive energy within the mandala. He did not know what Gentle Breeze wanted to do, but it could not be anything simple. “Nothing can move that fast in here. Not even—”

“Mana, right? Even mana is subject to the rules of this floor.” Gentle Breeze shook his head with an exasperated smile. “It’s so unreasonable, I tell you. Don’t worry. I didn’t break any of the rules. I’m not strong enough for that.”

“But then, how?”

“Who said I summoned this magic circle right now? I’ve been channeling mana into it from the moment I appeared here. It took so long because of the restrictions in this place. All I did was finally make it visible. Unlike everything else, light and sound are not subject to the rules. If not, we wouldn’t be able to see or hear each other.”

The wisben trembled, but then he recalled something and relaxed. “Hehe. So what if you bring down a large scale catastrophe?” The arrogant smile returned as he regarded Gentle Breeze with equal parts pride and condescending pity. “Even an explosion will stop in place. Nothing can move fast enough to hurt me!”

“Indeed, nothing can move fast enough to hurt you.” Gentle Breeze chuckled. “Yet you can easily avoid anything that can harm you while being slow. It should be checkmate for us, but…” 

Pa!

Gentle Breeze gently snapped his fingers. Suddenly, a gigantic gale swept up the entire field. But then, everything suddenly fell silent a moment later. The rustling trees, the calling birds and animals, and the whistling wind instantly faded.

Far away, the wisben desperately clutched his throat as he realized he couldn’t breathe. He opened his mouth to say something, but no sound came out. The stunned wisben stared at the scarily calm Gentle Breeze in shock and disbelief. He could not understand what was happening or why!

“No, it’s not what you think.” Gentle Breeze’s voice surprisingly worked fine. Furthermore, the steady rise and fall of his chest showed he had no trouble breathing. “I didn’t steal the oxygen from around you. Not even I have that kind of power.” Gentle Breeze chuckled as he wagged his finger and approached the collapsed wisben with slightly quicker steps. “I simply utilized the rules of this place to mobilize the air into a faster than allowed speed. Like everything else, it predictably froze in place, losing its ability to interact with anything else. While it is not perfect, you are basically in a poor simulation of space… not that you know what that is.”

Gentle Breeze chuckled after finally reaching the wisben’s side. “It’s been a long fifteen minutes. You made us waste a lot of time on this floor.” Gentle Breeze wanted to say more but then he noticed the wisben’s confused glare filled with confusion, hatred and anger.

“Oh, sorry. I forgot you’re in space. My voice is most likely not reaching you.” Gentle Breeze ‘apologized’ with a smile. “Well, since you can’t hear me, I suppose any further chatting is redundant. Let me send you on your way.”

The wisben’s eyes widened with terror as a blue aura suffused Gentle Breeze’s right hand. He tried to shake, and scream his surrender but his frantic movements resulted in him getting frozen in place.

“Ah, what a pity.” Gentle Breeze remarked as he slowly sunk his sharpened hand into the wisben’s forehead. “I really wanted to see you panic a little longer.”

Gentle Breeze gently retrieved his hand after the wisben’s skull split in two. He then took out a handkerchief and gently wiped his hands as he watched blood pour out from the wisben’s skull. His lips curled mischievously as he recalled a funny fact. “Come to think of it, I never got to see his personal skill. Oh well…”

Gentle Breeze tossed the handkerchief onto the corpse and then walked over it. Amidst his low hums, the wind slowly returned as he walked into the portal that appeared to signify the end of that floor. 

***

In the skies above, Yong-Su frowned as he watched Gentle Breeze walk into the portal. He then sighed and shook his head. “How unlucky. Gorioro never got a chance to show his skills. The floor was as much a restriction on him as it was on them.”

“Really? Do you believe it was all luck?” Damah Dumm questioned with an enigmatic smile.

“If not luck, then what? The chances that Gentle Breeze of all people would pick that floor are extremely low, don’t you think?”

Damah Dumm did not argue, but instead turned to look at a certain draconian who walked into the portal with a relaxed expression. Kashi was one of those who did not bother chasing down their wisben clone. For some reason, he was certain there was no need to.

“Rather than relying on blind luck, I believe Razznik was the type to do everything in his power to manipulate luck itself. He would never rely on fate’s whimsy.”

“Maybe so. But not everyone is Razznik.”

“No.” Damah Dumm chuckled as he once again glanced at Kashi. “But those who closest embody his will are the most likely to successfully climb Oni Hill.”

The Transcendents fell silent as they ruminated on Damah Dumm’s words. Could it be they missed something? Did Kashi really embody Razznik’s will? Were they not truly relying on luck so far?

There was only one way to know for sure. The Transcendents watched the ensuing battles with even more eagerness and attentiveness!



            

    
        Chapter 268: Envy

    
    
    
    
                
Bok’s translucent figure slowly appeared atop Oni Hill, just a few meters away from the magnificent throne. *cough* *cough* The combination of his internal injuries and nausea from the teleportation caused him to double over and cough up blood once his body solidified. 

“I see. So, you lost.”

Bok shivered once he heard the sultry voice. He immediately looked up at the powerful figure who stood at the mountain’s edge, gazing down at something unseen.

Despite his inner panic, Bok, who had resolved to raise the goblins’ status resisted the urge to grovel at her majesty. Instead, he bowed his head in apologetic respect. “I could not defeat the daeben, Kashi. He is far too strong. I am afraid our intelligence might have underestimated his strength.” Bok was about to add some more, but he then winced and clutched his head.

“Your duplicate memories must have arrived,” remarked Queen Alia with an all-knowing smile. “So, tell me; aside from Kashi, are the others worthy of consideration?” 

“I feel none of them can match you,” Bok stated matter-of-factly. This was not empty flattery, but an inference from the battle against the invaders. “However, many of them are on par or even stronger than the average Primate. I would be worried if they could battle consecutively, but the Primates should be able to stall them long enough.”

Queen Alia’s lips spread into a ghost of a smile. “I cannot help but notice you said ‘stall’. Do you not think your fellow primates capable of victory?”

Bok shook his head. “Leaving Kashi aside, there are at least four individuals that I believe could quickly clear all the floors as long as they fight one at a time.” The goblin’s brows furrowed as a particularly annoying memory surfaced. “One of my clones almost eliminated an invader. If I knew, I would have bought a little more time.”

“Eliminating the weaker ones might not necessarily be a good thing.” Without expanding any further, Alia glanced at Bok. “From what you saw, can the remaining Primates buy us enough time?”

Bok hesitated, but then truthfully answered, “It would depend on their attitude. We have a chance if they avoid direct combat and focus on buying time.”

“A Primate has a Primate’s pride,” replied Alia with a sultry smile. She glanced at the mandala slowly forming in the sky and then closed her eyes. “It would seem I need to prepare to welcome our guests.” After a short pause, she added, “You should return home, Bok. Oni Hill does not permit losers to meddle in subsequent battles.”

Bok’s heart jumped. Was Oni Hill that perverted? He thought the mountain gave him a second chance to fight by teleporting him to the top, but Queen Alia made it sound like that wasn’t the mountain’s intention. Did the mountain’s designer have a torture fetish? Why else would he willingly remove his defenses?

Queen Alia noticed Bok’s stunned expression but did not offer any further explanation. To be fair, she was also struggling to understand Razznik’s character from Cathek’s stories and Cathek’s. Unfortunately, it seemed she only got more confused with every tale. 

“Well, it is sufficient for him to grant our wish.” If there was one thing Alia confirmed from the scattered stories, it was that Razznik acted like a karmic regulator. He always rewarded those who helped him and destroyed those who obstructed opposed, or slighted him. It was like Razznik was loathe to ever find himself in debt to others, whether positively or negatively. 

Bok took in the Queen’s resolute gaze. Even now, he could not believe she had no scorn in her eyes. Despite the Order’s claim of promoting equality, Bok had come across a few members who looked down on his background. Sure, they did not outrightly call him out, but the sensitive goblin picked up the signs. Initially, he did not care, as long as he could use the Chaos Order to complete his vengeance.

Now, however, having seen the Queen’s stance, Bok began to have a bit more hope. If the queen practiced what she preached, who cared about a few dissidents? Every organization would inevitably have a few bad eggs. What mattered most was that those at the top held a clear vision that could be fostered among the ranks.

Bok recalled the other daeben, whose eyes only held curiosity and intrigue without a hint of scorn. “…Perhaps vengeance isn’t the only path I can take.”

Bok’s heart initially carried only hatred because he believed goblins could never find a place in the world. As such, he resolved to destroy as many Summoned before he inevitably perished. 

Now, however, Kashi and Alia unknowingly planted small seeds of hope amidst the fiery gloom. It was still unknown what path these seedlings would take. They might get suffocated by the hatred, or blossom into new bastions of will. Regardless of the path, it was certain that the daebens inadvertently altered the goblin’s destined path.

Unaware of the changes within him, Bok bid Alia farewell and then activated his teleportation scroll.

Alia watched as a pillar of light swallowed the goblin, and then disappeared, leaving nothing behind. Following Bok’s departure, Alia’s brows slightly furrowed. “Kashi…”

That name had been popping up everywhere for the past year. Try as she might, Alia could not get the daeben out of her mind. Kashi set himself on a collision course with the Chaos Order from the moment he thwarted their plans at Riven. The odds might be stacked heavily in her favor, but she could not shake the feeling that Kashi would somehow break the summoning.

“It would appear I might have to act myself.” Alia glanced at her open palm. Moments later, she balled her hand a fist as her gaze hardened. “Daeben or not, I will destroy anyone who stands in our way.”

***

Oblivious to the hatred directed their way, Kashi and the rest of the invading force prepared to enter the next floor. Many cast curious glances at GrizzlyDiamond, who wore a different set of armor, but the glory of healing potions and the warriors’ steely expression prevented the others from inferring the truth about the disastrous battle.

Shokō stood at the head of the group, with her left hand resting on her scabbard. If one listened closely, they would hear faint screeching emanating from the scabbard, but it was at a frequency that most humans could not hear.

The swordswoman stood upright, her piercing gaze as sharp as a thrusting blade. Everyone sensed a powerful storm roiling within Shokō. However, all of that ferocity was somehow reined in, causing her aura to resemble a sheathed blade on the verge of eruption.

Kashi shivered as he observed Shokō. Even he felt threatened by that restrained aura. It was like he feared; as long as these monsters existed in his guild, Kashi could never relax in his pursuit of power.

Kashi sorted his increasingly random thoughts as he glanced at the in-game time on the system’s menu. “It’s ten forty-five guys. We need to speedrun it from here on out. Do not give them a chance to stall for time.”

As if loathe to exist her special state, Shokō wordlessly walked into the portal without acknowledging Kashi’s words. 

Kashi did not take the rebuff to heart. As someone who shared a body with a quasi-swordsman, he knew what Shokō wanted to accomplish. So, he chuckled and quickly followed the rest of the group into the portal, wondering what the floor of Envy would bring.

***

Psh. Psh. Shokō’s footsteps meshed against the green grass, as she walked through an open field. Several families sat, slept, or played on the grass. Some ate picnics, while a few couples snuck kisses behind trees. Some children wrestled, and some slept in their parents’ arms. The sounds of laughter mixed with the beautiful midday sun, and the cool spring breeze was enough to warm even the most stoic hearts.

“So that’s where you were, Shokō. We’ve been looking for you everywhere!”

Shokō’s left hand slightly trembled as she slowly turned around to the voice’s source.  ‘It can’t be.’

But indeed it could. Who else did Shokō see standing behind her, but a gorgeous dark-haired Japanese woman who looked to be in her early thirties? The woman’s large teasing gaze and cheerful smile reminded Shokō of a picture she often saw in her father’s room. Even though the woman here looked slightly older, the resemblance was uncanny.

“What are you doing, Shokō? Aren’t you going to apologize to your mother?” To Shokō’s shock, James Shouyou came jogging down the field with a baby in his arms. “We spent a whole hour looking for you.”

“What?” Shokō’s demeanor slightly broke as cracks began to appear on her armor. With a slight frown, she asked, “What are you talking about? Mother is dead.”

“Shokō!” James cried out in anger as he glared at the young woman. “You don’t have to curse your mother just because she’s not paying you as much attention.” James took a breath to calm his anger. Shouting at his rebellious daughter was counterproductive. It would only serve to push her away even further.

James instead, doused his feelings and spoke soothingly, “Listen, we understand how you feel. Between work and your little sister, your mom and I have barely have any time to check up on you.” The man gestured at the fields with his chin. “That’s why we brought you to the park today. We should spend time as a normal family, so we don’t lose that magic. Wouldn’t you like that? Time as a normal family. Isn’t that what you want?”

“What… I want?” Shokō’s hesitation increased as she glanced at the happy families around her. Time as a normal family. 

A normal family.

That was something Shokō craved since she was little. Shokō’s mother passed away during labor, leaving James as her only rock. Unfortunately, as far as rocks go, James was a rolling stone at best. The strange man always had something to do, causing Shokō to navigate her adolescence and teenage years by herself.

Shokō’s abnormal physiology did not help matters. By the age of five, she could solve advanced calculus, speak four different languages, and throw grown men across a room with ease. Due to all her abnormalities, Shokō never grew up around other children her age, which deprived her of many much-needed social skills to navigate the world. This was partly why she initially approached Suzuki with such an overly flirtatious method—it was simply the most successful method according to the movies she watched.

So, saying that Shoko envied ‘normal’ families was a massive understatement. She would probably give everything she had to grow up normal, surrounded by like-minded peers, maybe even a rival or two that she constantly butted heads against. 

The foundation of this yearning started with a normal family of her own. She wanted what every sitcom proffered as normal. An understanding, protecting, if sometimes overbearing father. A loving mother, who she sometimes fought with during her rebellious years, and siblings she would love to hate and hate to love.

Sensing the young lady’s distress, James held out his hand and said with a loving smile. “I know it’s abrupt. We didn’t ask your permission before dragging you out here. But, just a moment. Why don’t you spend a few minutes, and see where we go from there?”

“Just a few minutes?” Shokō barely heard her voice as her left hand slowly left the sword hilt.

James’ eyes brightened. He gently lifted the baby and held her out to Shokō. “Would you like to hold your sister? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

“My sister…” Shokō’s left hand trembled even more as it detached from the sword hilt. She raised her hands to take the baby from her father’s hands. But just as she was about to take the baby, something flashed in her mind.

SCREEEE!

“Shokō! What have you done!?”

In the blink of an eye, a thin wall of light appeared across the field. From above, it looked like someone dropped a giant, handleless knife from the skies, starting from Shokō’s position, to at least several hundred meters out.

Shokō’s hardened gaze ignored her screaming mother as she gazed at the baby and James, who somehow existed within the light wall like it chose to meld around their bodies. 

But they knew this was not the case.

“Wh—where did I go wrong?” Shockingly, the baby’s expression twisted as she revealed a strained smile that revealed intelligence beyond her suggested years.

“You did not fail,” stated Shokō as she raised her right hand, which now held her sword. She glanced at her reflection in the blade as she muttered, “A few weeks ago, I would have fallen to your illusion, hook, line, and sinker. I indeed envied normal families, and I would indeed have given everything to earn a moment with mine, even if it was only an illusion.”

The baby’s smile turned bitter. “What changed?”

“I remembered someone.” Shokō’s blade reflected her slight smile as she recalled a certain silky-haired man’s laughter. She then looked at the baby with a determined gaze. “I will always envy normal families, but that envy will never outpace the love I have for my new family. My abnormal family full of abnormal people is where I belong.” With a grin, she gently returned her sword to its scabbard as she turned around and walked away. “The Hopeful Maggots might not have been the family I wanted, but it is the family I need.”

“Thank you for the dream.” Shokō’s smile blossomed as she shed the final restraints that bound her to the past. “Now, I know my reality is much better than even my wildest dreams.”

Clack!

Fountains of blood exploded behind Shokō once the sword’s guard struck the scabbard. The baby and James split in two as the wall of light disappeared, dyeing the air red and baptizing Shokō’s newfound resolve.

Shokō resisted the urge to look back, even as her mother’s frantic voice slowly faded into a distant background. As Shokō walked, the world around her began to crumble and fold into itself. The happy families, playing children and frolicking teens disappeared, leaving a deep, gaping void ahead of her.

Still, Shokō’s steps did not pause.

She had resolved to keep walking forward. She did not know where her chosen path would take her. It might lead to salvation or eternal damnation. But, it no longer mattered. As long as she walked the path with her family.

‘ Walk tall.’

A soft voice suddenly wrapped around Shokō, feeling her with an indescribable warmth. Before she could comprehend its source, a gentle force pushed her forward. 

The gentle push disoriented the swordswoman, causing her to stumble a few steps forward. By the time she recovered, she found herself in a familiar hall. 

“It’s already over?” 

“I’m the king of the worl—Wait, where did everybody go!?”

Surprised and sometimes strange shouts erupted around Shokō as Oni Hill forcefully returned the invaders to the hall. It appeared not everyone possessed Shokō’s powerful will when presented with their object of envy. 

Unfortunately, with only a handful of seconds before the next forced transfer, no one had time to process their experiences.

“Well then, I guess it’s my turn.” Syèl laughed as he approached the portal. “Floor of Greed, eh. I wonder, what am I greedy for?” The halben inwardly chuckled as he nonchalantly stepped through the portal.

Shokō, meanwhile, took a deep breath to reset her strained mind. Maintaining her sword potential through the trial’s mental suggestions pushed her to the limit. She resolved to relax on the next few floors so she could be in top shape for the final battle.

In the past, Shokō would never have made this decision. She would have kept herself in peak condition throughout all the floors even if she had to drag out her fights a little. Only now did she realize that, at some point, the Maggots had gained her trust to a frightening degree.

“Well, we could still use a name change.” Shokō smiled with content as she walked through the portal, towards her family’s future.
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[11:15]

While the advance party struggled on the Sin Floor, the three-nations coalition led by Absalon faced might challenges of their own. It seemed like every undead in Drakase had answered the call of war. The unending, black tide was akin to a natural disaster – never-ending and all-consuming.

By this point in the battle, every party had thrown out their trump cards, leaving the battle to the fate of the meatgrinders. Throughout the battle, every nation showcased its unique skills in various ways. 

The indomitable Rosen army, of which the Maggots played a huge part, numbered the largest amongst the forces. These brave men and women occupied the vast majority of the frontlines, and as a result, took on the brunt of the undead army’s attack. Despite suffering massive casualties, they somehow kept the tide at bay, preventing the undead from taking a single step forward.

Even more surprising was the fact that most of their casualties never resulted in fatalities. Instead, the injured party would quickly switch positions with another waiting in reserve. They would then chug down a potion with lightning-quick healing that just stopped short of regrowing limbs.

The potion’s effects were so potent that even the Transcendents in the skies above were tempted. They wondered how the Rosens managed to get their hands on such an overpowered healing potion. It had to be known that a good healing potion was as good as a second life. No one could resist the lure of having that level of insurance.

Unfortunately, how could they know that the Rosens somehow acquired the services of a Transcendent Botanist? The tiny seed Kashi planted a year ago had blossomed into a magnificent tree that shielded Rosendun from the elements.

By the Rosen’s side, the fearless Serians, who largely consisted of beastkin, engaged the undead’s stronger lieutenant and captain-level figures. Their abnormally resilient physiques enabled them to endure these targets’ stronger attacks, thus relieving pressure on their allies to weed out the numerous soldier-level undead.

The dwarfs were the second smallest allied forces, only beating out the even smaller centaurs. Despite their diminutive size and numbers, the undead soon learned to especially fear them. Following their major losses in the Battle of Aygorzi, the dwarfs took to Just Matt’s hot weapons after assisting him with upgrading a few. Eager to preserve their remaining numbers, the dwarfs rapidly tweaked and improved a rifle model until they came up with a mass model that was cheap and reliable. Of course, they lost some firepower due to substituting for cheap materials, but, in some instances, a thousand bullets were more effective than a single cannon.

Every dwarf, armed with these cheap rifles, fired endlessly at the hordes of weaker soldier-level undead. Without needing to worry about things like mana exhaustion, the dwarfs never had to pause, except to reload the rifles. Fortunately, under Absalon and Just Matt’s tutelage, they learned to take turns, thereby ensuring the bullet hail never ended.

Finally, despite being the least in numbers, the centaurs played an extremely pivotal role in relieving pressures on the frontlines. They constantly charged into the undead’s ranks, using their ki-formations to tear them apart. The centaurs intelligently kept close to the frontlines during each pass to allow Absalon and others to intervene in time if a particularly strong enemy tried to intercept and trap them. Everyone present knew that a calvary’s speed was tied to both their effectiveness and lifeline. It was in the allied forces’ best interest to ensure nothing and no one stopped their charge.

Unfortunately, despite everyone’s best efforts, the undead forces’ sheer numbers had begun to take their toll. Fatigue rapidly spread amongst the frontlines as the unending undead did not permit much time for resting and recuperation. The dwarfs got introduced to Just Matt’s firearms too late. As a result, they did not have enough time to manufacture sufficient bullets, which led to their ammunition reserves running dangerously low. None of the dwarfs were looking forward to returning to close-combat when their population was already at the brink.

Several feet above the battling armies, Absalon’s brows furrowed as he surveyed the situation. As a seasoned general, he could tell the momentum was rapidly rolling away from the allied forces. At this rate, they could only hold on for about fifteen to twenty minutes before someone made a mistake from fatigue. Once the undead breached a hole in the defensive wall, their larger numbers would quickly overwhelm the allied forces’ defenses.

Unfortunately, the allied forces had used up all their trump cards. Absalon could not think of anything that would alter the current situation. Except…

Absalon glanced at Lunette, or more accurately, the skyboat she stood on. His brows furrowed but a moment, but he stopped and shook his head. He would not sacrifice the future for a momentous victory.

The General turned his attention to the trees behind the undead army. “Stryke. You must succeed no matter wha—!”

Absalon’s eyes widened in shock when a green stream suddenly surged out of the forest. Compared to the ocean of undead, the stream was like a minor puddle that trickled to the undead’s backline.

BOOM!

However, the impact that followed was anything but minor! The stream surged into the undead’s backline like a tsunamic tide! The green tide scattered the undead’s formation as they surged forward, causing untold panic and fear to spread across the undead’s ranks.

Above the armies, Absalon could scarcely hide his shock as he took in the most unlikely of rescuers. “Th—the orcs!? What is going on here?”

Absalon was not the only one shocked. Somewhere along the frontlines, Durst and Ragnar paused their rampage to glance at the distant south. They could not see beyond the dense undead, but their throbbing blood informed them of their kin’s proximity.

Ragnar and Durst saw the doubt in each other’s eyes. They could not understand what Renark was thinking. Why would he help the Maggots? Furthermore, they could sense something that shocked them even more.

“Hahahaha! Die, you sack of bones!” An orc chortled with joy as he grabbed an undead mage by the skull. His massive hand completely encased the shiny skull as he lifted it off the ground.

Desperate to preserve its undead life, the undead’s jaw clacked open. A magic circle suddenly formed in front of its ‘mouth’ and fired a concentrated flaming beam at the orc’s exposed chest. 

Boom!  Hit at such close range, an explosion predictably rang out, scattering many nearby undead. The undead mage experienced a momentary relief, but it soon realized something was wrong. The hand clasped around its head had not loosened at all!

“Haha. That actually stung a bit.”

The undead mage stared in shock as the smoke cleared, revealing the orc grinning in all his glory. The orc’s chest was only slightly burned by that mega attack, and even that tiny injury had begun rapidly healing at visible speed. Most shockingly however, was the red, explosive, savage, yet contained aura wrapped tightly around the orc.

Furthermore, the orc’s muscle mass had almost doubled in size with thick, pronounced veins bulging against his skin.

“B-Berserker!” In the sky, Absalon exclaimed in shock. The forums had recently gone crazy about the latest unlocked Berserker class. Unfortunately, no one knew how to obtain the class, but Genaco had kindly released a few pieces of promotional videos to showcase Berserkers in action. 

Several gaming experts analyzed every microsecond of these videos and reached some conclusions about the Berserker state. First, they confirmed that Berserker was both a class and a skill. To differentiate between the two, the forums on calling the class Berserker and the skill, Berserker State.

The base Berserker class increased its wielder's base offensive stats in direct proportion to the injuries incurred in battle. Whereas the Berserker State directly sacrificed the wielder's blood to exponentially increase both offensive and defensive stats. As can be imagined, the Berserker State cannot be maintained for long. Well, it shouldn’t be able to last long.

However, as fate would have it, Orcs were the greatest cheat codes when it came to this particular skill and class.

Orcs possessed some of the best regenerative physiques in all of Destia. As a result, they usually replenished their blood fast enough to mitigate the Berserker State’s drain. So, while they could not infinitely persist in the Berserker State, they certainly lasted exponentially longer than most other species.

The orc guffawed as he squeezed his enlarged hand, crushing the undead’s skull into piles of dust. “Brothers, let your rage boil!” Following his shout, several similar auras erupted around the green tide. Shockingly, at least half of the orcs had achieved the Berserker State!

The strengthened orcs were like bulldozers strapped with rockets as they bombed through the undead forces. The orcs’ efforts were extremely effective, causing heavy disruption among the undead as they faltered between charging toward the wall or turning around to excise the tumor at their rear. 

“All captains, advance!” Absalon, the ever-watchful general, did not miss this opportunity. He swiftly relaid his orders across all channels, aiming to seize this brief window of opportunity. He waved his hand and mandalas appeared below his chosen targets. 

Then, with another wave, Absalon launched Leila with the various guildleaders, Durst, Asha, and Ragnar over the frontlines, and into the heart of the undead army. These powerful warriors, who were akin to tactical nukes wherever they landed, rapidly harvested undead by the hundreds.

Between the orcs and the newly launched leaders, the undead army's ranks rapidly crumbled. Suddenly their numbers became their greatest crutch, as the tight formation bred confusion when the soldiers had differing opinions on which side to attack.

Absalon gazed upon the madness with a smile. However, he knew this would not last long. The lich had so far displayed an impeccable mind for tactics. He did not believe the lich would let this situation play out too long before offering a counter.

Surprisingly, Absalon retained an enigmatic smile despite these considerations. He looked at the distant forest and his lips curled, “Show them, Stryke. Show them why you’re the undisputed raid leader for the Hopeful Maggots.”

***

Just as Absalon thought, the Lich had no intentions of watching this farce play out any longer. It raised its right hand, intending to release a devastating spell, but it suddenly paused halfway. 

The Lich turned its empty eye sockets to the southeast. “Come out.” Its grating voice, like the cries of a rusty door hinge, spread through the forest in an instant.

“Heh, looks like it was too hopeful to think we could catch you unawares,” Stryke’s joking voice emanated from amongst the trees.

The Lich’s guards promptly raised their guards upon realizing intruders were present.

The Lich’s right-hand undead, a slim-looking 7-foot tall knight wielding a spear, slowly turned its helmeted head to peer at the forest through the slits.

“Alright guys, let’s keep this one simple.” Stryke laughed as he stepped out of the forest with Hogosha by his right. “Formation B-2.” Stryke kept a constant pace as he spoke, confidently walking into the undead’s ranks.

An undead could no longer handle the blatant insult and charged at him with a spear, but neither Hoghosa nor Stryke paid it any heed.

Bam! Just before the undead’s spear made contact with Stryke, it suddenly stopped, rapidly drew back its spear, and placed it across its chest. BAM! “You’re mine!” Sara extorted with determination as she punched the undead several feet backward.

The other undead suffered similar fates as the Maggots raiding party exited their various stealth skills to launch rapid ambushes.

Unfortunately, the Lich’s guards were on a wholly different level. The sneak attacks did some damage, but they were far from being fatal. The undead then absorbed some of the dense death chi surrounding Drakase to rapidly heal those fractured bones.

The Maggots were not discouraged by the subdued sneak attack. They had accomplished their goal anyways. No guard blocked Stryke’s path to the Lich… Well, except the final spear-wielding undead knight.

However, Stryke smiled at the powerful enemy. Seemingly talking into the air, he called, “I’ll leave him to you.”

“Hmph!” A terrifying grunt burst out of the forest as a massive orc leaped out of the trees. In one leap, he scaled over several dozen feet and landed in front of the undead knight.

Renark stood at full height, towering over the knight with his nearly eight-foot-tall frame. “Just about good enough for a warm-up.” Renark licked his lips and whipped his ax at the opposing knight.

The blow struck the knight’s spear, sending it skidding several feet backward.

Having created the space he wanted, Renark laughed and immediately chased after the undead knight. Unfortunately, their second clash only resulted in a draw, causing both parties to back away by a few steps.

After confirming each other’s base strength, Renark and his opponent quickly got serious. Their destructive battle left massive potholes and barren wastelands in their wake!

Meanwhile, finally, unimpeded, Stryke and Hogosha approached the Lich. They did not let their recent successes get to their head, choosing to stop a few meters away from the Lich’s bone throne.

The Lich looked down at Stryke as if measuring his value.

However, Stryke did not intend to let the monster seize the initiative. So, he drew his sword and crouched into a low stance. After readying himself, he grinned. “First, we get him off that damn throne!”

With those words, Stryke and Hogosha charged at the overbearing Lich, carrying on their shoulders, the fate of the entire battle.
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Bang!  Stryke grunted as he skidded several feet backwards. “Damn, he’s strong!” Stryke glared at the Lich from above his smoking shield. Ahead of him, Hogosha leaped from a rock at the Lich’s exposed back.

“Hmph!” The Lich snorted. It turned its palm toward the airborne Nespian Tiger and quickly fired a massive shockwave. Vwoosh! Hogosha realized the danger and rapidly covered its body in a thin mana field.

Bang ! The air cannon did not damage Hogosha, but it sent the Nespian Tiger somersaulting backward.  Psh...  Hogosha landed and instantly resumed its charge. This time, however, it charged along the ground. 

Blue Will o’ Wisps in the Lich’s eyes flared in anger at the Nespian Tiger’s outrageous tenacity. The Lich raised a finger, causing several mandalas to appear above it. With a flick of its finger, dozens of fireballs instantly launched toward the charging Hogosha.

Hogosha, in reply, roared, and channeled mana through its limbs to the earth. Intriguingly, mandalas began to appear wherever its paws landed. Then, Earthen Walls shot up in front of Hogosha, to take the brunt of the fireball’s attacks.

The Lich displayed its unnerving adaptability the second it saw Hogosha’s defence. With a flick of its fingers, it transformed the fireball spells, reducing each one’s firepower in return for increased speed and volume.

In essence, the Lich transformed the mandalas from bolt-action rifles to fully automatic machine guns. The new fireballs were only the size of a basketball, but Hogosha could only watch when hundreds shattered its walls in no time.

“Grrrr!!” Hogosha growled and was about to dodge, when a familiar figure charged to its front.

“Keep going!” Stryke skidded in front of Hogosha, and immediately initiated  [ Charge ] . The young man shot forward like a rocket, and then called out as he infused his buckler with his ki, “[Bulwark]!” Stryke’s shield burst to life as ki circulated through it. Several runes lit up at once, and a giant glowing tower shield spread out from the buckler. The ki-construct served as an effective battering ram, smacking the fireballs away like annoying bugs on a windshield.

Aided by Stryke’s quick charge, both he and Hogosha reached three meters before the Lich’s throne in the blink of an eye. Upon reaching this point, Hogosha summoned a rock spire that shot out over Stryke’s head. It then charged up the spire and leaped toward the Lich from the air, while Stryke stabbed his sword from the ground.

The divide-and-conquer strategy was sound. By forcing the Lich to split its attention, at least one of them would score a good hit. At least that was the idea. Unfortunately, the Lich had not intentions of going by their script.

Bang! 

“What!?” Stryke and Hogosha stared in shock as they both struck a transparent shield. “When did he set this up!?” That’s right. They’d hit a mana shield, but neither of them had seen the Lich set up this spell, nor did they see any mandalas.

“It can’t be. Has he had this up since the beginning? How much mana does he have!?” It had to be known that mana shield was an active spell. Aside from the initial cost to summon the shield, mages needed to constantly supply the shield with mana to either strengthen or keep it active. This fundamental cost was the major reason mages did not walk around with permanent mana shields.

“At the very least, he has had it on since we started watching him. That’s put him at fifteen minutes at the minimum,” Hogosha calculated as it narrowed its eyes. “We have to finish this quickly. I doubt our mana can outlast his.”

“True. We’ll treat this as any raid BOSS then.” Stryke’s eyes lit up amidst the sparks as he roared, “Are you ready!?”

With Stryke’s roar, both he and Hogosha instantly gathered and then channeled their ki to a single point. For Stryke, it was the tip of his sword, whereas Hogosha’s gathered at its claws. The gathered ki rapidly condensed in the blink of an eye into a tiny clump the size of a grain of sand. 

“GO!” BOOM! An explosion accompanied Stryke’s roar as the compressed ki suddenly exploded.  Crick!  A tiny crack appeared on the shield, near the tip of Stryke’s sword. The tora did not hesitate. He immediately jammed his sword into the crack! It served to be the final straw.

The mana shield shattered with the sound of shattering mirrors, and Stryke immediately lunged at the unshielded Lich. 

“Brilliantly done.” For the first time, the Lich deigned to speak. It seemed to appreciate Stryke’s quick adaptability. Mana shields were indeed excellent at omni-directional defense. However, due to their broad surfaces, their defense were more spread out, which rendered them susceptible to pinpoint targeted attacks.

Of course, such attacks were easier said than done. Several dozen hours of practice went into any successful strike. Furthermore, one required unshakeable confidence in themselves, because the cost of failure was far too grim.

The old Stryke might have hesitated before staking it all on one move. However, this Stryke had been tempered in the fires of leadership for many (in-game) months. The naïve, insecure child had matured into a strong, dependable if still slightly naïve leader!

“Thank you!” Stryke grinned as he burst through the shield. He felt the [Charge] coming to an end, so he stuck his heel into the ground, and then pivoted in a circle, utilizing the final momentum to fuel a devastating strike aimed at the Lich’s feet.

Refusing to be left behind, Hogosha slashed down as it descended, sending eight crisscrossed ki-scythes slicing toward the Lich’s head and torso.

Faced with these attacks, the Lich calmly tapped its bone throne. Time itself stopped. Everyone watched in shock as the bone throne exploded into a mass of floating bones. Those bones then charged toward the Lich. The majority coagulated in front of the Lich, forming a gigantic eight-foot tall tower shield. A couple of extremely sharp bones gathered in the Lich’s left hand, creating a nine-foot bastard sword that was wider than Stryke’s body.

Finally, the rest superimposed on the Lich, creating a terrifying bone armor that reeked of death and chaos. The Lich’s helmet took the form of a larger version of its original skull. As a result, everyone got a clear view as the calmly burning Will O’ Wisps suddenly flared up into red, raging infernos.

Even though it felt like eternity, in reality, the transformation only took the tenth of a second. Stryke and the others only felt that way due to a by-product of the transformation. In order to ensure every piece fit correctly, the Lich added a sensory enhancement spell to the transformation spell. That spell accelerated the mind’s ability to record phenomenon occurring at micro time scales.

Of course, the Lich could have ensured the spell only affected itself. However, maybe because it was lazy, or due to the sick desire to record the panic on its foes faces, the Lich chose to make the sensory enhancement an AoE (Area of Effect) spell. As a result, it dragged Stryke and the others into its warped perception of time.

Fortunately, the transformation spell only lasted for one second. To anyone over thirty meters away, the Lich suddenly went from being seated to standing while fully clad in bone armor.

Bang! Bang!

Both Stryke and Hogosha’s attacks bounced harmlessly off the sturdy shield. Before either could regret the missed chance, their furs stood on end! They sensed immediate danger!

The Lich gently nudged its shield forward, but that was enough to send it crashing into both Stryke and Hogosha with the force of stampeding elephants. Stryke barely blocked with his buckler, but was still sent sliding. Hogosha, unfortunately, got struck especially hard, sending it tumbling to the ground.

“Die!” The Lich’s eyes burned as searing flames wrapped around its sword which it stabbed toward the airborne Hogosha.

“Like Hell!” Stryke cursed, ignoring the pain as he stomped his foot in the ground to offset the shield bash’s momentum. He then charged to the side and slammed against the blade’s flat edge. 

Crunch!  Stryke winced as he sensed his left shoulder pop out of its socket. He bit his lip to stifle the pain, and quickly looked to his right, where he was relieved to find that the blade barely missed Hogosha by a hair’s breadth.

Unfortunately, Stryke’s joy was short-lived.

The blade’s flames suddenly surged toward the tora like they met their greatest enemy. 

“Argh!” Stryke could not help but cry out as he rapidly retreated. 

The flames quickly burned large sections of his left arm and shoulder, leaving nasty smoldering scars behind. Thankfully, his buckler was strapped to his arm, so it spared the lower part from too much damage.

Stryke groaned as he grabbed his left shoulder, but then angrily cried out in disbelief, “Chill out, will you!?”

Why did he scream? Well, the Lich immediately raised its sword once Stryke retreated and swung down. Five flame-scythes blasted out from the swing, racing towards the Maggots battling against the other skeletons. 

Stryke could not believe his eyes. What kind of BOSS ignored the tank to attack others who weren’t even attacking it? Once again, he was reminded that L.N.E’s more intelligent monsters did not follow the attack patterns of regular MMOs.

 “[Flame Wall!]” Just before the burning scythes struck their targets, five three-meter tall doors appeared in each scythe’s path. 

Boom! Amidst the resulting explosion, Stryke collected himself and dashed toward the Lich before it could release another attack. He did not forget to send an appreciative glance at the mage who saved so many lives. “Thanks Craig!”

Nearby, Craig softly smiled as he dodged a skeleton’s swing. He then knocked it off balance with his staff, and then stabbed his staff into its empty eye socket. “Carry on, Young Master. I shall watch our backs.” Boom! The skeleton’s head exploded, illuminating Craig’s serene profile.

Stryke nodded with a smile, and then turned his attention to the Lich. Grrr… Just then, he felt the ground slightly tremble. Stryke’s fur rose on ends as he felt a rush of danger. Without questioning his instincts, he quickly leaped three meters to his left.

Brack!  Just in time it turned out, as a giant skeleton hand suddenly shot up from the ground and squeezed hard. Fortunately, Stryke was quick, and the skeleton only grasped air. The young tora leader shuddered to think about his fate if those hands caught him.

“Stryke, watch out!”

Unfortunately, it was far from over. Hogosha’s warning gave Stryke ample warning to dash off, once again barely dodging another skeletal grab. 

Boom! Boom! Boom!  

Stryke and Hogosha skirted around the Lich as the dodged the rapidly rising skeletal hands. Fortunately, the ground’s slight tremor gave them enough warning or they would have gotten caught long ago. 

However, things could not continue like this. 

Stryke gritted his teeth and glared at the arrogant Lich. “Gosha! Give me a lift!” With those words, he ignored the cracks in the ground as he dashed straight at the Lich.

The Lich’s arrogantly raised its blade and pointed it at the approaching Stryke. It said no words, but its demeanor was clear. It did not view the onrushing tora as a being worth its time. It basically invited Stryke to impale himself on its sword’s edge.

Stryke snorted in reply. It was not the first time someone underestimated him. Whether it was here or in the real world, there were many people who felt he was too young for his role. Well, he would just prove them all wrong.

Stryke saw the ground cracking in his path. He could tell the skeletal hand would jut out in the next second, and with his current pace, he would be above the strike point Contrary to expectations, Stryke did not hesitate one bit.

The young tora suddenly shot to the sky as a stone column burst out of the ground, carrying him along with it. The stone column carried Stryke at least thirty meters off the ground before shattering under its own weight.

Pa! Stryke leaped off the stone pillar just before it shattered, somersaulted in the air so his head faced the ground, and then ‘kicked’ the air with all he had. 

Boom! Stryke shot toward the Lich like a bullet from a sniper rifle. The young tora’s furs rustled excitedly as a recognizable madness began to spread through his eyes.

“Futile.” The Lich did not seem stumped by Stryke’s unorthodox approach. It calmly swung its sword above its head, leaving hundreds of basketball sized fireballs in its wake. With a flick of its fingers, the salvo launched at the tora missile!

Stryke, for his part, realized he could not depend on [Bulwark] as it had not yet come off cooldown. 

But, did he panic? 

Heck no!

All Maggots laughed in the face of danger, and Stryke was no exception! The youth’s wide grin revealed how much he had been corrupted by the abnormal guild. 

“Hahaha! Bring it!” With a war cry, Styrke launched several [Air Steps] in succession. He bounced back and forth across the sky, dodging the majority of the fireballs. Those he couldn’t dodge, he either smacked with his buckler or destroyed with his sword. The resulting explosions were disorienting, but Stryke did not incur any real damage as long as he did not face more than three exploding fireballs at a time.

However just when Stryke reached the ten-meter mark, he met a ten-meters wide fireball! Stryke wanted to dodge, but the Lich had timed the final fireball to perfection. The fireball was much faster than the previous ones. It would intercept him before he could switch directions.

Stryke’s gaze narrowed, but there was no panic in his eyes. Heh, he might be afraid if he fought this monster alone. But everyone knows that maggots are never alone.

Suddenly, Stryke spotted a giant earth spike stab into the heart of the fireball. Stryke did not need to look to know who did that. He instantly placed his buckler in front of him, and kicked the air, increasing the speed of his descent!

BOOM!

The massive fireball exploded from the interference, releasing vigorous winds that sent several skeletons and maggots tumbling across the clearing.

Psh!

Meanwhile, a golden light burst beneath the flames. Stryke, clad in a skintight layer of ki emerged amidst the falling embers. With a loud roar, he zipped past the Lich and struck the ground. He then quickly retreated several steps to stand beside Hogosha.

Ssss~ The Lich’s eyes burned as it turned to look at the petulant tora. A golden line spread across its helmet, and everyone watched, stunned as a large section of the section slid off due to the sharp cut.

Beneath the helmet, A deep gash burned at the Lich’s left cheekbone. The Lich temporarily stabbed its sword into the earth and then touched the scar on its cheekbone.

“AAAAHHH!” The forest trembled beneath the Lich’s overbearing rage. Its helmet shattered as flames enveloped its skull and body. The burning Lich King glared at Stryke with unbridled hatred. 

How dare a mere mortal deface an immortal existence!?

The Lich decided then. No more games. It would destroy Stryke and grant him a life worse than death!

Stryke grinned beneath the Lich’s wrath. “Now we know we can hurt it.” He banged his shield with his sword as he remarked with a grin, “Square up, Gosha. This is going to be a long fight.”

Hogosha growled as it crouched into an attacking position. “I expected as much. However, do not overdo it. We just need to prevent him from interfering on the battlefield.”

“I know what I need to do.” Stryke laughed. “I’m not as crazy as Kashi, you know?”

“Is that so?” Hogosha revealed a knowing smirk as it glanced at the tora’s shining eyes.  ‘You look plenty crazy to me.’

BOOM!

Unfortunately, the duo had to put any further banter on hold. The Lich had attacked with everything it had at last. 

Having successfully drawn its aggro, Styrke and Hogosha reverted to defensive stances, choosing to kite around the Lich, and only occasionally using complicated maneuvers to land one or two knicks on the Lich’s sturdy armor.

This was destined to be a long battle…

***

Meanwhile, on the major battlefield, the undead army finally wised up after being ambushed from behind. Although the orcs’ numbers were not high, the berserkers’ insane strengths meant they were making short work of the undead’s rear.

Realizing they needed to change the situation quickly, the smarter undead chose to attack two of the Rosen alliances’ key forces: The orchestra located atop the skyboats and the medic station beneath it.

No one could overstate the orchestra’s importance to the battlefield. Their numerous charmed songs not only boosted morale, but also increased reaction speeds, stamina regeneration, and boosted physical stats for short periods. All of these played major roles in how the smaller alliance held back the undead army for so long.

Furthermore, the medic station led by Jade focused on providing quick healing to all injured soldiers. Jade especially, showed off her peculiar class for the first time. Almost everyone who went through her hands came out, not only healed, but rejuvenated to their peak condition. It could be seen how the undead found her existence increasingly vexing!

The undead, who had noticed these key forces only took a moment to formulate the crudest, but most effective strategy.

Tall undead monsters started grabbing other undead, and then launched them like missiles towards Lunette’s skyboat.

Atop the skyboat, Lunette softly smirked as he glared at the rapidly approaching undead. Haha, did they think she was defenseless? Very well, she would not mind showing everyone why the Chaos Order felt the need to ban music from Merriheim!
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“Damn it! Hurry up, we’re so late!”

“Hey! Don’t blame me. How was I supposed to know that dungeon had that kind of trap!? Damn thing stole several hours more than we planned. It’s almost midnight. I bet the Oni Hill battle has most likely reached its climax.”

Two adventurers argued as they spurred their mounts towards Meilfour. The older of the two clucked his tongue as he muttered, “Fortunately Black Beard said they’re playing a live coverage from the Emporium at Meilfour, cause we never would’ve made it back to Aygorzi in time.”

The younger one eyes shone as he thought of the magnificent Emporium. Sometimes he could not believe that mere gamers came up with such a beautiful design. His brows then furrowed in anxious worry as he thought of the Emporium’s main attraction. “Do you think Ms. Lunette will be alright? She’s just a singer. Even if her buffs are powerful, any stray arrow can kill her.”

“Pfft. Lunette should be the least of your worries.” The older adventurer snorted at his younger companion’s shock. “That’s right. You just transferred to Merriheim’s branch so you don’t know yet. In Merriheim, the scariest things aren’t the monsters with thick muscles and magic, but those that use music.”

“What? Does that make sense?”

“Whether it makes sense or not is something you’ll realize when there’s a stick pierced through your brain.” The older adventurer’s eyes brightened with joy when Meilfour’s brand new walls appeared on the horizon. “Less chit-chat. Give your mount all you’ve got. We’re going to double-time it.”

With those words, the adventurers spurred their mounts even harder. As if sensing the end of the journey, the mounts fully complied and brought out 120% of their normal max speed. With that, the adventurers rode into the town in less than three minutes.

Surprisingly, no one checked them at the gate, but they soon realized why when they saw a gigantic gathering outside the Emporium. Every guard in Meilfour had been reassigned to this location to ensure no fights broke out.

“Ah! Miss Lunette!” The younger brother screamed in shock as he stared at a giant projection on the Emporium’s outer wall. The adventurers were just in time to see an overhead view of Oni Hill’s main battlegrounds as the undead launched themselves at Lunette and Jade to destroy these two strategic locations. “Ah! She’s in trouble! What are the warriors doing? Why is no one going to help her?”

“Help her?” A random adventurer chuckled as he looked at the young adventurer. “Shut up and watch, noob. God Lunette isn’t someone these undead can touch.”

“G-god Lunette?” The young adventurer barely had time to process his shock before he let out another scream. God Lunette had just left the skyboat’s protection and was walking on the air towards the incoming undead missiles.

“Hahaha! The show’s about to start.” The random adventurers’ eyes suddenly turned blood-red as he started clapping and hollering at the top of his lungs. “Oi, admin turn up the volume!” Even more shockingly, most of the adventurers at the Emporium shared the same reaction. These veterans of Lunette’s concerts seemed to sense something as their turbulent emotions were like a lit fuse leading to a powder keg.

“Watch closely, Grim Sky.” The older adventurer suddenly said as he gazed at Lunette’s floating figure. “Look how true Merrites fight.”

***

“Are you sure you don’t need help, Falsetto-kun?” Atop the skyboat, Lufer asked as he glanced at Lunette in the distance. Despite the loud music and battling sounds, he wasn’t afraid she couldn’t hear him. To musicians like them, their ears were one of their greatest assets.

Lunette smiled as a grand piano appeared in front of her. If Kashi was here, he would have recognized it as the grand piano he saved from the corrupt mayor’s vault. It was all fixed up, shiny, and somehow floating in the air alongside Lunette. “It won’t be necessary Lufer-san.” Lunette glanced at the battle going on below and added, “The army cannot be deprived of the orchestra’s buffs for even one second. That’s exactly the undeads’ goal. We cannot play into their hands.” A confident grin played across her lips as she sat down and played a note. “Besides… I do not think I need help to defeat these monsters. I’m not the same helpless girl I was when we fought Belrug.

Lufer revealed a hapless smile as translucent avatars wielding different instruments began appearing around Lunette with each key she played. These avatars bore a striking resemblance to the songstress, except dressed differently like they were incarnations from parallel worlds.

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Lufer shook his head as the violinist incarnation joined Lunette’s tune, followed soon by a drummer. “You have never been helpless.” His gaze then hardened as he firmly turned his back to her and focused on the orchestra. “Alright. We can’t hold her back! Everyone, WarBringer, Movement 3! We’re going on the attack!”

Lunette’s fingers blurred as she poured everything into a new song. The powerful notes exploded with a will to destroy everything in its path. The never-ending crescendo was akin to a warrior walking the path of vengeance. It would continue to destroy until the object of vengeance was destroyed. Victory or Death! There were no other outcomes!

In a forgotten realm, several ancient souls began to stir from their eternal slumber. These vague souls trembled as Lunette’s song pierced the veil between realms and poured upon them. Like starved beasts, the souls ‘drank’ the song’s heart-thumping tunes as their souls began gaining definition.

Within a few seconds, the ‘souls’ took the forms of several warriors armed with drumsticks, bows, violins, and many more musical instruments. There should have been a sense of incongruity stemming from the clashing heavy armors and instruments. But, somehow, the picture just seemed right. It was like these warrior souls should never wield anything but instruments.

The ‘souls’ eyes sharpened as power flowed through their bodies. Buoyed by the thunderous music, several wings burst out of the souls’ backs and they charged into the skies. However, halfway to the distant sky, they began disappearing one by one as if summoned to another dimension.

And summoned they were.

Back at Oni Hill, Lunette’s figure pulsed with incredible power as she channeled Suvron’s God’s Mark. Not only did Suvron’s God’s Mark give her incredible mana, but the exclusive skill  [ All for One ]  turned Lunette into a one-man army for as long as she could maintain the various projections.

“Human! Die!” A falling undead roared as it shot down from the sky, pointing its spear at the vulnerable songstress.

Many across Destia had their chests rise to their mouths at the perilous scene. They still could not understand why Lunette left the protection of Lufer’s [Show Must Go On] barrier. She would just die here. Some lamented the hubris of a rising star, and others mocked her with schadenfreude.

Bottom line, very few actually believed she had a chance of surviving this encounter. This was why the next few seconds left many gaping mouths across Destia.

BAM! The undead’s spear suddenly paused mid-flight. The blue will-o-wisps flickered as it stared at a shimmering figure that seemed to be made up of thousands of musical notes. The figure had stopped the spear with what looked like a pair of cymbals.

“Hohoho. Now, that is a rare sight.” Above the skies, Fladnag chuckled as he admired the strange musical ghost. “So, Song Sprites still existed? I thought the Chaos Order destroyed the pathway for good.”

“Your ill-words wound my heart,” Cathek objected with faked pain. “Even with all my faults I would never condone eliminating an entire species like that.”

Zeing snorted. “But you ordered the destruction of all tomes referencing the Song Sprites. You know the Song Spirtes need music to sustain their existence. What you did is no different from killing them.”

“That’s where you are wrong, Zeing.” Cathek revealed a thin smile. “Song Sprites can survive for up to a hundred years without music, albeit in a weakened state. I judged that the Summoned would return before that time expired. Believe me, I would never consign such works of art to an unjust extinction. If I did, I would be the first person Razznik beheaded upon his return. You all know how fiercely protective he can be, right?” Cathek sent a deliberate look at Sayen as he spoke.

Sayen looked away. She knew better than most. After all, the nations in the past used Razznik’s protective nature as justification to launch attacks at Oni Hill.

“Either way, it’s good to see the Song Sprites back. I’m guessing Suvron’s Mark revealed the pathway to the songstress.” Cathek praised without a hint of deceit. It was impossible to tell what the kafu was thinking. “Merriheim suddenly got a lot stronger.” Cathek glanced at his sleeping brother. “You know, I’m jealous of your champion. Why does he seem to get all the best toys?”

As usual, Bert ignored his brother.

Cathek awkwardly chuckled, but then looked back at the battle below. “Well, let’s see how she does. A song sprite’s power is directly proportional to the musician’s skill. I wonder just how powerful she truly is.”

“I think you will be surprised.” Rider suddenly spoke up, causing the rest to look at him in shock. Unlike Cathek, Rider was the type to treat each word spoken like gold. He would never say something if he wasn’t certain.

BOOM!

Simultaneous loud explosions brought everyone’s attention to the battlefield. They then stared in shock as they watched dozens of Song Sprites break out of the void and charge at the falling undead. They then blasted the missiles out of the sky using various instruments. One smacked its drumsticks against an undead, shattering it to dust, while another strum its harp, sending out several sound waves that minced a couple of undead.

The rapid reversal and show of power left many stunned, but the undead were not a species that understood fear. Upon seeing that the initial approach did not work, the undead immediately switched to plan B.

Plan B resulted in multiple explosions. The undead self-imploded, sending hundreds of thousands of bones flying through the air.

The Song Sprites quickly retreated to protect Lunette from the dangerous debris. However, the bones stunned everyone by circling around before coagulating in the sky.

Initially, many hot-blooded men and women stared in anticipation of a mega-undead. Every one of these people grew up watching Saturday morning cartoons with fusing mega robots, so their enthusiasm was understandable.

Unfortunately, reality was oft disappointing.

The hundreds of thousands of bones did coagulate in the sky. Unfortunately, rather than a mecha-undead, they combined onto a giant bony platform suspended in the sky. The platform, which was about as long as three football fields, allowed subsequent undead to land safely a distance from Lunette and her Song Sprites.

The undead planned it out perfectly. With Lunette’s Song Sprites at a distance, they could land safely without worrying about getting struck by archers from below. The platform itself was subject to heavy bombardment, but the undead were confident in its ability to last long enough for them to utterly destroy Lunette and the orchestra.

Within the span of a few seconds, several dozens of undead made it through the coalition’s bombardment and successfully landed on the platform.

This second batch was filled with the elites of elites. The dreadful mana emanating from their bones could be felt several miles away.

Faced with this overwhelming force, Lunette did not panic, but rather, stood up from the grand piano as another song avatar took her place. Following this, she softly clapped her hands as her smile slowly turned ferocious.

*Clap* *Clap* *dudududu dududu*

The drums beat a boastful response to Lunette’s claps as she stepped onto the bone platform. As she walked forward, the Song Sprites congregated around her as both claps and drums turned more fervent.

Battle intent rumbled in Lunette’s eyes as she stopped about twenty meters away from the advancing undead warriors. The confident songstress grinned as she stomped the ground, and then snapped her fingers.

Cheers erupted in Merriheim as eager fans recognized their maiden’s iconic pose.

Lunette grinned as musical notes sprung up from the ground and began circling her body. With a flash, the notes transformed into a beautiful dark dress that sparkled like the hidden cosmos. Lunette’s favored skill,  [ War Dress ]  turned a musician’s original composition into a dress or armor that would last the duration of the composition’s song. The type of buffs the dress/armor gave was also dependent on the type of song.

Lunette’s current [War Dress] was composed of a hard-hitting, aggressive composition titled ‘Valkyrie’s Charge.’ It boosted her speed and power, while significantly reducing her defense.

Of course, the [War Dress] was not without limits. It massively drained its wielder’s mana reserves. Like a beautiful song, the [War Dress] lifted its wielder’s to the heavens before unceremoniously dumping them back to earth on the final note.

Lunette, however, did not seem to care about this limitation. She simply grinned as she charged alongside the Song Sprites amidst thumping drums.

Empowered by the [War Dress], Lunette soon reached the foremost Drugher General. The monstrous seven-foot undead roared as it cleaved at the advancing songstress.

Many onlookers choked in fright at the insane speed. The undead was much faster than its size implied. However, their shock only intensified when Lunette gracefully dropped to the ground, seamlessly sliding underneath the deadly blow.

The songstress smiled as she slipped beneath the Drugher General’s feet, making sure to throw two palm strikes at its calves that matched up with the music’s beat.

Bam! Bam!  Shockingly, incredible force escaped the dainty palms, causing the Drugher General to awkwardly buckle in place. The enraged Drugher General roared in anger as it turned to stab at the pesky female. Unfortunately for it, however, Lunette had already hopped a distance away, rhythmically skipping across the platform like she was playing a dancing video game.

The enraged Drugher General wanted to give chase, but… BAM!

A Song Sprite smashed its violin bow against the Drugher General’s helmet. The attack did not deal too much damage. This was a Drugher General after all. But it did draw the Drugher Generals’ attention to three Song Sprites that immediately engaged it in a fierce battle.

Freed from the greatest threat, Lunette sprung into the mass of Drugher Knights and Soldiers with reckless abandon. Her steps quickened in line with the rising tempo as she skipped through and retaliated against the Drughers’ attacks.

Each slap released powerful shockwaves that outright destroyed the Drugher Soldiers, while injuring the knights. The intelligent undead quickly figured out that Lunette’s attacks were much more potent when she hit in tune with the playing song, so they tried to predict and dodge her movements based on the music.

“No! That’s impossible!” Yong-Su blurted out as he watched the Drughers’ unnatural movements. The unfortunate undead tried to dodge Lunette, but their bodies appeared recalcitrant.

The undeads’ janky movements failed to take them out of Lunette’s attack range. At first, it did not make any sense, but upon closer inspection, it became obvious that the Drughers seemed to move in accordance to the song’s tempo.

The strange movements caused it to seem like Lunette and the Drughers were engaged in an elaborate choreographed dance that incidentally ended in the Drughers’ destruction. The Transcendents immediately recognized the phenomenon. A domain! The ability that bent the very laws of nature and physics to its wielder’s specialties within a certain range.

“That’s a domain! How can she use it? Is she a Transcendent!?” Yong-Su’s eyes practically spewed flames as he glared at Brock and the others. “You hid a transcendent from us? Is there even a point to this farce then?” The pirate slammed the table and made to stand up.

“Do not overreact, Yong-Su.” Damah Dumm’s powerful, yet calm voice stopped Yong-Su in his tracks. The mertian extended a warm smile as he rebuked, “Look closely. The lady is not a true Transcendent yet. She is merely utilizing the God’s Mark to temporarily cross that threshold. Look, you can see the domain is not that stable.”

Yong-Su snorted, but even he was not brazen enough to offend Damah Dumm for no reason. He thus complied and observed Lunette’s battle. Indeed, like the elusive merchant stated, Lunette’s domain was not stable. He could see that some Drughers were able to break out of the choreography, if only temporarily.

Fortunately, that brief moment alone was enough to show that Lunette was not a Transcendent—not a true one anyway.

Yong-Su quickly sat down after clarifying the issue. He did not doubt the outcome as long as Lunette was not a Transcendent. She would soon run out of mana and then it would be lights out for—

Crackle! BOOM!

Thousands of hearts leaped to their throats in unison as a two-meter-thick lightning bolt suddenly blasted a giant hole through the bone platform. Several Drughers instantly went flying in various directions. The lightning’s pure yang/holy energy ground their yin/death-infused bodies to dust in an instant.

Before anyone could process what was going on, soft laughter emanated from the hole as a familiar woman flew through the lightning while covered in lightning arcs.

Yuhi Jade flashed an evil grin as she looked at the scrambling undead. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you chew toys think we were easy targets?” She smiled as she flicked several coins into the air and then pulled back her middle finger. Powerful electric arcs poured from her hands onto the coins causing them to rapidly heat up as they spun in the air. Then, with a shit-eating grin, she flicked the first coin.

“Eat Shit, Boneheads!”

 



            

    
        Chapter 275: Fur Displacement

    
    
    
    
                Brackt!  Lightning chains thundered across the battlefield, delivering divine judgement upon the sinful undead that dared defile their wielder’s holy grounds. The undead desperately tried to chase after the dastardly Jade to end the judgement at its source. 

Fortunately, no one was more aware of Jade’s Glass Cannon status more than the sorceress herself. She smartly enveloped her body in lightning, boosting her speed and agility. However, unlike most members of Hopeful Maggots, the young woman determinedly kept her distance from the undead. Instead, she dutifully fulfilled her role as a mage, obliterating the hapless monsters from a safe range.

“Are you Maggots watching!? Why the hell’s our healer drawing so much aggro!?” A squad leader suddenly shouted when he realized that he, like so many other soldiers, were watching dumbstruck without helping. 

Well, they could not be blamed. Most people knew about the Maggots’ Kashi, Leila, Syel and Shoko. Very few, even among the Maggots, knew that Lunette had capable fighting skills, and even less were aware of Jade’s prowess. After all, the others’ battle achievements massively overshadowed Jade’s in the Battle of Aygorzi. Furthermore, while Shoko and Syel helped with monster hunting, Jade disappeared from the public eye to work on her experiments.

Seeing these two seemingly harmless women—a singer and a healer—dominate the battlefield so openly would leave anyone in shock.

However, being dumbstruck was one thing. The Hopeful Maggots were not so incompetent to leave both women to deal with so many undead. The undead’s surprise attack ultimately failed. Having weathered the worst initial push, both Lunette and Jade were able to fall back as reinforcements rapidly poured in to consolidate their positions.

Lunette and Jade drank several mana potions to recover their lost mana, before returning to their previous stations. However, things were different. Lunette and Jade managed to lure in several high-ranking undead before eliminating them.

As a result, although the overall number of undead was not majorly affected, their quality experienced a steep drop. This gave the Hopeful Maggots’ elite forces more freedom to bully the regular undead. Furthermore, with the orcs’ incursion from the undead’s rear, the battle situation began to look even more favourable for the coalition.

Never forget. The coalition’s job was not to eliminate the undead, but prevent them from reaching Oni Hill. They had been prepared for a bitter defensive battle. No one expected they would get a chance to go on the offensive like this. 

“Tighten up, Cyanide! You’re getting too far.” Absalon did not let the battle’s success get into the soldiers’ heads. From his vantage point, he constantly recalled any Maggots who strayed too far into enemy territory. 

The Maggots’ greatest advantage was Oni-Hill’s fan-like mountain terrain. If they pushed too far out, their meager numbers would leave many holes that the undead could exploit to get in behind them. Only a fool would do that.

With Absalon’s firm grip over the overall situation, there was no chance for the undead to launch a reversal. At least, unless their leader intervened. With this thought, Absalon cast a weary glance at the distant forest where he felt several chaotic ki engulfed in battle. “Hang in there a little longer, Stryke. I’ll come once the deadline passes.”

 

***

11:40  

Whoosh! While the battle raged on outside, an equally intense battle was in full swing within Oni Hill. After Gentle Breeze cleared the Sloth Floor, Rono cleared the Glutton in near-record time. The poor Primate on the Glutton barely had a second to announce himself before Rono’s dagger pierced his brain.

The next floor, the Lust floor, was more of a challenge. First, unlike previous floors, the invaders found themselves in a large town. The champion of this floor, Sonic took a moment to admire the thousands of stunningly beautiful, sensual women and powerful, muscular men strutting about the town. 

However, Sonic soon reacted with shock, when he saw a man pull a woman’s kimono down in public and begin fondling her breasts. Elsewhere, a woman grabbed a man’s private part and pulled him into an alley.

It only took a moment for Sonic to understand. This was a weirdly liberal town. It seemed like every member was open to sex any time and any place. Furthermore, there was a weird scent in the air that provoked a human’s arousal.

Despite only being present for a few seconds, Sonic found his body beginning to react. Furthermore, there was no sign of the floor’s Primate. The guildmaster frowned, hesitated for a tenth of a second, and then went for the quickest solution. 

Whoosh! Sonic blasted off in a whirlwind of evil justice! With his daggers by his side, he zipped past the lovemaking townspeople, leaving trails of corpses and blood in his wake. By the time the townspeople realized something was wrong, the kafu had already eliminated over half of their population.

The remaining half quickly looked for weapons to protect themselves, but Sonic was not the type to lose to a bunch of weaklings who had lost themselves to several generations of lust. Sonic’s endless murder spree eventually brought him to a mansion near the heart of the town. 

There, Sonic finally encountered this floor Primate. The Primate was a gorgeous Masonian with long orange hair that bounced on her perky bottom. Her alluring body-hugging dress accentuated her curves but retained a teasing elegance that captured the imagination. Unfortunately, her pretty smile soon turned to an enraged grimace as she battled the stubborn kafu that refused to play by the rules.

The lady, named Ko Sun-Ah, who specialized in enthralling others to fight for her, engaged Sonic in a bitter battle with fifty enhanced soldiers. Sonic’s speed gave him a large advantage against the soldiers, but their enhanced meaty skin caused him to waste more time than he would have liked dispatching them.

Eventually, Sonic eliminated the last henchman, but his expression turned ugly instead of happy. That was because he noticed that the henchmen’s corpses always dried out immediately after death like they had been sucked dry of their essence.

By the time he eliminated the last henchman, Sonic glared at the Primate, who was flowing with abundant power and ki, that far outstripped her earlier prowess. It did not take a genius to realize that she somehow absorbed ki and mana from the dead henchmen.

Sonic also knew that this was a temporary boost or she would not waited until they died to drain them. Usually, he would draw out the time to wait for the effects to wear off. Unfortunately, the one thing he did not have was time. Hence, the kafu decided to go all out for once.

Sonic’s gaze turned dark as he took out a leather belt from his inventory and strapped it around his waist. The belt housed several small knifes with talismans wrapped around their hilt. Before anyone could figure out their purpose, Sonic took out another scroll from his inventory and slammed it onto the ground.

Sun-Ah’s expression shifted immediately she saw the scroll. She immediately tried to retreat, but Sonic was much faster. He bit his thumb and plastered his blood over the scroll before shouting, “SEAL!”

Guooo!  The heavens let out a loud screech as four gigantic, black walls dropped from the sky. The walls, which where roughly thirty meters long and high, fell in the shape of a square around Sonic and Sun-Ah, firmly trapping them within their boundaries.

Sonic grimaced as the scroll spontaneously combusted after use. Such one-time use scrolls were insanely expensive. He only obtained this one during a legendary dungeon raid. The scroll summoned boundary walls that cut off a space from the world around it. The walls would not come down until either the time ran out, or an otherworldly force destroyed them.

Of course, neither Sonic nor Sun-Ah had the power to destroy these walls.

Sun-Ah, especially found out the hard way, when she struck the wall with her fist. A powerful backlash blasted her several meters away. The damage was so much that she could not help but cough up a mouthful of blood.

Sun-Ah stared at the walls in fright. She dared not imagine what would have happened if she was not buffed. Would she have directly exploded from the backlash? Unfortunately, she had no way of knowing that the backlash scaled in proportion to the prisoner’s power. It would never outright kill its prisoners. The walls were a prison, not an executioner’s block.

Sou! Sou! Sou! 

Sun-Ah had yet to process her near-death when she heard three daggers whistling towards her. “Don’t underestimate me!” Sun-Ah roared as she turned around. Her hands turned black as she reinforced her skin with her clan’s ultimate  [ Adamantine Body ] . 

Clang! Clang! Clang! Sun-Ah knocked the daggers out of the air, and then snorted as she glared at Sonic who came charging after. At her base stats, she would not have been able to keep up with his speed, but the current her was not so weak. The Primate smirked before throwing out a punch with shockingly perfect form.

A massive ki-enforced fist burst forth, crashing toward the incoming Sonic with insane speed. With Sonic’s current momentum, there was no way for him to dodge.

Sonic, however, did not display any traces of panic. He smiled and then instantly disappeared, leaving Sun-Ah stunned.

The Primate, however, displayed why her title was not for show. Her instincts flared, causing her to harden the skin around her neck.  Clang !  Sparks flew as a dagger sparked against the hardened neck. 

“Bastard!” Sun-Ah cursed as she glared at Sonic’s lackadaisical smile. She instantly reached out to grab the kafu’s hand, but Sonic decidedly released the dagger, and then instantaneously disappeared again.

This time, Sun-Ah kicked hard, beating a hasty retreat. Just in time it turned out, as Sonic appeared on her right this time, stabbing another dagger toward her ribs. Fortunately, she had already charged out of his attack range.

Sonic smirked at the rapidly retreating figure before flinging several daggers. Strangely, only a few flew directly at Sun-Ah, with many others flying in strange arcs toward wildly different directions. Immediately after Sun-Ah dodged one of the daggers, Sonic appeared by her side with the dagger in hand. This time, he managed to leave a shallow cut down the Primate’s arm.

Unfortunately, this also allowed Sun-Ah to accurately determine Sonic’s ability. “ [ Teleportation by Medium ]!”  Sun-Ah cursed. Teleportation-by-medium was an advanced teleportation skill that allowed its user to instantly travel to a marked totem. This overpowered skill was beyond extremely rare. It was said that one-in-a-million adventurers would come across this skill in their life-time. Out of those few, one-in-a-million would successfully learn the skill. Such were the harsh requirements to master it.

However, Teleportation by Medium had severe drawbacks. First, it required plenty of prep time to be effective. Second, teleportation was a mana-sink. Third and most troubling, it was only effective as a sneak attack in the first few bouts before the enemy caught wind. Once the enemy realized the skill, they just had to keep track of the totems to guess where the wielder would attack from.

Sun-Ah quickly calmed down as she regained her wits. Now that she knew Sonic’s ability, she only needed to expend a little bit of mental energy to keep track of every dagger he threw out. This was a daunting task, to be fair, but Sun-Ah did not break into the ranks of Primate by virtue of her looks!

A desperate battle of wits and guts swiftly exploded in the enclosed space. Sonic alternated between frontal attacks, and teleportation to throw Sun-Ah off her game. However, the Primate parried all attacks with insane precision. No matter how Sonic threw the daggers, he could not catch her off-guard. 

Sun-Ah even kept track of the fallen daggers, such that when Sonic appeared next to an old, fallen dagger, she was still able to react in time and vault over a sinister blow to her legs. It did not take long before Sonic only had a single dagger left. 

As if by prior agreement, they separated by around ten meters and observed their counterpart.

“Heh. Looks like you’re out of tricks.” Sun-Ah smirked as she mocked the kafu. “What are you going to do now? I do not think you can catch me before time runs out.”

Sonic revealed a lackadaisical smile in reply. “Well, we won’t know until we try, right?” With those words, he tightened his grip around the dagger and then began running in a circle around Sun-Ah. He rapidly sped up until he was but a series of afterimages around the watchful Primate.

“Do you want to confuse my eyes?” Sun-Ah did not bother tracking the speeding Sonic with her eyes. She knew that was a recipe for failure. Instead, she spread her ki around her, and heightened her senses to pick up any disturbances. Sun-Ah had already confirmed there were no daggers around her, so she knew that Sonic’s best bet was that final dagger in his hand.

Sonic did not make her wait long. Whoosh! With a bang, Sonic suddenly exploded straight towards the Primate with a dagger in his hand. 

Sun-Ah raised her reinforced arms in preparation, but she then suddenly punched above her head. Clang! Shockingly, her fist struck a dagger in Sonic’s left hand, who had appeared above her. The dagger in his right hand then snaked to her temple, but she effortlessly grabbed his arm, stopping the charge, and then slammed him toward the ground. But then, just before he struck the ground, Sonic suddenly disappeared. 

All the hairs on Sun-Ah’s arms stood on end as the greatest sense of danger she’d ever experienced assaulted her at once. She did not hesitate to scream, “I forfeit!” Amid her scream, Sun-Ah was shocked to see an arm protruding through her chest. She nearly teared up in fright, but then she noticed that she could not feel any pain.

Only then did Sun-Ah realize that her body had turned intangible. Sonic’s arm harmlessly passed through her body because it had turned ethereal.

Sun-Ah finally looked over her shoulder at the kafu, who still wore his trademark lazy smile. “H-How? There were no daggers there.”

“Why should I tell you?” Sonic replied with a teasing question of his own. He clicked his tongue and drew his arm with a disappointed smile. “I wanted to reduce your numbers as much as possible. I guess it’s not easy to kill a Primate.”

“Ha—ha.” Sun-Ah let out a broken dry laugh as her body slowly disappeared. “I will remember you, Sonic.”

“I’d prefer if you forgot I existed,” Sonic lazily waved her off as he bit on a thistle he took out from god-knows-where. After Sun-Ah disappeared, a portal appeared behind the kafu.

Sonic glanced at the still standing walls and then at the portal. This was supposed to be an isolated realm, but Oni Hill’s machinations somehow overrode all of that without destroying the barrier itself. “This place is more fucked than I thought. How the hell did Razznik build this place?” 

Sonic let out a breath as he waved his hand, causing all the daggers scattered around the field to return to him. He then, placed them in the belt, returned it to his inventory, and then finally walked into the portal with a calm smile after checking the system clock. 

11:45. 

They were really cutting it close.

***

“Isn’t that Fermes’ Divine Skill?” Cathek murmured as he glanced at Sayen with a knowing gaze. “You really spoiled your champion.”

“I merely pointed the way.” Sayen retorted with a cold gaze. “He seized the opportunity with his own hands.” 

Zeing scratched his head as he looked between the two. “You guys understand what happened there? It did not look like an average teleportation.”

“Of course, it isn’t something as banal as teleportation.” Cathek pulled strand of fur from his fur and freed it, so it danced in the night breeze. “It’s Fermes’ Divine Skill  [ Winged Displacement ] . Fermes is the fastest god, not because of his base speed, but because he can instantly switch places with any feather. It’s said the cosmos rebelled after he developed the skill, eventually placing a terrible limitation it.”

“Limitation?”

“Yes. Fermes’ feathers burn up after each use. Furthermore, they can only regenerate once every five years. Hence, although it is very powerful, Fermes rarely uses it in battle.” Cathek paused and then chuckled, “I did hear that Fermes burned every feather during his battle against Razznik. I can’t imagine what that must have looked like. I wish I was there.”

Zeing scratched his head. “How does that apply to the kafu brat, though?”

Cathek smiled as he patiently explained, “He trained in a modified version of the skill. Rather than feathers, he can substitute with his fur. During their battles, he deliberately left some of his fur in her hair. He then swapped with it during the final charge. It was an ingenious use of [Winged Displacement], or should I call it [Fur Displacement]?”

“That’s good and all, but how did he even learn that skill?” Fladnag questioned. “Kashi was the one who freed Fermes. Except for Aethir and Ferulic, there are no written records of the gods’ divine skills, so there’s no way he could have learned it from some random chest.”

“True. But there is one god who knows every god’s divine skill—no, who knows every skill ever created.”

Fladnag’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? He freed that god?”

Sayen nodded. “Yes, he freed Chisoa, God of Wisdom. Chisoa’s inherited skill was not compatible with Sonic, so he granted him the modified [Winged Displacement] as compensation.

“Lucky boy.” Fladnag whistled. “Of all the gods, Chisoa is the best to free. He’s the only god that can grant you a skill that definitely matches with you. Speaking of which, does Sonic have a god’s mark too?”

“Every mortal deserves their secrets.” Sayen’s light smile ended the conversation.

Even Fladnag did not dare get on the Jinx’s bad side.

            

    
        Chapter 276: PRIDE!

    
    
    
    
                
“Enough chit-chat. They are about to embark on the final floor.” Rider stopped his companions’ bickering, as he focused on Oni Hill. At this point, the other battlefields showed no signs of major change, so he surmised that these last few minutes hinged on their performance at Oni Hill. 

Dududududu! But then, just as he spoke, gargantuan amounts of mana and ki poured out of the forest in torrential droves. Rider, and several others’ attentions snapped to the forest, where a pivotal battle had suddenly entered its climax.

At the same time, Brilith walked through the portal without acknowledging anyone at the interim waiting spot. The young woman was deathly focused, pressured by the knowledge that the entire expedition rested on her shoulders now. Victory was not the goal. If she wasted too much time in securing said victory, all of their efforts would go up in smoke!

This kind of pressure would have crushed the vast majority, but if Brilith felt it, she certainly did not reveal any nervousness on her face.

The portal’s disorientating void quickly gave way, revealing a world that left Brilith wondering if she was still stuck inside the portal. What appeared before her was a vast empty white space as far as the eyes could see. The only ‘stain’ in this white world was a woman who sat on the back of an Ephrium, observing Brilith with a stoic expression.

Brilith naturally did not recognize the woman, Myra Lock

Brilith returned the woman’s piercing gaze with a languid, belittling sneer. However, she did not speak, choosing instead to spread her mana to probe her surroundings. She was not foolish enough to act when she had not yet ascertained the rules of this realm.

Fortunately, as if to answer her doubt, a dark blob, like a drop of black ink stained the world between the two women. The ink bloated for a bit, before exploding to reveal an aged skeleton in tattered robed. The strange, humanoud figure stood at almost nine feet tall, with four arms that each held brushes of different sizes. On its hunched back lay a canvas roll, or perhaps an extremely large scroll. It was hard to tell.

The skeletal figure’s head was covered in an iron, dragon shaped helmet, but four will-o-sips burning in the eye sockets flitted between the combatants. 

Brilith immediately used [Identify] and was instantly stunned speechless. The skeleton was actually named. Keeper of Scrolls. Furthermore, its level and HP levels were filled with question marks. The guildmaster instantly raised her vigilance to the max!

As if understanding that time was precious, the Keeper of Scrolls only glanced at the two women before reaching for the scroll on its back. With one swift motion, it pulled the scroll loose and then tossed it into the air. 

The scroll unfurled without fanfare. Brilith, who had prepared herself for an attack, was shocked to find thousands of small paintings on the gigantic banner. Before Brilith could identify the paintings, the Keeper of Scrolls, tapped one of the paintings with a brush.

The selected painting burst with a bright light and then transformed into a furled scroll that shot out of the painting. Fortunately, the Keeper of Scrolls was prepared. It grabbed the scroll out of the air, and then returned the large scroll to its back.

Only after securing the large scroll did it toss open the furled scroll. 

Whoosh! Brilith took a step back as a bright light poured out of the scroll, nearly blinding her in the process. She shut her eyes, and only opened them when she felt the intensity die down. When she did, she was shocked to find that the room had not changed much. However, she then noticed another ‘stain’ in the white world: A row of blue shimmering characters hovered in the air between both women.

DECLARE YOUR PRIDE.

Three words. That was all. Brilith observed the phrase with a slight frown. She could not believe the Keeper of Scrolls used all this fanfare just to display these words. However, she changed her mind when she glanced at the enigmatic figure. It was not obvious, but she could have sworn that the will-o’-wisps were pulsating in amusement.

Brilith opened her mouth to question the keeper, but then the distant Myra Locktree spoke first.

“Chaos shall envelop this world.” Myra spoke with a faint smile, her gaze portraying an undying confidence in her words.

Brilith’s gaze narrowed. What was this woman spouting? Was this some sort of cultist catchphrase? Come to think of it, their organization was called Chaos Order. So, it did make sense that they had weird obsessions with Chaos. With these thoughts, the young woman smirked as she derisively replied, “Delusions are common among los—”  Gruu!

Brilith’s words froze in her throat as the white space suddenly began to tremble. Fortunately, her vast experience enabled her to maintain her balance, or she might have fallen, ultimately embarrassing herself. That said, her shock had only just begun when she noticed the ‘space’ behind Myra begin to distort before color began to splatter all around the empty space, quickly coloring in a new world.

The water colors mixed and matched before forming a dark forest with a gigantic black castle at its center. A magnificent moon hung in the background, with a hazy figure shrouded in its sublime glow. 

Brilith and Myra stood in the skies above, providing them a clear view of the newly emerged world. From their vantage point, they could see thousands of Primes coming in and out of the castle. These people, regardless of station, wore large, happy smiles as they completed various trades or businesses. The only strange thing in this picture was that everyone had to stop and pay respects to a statue at the castle gates before continuing. However, it did not seem like anyone minded this point.

Brilith observed this ‘world’ with a thoughtful expression. She did not dwell too long on her ruminations, however, because she noticed that this inkish world was slowly surging forward like rolling liquid. Brilith did not know why, but the approaching liquid gave her an intense sense of danger. 

Brilith quickly pieced together every piece of information since she had arrived on this floor. First, this was the Pride floor. Like every floor previous, each floor operated by distinct set of rules, some of which defied logic. However, the theme would always be tied to the allocated sin. 

Unlike previous floors, this one had a ‘steward’ who gave a clear instruction. ‘DECLARE YOUR PRIDE.’ This suggested that the creator of this floor surmised that the participants of this floor needed the instruction to stand a chance. That, or, the balance of power would be too much in one side’s favor if the other did not receive a hint beforehand.

Brilith chewed on the provided information. She already calculated the floor’s most likely restriction. However, to be sure, she attempted to channel her mana to cast a spell. “Hmm.” Brilith snorted. Unsurprisingly, she could not channel her mana in any way. Furthermore, her body was frozen in place. She could move her arms, and adjust her feet to ease comfort, but she could not move a step in any direction.

“I see. Declare my Pride, is it?” Brilith revealed a cold grin as she glanced at the Scrollkeeper. She seemed to sense a spark of anticipation in its flickering will-o’-wisps, but she had no way to confirm. 

Still, its minor reaction was more than enough for Brilith to confirm her conjecture. She boldly turned to look at Myra and smirked, “How trite and cliché. A world ruled by some crazy god? Pass!” She patted her chest as she declared, “The only world that deserves to exist is one I built myself!”

BOOM! With Brilith’s declaration, vast amounts of colors exploded around her. A sunny world soon bloomed into view. Thousands of Primes travelled across plains, carrying wood, iron and several building materials to erect a magnificent city atop a grassy plain. 

Furthermore, they built a giant tower that broke into the clouds, eventually culminating in a golden throne set at the top of the tower. 

Incidentally, the throne just happened to be at Brilith’s location, so with a cocky smirk, she sat upon her throne, and condescendingly gaze at the distant Myra. “All shall bow before me. That is the only world that can exist.”

Bam! Every hume within Brilith’s world fell to their knee, and gazed at her in worship. Her ‘world’ then surged out to meet Myra’s, and a battle soon ensued, as each ‘world’ attempted to intrude into the other’s.

Myra examined her contemporary’s ‘world’ with disdain. “As expected of you. Such conceit. Look at the lives of those in your world. Your decadence has left them without a dream to pursue. A world without hope has no reason to exist!”

Myra’s words were akin to bolts of lightning striking Brilith’s realm. Suddenly, some of the kneeling humes began to raise their heads. These humes’ eyes turned red with rebellious thoughts. They would tear down that throne that limited all hope! With these thoughts, the humes began to ‘grab’ the world, causing large tears to appear in the painting. The weakened painting began to secede space to Myra’s world.

Brilith did not panic when she saw the rebellious humes in her world. Instead, her grin widened. “Do you think I built this world by divine providence. Everything I have, I built through my own efforts, with my own two hands, without any outside help.” Brilith’s gaze grew colder as hints of madness began to flash through her eyes. “A little rebellion? Hahaha! If they are capable enough to crush me, I will accept my fate, but is there anyone who can? This is  MY  World! You can only dare to dream when I. LET. YOU!”

Crushing pressure burst out from the throne, instantly descending upon the rebellious humes. BAM! The humes crumbled to the ground under the immense pressure. Indeed, in this world, no one could dream unless Brilith permitted it. Such was her pride and confidence in herself! She truly believed she was born to rule. She would tear and claw her way to the top, and no one would dare take it from her!

“This will not do. It would be unfair of me to not reciprocate your advice.” Brilith’s cold words caused Myra’s brows to furrow. Myra grew vigilant. She had already seen that Brilith was far from normal. This crazy woman’s narcissm had exceeded human levels!

Tut! Tut! Tut! Brilith softly thrummed her throne as she glanced at the blurry figure in Myra’s moon. She then snorted, “Hmph. An entire world built on believing in some distant god. Have you ever wondered what would happen if that god did not care for your worship?” Brilith would have loved to attack the god’s very existence, but Destia’s world had far too many proofs of their gods’ existences to every cast doubt. So, she wisely adjusted her tactics to dismantle Myra’s belief. “What makes you believe you are even worthy of worshipping him? Have you never wondered what would happen if he is disgusted by your so-called worship? If he wasn’t, why hasn’t he ever appeared before you?”

Brilith’s harsh questions caused a rift in the hearts of the traders walking in and out of the castle. They cast doubtful gazes at the blurry figure in the moon, which began to grow faint like it was disappearing from view. Indeed, what would they do if Razznik abandoned them? Their entire system relied on his ever watchful gaze.

Myra’s heart pounded for a moment, causing her world to severely weaken. However, her gaze sharpened just as Brilith’s world began to consume hers. “Haha. You almost had me. But, you appear to be mistaken.” Myra chuckled as she ruffled Ephrie’s feathers. “We are not delusional enough to believe we are worth anything. We follow Chaos’ teachings, not for his great power, but because his teachings are the closest we can ever get to true freedom in this world.” Myra’s lips spread in a small smile. “Ultimately, it matters not if he cares for us or not. The beauty of Chaos is that it abides by no established rules. We will worship him whether he is disgusted by us or not. Chaos is Freedom, All Consequences Accepted!”

Myra’s conviction strengthened her realm. The traders cast a respectful gaze at the blurry figure and then continued on their daily activities. Indeed, they no longer cared if their god left and never returned. The tenets of Chaos were immortal, outliving any being, god or human. Their will would never be dependent on a living being’s whims.

“Haha! You are truly insane.” Brilith could not help but burst out laughing at the other woman’s outrageous words. “By your words, you are  using  your esteemed god. He is nothing but a tool to you all.” Brilith nodded, and her gaze finally had a hint of respect in them. “It would seem I must reevaluate your organization. You are not blind cultists. At the very least, your beliefs are in somewhat more realistic than I expected.”

Myra smiled. “I sense a ‘however.’”

“Indeed.” Brilith crossed her fingers. “Your beliefs are admirable, however, they are ultimately in some external being.” Brilith tapped her throne as her gaze grew heated. “It might be different if I faced your leader. Unfortunately, you are but a general at most. Your faith is placed on your leader and your god.” Brilith tapped her chest as her aura exploded forth, “My faith comes from myself. It does not matter how great my adversary. As long as I draw breath, I shall claw, tear and bite my way to the top! Leaders can change, gods can die, but my heart, my conviction will never waver. You, who place your faith in others can never compare!”

Brilith’s conviction poured out like a tsunami, sending her world crashing into Myra’s with thunderous force.

Myra paled under the force of Brilith’s pride, but determined not to lose, she bit her lips till she drew blood to regain focus and then argued, “Even if my faith is not enough, the belief of one selfish heart can never compare to a thousand united hearts!” Myra’s staunch beliefs in the Chaos Order did not let her give up so easily. Why should she, when she had seen the Chaos Order’s eventual world. It was one without prejudice, where anyone could become great regardless of birth. In this feudal world, that was practically heaven to over ninety percent of the population!

Unfortunately, her conviction could not match Brilith’s madness! “A thousand united hearts? Seven billion could not shake my heart, and you think a measly thousand can!?” Brilith’s crazed declaration energized her world with narcisstic pride. It began eroding Myra’s at insane speeds.

Still, due to Myra’s strong beliefs, it did not look like the corrosion would finish within the ten-minute deadline.

***

“Looks like its about time.” While Myra and Brilith’s clashed, a certain draconian muttered this phrase in an alternate dimension. 

Kashi, who had been sitting in the ‘sky’ slowly stood up and stretched. He then glanced around, and smiled at the vast dark world surrounding him. From the looks of things, his ‘Myra’s’ pride had completely surrounded him.

Normally, this result should have severely injured his mind before ejecting him, but upon closer inspection, one would notice that there was a patch of white in a small circle around the draconian.

Myra’s world constantly tried to erode this final piece of canvas, but it kept slamming against the circle like there was an invisible wall.

“Declare Your Pride, huh?” Kashi did not seem to care about the encroaching world as he glanced at the distant Myra. “Only a narcissist like Razznik would make this kind of insane test.” He then issued a wry smile as he added, “Ah, but I do feel bad for him. Despite all these years, no one still got the point of this floor. How can you claim to be proud when you abide by someone else’s rule.”

“Huh?” The distant Myra’s eyes trembled. She suddenly sensed an insane threat pouring from the smiling daeben. She did not know why, but she had to kill him right now. That’s right, not defeat, but kill! Something about this man was very, very WRONG! “BREAK! BREAK!” Myra’s eyes grew frantic as she urged her world to crash into Kashi’s invisible barrier. Her crazed belief in the Chaos Order, and her willingness to sacrifice her life for that belief pushed her world to the brink as it unceasingly smashed against Kashi’s little barrier.

Crick! Criiick! Shockingly, small cracks began to appear in the air around Kashi, showing that Myra’s efforts were indeed paying off.

Kashi, meanwhile, looked at the cracks with a hint of surprise. “Impressive. Such pride in your Order. I can see why you were chosen for this floor.” He then smiled at the distant wisben. “I hope you can take pride in the Maggots one day. Until then…” Kashi raised his leg and shockingly took a step forward! “Rules? Restrictions? Who dares to put these on me? Haha, I’m not unreasonable. You can go ahead and place all the rules you want, but  I  will ultimately  choose  if  I  feel like obeying them.” 

Kashi shockingly walked through Myra’s world, approaching her with steady steps. “Why do humans always shackle ourselves to established command? You were told to establish your pride. Why is it that no one ever dares put their pride above the one who gave them an order?” 

Kashi finally reached Myra. The young woman, having her understanding of the world shattered, was too scared to resist, so Kashi softly placed his arm on her shoulder. “I commend your world. This is the first time I can see what the Chaos Order is trying to accomplish. Your methods are brutal, demonic and downright evil, but if you succeed, the peace and prosperity your rule brings would make sure no one would care after a few generations.”

Myra’s spine shivered. For some reason, Kashi’s approval made her feel good. She could not understand this feeling. Was this because an existence she could not fathom praised her work?

“Unfortunately, there is just one thing I cannot agree with. Well, two, but the first really bites me.” Kashi continued, as he glanced at the moon shining behind Myra. “First, I will never bow my head to Razznik in this life or the next. Second, I’m on a quest to unite the world under Rosendun’s flag,” Kashi removed his arm from Myra’s shoulder and then balled his palm into a fist. “Your ambition happens to clash with mine, so I’m sorry, but I have to obliterate your ambition.”

“Indeed, I am no match for you.” Myra coldly let out a chuckle. “But you forget. Even if you beat me, my main body can stall long enough until the deadline. You miscalculated. You should have taken the Pride floor. Brilith cannot beat me before the time elapses.”

“Hey, come on. Do you really think I would leave something as important as this quest to chance?” Kashi’s confident smirk caused Myra’s heart to skip a beat. “It never mattered who took the Pride floor as long as we made it here. Do you know why?”

Myra’s throat had long since turned dry. “Wh-Why?”

“Because, on the Pride Floor,” Kashi’s lips spread into a wide, toothy demonic grin. “I.AM.GOD!” With those words, Kashi ‘grasped’ the air.

BRACK! 

Gigantic cracks instantly shattered through Myra’s world. It did not take a second before the entire world broke into pieces, falling like shattered glass to reveal a blank, white world behind. Furthermore, it did not stop there.

Kashi’s pride was born from Suzuki and Razznik’s suffering and efforts. Suzuki had fought bigger and stronger boys and men half of his life, but never gave up in the face of adversity. Razznik was even more insane. The mad man wanted to be the strongest being in the world, so what did he do? He progressively challenged every powerful being in the world until he eventually went beyond and even defeated the gods. 

Kashi was no slouch either. From an exiled beginner gaming struggling in the Rosendun’s swamps, he fought and built The Hopeful Maggots to a fearsome existence, while constantly defying the odds along the way.

Suzuki’s stubbornness, Razznik’s achievements and Kashi’s ambitions, formed a terrible trinity that ensured Kashi’s pride was without match in the entire world! What was a little nation-wide conquest to someone who had conquered gods!?

Kashi’s insane pride completely hijacked the rules of the Pride Floor, granting him unprecedented power far beyond his station.

Since Kashi declared that he was the God of this Floor, then all rules no longer applied. Damage restricted to each dimension? Bullshit! Kashi’s power crashed into all dimensions with the force of a world-ending meteorite, destroying all battles and wiping the worlds clean. As a result, every warrior got ejected within the span of two seconds.

Brilith and Myra’s main body could only stare in shock as a flood of white smashed a hole in their world and subsequently drown them both before they could speak a world. THe very next second, both women disappeared.

Meanwhile, back in his own realm, Kashi smiled as he looked at the Myra in front of him. “It feels good to talk to the real you, if only for a moment.”

Myra, who had replaced her dimensional clone stared at Kashi with fear in her eyes. “Why did you bring me here? You could have killed me with your power.”

“What good does killing you do?” Kashi chuckled. “I wanted to thank you for showing me the Chaos Order’s true colors. I’ve been debating how to go about handling your organization. Now, I can battle with a clear heart. At the very least, this world won’t go to shit if you end up winning.”

“What? You think you can lose?” Myra could not understand. How can someone with such pride believe he could lose ever? Those two did not match.

“Haha, Just because I believe I’m a god, those that mean I can defeat a god?” Kashi laughed in response. “Uncommon Pride must be tempered by Uncommon Humility. Only then can one think clearly and objectively. Besides, pride does not correlate to power. Well, except for this realm. Even your beloved god, Razznik, lost several times during his climb to power. His winning streak only came in his later years.” 

Kashi tapped his chest with a smile. “My pride comes from knowing that I will keep grinding no matter how many times I fall until will eventually climb over and defeat everyone. It’s only a question of how long it’ll take.”

Myra frowned. “Is that why you brought me here? To boast?”

“Haha, no. I just got side-tracked.” Kashi scratched his head in embarrassment. “Lately I find myself giving more and more speeches. Must be a guildmaster syndrome.” Shaking his head, the draconian centered his focus. “No, I brought you here to pay you back for showing me your world. I believe it is only fair the Chaos Order sees what I’m trying to accomplish.” Kashi then looked up and smirked, “Besides, it’ll also serve as a reward for the peanut gallery that has been monitoring us since the beginning.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” Kashi waved off Myra’s concern with a short laugh and then softly tapped his foot on the ‘ground.’ A brand new painting burst out from beneath his feet, soon encompassing the landscape for miles.

Kashi revealed a large smile as he looked across the world he imagined, “Welcome to my world.”

Myra remained silent for a few seconds as she gasped at the picture below. There were many cities with millions of humes dotted across the landscape. Trains and airships facilitated swift travel between the cities, bringin the world closer. However, it wasn’t just humes that enjoyed these benefits. Orcs, centaurs, goblins and some races Myra did not recognize also had a place in this world. Everyone happily interacted with others, without caring for background, station or race.

If that was all, Myra would not have reacted so strongly. However, she could see a city in the distance that had a large statue of Razznik at its center. Many people bowed to him as they passed, but a lot more only sent interested or blank stares its way before continuing.

On close glance, it wasn’t only Razznik that got this treatment. There were many cities that worshipped certain gods, but the world order did not care as long as they did not disrupt the lives of others.

Aside from Rosendun’s flags which flew everywhere, Myra also spotted the flags of the current nations in a few concentrated cities which still retained their old cultures.

It looked like Rosendun intended on swallowing every culture and nation in this world whole, without destroying what made them unique. Rather than a homogenous state, Rosendun celebrated uniqueness and growth. 

It made Myra wonder if the Chaos Orders’ one-god system was truly the best for the first time. Would it not be a shame to lose all of this individuality?

“I see.” Eventually, Myra sighed. However, a soft smile shockingly suffused her features. “My loss was not unwarranted. Kashi of the Maggots, it would appear you are indeed the most dangerous man on this continent.” Myra bowed and then said, “I admit defeat. Next time we meet in battle, I will face you with everything I have.”

Kashi smiled in response as he watched her figure fade away. “I will have it no other way.”

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 277: A Tiger's Pride

    
    
    
    
                
A few minutes before Kashi emerged victorious from the Pride Floor, an equally pivotal battle reached its peak within the forest. 

Bam! Bam! Bam!  “Ack!” Styrke coughed up blood as he repeatedly blocked the Lich’s thunderous sword strikes. The tora’s desperate mana-reinforced shield was all that stopped the eight-foot bastard sword from ripping him in half!

“BREAK!” Nearby, Hogosha roared as it frantically attempted to escape from a bone prison suspended in the sky. The circular bone prison repeatedly shot out spikes to skewer the Nespian Tiger but repeatedly bounced off a layer of yellow-colored mana. Hogosha, in retaliation smashed its claws and body against the bone prison, but it could not extricate itself in the short time.

If Hogosha was connected to the ground, he could have summoned the earth to crush the prison, but he lost his connection to the earth due to the suspended prison. As a result, the desperate tiger could only watch with fear as the Lich finally shattered Stryke’s shield.

“SRYKE!” Stryke’s bloody figure caused something to shatter in Hogosha’s mind. Like a dam smashed open, knowledge rapidly poured into the tiger, followed by torrents of mana and ki that seeped into its muscles and bones.

Buoyed by the sudden outburst, a giant mandala appeared beneath Hogosha’s feet. Boom! A giant rock spire shot out of the mandala and crashed against the bone prison. The prison shattered on impact, and Hogosha charged out, its gray fur burning yellow with immense mana and ki.

Unfortunately, Hogosha released itself too late. By the time it charged out, the Lich’s blade was only inches from Stryke’s exposed face. The Nespian Tiger growled with frightened rage as it stomped against the ground. A thirty-meters-wide mandala spread out with it at the center, just about reaching underneath the Lich and Stryke. “[Earthquake]!”

A terrible groan accompanied Hogosha’s shout as the ground heavily shuddered.

The rumbling took the Lich by surprise, causing its stab to slightly waver at the last second. Stryke, meanwhile, took advantage of the quakes to push his head to the right. Bang! The sword smashed the ground a few centimeters from Stryke’s head. Rocks and dirt blasted into the air as the impact gouged out a ten-meter-long gully.

The immense winds meanwhile, sent Stryke tumbling across the ground. In any other situation, he might have gained sufficient distance to recover. Unfortunately, they were battling in a forest! 

Bam!  

Stryke had barely rolled two meters before his back struck a tree trunk. Stryke coughed up blood as the steel-like bark rebounded all the force into his sternum.

To further compound his predicament, the Lich abandoned its sword and stabbed its shield toward Stryke to finish him off. Although it sounds like a lot had happened, barely had passed from Hogosha bursting out its bone prison, casting [Earthquake] to the Lich stabbing the sharp end of its tower shield at the fallen Stryke.

Stryke needed more than a second to recover from the harsh rebound, and Hogosha needed a second before it could channel mana to cast another spell. Neither could make it in time before the shield would reach the Raid Leader.

“No!” Hogosha let out a mournful cry, but it could only watch as the Lich delivered the finishing blow.

BANG!  

Powerful winds suddenly exploded outward as a flying axe smashed into the charging shield. The Lich roared in anger as it pushed its shield arm forward, blasting the ax into the tree above Stryke. Shockingly, the ax only managed to stick two to three centimeters deep, revealing the tree’s outrageous durability.

Fortunately, the impact forced the Lich’s shield arm back for a second. Beneath the Lich, Stryke took advantage of the lull to start rolling to the side.

Common sense dictated that the Lich required at least a moment to fight the rebounding force, stop, and then launch another attack toward Stryke.

Yes, common sense dictated that. 

Unfortunately, this was Destia. 

Common sense often gave way to the overpowered nature of magic! 

It was unknown when an extra skeletal arm grew out from the Lich’s back. The hand clenched into a fist and punched the retreating shield.  Bam!  The shield burst forward with even more speed than before, stunning Stryke who was yet to clear the zone.

BAM ! Stryke’s eyes went wide with fright and shock when the shield suddenly froze millimeters away from his eyes. The tora did not waste any time in wonder. He quickly rolled away and then backed off. Only when he was about ten meters away did he look at his savior with wide eyes.

“You!?” Stryke and Hogosha exclaimed in shock when they saw the hulking figure that gripped the shield from the side. Red squiggly veins bulged on the great orc’s powerful muscles, giving him a terrible visage like a demon from hell.

“Hng!” Renark grunted as he pushed against the Lich’s shield. 

Unfortunately, the Lich’s superior strength won out it in the end. With a loud grunt, the Lich sent Renark stumbling a few steps backward. 

Renark grunted as he reached out and pulled his ax from the tree, all the while glaring at the Lich with narrowed, reddened eyes. He then glanced at Stryke and Hogosha who had run over to the tora’s side and helped him to his feet. “You are excellent warriors to have held it off for so long.” His grip tightened as he added, “But you must muster a bit more courage, I fear. This monster will not go down easily, even with my help.”

“Hmph!” Stryke snorted as he wiped his blood from his lips. He appreciated the orc chieftain for saving his life, but did not mean he would idly accept such insults. “Courage is the one thing we Maggots do not lack.” 

“Heh. You sound like an orc.” Renark revealed an amused smirk. “Apologies then. My wording was wrong.”

“No need. I got what you mean. Courage is not enough. We are too weak like this.” Stryke’s gaze hardened. He was more aware of his shortcoming than most. Unlike Kashi, and the rest of the top brass, Stryke carried the lives of the raid members on his back every day.

In a bid to familiarize himself with, and train as many promising members as possible, Stryke’s raid parties could range anywhere from experienced veterans to the noobest of noobs. Due to the large disparity, and the consequences of semi-permanent death, Stryke took it upon himself to ensure the survival of every member.

To achieve this, Stryke forced himself onto the path of ultimate defense. Every skill he acquired or mastered either protected his raid members, or boosted their stats. Due to this extreme focus, his base attack suffered. 

Stryke could not defeat most bosses on his own due to this limitation. 

Of course, no one in the guild, excluding perhaps Kashi, could survive an onslaught longer than Stryke could. However, not even Kashi came close to protecting masses the way Stryke could.

Due to these limitations, Hogosha became Stryke’s best partner. Just like Stryke specced into full defense, Hogosha focused on pure attack. The tora’s size, strength and claws allowed it to deal immense damage to any fools that got their attention seized by Stryke.

Unfortunately, Hogosha’s biggest limitation was its quadrupedal nature. Its range of movement and flexibility were severely limited in a fight. This was not a problem when fighting smaller or physically weaker foes as it could just overpower them in a frontal charge before tearing them to pieces.

The same could not be said for larger and stronger foes – especially bipedal monsters like the Lich. The Lich could easily dodge Hogosha’s charges. Furthermore, even if it chose not to dodge, Hogosha lacked enough power to push it over. 

Furthermore, although Hogosha’s claws did pose some danger, the Lich’s sword and various magic spells gave it a massive range that allowed it to damage the Nespian Tiger before it could even get close.

Stryke and Hogosha were well aware of their limitations. The Lich constantly took advantage of these limitations to beat them into passive situations. Even with Renark, they did not think they had what it took to beat the Lich—not in their current state at least.

That’s right. 

Stryke and Hogosha were no longer satisfied with just holding off the Lich. 

Stryke had no doubt that Kashi and the others were currently racking up crazy achievements in their respective battlefields. The raid division needed something similar. Something that would leave the world shocked. 

Such an achievement would tell the world that it wasn’t only the monsters of the guild that could achieve something great. Even the regular members could work hard enough to breach that gap in time!

All these thoughts ran through Stryke’s mind in less than a second. He glanced at Hogosha, and then let out a smile when he saw the Nespian Tiger’s determined gaze. “Alright, already. Let’s do it.” 

“Hey, Ragelock, was it? Help us hold him off for five minutes!” Stryke shouted to Renark as he bit his thumb, causing it to explode in a burst of blood and gore. By his side, Hogosha raised its claw and resolutely cut a deep gash on its forehead, just between its eyes.

Both Renark and the Lich’s gaze were drawn as explosive mana currents poured towards Stryke and Hogosha as the former stabbed his bloody thumb into the latter’s forehead. 

Boom!  

Stryke and Hogosha’s furs stood on end as mana poured into Hogosha’s thumb. Almost instantaneously, billions of minute runic characters streamed out of Hogosha’s forehead, and began suffusing both parties’ furs.

The Lich’s knowledge banks surpassed every being present, except perhaps the Seven Broken Swords watching from above. It instantly recognized Stryke and Hogosha’s strange state. The Lich’s aura exploded in retaliation to a perceived threat!

Three more arms broke out of the Lich’s back, each wielding a different elemental spell. The Lich prepared to launch its spells, but there was a party who would not have any of that!

“I am your opponent!” Renark roared as he charged forward and slammed against the Lich’s shield. The orc channeled his entire berserk energy into the charge. As a result, he successfully bumped the Lich off the ground. 

Without wasting an extra second, Renark blasted off, pushing the Lich several dozen meters away in an instant. The two monsters smashed several trees, but not even the steel-like foliage could slow down their advancement.

“Hmph!” The Lich snorted when it realized Renark successfully pushed him out of sight of the little threats. It did not panic, however. Time had eroded its capability to experience most extreme emotions. The Lich, instead, planted its feet in the ground, successfully stopping Renark’s push, and then launched several fireballs, ice bombs, wind blades and sparks at the orc.

Perhaps due to madness resulting from his Berserk state, Renark did not bother dodging, but instead smashed his ax down towards the Lich’s skull. It appeared that Renark intend to stake his life to destroy the Lich in one fell swoop.

The Lich snorted at the tomfoolery. Did Renark think his cheap life was worth exchanging with a Lord of the Night? The Lich confidently raised its shield to block the telegraphed blow.  Grrr!  

However, something shocking occurred!

The Lich found it could not raise its shield. Only then did it realize that Renark was wielding the ax with his left hand. Then what was the right hand doing? The Lich looked at the shield, and was stunned to find Renark firmly gripping the top with his right hand. 

What life exchange? Renark still had a lot to accomplish! There was no way he would trade his life for a stupid bone monster! The orc’s eyes burned with madness and rage, but upon closer inspection, one would realize it still harbored cold, calculating, reason. That calculated madness exploded in full force as the ax bore down at the Lich’s skull!

The Lich had no choice but to abandon its tower shield and rapidly retreat to avoid the blow! However, despite retreating, the Lich’s additional arms did not stop their spells, and it appeared Renark would soon lose his life for his audacity.

Renark, however, snorted as he ducked behind the tower shield, using it to bear the brunt of the elemental attacks. BOOM! The elements exploded in a tempestuous maelstrom once they struck the shield, sending the orc chieftain sliding backward.

Renark roared with excitement as he threw the shield aside and then charged at the Lich, who had blocked the explosion with a well-timed mana shield. The Lich’s eyes burned with rage at the intrepid orc! It instantly launched several projectiles to destroy the incoming pest before it even reached him.

Renark did not have the shield to protect himself, but now that he was on the move, did he even need it? The orc’s parted in rapturous laughter as he dodged between trees and foliage, while tearing apart any elemental attacks that happened to reach him with his ki-infused ax.

It took a few seconds, but a bloody Renark soon reached the Lich’s side. He promptly swung for its ribs, but the Lich parried the blow, and then punched him in the chest with its free hand.

Renark coughed up blood, feeling like his lungs were about to explode! The Lich’s punch was not as simple as immense physical strength. Deathly energy from its fists assaulted the orc’s innards, attempting to decay them. Renark rapidly channeled his ki to fight off the deathly energy, but the effort rapidly drained his ki and stamina. At this rate, he would not be able to hold on to the berserk state for more than a few minutes.

Faced with the dire situation, retreat did not near the orc chieftain’s mind. He had promised to hold the fort for five minutes. An orc’s honor was everything. Renark would not soil his honor by fleeing now. 

Renark only took a moment to recognize the possible dangers before once again charging at the Lich. 

A bitter fight ensued!

As an orc, Renark had decent resistance to most elemental attacks. However, not even he could ignore getting repeatedly electrocuted, burned, frozen and slashed. Renark poured everything he had into harassing the Lich. He constantly circled around the slightly taller figure, slashing at its exposed back whenever an opening arrived, while dodging or tanking its attacks.

Unfortunately, as the fight wore on, Renark suffered more and more death-infused attacks. Soon, his roiling ki could no longer fight off the deathly energy. It soon began to corrode his heart and lungs. 

Renark’s berserk state was the first thing to go. To begin with, Renark had definitely overdrafted his ki to maintain his berserk state for so long. Compounded with the ki needed to fight off the corrosion, it was no surprise that it ended.

The red veins and aura rapidly receded, leaving Renark weakened and tired. In this state, his reflexes, strength and vision rapidly declined by over sixty percent. For an orc, this drawback was normally nothing more than an inconvenience. In a regular bout, he could have bought some time for his excellent recovery genes to heal. 

Unfortunately, the Lich was anything but an ordinary foe.

It only took a moment for the Lich to smack away Renark’s ax and kick him to the ground, before resolutely driving its sword through Renark’s chest. 

Renark coughed up several mouthfuls of blood as he gripped the blade with angry, determined eyes.

THe Lich’s flames pulsed at it pushed the blade deeper through the orc’s chest. At this moment, a deep, aged voice questioned, “Do you regret your choice?”

“Haha.” Renark shockingly laughed through bloodied teeth, even as he almost choked on blood that began seeping into his windpipe. “I-I will never regret my choice.” Despite his tone, his gaze wavered for a moment with indecision and worry. However, the emotion called fear did not exist anywhere in his eyes. “Damn it. I guess I have to—” Renark began to speak, but then froze and his lips spread in euphoric laughter. “Took you long enough! He’s all yours. I’ve done my part!”

The Lich sensed the new presence before even Renark did. It made to retrieve its sword, but to its surprise, the stubborn orc hugged the blade. Try as it might, the Lich could not pull out the sword in time!

Sensing the new presence’s mind-numbing speed, the Lich resolutely relinquished the blade and jumped back to create some distance while its arms independently prepped various attack spells.

BOOM! BOOM!

Ten fireballs shot out from an arm, causing a massive explosion just over thirty meters ahead. Shockingly, a lithe figure burst through the flames covered in pale yellow light. Brief glimpses revealed a brown colored tiger-like patterned fur fluttering beneath the yellow light.

The Lich did not care about the intruder’s identity. Its other arms rapidly shot out various spells, but then earthen walls shot out in quick succession, blocking the spells from hitting their caster.

“Heh, [Earth Corridor].” A playful voice called out amidst the explosion as a furred paw tapped the ground. Grrrr! The earth happily responded to the beings call.

Two massive walls about three-meters high, and stretching over 100 meters-long shot out of the ground. The walls, which were roughly two meters apart, curved at their apex, and then joined together, forming an arched tunnel.

The Lich, which happened to get trapped within the tunnel roared as it quickly bombarded the walls with several attacks.

Ksh… Sand poured out from several cracks, but the wall ultimately held. However, this proved that the wall would come down within a few seconds.

Unfortunately for the Lich, it did not have a few seconds. It sensed the strange figure charging straight down the tunnel towards it.

The Lich turned its attention to the distant figure. It bombarded the intruder with explosive spells and retreated until it reached the end of the tunnel, where it was stopped by a wall.

“Buckler!” The intruder chuckled and called out as it charged into the attacks. 

BOOM! BOOM! 

Several explosions rang out, their light illuminating a spinning shield suspended in the air. Several ki-images superimposed on the shield, blocked the impact from the individual running behind them. 

Clack! The shields suddenly parted shortly after the first salvo ended, and the figure hidden behind exploded forward with blinding speed.

The Lich did not have time to channel another spell. Furthermore, without its shield and sword, its options were severely limited. Caught with its pants down, the Lich activated its emergency spell.

The Lich’s bones suddenly shone with bright, demonic energy as they absorbed the surrounding death mana to harden. Unfortunately, the corridor blocked off the massive death mana roiling outside, so it could only settle for the remaining left within the little left in the tunnel. Fortunately, while the effects were less than satisfactory, the Lich only needed to overcome this attack before it could escape and recover to its peak condition in the endless death mana outside.

However, would it get that chance?

The elusive figure closed the gap in the blink of an eye. 

The Lich’s shining bones illuminated the figure in the dark. 

Beautiful brown fur, with white stripes billowed under the airflow. A pair of beautiful, but playful purple eyes gazed out from a young, but ferocious, tiger-like face with long, partly braided, shoulder-length white hair. The slim figure grinned as it drew a thin ‘sword,’ that looked more like a long, carved nail.

Sparks danced as the tora’s sword struck the ground and then climbed upward. Shockingly, however a gigantic black-colored spike shot out of the ground, following behind the blade.

The Lich, with no way to go, could only cross its arms as the blade sliced it from bottom to top.

From the outside, a massive ki-blade suddenly tore out of the newly-constructed tunnel. BOOOM! However, a gigantic black spire exploded out of the tunnel sending rubble flying before anyone could react to the ki-blade.

The moon’s light happily danced on a lithe, smiling tora clad in a red robe who languidly stood amidst the falling dust and stone. The tora smiled at the Lich that stood before it with several thousands of fractures and cracks on its numerous bones.

It had to be known that the Lich’s bones were akin to titanium after the hardening. It was inconceivable that it had suffered many such cracks.

“Hehe. We’ve closed the gap a little, wouldn’t you say?” The tora chuckled as it turned its back to the Lich. He then said as he slowly returned the sword to its hilt. “[Earth God’s Judgment!]” 

Clack!

BOOM!

The rock spire and the Lich exploded into fine dust that the wind promptly swept away. 

Amidst the swirling sand, the fusion of Stryke and Hogosha glanced at the distant moon as an enormous, mournful shriek pierced through the entire Drakase. A thin smile spread across his lips as he clenched his fists… “I can still be of use.”



            

    
        Chapter 278: Trump Card

    
    
    
    
                
“Hehe, you kids are alright. I’ll spare your lives. Consider us even.”

Several months ago, Stryke and Hogosha received a large shock when they rescued a being from crystallis at the end of a particularly difficult dungeon. Going by previous intelligence, they assumed the being was a god, but were stunned when they shattered crystal revealed a humongous white tiger the size of a heli-carrier.. 

As it turned out, Razznik battled and sealed more than gods. He also sealed some of the Demon Gods. Stryke and Hogosha just happened to be the unlucky duo to be the first ones to release a demon and thus serve as a warning to the rest of the world.

Fortunately, the Demon God they released seemed to have a sense of humor, as it proclaimed that sparing their lives was enough to offset being freed from a millennium of imprisonment. The determined Stryke sweettalked his way into extra benefits, but he ultimately underestimated a demon’s penchant for chaos.

“Your body is incompatible with my blessing, so let’s change that.” First, the demon altered Stryke’s biological construct, transforming him from a human to a tora. “Hmm. You are both too weak. Your bodies would explode if I gave either of you my full inheritance. Yes. I’ll share it. Neither of you will be able to access the inheritance without the other.”

Before Stryke or Hogosha could react, the demon pierced both their chest with its claws. In the blink of an eye, the demon completed the transfer, and then revealed a cheeky grin. However, that grin quickly disappeared, replaced by a helpless snort, “Argh.  He’s  already caught my scent. I need to return.” 

And thus, the Greater Demon promptly disappeared before either could ask about the inheritance’s specifics. Fortunately, Stryke had the Game’s System Menu.

Passive Skill: [DEMON GOD BYAKKO – Earth Form Lv.1]

Evolved from the Greater Demon Byakko, Demon God Byakko battled in the Netherrealm for several millennia until it mastered wind and the opposing earth elements to obtain godhood. The Demon God Byakko selected its Earth form to pass on, as it was most compatible with your defensive style.

Demon God Byakko’s Earth Form temporarily transforms its user into a Legendary Earth Elemental. However it deemed this power too much for a regular hume, and has thus shared it between similar bodies. Full potential shall be unlocked upon fusing.

Solo Passive:

+50 STR

-50% Earth Magic Mana Cost 

-50% Earth Magic Cast Time 

+150% Earth Magic Potency


Fusion Passive:

+200 STR

-150% Earth Magic Mana Cost

-75% Earth Magic Cast Time 

+450% Earth Magic Potency 

Earth Control  [Lv. 1]

Cast Time: 5 Mins | Active Time: 10 Mins | Cooldown: 24 Hrs.

After studying the specifics, Stryke understood Byakko’s prank. The Demon God basically ensured that he and Hogosha would have to rely on each other to unleash the inheritance’s full potential. This incident resulted in Leila essentially seceding Hogosha to Stryke despite being its official owner. 

Stryke and Hogosha had since spent several weeks dungeon diving to improve their fusion time and elemental skills. Of course with only ten minutes a day, progress was slow. Fortunately, their hard work prevailed. Currently, their fusion had reached level three, which extended the time to twenty minutes. 

“Heh, it is true what I heard. The Hopeful Maggots is a guild of monsters.”

The fusion of Stryke and Hogosha turned to see Renark walking up to them. The embittered orc painfully wound his arm, testing his joints even as the wounds healed at a visible pace. Strangely, Stryke still felt a sense of danger from the orc despite their fusion. As someone who had learned to trust his instincts, the young man vowed to alert Kashi to this potential threat.

“Hehe, I’m still a cub compared to the real monsters in our guild.” Despite his apprehension, Stryke, who took the drivers’ seat in their humanoid form, replied with a warm, embarrassed chuckle. 

It wasn’t hard to see why most people found Stryke the most approachable of the Maggots’ top brass.

Renark issued a soft snort, ultimately choosing not to point out the absurdity of that claim. Instead, he looked to the sky, where a giant tear had begun to appear following the previous mournful shriek. The orc then took out a strange device that had twelve hourglasses displayed in two rows of six. Eleven hourglasses had drained to their bottom half, while the last one only had a few grains left. 

Renark frowned as he put away the device. “We should hurry. Midnight is almost upon us. Judging by the sands, I would wager two-to-three minutes maximum.”

“We should.” Stryke concurred, and then inexplicably fell forward. Shockingly, the tora rapidly morphed as they fell, soon turning into a lightly armored seven-foot tall white tiger.

The tiger’s grey eyes glared at Renark. “Get on my back.”

“You must be the Nespian Tiger then.” Renark accurately identified the driving personality from the tigers’ rude tone as he jumped onto their back. After settling in, Renark recalled an important detail. He shot a flare into the sky, and then asked, “What about your team? Do they know we are leaving them behind?”

Hogosha lightly shook their back in a bid to get used to the strange feeling. Orcs were quite heavy. It was nothing like carrying a regular hume like Stryke or Leila. “Stryke already sent a message,” Hogosha replied. “They will finish off the remnants and then make their way to the main battlefield.”

“Smart. I instructed the rest of my men to do the same.”

“Hold on.” Hogosha off-handedly warned the orc as pale yellow aura poured out of the earth rapidly enveloped them. Then, Hogosha leaped into the air and ‘dove’ straight for the ground.

Renark was thankful for his vast experiences, else he might have let out an embarrassing shriek as they somehow ‘slipped’ into the ground, and then bolted forward like demons from hell!

***

A few minutes ago, inside a white world, Kashi smiled at the robed undead, who stared at him with flickering eyes and shaky hands. “My apologies, Scrollkeeper. I would have loved to stay and chat, but I’m on something of a time limit. The key, if you please.”

The Scrollkeeper flatly nodded as it took out a small painting from amidst its duffel bag. It handed Kashi the painting, and then looked at the draconian with flickering flames that seemed to seek salvation. “You are Lord Razznik, are you not?”

“No, I am not, thankfully.” Kashi shook his head, chuckling as he recalled the Scrollkeeper’s past. This seemingly harmless undead was a Greater Lich that served as the previous Demon Lord’s Librarian. Liches were born from lingering resentment and regret that crossed unimaginable boundaries. That resentment gave rise to their phylactery by absorbing undead mana, either by killing and absorbing other undead, or by absorbing death mana in areas like Oni Hill which had several millennia worth of accumulated death miasma.

The Scrollkeeper’s resentment was borne from a raid that killed his past life while he was in the middle of reading an ancient scroll he unearthed. His obsession with reading and uncovering historical records eventually brought him back to life as a Lich.

The Scrollkeeper was an invaluable partner when Razznik took over Oni Hill. The former’s massive library helped Razznik discover many new fighting styles and locations of uber foes in several hidden dimensions. In return, Razznik sometimes told the Scrollkeeper stories of the real world –within the game system’s tolerance boundary of course. 

The Scrollkeeper also adopted a habit of keeping Razznik’s paintings. It rationalized that Razznik’s paintings were worthy historical records based solely on their rarity, and how each one carried significant meaning. 

Razznik rarely painted, but when he did, there was always a significant story behind it. The Scrollkeeper was perhaps the one being in the world who knew Razznik’s most detailed history after the man himself… and Kashi of course.

Kashi would have loved to pick the Scrollkeeper’s brain to find out when exactly this Razznik started to diverge from the one he knew, and the true history as to why Razznik dethroned and imprisoned the gods. 

Unfortunately, time was the one thing Kashi lacked at the moment, so he accepted the scroll and then left the white world without another word, leaving the Scrollkeeper staring pensively at his disappearing back.

“Finally! What took you so long? Why did you come last? Did you do the white world thing? It was so scary. That woman’s world almost destroyed mine!”

Kashi stepped out of the portal into an empty stony hall to meet Zuri’s rapid-fire questions. The little rascal expertly clambered up Kashi’s arm and nestled around his shoulder where she belonged. 

“Haha, I didn’t do anything. I stopped to get the key. It’s a trick Razznik played, locking you out if you don’t ask for the key.” Kashi chuckled as he placated the antsy daeben.

Kashi did not particularly care about keeping a low-profile among his peers. However, he did not want to bruise Brilith’s ego in front of her enemies. After all, he only took over the Pride Floor so smoothly because his previous reincarnation basically created the damn thing.

It would not be fair to single out Brilith as the only one who failed her floor, especially because she would have eventually won out. It was just that she had less than three minutes to do so – an understandably impossible task for anyone.

Kashi surreptitiously glanced at Brilith, and was surprised to see the guildmaster intensely glaring at him with challenge and battle intent. Ah, wait. Did he fail this gamble? Was Brilith the type that hated pity more than anything?

Well, either way, Kashi was happy to let Brilith take the heat. Somehow, he doubted she would reveal the truth to anyone. That would just be double humiliation in her eyes. Yes, that’s right. Kashi graciously pushed the ‘burden’ of being tagged ‘overpowered’ to Brilith. 

No matter how the mischievous draconian tried to dress it up as taking pity on Brilith, he ultimately just wanted to avoid drawing more attention his way!

“We don’t have much time left.” Kashi expertly diverted everyone’s attention as he took the scroll and walked towards the sole door in the hall. 

The massive doorway stood at about seven meters tall. Kashi had to strain his neck to see the very top. An intriguing mural on the door depicted a massive throne at the end of a long hall. Columns of undead separated by a blank, red carpet stood with their backs to the throne, glaring at whomever stood before the door. 

Kashi took out the scroll, and injected some mana after he unfurled it. The scroll lit up as several hidden inscriptions activated, causing it to harden until it became like a thin metal slab.

Kashi took the hardened painting and fixed it at the center of the door, overlapping the throne and the red carpet. The new image now had Razznik seated majestically on the throne with a column of kanji on the red carpet. They translated to “Might Makes Right!” Each character dripped with such ferocity that it almost hurt to look at them.

The door suddenly burst with brilliant light, nearly blinding the invasion party. Once the light subsided, they were shocked to find the undead legion had turned around, and now kneeled towards the man on the throne. A thin line then split the picture into two and the doors subsequently slid away from each other, disappearing into grooves in the walls.

Kashi led the group into the hall beyond, which was a shocking 1:1 replication of the image on the door, except only three undead statues stood just a meter away from the throne.

“Did Razznik paint all these?” Miote could not help but ask as he peered at the dimly lit walls. The images on the adjacent walls depicted Razznik accomplishing various feats, from a beginner adventurer to challenging Skyrm in a world of fire and ash. Opposite them, behind the throne, lay the most magnificent painting of all.

Standing at over fifteen meters tall, and roughly seventy meters wide, the wall depicted a massive banquet hall. A couple dozen men, women and even beasts of various races drank, ate, wrestled, slept or were engaged in several more activities. Unlike most pictures of that scale, every single character was drawn in such excruciatingly photorealistic detail. It could be seen that every being in the painting mattered dearly in some way or another to the artist.

The image, which shimmered in a short four-five second loop looked like a moment captured from time. It was so powerful that every member of the invading party could not help but get caught up in the atmosphere.

“*Cough* *Cough* Fortunately, Kashi still retained his faculties. With a loud cough, he pulled everyone back to reality, and then pointed at a side door. “That’s the way to the top. Let’s move. There’s no time.”

“Yes, Boss!” Syèl jokingly saluted and then led the others to charge through the door.

Kashi waited until everyone had gone, and then cast a wistful glance at the three statues guarding the throne and Razznik’s ‘heart.’ “So, you waited this long for him to return? Razznik, you bastard.” 

Kashi then glanced at the painting. Tucked away at the corner of the painting, a dark haired human dressed in a light tunic laughed as he drank and joked with a few adventurers. Upon closer inspection, it was obvious that person was Razznik’s depiction of Suzuki.

“That wasn’t there before. Did he add that later or…” murmured Kashi.

“Kashi, what’s wrong?” 

Kashi patted Zuri’s legs as he shook his head. “It’s nothing. Just thinking about an old friend. Come on. Let’s catch up with the others.”

With those words, Kashi looked away. He then charged through the side door, but not before pausing momentarily at the doorway. Kashi filled his finger with mana and then softly drew a symbol on the adjacent wall.

Without waiting to see the result, the draconian resolutely tapped the wall twice and then walked out of the hall.

Just like over a thousand years ago, the door opened to a stone staircase hewn onto the side of Oni Hill. Kashi gazed at the massive moon whose light spilled over an endless flood of clouds. The draconian sped up, soon catching up to the others atop Oni Hill.

“No matter how many times I see it, this place doesn’t make sense.” Kashi chuckled as he gazed at the rocky field atop the mountain. With about a radius of two hundred meters, the flat mountain top looked like someone had cut off the original jagged peaks with a single, smooth cleave.

A massive throne made from white crystals sat at the center of the field next to a small pound. Kashi almost felt like Razznik would emerge from behind the crystal throne.

Pa. Pa. Pa.

Instead of Razznik, a young daeben, garbed in a skin-tight dark fabric that accentuated her bountiful curves, clapped as she stepped out from behind the throne. A spider symbol featured prominently on the woman’s shoulder and forehead, but her sultry smile elicited impure thoughts in men and women alike. 

The lady smiled as she praised the invaders. “Impressive. I did not think you would make it this far. With just over two minutes to go too.”

In the skies, both the Transcendents and the Broken Swords seized up as they paid attention to this great confrontation!

Queen Alia smiled as she examined the party that stood opposite her. “Brilith, GrizzlyDiamond, Honne Onna, RustyReaper, Nightslayer and Rono of the Silver Spear. You did well to make it this far. Your mettle does indeed match your cunning. Taking over Daggerfall was no fluke.”

Without waiting for a response, she moved on to the next group. “Sonic, GentleBreeze, Storm, Tempest, Rolling Hail and Crow of Nature’s Vanguard… Ah, you lost Crow, did you not? How unfortunate. But, he espoused your virtues to the end, forever protecting your own and territory. But, I wonder, how many more villages will you burn down under the flag of promoting peace?”

“You bitch—” Rolling Hail almost charged forward in rage, but Sonic held her back. The speedster could tell. This woman was a cut above the rest. They would die without even knowing how if they rushed in blindly.

Alia ignored the little drama, and instead turned to the final group at the center with obvious intrigue. “The Hopeful Maggots. I have longed waited to meet you in person, Kashi. It is a shame though. I thought I would be meeting a daeben, not a draconian.”

Kashi chuckled. “What, my people don’t get an introduction? Are you looking down on us because of our guild name?” 

“No. Wh-What?” Alia visibly stumbled upon her words. The proper queen was aghast. She just wanted to express how eager she had been to see the draconian. Why did he turn it into something else? She wasn’t so petty to look down on a group because of their name!

“Pfft. Even Zuri can tell Kashi is joking.” Zuri chuckled as she patted Kashi’s head. “Spider-Lady must not be very bright.”

“Now now, Zuri,” Kashi lightly tapped the little daeben’s leg and softly scolded. “It’s rude to call out people’s deficiencies to their face.” 

“Pfft.” Gentle Breeze nearly spat out his non-existent drink, but a sharp glare from Sonic ‘helped’ the young man regain his composure.

“Forgive the little one. As you can tell, she’s still very young.” Kashi put on his best apologetic expression, continuously pretending like he did not know what he was doing. “I’ll introduce my people by way of apology. First, we have Syèl, Vampire Prince of Blood and Guts. You don’t want to be caught in an alley alone with him.”

“HEY!”

“Next, we have the handsome bishoujou, Shokō. Her blade can cut through anything. She ranks number one on people I don’t want to fight.”

“Mmhmm.”  
‎ “Next we have Larsial, my daeben spy. You might recognize her, but she’s on employment probation right now, so we can’t give her back to you yet.”

“I—”

“The one with a permanent ice block on his face is Shadow. I won’t say much. You’ll probably forget he exists in two minutes anyway.”

“…”

“See? He didn’t even say a word to that! Anyway, the tough-looking guy to my right is Hektor. He’s the future God of War, so I suggest fighting him. That way, you can become immortal as you feature in his future epics.”

“Heh.”

“Finally, we have the cutie on my shoulder. Rescued the little monster from one of your settlements. I’ve already killed the bastard who tortured her, so she’ll have to give you a good punch at the very least for not training your subordinates better.”

Kashi chuckled at Alia’s thunderous expression. If looks could kill, he would have died ten times over. “I’m not sure I need introductions. But I—”

“Enough!” Alia roared, successfully shutting up the draconian. “Are you having fun? Or is it despair? Need I remind you, you only have one minute until Gunder completes the portal.”

“Gunder?” Kashi’s brow rose, but then he smiled as he glanced at the dragon floating several hundred meters in the skies, constructing a gigantic mandala. “Ah, that must be the soul corrupting Skyrm. Well, one minute is more than enough to turn things around.”

“Ah, I know all about your trump card.” Alia’s lips spread in a mocking smile as she regained her composure. “You know Skyrm’s true name, do you not? You seek to disrupt Gunder’s control by uttering Skyrm’s true name.” The queen’s smile deepened as Kashi’s smirk dimmed. “Haha, but what can you do? You dare not speak his name out loud, so you will have to get close to him”

“However—” Alia spread her hands, and two dozen men and women ‘shimmered’ into existence as the illusion hiding them broke. “Can you get past everyone here in that time?”

Kashi frowned and then raised his hand.

“Do not bother attempting to tear space either,” Alia interjected, her gaze flowing with immense confidence. “We sealed this space before you arrived. No one can teleport in or out, nor can portals be created.” Pointing at the sky, the daeben queen gloated. “We baited you into Oni Hill, all for this moment. All attempts to reach Gunder will fail. Sit back, and watch as we usher Chaos into this world.”

“Thirty seconds left,” Kashi muttered, and then looked up at Alia. “Say, do you know the meaning of the words, ‘trump card’?”

“What!?” The daeben queen frowned in confusion. She could not understand why Kashi did not reveal any fear. Both Sonic and Brilith at least fidgeted a little, revealing that while they both had trump cards, they were not certain it could turn the tide with so little time left. The draconian, however, was different. Aside from his smile dimming a little, Kashi’s confident gaze had not wavered in the slightest.

Could it be possible they missed something?

Impossible! Alia was confident in her organization’s intelligence network. There was no way they missed something significant enough to turn the tides!

“A trump card is only a trump card for as long as it remains hidden.” Kashi’s lips slowly parted, revealing a toothy, snarky grin. “I suppose it is time I lose another trump card.” The draconian’s red eyes twinkled in the moonlight as he uttered the phrase, “Ten seconds left. Petrify my enemies, Make stone of their flesh, and gourds of their skulls. Heed My Call and come to my aid, *^R#(@!t(&!!!”

Following Kashi’s call, a gigantic mandala suddenly appeared in the skies above the stationary Gunder.

“NOOO!”

Ignoring the daeben’s disbelieving scream, a golden figure charged out of the brand new portal. It latched onto the massive Skyrm’s back with its realm-tearing claws and then heavily bit into the Divine Dragon’s exposed neck!

Skyrm, no Gunder let out a bloodcurdling scream as fountains of blood burst out of his neck. The unexpected near-fatal injury caused the Divine Dragon to lose its concentration, causing the almost-completed Divine Gate to immediately become unstable.

The golden figure was not greedy. It quickly took flew a few meters back after its successful attack, and then hovered silently as Gunder writhed in pain.

“H-How?” Queen Alia stared in shock at the majestic golden Griffin. A pair of imperial golden wings kept up a powerful body of a lion wielding a dangerous, steel-eyed cobra tail. A pair of sapphire horns sat atop a regal maned lion head that prompted worship and adoration.

The majestic Divine Creature, formerly known as Belrug raised its head and let out a roar that shook the very foundations of the earth. For thousands of miles, several humes and monsters felt their souls leave their bodies for a moment.

“See, Zuri. See the shock on their faces?” Within the midst of the mass hysteria, Kashi chuckled as he patted Zuri’s legs. “ This  is the definition of a trump card.”
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“Impossible!” From a distance away, Sayen softly exclaimed in disbelief as she gazed at the distant Belrug hovering in the skies.

“Time’s up. I see we failed to bring Razznik here by midnight.” Next to her, Cathek clapped his hands as he chuckled in frustration. “Refresh my memory please, Sayen-san, how long has it been since someone altered a future you proclaimed?”

Sayen chewed her lips, brows furrowed in apparent frustration. “Not since a thousand years, I believe. Not since Razznik twisted fate.”

“Mm.” Cathek rubbed his chin as he muttered thoughtfully, “I would have been inclined to believe that this is due to the unpredictability of the Summoned, but you have given a few prophecies since their appearance, and none of them have gone wrong.”

Cathek had a point. Sayen’s prophecies were not based on some magical phenomenon, but rather a manifestation of billions of calculations rendered by the Live No Evil’s system. These calculations took into account, player behaviors, developer and system interventions amongst many other variables. 

Sayen’s prophecies came as a result of conclusions with a higher than 95% probability occurrence chance. Normally, Sayen’s prophecies occurred within a few weeks, so there might have been an argument that a six-month long prophecy had many more chances for failure. However, the system only deemed it fit to grant Sayen this prophecy because every calculation stated that this was the only logical conclusion, taking every variable into account.

“It’s Kashi’s decision that threw it off.” Bert, who had been dozing off, suddenly spoke, drawing everyone’s attention. “If I had to surmise a guess, no being in the universe could have predicted that he would hold off on summoning that griffin.”

“True.” Cathek mumbled in reluctant admiration. “He got captured soon after his interference in the mines. I did not think he would risk death just for the chance of keeping that trump card a secret.”

Rider shook his head. “No. From what I’ve seen of the daeben, you all are missing the point. It’s not that Kashi ‘risked his life’ to hide a trump card. It’s that Kashi decided to employ the griffin’s aid in battling Skyrm  after  Sayen’s prophecy. Once he made that decision, he erased any concept of the griffin’s aid from his mind. Nothing, and I do mean nothing would have made him summon the griffin before this moment – his death included.”

“That… is the determination of a mad man.” Cathek could not help but chuckle to himself. To think that all of their well-made plans would be undone by a mad man’s stubbornness. 

“You’re all forgetting one other fact.” Fladnag suddenly chimed in. His eyes shone with a mischievous glint as he said, “I’m not certain if Kashi knows the rules of the Netherrealm or not, but what do you think would have happened if he Summoned the griffin earlier?”

“Ah! That is true!” Zeing’s eyes lit up. Finally, there was something even he knew the answer to. “’He’ would never permit a Netherrealm monster to constantly interfere in the realm of mortals. It would upend the balance of the worlds. If I recall, Netherrealm monster are only allowed a certain number of entries into our world dependent on their rank. Normal monsters can come in as many as ten times, and Divine monsters are only allowed entries once.”

Fladnag nodded. “The griffin, like Skyrm, was trapped in the sun like Skyrm for so long. A being like Skyrm degraded to this extent, can you imagine how much other monsters would have degraded while being in that ‘sun’?”

“I see what you mean.” Rider, the most experienced of the Seven quickly saw the big picture. “When the griffin first emerged, his rank would have dropped sharply - perhaps even reaching common or lower. If Kashi made a contract with him then, he would have been under the impression he could summon the griffin as many times as he wanted, or at least, quite a few times.”

“But the griffin regained most of its powers upon returning to the Netherrealm,” Cathek mused. “Indeed, if we were not wary of Skyrm regaining control of his body, we would also have sent Gunder to the Netherrealm to repair most of the degradation.”

“Yes! Exactly! Therein lay the trap!” Fladnag madly guffawed. “The cosmos calculated that Kashi would, under these false assumptions, summon the griffin at least once – if only to satisfy his curiosity. I know I would have. But then, Kashi would end up crying once he discovered that he summoned a Divine Monster that could never return.”

“But Kashi did not summon him – not even once.” Cathek’s gaze narrowed. The more he thought about it, the more it did not make any logical sense. The odds were stacked entirely against the draconian. No one could have been that lucky! “Unless… unless he knew about Netherrealm’s rules in advance. Unless he recognized the griffin’s true rank on first glance. But no Summoned should have this knowledge. Only one Summoned explored the Netherrealm enough to gain access to this.” 

Cathek’s lip tilted upward as he glared at Rider. “Rider, Oh, Rider. Is there something you neglected to tell the rest of us?”

“I have neither informed Kashi nor his companions of any secrets pertaining to this world or the Old World. I detest your baseless accusation.”

“Haha, don’t be such a worrywart. I know you did not tell him anything. We both know it’s not that you  didn’t , but that you  can’t. ” Cathek’s smile deepened as he then added, “My concern is not that you said something, but that you  hid  something.” 

“Not that it matters, really,” Cathek added before Rider could say anything. “Ultimately, we all have our secrets. You should see my closet. It’s a real bag of bones.” Cathek sighed at the stony faces that greeted his joke. Indeed, it was not easy to liven up a heartless crowd. “Well, I shall concede this loss. While it would have been nice to declare victory according to the prophecy, nothing changes if we declare victory a little later.”

Rider snorted in reply. “Do you really think things will go as you please?”

“Perhaps, perhaps not.” Cathek spread his arms and shrugged. One of the kafu’s most infuriating trait was that no one could surmise his true thoughts. “Either way, the outcome will surely be a sight to behold. Ah, but that’s enough about us.” Cathek’s lips spread in a wide smile as he glanced at the battlefield below. “I must say, looking at this, can any of you claim that Kashi is ignorant of the Old World?”

For the first time, the seven had no words to retort. The unbelievable event occurring before their eyes was not something a first-time invader could ever accomplish!

***

“Haha, I must I admit, I underestimated you, Kashi of the Maggots.” Queen Alia self-depreciatingly chuckled as she shook her head. To think the daeben still had something tucked away after all their careful planning. However, Alia would not falter just because of a minor setback. Her eyes regained their sharpness as she coldly spat, “Gunder. Finish the Gate at all costs. I will take care of these pests.”

“ROOAR!” In the skies above, Gunder let out a terrible roar as the injuries on its neck began rapidly healing. The Divine Dragon then turned to glare at Belrug with rage and hatred in his eyes. Tremendous amounts of mana rapidly gathered in its mouth, forming a giant plasma ball, which it then fired at the distant Belrug.

Belrug for its part, reacted quickly. He quickly flew upward, barely dodging the dangerous blast, and then retaliated with a claw swipe that sent three scythe ki-blades hurtling towards the Divine Dragon.

Gunder snorted and arrogantly bit down on the ki-images, snapping them to pieces. It then let out a loud roar as dozens of mandalas appeared around it. With a growl, dense beams blasted out of each mandala. Belrug, quickly attempted to dodge these too, but he soon found they were homing beams. Boom! The Griffin roared in pain when a few beams twisted mid-flight and struck his abdomen.

Belrug growled in pain, but his healing immediately kicked in ashe began dodging the remaining beams. The griffin was frustrated! He assumed Gunder could not utilize Skyrm’s magic fluently, which was why he dared fight a dragon with magic. However, judging by the rapidly chasing beams, Gunder at least retained eighty percent of Skyrm’s magical capabilities.

On the same level, dragons exceeded every other race in magic mana and control. Combating a dragon using pure magic was usually a recipe for disaster, let alone a former Divine Dragon.

Fortunately, Belrug recognized his folly right away. Recognizing that he would not win in a magical confrontation, the Griffin tucked his wings and made a beeline for Gunder! He chose to force a physical confrontation since magic was a no-go.

Gunder roared in anger when he saw Belrug approaching. This damned Griffin dared come into his presence!? Affronted by the utter disrespect, Gunder fired a massive twenty-meters wide fireball at the approaching Belrug.

Flames filled Belrug’s eyes for a second as the scorching heat scalded his furs from a distance. However, even faced with certain death, the Griffin did not lose his composure. Right before impact, Belrug suddenly shrunk, taking his humanoid form, before zipping flying along the curvature of the fireball, to circumvent the attack.

BOOM! A massive explosion rocked a hasty mana shield set up by Belrug as the fireball struck the chasing fireballs. 

Unhindered, the Griffin exploded toward Gunder. Surging ki poured into his right fist as he shot down. “ Meteor Crash! ” A gigantic meteor ki-image formed around the griffin as he smashed into Gunder’s back!

“GRAA!” Gunder let out a pained roar as he contorted in two. If it weren’t for his powerful dragon bones, that strike would have shattered his spinal cord! Enraged, Gunder let out a  Debilitating Roar . This omni-directional attack normally stunned weaker-willed opponents, but Gunder forgot one fact. 

He was not Skyrm. Gunder’s willpower could not phase a Divine Creature like Belrug. Belrug, without wasting time, launched several punches on Gunder’s massive frame, while dodging the dragon’s retaliatory attacks. When two monsters with similar speeds and strengths like Gunder and Belrug met in battle, the smaller figure often found more joy because it had a larger target to aim for.

Gunder was not stupid. He quickly accepted his limitation, and transformed to his humanoid form. “Grr…” It was unknown whether Gunder’s mind was too deteriorated to format hume words, but he still did not speak despite entering his humanoid form. Instead, he diverted a stream of mana to repair the Gate, and then charged at Belrug, accompanied by fireballs and several magic beams. 

Belrug, for his part, did not balk at the dragon’s charge. He was not delusional enough to believe he could completely overpower the greatest Divine Creature to every exist, regardless of Skyrm’s deterioration. It was enough to slow down the Gate’s repair for the few minutes he had in this world. He believed that Kashi had something else up his sleeve.

With a snarl, Belrug abandoned all thoughts and committed his attention to harassing Gunder as much as possible in a terrible battle for the ages.

“What the hell’s with Hektor? Was that kid always this strong?”

While the Divine Creatures battled above, Syèl’s eyes twinkled as he watched Hektor rampage through Alia’s Primates and warriors.

Blood blossomed wherever the young dragoon stepped, his ferocious axe tearing formidable opponents left and right. One such battle nearly caused Syèl’s eyes to pop out. 

A Primate stabbed his spear towards Hektor’s head from behind. The young man, like he had eyes at his back, tilted his head ever so slightly, allowing the blade to wheeze past. Another primate happened to be shooting a fireball at him from the front, so he flung his axe with his right, and then grabbed the spear’s blade with his left before the Primate could pull it back.

Spsh!  The ki-infused axe shattered the fireball on impact, but the mage beyond slapped it out of the way as he charged toward the young man with burning fists. Hektor, unfazed by the charging foe, flexed his left arm and lifted the spear along with the spearman above, and over his shoulder.

BAM! Hektor slammed the stunned spearman against the floor. He seized the spear which the man inadvertently released, and then took a few steps back. At first, his posture was all wrong, but Sram’s mark lit up, as it established a connection with the weapon. In the blink of an eye, Hektor repositioned his grip on the spear, and shifted his feet. 

The charging mage sensed something wrong, but it was too late. Before he could react, Hektor’s spear shot out like a raging inferno, determined to raze everything to the ground.

The mage roared and flames coated his arms as he punched at the rapid spear thrusts. “Damn Brat!” The mage found cursed as he found himself getting sucked into the youth’s rhythm. In a desperate bid to regain control, he stomped his feet against the ground, sending columns of flames to shoot out of the earth around him.

BOOM! Common sense dictated that the devastating blast should have heavily injured, if not killed Hektor, but… 

Ksh~

The battlemage stared incredulous as Hektor emerged from the geyser of flames with nary a scratch on him. The young man’s eyes burned hot with bloodthirst, but he somehow restrained his impulses within his trembling muscles.

“My turn!” Hektor roared as he shot off toward the battlemage. He pulled, his spear back, charged it with violent ki, and then burst forward with incredible speed!

The battlemage barely had time to raise a firewall to protect himself, but Hektor burst through without incident. “I don’t believe you’re invincible!” The battlemage roared as he took out a scroll and tore it in half.

A gigantic icicle blasted out from a rapidly formed mandala and shot toward the vulnerable Hektor. 

The battlemage burst out in laughter. He did not think the icicle would slaughter Hektor, but the young man would definitely get slowed down even if he did not dodge. That would give him time to prepare his trump card. The battlemage had just begun channeling mana into his hands when his eyes popped in disbelief.

Psh! Instead of the expected impact, the icicle melted as soon as it reached Hektor, turning into water vapor that he charged through impeded.

“How!? No—Wait!” The battlemage belatedly realized he had no time to question how a warrior melted ice. He rapidly tried to set up his defences, but Hektor was not going to waste this opportunity.

“Vorpal Strike!” Purple mana burst out of Hektor, shrouding his figure from view.

The battlemage tried to guess where the attack would come from, but three spears suddenly burst out of the glow, stabbing at his head, heart and groin. “Damn it! An illusion!?” The battlemage cursed! At this juncture, he had no time to wonder how a warrior was utilizing magic-skills without chanting. Unable to determine which spear was real, he leaped into the air and to the side, barely dodging the spear meant for his groin. If it was real, it would at most strike his thigh. He then reached for the spear aimed at his head and chest. His jump did not clear him of their strikezones, so he had no choice but to push them away with his hands.

Whoosh~  “H-how!?” The battlemage stared in shock as all three spears harmlessly passed through his hands and body.

Puchi!  Unfortunately, he would never get the answer to that question as a spear pierced his brain from behind, causing it to explode from the rampaging ki within.

Hektor, who had appeared behind the battlemage, quickly released the spear and then spun around as a massive broadsword appeared in his hand.

BANG! The young man clashed against a Nordic woman who wielded a gigantic axe. The woman’s eyes burned with hatred as she poured ki into her axe to pressure the young man. “I’ll Kill YOU!” It seemed like the battlemage was someone important to her.

Hektor, however, snorted as he met the Nordic warrior’s hatred with apathy. Unlike Kashi, Hektor did not particularly enjoy fighting – at least not like the draconian. He wanted to be the God of War so that no one he cared about would ever get hurt again. He had already resolved himself to the fact that he would kill many people along this path. Some of them would have lovers, children, family or friends who might seek vengeance.

Hektor did not begrudge them their grief, nor their desire for revenge. But, he would not let that affect his path. He would cut down whomever came for him, as only then could he face even stronger foes on the path to his dream.

“I will be the God of War.”

“What!?” The enraged woman could not bear to hear Hektor’s nonsense as she poured even more ki into her axe.

“I will be the God of War.” Hektor’s eyes grew sharp as he felt something shift within his heart. As his conviction grew, he felt like he was before a massive door that was slowly creaking open. “I am certain you have a story of your own, but this is my legend.” Wild ki suddenly burst out of Hektor, and the broadsword hummed as if in response to his surging will. “Heh, you think so too, ChaosBringer? Come then, let us paint our legend in blood!”

BOOM! Hektor’s ki suddenly exploded and ChaosBringer responded. It effortlessly sliced through the woman’s axe, before splitting her in two from head to toe.

Several eyes suddenly turned to look at Hektor, whose ki was fluctuating madly.

“STOP THAT MAN!” Many Primates noticed Hektor, who had suddenly frozen in place. Anyone in the know recognized what was going on. The young man had touched the doors of the Transcendent stage. They could not allow him to complete his comprehension or he might annihilate them all!

While the Primates went crazy with fear, Kashi laughed elsewhere as he dodged a punch from Alia. “I take it you did not like my surprise?”

Alia swung in place and then leaped over Sonic who zipped past with his dagger. She then shot upward in an unnatural angle, just as several vines swept past her past position. “No, I cannot say I am very much pleased.” Alia, who stood upside down on a stone suspended in the air, sent a sultry glare at Kashi, Sonic and Brilith. “But, I suppose it would be rude of me not to reciprocate.”

“No, I think that’s fine.” Sonic rebuffed with a lazy smirk. “I quite like our current dynamic.”

“Ah you foreign men are so assertive,” Alia licked her lips, but her eyes grew colder despite her sultry tone. “We daeben like our men submissive.” With those words, Alia tapped her feet against the boulder.

“Shit.” Kashi frowned as several waves of mana suddenly washed over him in rapid succession. He soon felt the air grow heavy like something sinister had taken root. “She just released her domain, be careful.”

Alia smiled as she dropped to all fours in a weirdly familiar pose. “Welcome to my Nest.”
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Domains were the manifestation of a Transcendent’s will and power. These powerful abilities set Transcendents apart from non-Transcendents, and were the real reason why most non-Transcendents could not fight Transcendents even if the level gap was minimal. Domains functioned by saturating an area around the wielder with certain laws that sometimes twisted the very fabrics of reality. 

Domains came in thousands of varieties, but they could be broken down into five major categories: Elemental, Physical, Mental, Cosmological, and Unique. Elemental Domains contained traces of fire, wind etc. Physical Domains augmented either the wielder, their allies, or both, and sometimes debilitated enemies. Mental domains dealt with illusions and other mental attacks, and Cosmological dealt with higher concepts like space, time, and gravity. Finally, Unique Domains comprised some special domains that didn’t fall into the major four. 

The worst part of fighting a domain user was not knowing the rules that governed the domain. Without that information, it was very easy to fall into an abyssal trap without ever knowing it. This was even worse when facing someone with a Unique Domain.

Kashi’s brows furrowed as Alia kicked off the boulder, and launched straight at him. He jumped back, intending to put some distance between them until he figured out her abilities, but he suddenly felt something strike his chest. The impact was almost negligible, like a soft tap with a finger. On a normal day, Kashi might not have even noticed it, but his nerves were on full alert, so he was instantly alarmed. 

Every warrior hated an invisible and undetectable attack!

Kashi was even more determined to increase his distance, but Alia pulled her arm back, and he felt a force tug him through the air towards her. Alia smiled as she kicked out at the stunned draconian.

Kashi quickly blocked the kicked with his arms but he crashed into the ground. The draconian gasped as several breaths escaped his body. Still suspended in the air, Alia followed up with a downward kick, aiming for his chest.

Whoosh! Alia aborted the attack at the last second. She pulled with her right hand and she inexplicably shot upward just as a tree root shot past her previous location. The young woman licked her lips and suddenly tumbled mid-air. The strange movement allowed her to dodge Sonic who suddenly appeared in front of her, swinging for her throat.

After dodging the fatal strike, Alia completed her tumble and delivered an overhead kick to the stunned Sonic. Within a second of appearing, the kafu guildmaster was in danger of having his head split open!

Sonic reacted quickly. He rapidly disappeared, and appeared next to a blade he kept elsewhere. Chills ran down the kafu’s spine as he thought back to that brief exchange. Alia had reacted too quickly back then! Not only did she dodge his carefully planned ambush, but she also counterattacked in the same motion. What kind of reflexes were those?

“Damn it!” Kashi cursed as he felt something tug him off the ground again before he could recover. The force sent him flying toward the airborne Alia. “Not again!” Kashi roared as arrows appeared within the draconian fingers. With a shout, he launched the arrows at Alia.

The daeben queen did not look perturbed by the sudden strike. She twisted and spun like she had predicted the attack. The harmlessly zipped past her, then she raised her arms, and winked at Kashi. “My turn.”

The daeben queen pulled her arms together and two floating boulders suddenly zipped toward Kashi.  Bang! 

Despite being off balance, Kashi swiftly punched out in both directions. Massive ki blasts shot out of his fists and shattered the boulders before they got close. 

Above, Alia pointed her arms downward and ‘pulled’ up. Kashi, expecting to get tugged again, braced for impact, but he was stunned to see Alia blast toward him like she had been shot out of a cannon!

Bang! Alia crashed into Kashi just as several vines entwined at her previous location. Boom! The earth cracked as the duo smashed into the ground at an insane velocity. Kashi hit the ground first with his back, inadvertently aiding Alia, who used him as a cushion to break her fall.

Kashi revealed an angry smirk as he looked at the daeben sprawled above him. “I’m beginning to think you have a grudge against me!” Kashi growled as he grabbed Alia’s shoulder to keep her in place and then threw a harsh punch at her face. 

Alia bent her head to the side, revealing a sultry smile as Kashi’s fist blew past her cheek. Kashi’s fist instantly turned to a claw and clamped down toward her neck. Alia sensed the threat. She pushed against Kashi’s shoulder, pushing herself backward until the claw just about missed. She then kicked off the ground, and somersaulted over the draconian’s head.

Kashi wouldn’t let her go so easily though. He spun around, so he was on all fours and then sprung at the daeben queen who was still in a headstand. “Ngh!” Kashi cursed when his right foot struck something, causing him to trip and lose his momentum.

Still smiling, Alia pushed against the ground with her hands so she ‘hopped’ just a few centimeters off the ground. That done, she ‘pulled’ the air, catapulting several meters away just as Sonic appeared next to her. 

Although he missed his ambush, Sonic, also, had no desire to lose this chance where Alia was off-balance. He abandoned teleportation and sped toward Alia, determined to slice her head off. 

Sonic used his blistering pace to close the distance in the blink of an eye. He stabbed at Alia’s exposed abdomen, intending to inflict a terrible injury to start. But just as he tasted victory, the kafu ran into ‘something.’ He could not understand what happened as something sticky pulled him back at the last second, preventing him from completing the attack.

A light flashed through Alia’s eyes during Sonic’s attack. She righted herself and then pulled toward a floating boulder. She landed and the structure and then smiled at Kashi and Sonic. “What’s the matter boys? Do you feel a little stuck?”

Kashi groaned as he pushed to his feet. “Well, that took a while, but I think I’ve figured out the gist of your domain.” The draconian dusted off his chest and pants before smirking at the daeben queen. “Unique Domains really are annoying.”

Under the daeben queen’s skeptical gaze, Kashi channeled mana into his eyes. Kashi’s view of the world instantly changed as he activated  [Elder Dragon’s Eyes].  Blue mist took over most of Kashi’s view as Oni Hills overwhelming mana clouded his sight. He also thick mana and ki overlapping everyone – especially Alia who looked like she had thick blue armor surrounding her. The woman clearly had excellent mana control, but the density of her leaking mana was enough to reveal she was a true powerhouse.

“As I thought.” Kashi’s attention, however, was drawn to hundreds of thin mana lines that crisscrossed around the area. Some stretched between boulders, while others connected the boulders to the ground. Some connected to protruding rocks barely a few centimeters off the ground, while others were as high as a dozen meters in the air.

More importantly, Kashi looked down at his chest, and traced a thin mana line that connected him to Alia’s right hand. The draconian smirked and understanding dawned. “So, you can change your mana’s properties, making it adhesive?”

“Impressive, that was faster than I expected.” Alia praised with a small smile. “You truly are worthy of being our organization’s number one target.”

“Haha, I really wish you wouldn’t give me that much attention.” Kashi just wanted to keep a low profile as he went about doing his business. He did not know why all these bigshots kept putting him in the limelight. “Besides, I wouldn’t have figured it out without their help.” Kashi thumbed at Brilith and Sonic. “You made it a bit too obvious when you dodged their attacks. You just can’t maneuver in the air like that, especially without air-stepping. You couldn’t have dodged Brilith’s vines with air-stepping. She blocked off all escape routes.”

“Indeed.” Alia stated matter-of-factly as she sat on the boulder and crossed her legs. “You are in my domain:  [Web of Shadows].  As you have figured, I can alter the properties of every mana in this domain. I can make them solid or adhesive. Furthermore, every movement that passes a mana string alerts me to your presence.”

“Like a spider’s web,” Kashi muttered. “Ingenious.”

“It is indeed good to work with intelligent people,” Alia casually swung her leg as she replied. “What do you say? You know you’ve already lost. I can trap you all anytime I wish. Why not just give up, and save yourself the humiliation.”

“Conquerors are men of action, not words.”

“What?”

Kashi chuckled. “It’s something I heard in a previous life. If you had the ability to trap us, you would have done so long ago. You don’t seem the narcissistic type, so I do not think you would toy with us just to inflate your ego.” The draconian’s eyes sparkled. “It’s not that you  don’t want  to trap us, but that you  can’t .” 

Ignoring Alia’s darkening expression, the draconian crossed his arms and continued, “If my guess is correct, you haven’t perfected your domain yet. Yes, you probably only recently became a Transcendent. You are unable to truly make this a ‘webbed world,’ or we would have gotten trapped immediately the fight started. No. You can only manipulate a few mana strings at a time, can’t you?”

On the surface, Alia maintained a good poker expression, but her fluctuating mana did not escape Kashi’s draconian eyes. “Hehe, pretty clever. Since you can perfectly track our movements, any attempt to ambush you is bound to fail. Furthermore, you can solidify any mana string when you get overwhelmed to push off pressure. You can easily stall as long as we kept trying to ambush you with surprises, but what if we changed strategies?”

Kashi raised his hand which was coated in mana and swiped downward. Physical objects could not interfere with mana, but it was child’s play to tear mana with mana. Especially when the former was thin and feeble in nature.

Snip! The mana string connected to Kashi’s chest dissolved into the aether after Kashi tore it in half. The daeben smiled and then called out, “Brilith, we don’t know each other very well, but I need you to trust me.”

Brilith frowned. She did not like the idea of relying on someone else, but she knew they were working on a deadline. Kashi’s summon would not stay indefinitely. They needed to get him to Skyrm before Belrug returned. With this reasoning, she buried her unease and asked, “What do you need?”

“Thirty meters sphere radius from where I’m standing. Coat your vines with thin mana and cause as move havoc as you can. Forget about friendly fire. Just whip as much as you can. Can you do that?”

Brilith’s brows furrowed. Surrounding such a large radius with vines was already severely mana draining, but also coating the vines with mana would leave her a husk. She could maintain such a state for a minute at most before being left utterly defenseless. Even if they won, could she really trust Kashi and Sonic not to take the opportunity to eliminate a potential enemy.

As if sensing Brilith’s distrust, Kashi turned to look at her. He sent a toothy grin her way as he flashed a thumbs-up. “Trust me.”

Brilith’s heart skipped a beat as Kashi’s smile overlapped over a distant memory. A child no more than seven years old said those same words as he stretched his hand towards her. She often wondered, if she had not taken that hand back then, would things have turned out differently? 

Perhaps it was because of that distant memory, or maybe due to Kashi’s reputation, Brilith only took a moment before nodding grimly.

“Great!” Kashi laughed and then turned to Sonic. “I hope your instincts are as fast as your speed. We’re going for direct assault this time.”

“Don’t you worry about me.” Sonic twirled a pair of daggers and softly spat out a thistle. “Direct assault, is it? I’ll take point.”

 “Are you finished strategizing?” If Alia was disturbed by Kashi’s revelation, she did a perfect job of hiding it. Instead, she smiled as she slipped on a pair of gem-encrusted gloves. “I suppose it is time I took this seriously.” With those words, Alia kicked off the boulder and zoomed toward Kashi.

“Brilith!”

Gugugugu! Thousands of vines suddenly shot up from the ground. Kashi and Sonic were forced to dodge as the vines began thrashing about without rhyme or reason, sending rocks and pebbles flying.

Meanwhile, in Kashi’s world, his eyes shone as he saw the vines rip apart several web connections. Of course, this would never have worked if Alia had a few more weeks to strengthen her domain. At the moment however, Alia’s feeble mana connections could not withstand the vines’ onslaught.

For her part, Alia was not fazed by her crumbling domain. The daeben queen zipped through the crashing vines with impossible acrobatic ease. She just spun around a vine and then kicked upward. 

Clang!  Alia’s boots crashed against Sonic’s daggers. Sparks flew as her metallic spurs rebuffed the kafu’s daggers.  Pa! Pa! Pa!  Sonic air-stepped three times in quick succession to reposition to her right and once again unleashed a flurry of blows.

Alia twisted in the air, and met the kafu’s stabs with a flurry of punches. She rapidly traded blow for blow, before suddenly raising her right hand in the air. 

Despite the clear opening, Sonic cursed as he air-stepped to the side, barely dodging a vine that thrashed past.

Meanwhile, Alia latched onto an overhead vine that sent her flying upward. However, she quickly released that mana string and twisted in the air. 

A pair of lightning bolts zipped past the daeben queen as she turned to face Kashi, who zipped through the air with his wings outstretched. The daeben’s left hand burned with blue flames, while green lightning sparked around his right.

“An Elemental!” Alia instantly recognized that Kashi was not utilizing conventional magic. He was directly producing the flames and electricity from his own mana. Only Elementals could do that. “So it is true that you are a minor god.” 

According to ancient texts, Ferulic was the greatest Elemental. Only someone with unlimited control over all elements could create stable worlds. It only made sense that his successor had to be an elemental to create their own world.

“Dimensional Artist.” Alia smiled as the approaching draconian. “Has anyone told you that your so-called class is the biggest scam of all?”

“I know! I totally agree!” Kashi laughed, but he did not hold back at all. Lightning and flames burst out of his fists. Contrary to his smile, the bolts held only malice as they smashed toward the daeben queen. 

Alia quickly webbed a nearby vine which sent her flying in another direction. She then spun around a thick vine and launched herself back at the daeben. The young woman’s gloved fists glowed white as she poured mana into the embedded gemstones.

“ [Icicle Storm] !” Alia punched the air several times, and over a dozen two-meter icicles shot towards Kashi.

“Magic!? Spidey will be disappointed!” The draconian joked and tucked his wings as he weaved through or punched the icicles. 

“What are you talking about!?” Alia shouted as she punched at Kashi, who emerged from the fog. 

Kashi met her punch with one of his. BANG! The draconian winced as a sharp pain shot up his palm. Aside from the cold that threatened to seep into his blood, he was more so shocked by her strength.

Kashi was not the boasting-type, but he was confident in his own strength – especially in his draconian form. Even orcs could not beat him in a raw strength contest, but the pain in his arm alerted him of an alarming fact: Alia was stronger than him!

Fortunately, Kashi was not alone in his shock. Alia was equally stunned by the draconian’s strength. What in the dragon was this bullshit strength!? Furthermore, she needed to pour vast amounts of mana into her arm to eliminate the electricity that threatened to numb it. 

“You wouldn’t understand!” Kashi jokingly roared back as a flaming dragon shot out of his left hand toward Alia’s face. 

Despite her shock, Alia reacted accordingly. With her free hand, she webbed the ground and pulled herself down. Once below, she shook off the numbness off her right hand, webbed Kashi’s boot, and then attempted to pull him down.

VWoosh! Flames burst out of Kashi’s feet, incinerating the mana string. They did not stop there however. The greedy sparks rapidly traveled down the mana string toward the daeben queen.

Alia decisively released that mana string, and subsequently pulled herself away as Sonic appeared by her side. 

Sonic chased after the daeben queen with a series of air-steps, eventually clashing amongst several clashing vines. Sonic smiled through the flying sparks as he attacked from different directions in quick succession. “What’s with all this flying about? Why don’t we fight on the ground? A true man should stand his ground.”

“I am not a man, though.” Alia snorted. Only an idiot would fight Sonic on the ground. At least, in the air, he could not accelerate as much as he would like. 

Alia quickly grew used to the kafu’s tempo. She was just about to retaliate when she felt Kashi flying towards the sky. Alia quickly attached herself to a passing vine, allowed it to catapult her skyward.

Kashi dodged several thrashing vines, and almost cleared the thirty-meter-strike zone when his scales suddenly rattled. Kashi instantly obeyed his instincts. He rapped his wings around himself and quickly fell into a freefall. 

Whoosh! Whoosh! Whoosh! Kashi’s heart thumped as hundreds of little rock spikes suddenly shot down from boulders hanging in the sky. Fortunately, most of the spikes struck the thrashing vines. However, a few broke through, some even smashing against the falling daeben.

Fortunately, Kashi’s wings protected him from the worst impacts. Unfortunately, blood rained down as the spires tore several holes through his wings. With his mana in an overdrive state, Kashi knew it would take some time for the injury to heal. This meant he had effectively lost access to flight for a short time.

Kashi’s eyes turned grim as he spun around and glared at Alia, who was shooting up toward him. “You really set all kinds of traps, didn’t you?”

“That just shows how much I respect your strength,” joked Alia as she once again clashed with the draconian.

“I really don’t want your respect, though! I would rather you underestimate me!” Kashi angrily grumbled as he tussled with the annoyingly slippery daeben. It was so difficult to fight someone like this in a 3-D space. Alia could yoink herself in any direction to alter the angle of her defense or attack, which made her a nightmare to battle.

Even when Sonic joined the attack, Alia easily weathered their attacks. The daeben queen knew she lacked the core strength to easily defeat the three cheat-like guildmasters. She might be a Transcendent, but she only just broke that barrier. Fortunately, this was a battle to stall time, not win. She only had to make sure Kashi did not reach Gunder before the latter finished the Gate. Defeating Kashi would come at a later date.

The daeben queen never forgot her mission. Razznik’s return trumped any and all personal glory she could obtain from defeating Kashi.

And so, the trio battle for a few minutes. Alia kept Kashi and Sonic on the ropes, using the twisting vines as fulcrums to dodge or launch unpredictable attacks. Eventually, Alia noticed the vines quickly withering.

Alia glanced at a tree stump in the distance. She noticed that the stump had begun to break apart, signalling that Brilith, who hid within, had long surpassed her limits. The daeben queen’s lips spread as she then glanced at the sky.

The giant egg was glowing with a increasingly brighter, sinister black light. Alia could sense the Gate’s pulsating vitality. It only needed a minute or less before it would become complete.

Alia’s lips spread in a beautiful smile as she smirked at Kashi and Sonic. “Apologies, but it would appear this is my victory.”

Kashi looked at the pulsating Gate and then surprisingly looked at Alia with a bright grin. “Do you really think that?”

Alia frowned at Kashi’s confident smirk. She wanted to ask what it was about, but her heart suddenly palpitated with unimaginable fright! Alia quickly shot to the side, but the danger did not pass, so she rapidly wrapped herself in mana and hardened it!

Kiiiiin!

The mana shield tore apart one second later, and a thin red line formed around Alia’s throat. The daeben queen clutched her throat with fright and quickly looked at the source of the threat she felt.

In the distance, Alia saw a rapidly panting Hektor leaning against ChaosBringer. Thick sweat matted the young man’s forehead as he wearily gazed at the levitating daeben queen.

“What? How did you complete the ascension!? What are the Primates doi—”

Alia’s complaints froze in her throat as the vines rapidly rotted away, revealing a shocking scene. Several dozen primates lay dead on the ground. The survivors were fighting a desperate defensive battle. It was obvious none of them had the time to prevent Hektor from completing his ascension.

Alia was not so much shocked by the Primates’ defeat, as she was about how long it took. She had perfectly calculated the invading parties’ strength. It should have taken them at least two-three hours to win.

“Heh, as expected, Kashi always has the best battlefield.”

Alia’s brow twitched as she gazed at someone who should not be on the battlefield. “You. You are Stryke if I recall. How are you here?”

Stryke, who had separated from Hogosha, hoisted his sword on his shoulder and replied with a cheeky, toothy grin. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Indeed, upon close inspection, Stryke was not the only foreign party. Jade, Leila, Durst, Ragnar, Hogosha, Absalon, and Renark were all causing havoc on different parts of the battlefield. 

How in the hell did these guys get to the top!? 

Alia could feel that the teleportation restriction was still in place, so there was no way Kashi could have transported them with a hidden portal.

“Do you think that is all?”

Alia’s heart skipped a beat as she turned to look at Kashi. His grim look from earlier was gone, replaced with a snarky grin. “What do you mean?”

Kashi grinned and pointed at the sky. “That.”

GROOOOOAAR!

Color drained from Alia’s face as Gunder suddenly let out an earth-shattering roar. The Divine Dragon instantly transformed back into his dragon form as he writhed in unimaginable agony and terror.

Before everyone’s disbelieving gaze, columns of thick smoke began effusing from Gunder’s eyes, ears, mouth and nose. The dark clumps rapidly gathered in front of the dragon and took the shape of a smaller dragon missing its wings.

That dragon soul barely let out a cry before a gigantic ball of light crashed into it. The holy light rapidly purified the evil soul, destroying it for eternity.

Belrug retracted his hand, and then glanced at the still Divine Dragon.

The three seconds the Divine Dragon lay still was like an eternity to the onlookers.

“Hng.” Fortunately, the Divine Dragon stirred moments later. His eyes opened slowly, revealing a pair of beautiful, but bloody red eyes. Those eyes slowly scanned the area, before settling on a seemingly blank portion of the sky.

To everyone’s shock, tears welled up in the Divine Dragon’s eyes as Gunder… no, Skyrm spoke for the first time in several centuries. “My child… He really did not lie to me.”

While everyone tried to process what the hell was happening, Kashi signaled Queen Alia.

The daeben queen looked at Kashi with a pair of lifeless eyes. She could not believe that everything had failed at the last moment. All the sacrifices and planning. How could she have failed at the final juncture?

Where did she go wrong!?

Kashi smiled as he sensed the turmoil in Alia’s shaky gaze. Did she want an answer to why she failed? Well, he would oblige her. The daeben’s lips parted and softly mouthed two words:

Trump. Card.



            

    
        Chapter 281: Cheat

    
    
    
    
                
A few minutes before Kashi’s trump card, Absalon rubbed his face as he recalled a conversation he had over the Rink with the draconian a few days ago.

“Are you certain this will work? We will suffer disastrous losses if your gamble is off by one second.”

“Hehe, don’t worry. If my estimates are off, we’ll have much bigger things to worry about.”

Absalon pulled up the system menu to look at the in-game clock. 11:59 pm. Well, it was now or never. Absalon steeled his heart and then relayed a command. “It’s time! Implement Operation Devil’s Gambit!”

Absalon’s order sent a chill through the coalition army’s bones. To say that the battle’s outcome hinged on this one order was not an overstatement. Thankfully, Absalon had trained his forces to calmly carry out orders regardless of their misgivings or thoughts.

A knight at the head of the army suddenly grabbed a lowly undead. He could crush this small fry with ease, but he only knocked its sword out of its arm, spun in place, and then flung the undead toward the coalition’s rear with everything he had.

The undead panicked as it flew into the coalition’s anti-aerial bombardment used to prevent the undead from using these exact tactics to circumvent their army. Shockingly, however, the undead sailed through the salvos without so much as a scratch. It was like the bolts and magic attacks willingly parted ways to let it pass. The undead was even more shocked because it saw several of its brethren get skewered or obliterated by the aerial bombardment.

The Drugher landed at the army’s rear, but another knight picked it up before it could process its survival, and launched it with all her might toward the distant Oni Hill.

Whoosh! The Drugher could not understand what was happening as it sailed through the air, but its instincts took over once it saw Oni Hill’s massive doors. It did not care if the humes had lost their minds. It would gain unimaginable power once it touched that door!

Bang! The Drugher crashed into the ground just before the doors. Without a second thought, it rapidly shot off the ground and reached for the door.

Far away, Absalon’s knuckles whitened as he tightly gripped his staff. The general’s heart rose to his throat as the brief second stretched into several thousand eons.

‘Was I too hasty?’  Absalon wondered if he perhaps put too much trust in Kashi’s words. Without any means of communication, he could not confirm whether Kashi completed his side of the gambit.  ‘Whatever. We’ll deal with it if anything goes wrong.’

Absalon strengthened his resolve. Kashi had always pulled off the impossible. It was time for the rest of them to pull their weight. Even if Kashi somehow failed this time, they would clean up the mess. With those thoughts, Absalon’s staff began to glow as he closely monitored the Dugher’s bony finger.

Tak!  The world went silent as bone met stone. Unbelievably, nothing happened. No great power descended from Oni Hill and the Drugher did not undergo any major transformations.

“GROOAR!”

A terrible roar snapped Absalon’s attention to the sky. The embattled general broadly grinned he saw Belrug bite into Gunder’s back. “That mad man. He actually did it!”

“Everyone! Our crazy Guildmaster completed his promise!” Absalon’s eyes blazed with flames as he glared at the undead army. “You have endured for so long. It is time! Go Crazy!”

“UOOO!” Excited roars exploded from the coalition army as their eyes burned with naked bloodlust. These soldiers had felt stifled for so long. Despite their overwhelming strength, the nature of the battle forced them to adopt a defensive posture that absorbed relentless beatings. Without the threat of Oni Hill’s transformation, the Maggots could finally go all out!

Several soldiers excitedly broke formation as they charged into the undead’s midst. They did not need to care about any undead that slipped through. They trusted their partners to catch anyone they missed.

Absalon smiled at the battlefield’s rapid transformation. The Hopeful Maggots poured into the undead’s ranks like a flood of locusts. The stunned undead’s frontlines crumpled in the blink of an eye as the Maggots intensified their counterattack.

“We should join Kashi.” A visibly fatigued Leila stated as she flew over to Absalon atop silver petals. “They can handle the rest.”

Absalon’s eyes sparkled as he looked at the young woman. The old general was beyond impressed by the vice-guildmaster. Beyond her appalling strength, Leila’s tactical nous, coupled with her ability to manage the soldiers’ morale with both words and actions amazed him even more. It was no exaggeration to state that the Maggots may not have lasted this long without this woman’s display on the frontlines.

Absalon buried his thoughts and instead looked toward the forest. “Mm. The rest of you can go ahead. I promised to help Stryke with the Li—”

BOOOM! Absalon’s words froze in his throat as a terrible earthquake suddenly struck the battlefield. To the general’s amazement, a giant section of the ground at the undead army’s heart suddenly crumbled inward, revealing a large sinkhole.

Hundreds of undead groaned in terror as the sands mercilessly sucked them in. The Maggots, however, only paid attention to a three-meter stone ball that shot out of the sinkhole. The vomited stone shot over the Undead Army in a long arc that would end at the rear of the Maggots.

“Commander! Do we destroy it!?”

Absalon raised his hand to give the order, but then he suddenly stopped as his eyes brightened. “Do not worry! Let them through!”

“Them?” The nearby Leila’s brows shot up in surprise. But, moments later, her lips ever-so-lightly curled.

BANG! The stone egg did in fact land behind the Maggots. However, the seemingly sturdy stone egg shattered on impact, revealing two figures to the public: a widely grinning tora holding the shoulder of a slightly pale intimidating Orc.

Stryke, still in their fusion state, released Renark, and then, without a word, stomped his foot against the ground. The Maggots gaped as hundreds of rock spires shot out of a gigantic mandala in rapid succession, each one taller than the last. In the blink of an eye, the final spire reached the top of Oni Hill.

Whether it was due to overexerting themselves, or running out of time, Stryke and Hogosha split apart once the final spire reached Oni Hill’s Apex.

A panting Stryke turned around and winked at the floating Absalon and Leila. “Sorry, we kinda beat the Lich.” He then pointed at the top of Oni Hill. “See you at the top!” Leaving those words behind, Stryke laughed as he leaped onto the closest spire and then started jumping upwards.

Hogosha, meanwhile, politely bowed to Absalon and Leila, and then quickly followed Stryke’s path.

“RAGELOCK!”

Renark’s brows twitched as a voice filled with rage thundered over the battlefield. He turned to look at Durst who was charging at him like an enraged bull. The orc chieftain gripped his axes tight, but then suddenly looked at the top of Oni Hill. “Not now.” With those words, he promptly threw Durst to the back of his mind and quickly charged up the spires.

“Face Me, Coward!” Durst was too enraged to care about anything. He jumped onto the spires and rapidly chased after his most hated enemy. Never too far away, Ragnar promptly followed, but it was hard to read the young orc’s thoughts.

Absalon watched the brief interaction with a concerned gaze. “Should we interfere?”

“Why?” Leila snorted. “Kashi chose to bring them in. We should let him suffer a little too.” With those words, a clump of petals surrounded her and then shot towards the top of Oni Hill.

Absalon smiled as the petals darted towards the sky, and then tapped his Rink. “Nyte. Blade. Sasha. You three are in charge. I better be able to plant some trees when we get back!”

“Yes, Boss!” The trio chorused.

Absalon scanned the battlefield one more time. Unless something catastrophic occurred, the battle had permanently shifted in their favor. Only a free rout remained. They did not need his nitpicking for that. The general released a sigh of relief and then started levitating upward when a bolt of lightning shot to his front.

“Hey! Don’t you dare leave us behind!” An indignant Jade angrily roared as she fell and grabbed Absalon’s right arm. By her side, Lunette, who she’d held by the waist on the way up, grabbed Absalon’s shoulder.

Fortunately, the duo came under Absalon’s gravity-negation spell once they touched him, so they stopped falling.

An amused Absalon glanced at Jade as he rapidly ascended. “Why didn’t you climb like the rest?”

“Why would I do that when I have a free ride?” Jade’s matter-of-fact tone lacked even a semblance of shame. “This is so much more comfortable.”

“W-wow.” Absalon stuttered. He could not find in himself to argue with such flawless, selfish logic. He glanced at Lunette, who at least had the decency to bow her head in slight embarrassment.  ‘The guildmaster is lucky.’

“What the hell is going on!? Are Oni Hills’ defenses no longer working!?” Not everyone was pleased to see the Maggots rapidly advancing toward Oni Hill’s mountaintop. Several Chaos Order Transcendents stood up and glared at the mountain in anger. They could not help but feel like they had been conned somehow.

“It would appear Kashi somehow disabled the mountain’s defenses.” Damah Dumm provided the answer with an enigmatic smile. The mertian’s eyes sparkled with intrigue as he gazed at the draconian locked in battle against Alia. “This child seems to be hiding many secrets. Do you not think so, Nornesh?”

“Hng,” Nornesh replied with a noncommittal grunt. The Divine Dragon’s brows were tightly furrowed as he stared at Hektor. For some reason, he’d been feeling a familiar aura around the child. However, that was impossible!

Unfortunately, Nornesh could not interfere in the battle. The Chaos Transcendents would not stand for it. The Divine Dragon did not fear the little twerps, but there was a chance the Transcendents would slaughter Kashi and the rest in the ensuing chaos. He could not take that chance. Not when he finally had hope.

Nornesh watched Absalon and the rest of the Maggots descend upon Oni Hill’s mountaintop. Their infusion instantly turned the tides of battle! Their inclusion finally freed up the deadly Syèl and Shokō to unleash absolute demolition on dozens of Primates. Even Durst and Ragnar put aside their hatred of Renark to focus on eliminating the Primates first.

Nornesh could tell how this battle would end, so he turned his attention back to Hektor. The familiar feeling grew more intense with each passing moment until the young man’s eyes finally snapped open.

Nornesh ignored the terrible power that exploded from Hektor and instead frowned as he sensed that presence shoot toward the sky. No longer muddled by the battlefield’s chaotic mana, Nornesh’s breath caught once he sensed the presence’s mana. There was no doubt about it! That was a Divine Dragon’s aura!

Nornesh could not hide his shock as the presence boldly entered the vicinity of Belrug and Gunder’s battle. It was seemingly unfazed by the chaotic mana blasting outward as a result of the battle. But then again, that made sense. In this world, if dragons claimed they were second-loved by mana, no creature would dare claim first!

The Divine Dragon Nornesh sensed latched onto Gunder’s shoulder. Moments later, Nornesh turned white and quickly cut off his ability to hear. He recognized the first few guttural sounds! That was the beginning of a dragon’s true name!

This creature knew Skyrm’s true draconic name! This information all but confirmed Nornesh’s speculation. That presence was definitely a Divine Dragon! Furthermore, it must be Skyrm’s close friend or family for it to know that name and be alive!!!

As if to confirm Nornesh’s conjecture, Skyrm roared and expelled the evil spirit Gunder from his soul. Nornesh’s heart leaped to his throat as he nervously clutched the armrest, all the while hoping Skyrm awoke from the ordeal with an intact mind.

Centuries of torment could break the strongest minds. No one wanted to deal with an insane Divine Dragon!

Fortunately, only three seconds passed before Skyrm opened his eyes.

Nornesh carefully studied the great dragon’s eyes. Fortunately, they had no signs of madness or ill-intent. But a second later, Nornesh was shocked to see tears pool in Skyrm’s eyes. What the hell was happening? What could move a Divine Dragon as time-weathered as Skyrm to tears?

Skyrm’s next words and actions obliterated Nornesh’s doubt.

“My Child… He did not lie to me.” Skyrm instantly transformed back to his humanoid form, charged forward, and hugged the air. Just as everyone wondered if the Divine Dragon was insane, Skyrm looked at the space between his arms with a warm smile. “You must be frightened. I am sorry. I waited a thousand years for this moment, and am unable to control my emotions. Won’t you let me see you?”

In response to Skyrm’s probe, a purple haze blanketed the space between the Divine Dragon’s arm. Moments later, the haze dissipated, revealing a snow-white dragon cub. The old dragon’s heart melted as he gazed into Rex’s beautiful violet pupils. “You have your mother’s eyes.”

“M-Mother!?” Rider suddenly appeared before Skyrm and Rex with fear, shock, and hope alternating in his eyes. The stone-faced hybrid’s expression was a mess as he stood roughly five meters away, not daring to get any closer. His voice cracked in disbelief as he muttered, “Z-Zeno had a child? I-I had no idea. I would have searched everywhere if I knew! I would never have let this child languish for a thousand years.”

Skyrm patted Rex’s stubby head as he sent a cold glance Rider’s way. Currently, Rider was undoubtedly stronger than him, but the dragon's innate pride was so deeply ingrained that the hybrid did not dare approach any closer. “Lucius Ludarak. You ask if Zeno had a child while knowing she was a virgin when you two met.” The atmosphere rapidly turned thick and dangerous as Skyrm’s aura began running rampant and chaotic. “Are you insinuating my daughter cheated on you?”

“N-No, that’s not it, I swear!” Rider rapidly denied as sweat pooled on his forehead. The hybrid’s mental state was just as, if not more chaotic than Skyrm’s. “You only had one child as far as I know. I cannot think of anyone else whom you would call your child! But, it can’t be Zeno. She—”

Rider was about to say ‘died,’ but he suddenly recalled an old conversation and turned to look at Oni Hill’s mountaintop. The hybrid’s eyes almost exploded when he saw Kashi waving at him with a shit-eating grin.

“Now you believe me?”

Despite being high up, Rider easily picked up the draconian’s words. That’s right. In Merriheim, Kashi did claim that Razznik saved Zeno. At the time, Rider did not take his claim to heart, but he stuck around for that one percent chance that Kashi was telling the truth.

If Zeno had a child, then she must have lived for some time after her supposed death. Tears welled up in Rider’s eyes as he looked at Rex. This child was proof that Zeno existed somewhere. It did not matter that she loved someone else. It was enough to know that she somehow survived his foolishness and cowardice.

“That’s a relief,” Rider laughed through his tears as he observed the little dragon in Skyrm’s arms. “It’s alright. Everything’s fine as long as Zeno’s alive.”

Skyrm’s anger skyrocketed at Rider’s murmurings. “Are you rejoicing because your cowardice did not cost her life!?” The skies darkened as the Divine Dragon’s mana began to run berserk. “YOU BASTARD! She’s dead! All because of you! I watched her di—”

“Actually she’s not dead.”

“Apologies Lord Skyrm. I did not kill her.”

Two voices drifted into Skyrm’s ears in unison. The Divine Dragon’s bloody red eyes glared at Cathek who floated to Rider’s side with a thin smile. Skyrm then glanced at Oni Hill, where Kashi waved with a smile.

Skyrm frowned as he observed the strange draconian. He felt something familiar from the draconian’s eyes, but he did not have the time to deal with an Elder Dragon. He instead turned his attention to the kafu. “What do you mean? I watched you kill her with my own eyes.”

“Sorry about that,” Cathek revealed a confident smile as he pointed at the lake atop Oni Hill. “The being you saw there was just a clone Razznik made to throw off pursuers. He kept clones at the end of a few immensely dangerous dungeons to trick people into thinking they were Zeno’s true body—"

“You bastard!” Rider angrily grabbed Cathek’s collar. Intense rage and hatred burned in his eyes as he seriously contemplated tearing off the kafu’s neck. “You knew all this time!? You knew and you let me think she was dead!?”

“I am under no obligation to tell you anything.” Cathek brightly smiled as he matched Rider’s glare. Unperturbed by the hand around his neck, Cathek looked at Skyrm. “I know of three such locations on Destia alone, let alone the whole world. I suspect Razznik gave you a fake location to protect Zeno until her rebirth. At least, until she returned, Razznik could not be sure you would not meet some mishap and accidentally leak her location.”

Rider frowned. “That is just like him.” He then glared at Cathek. “So, where is she? Where is Zeno!?”

Cathek shrugged as he issued a lazy smile. “Are you perhaps hard of hearing? I just told you Razznik did not reveal her whereabouts to anyone for her safety. Do you really think he would have told me of all people?”

Rider’s hands trembled as he turned red with rage. He almost tightened his grip around the kafu’s smug neck, but Skyrm suddenly spoke.

“Stop. He is just as in the dark as we are.” Skyrm looked at Rex and then stated. “Who is this child’s Dragoon? We can probably find out a clue from them.”

“D-Dragoon?” Cathek’s smug expression faltered for the first time. The Cathek’s brows twitched for a few seconds before he ultimately burst out in the most animated laughter. “Hahaha! I see! I see now! We were always dancing in his palms! It was a checkmate from the very beginning!”

Both Rider and Skyrm stared at Cathek with stunned gazes. They could not understand why the kafu appeared to have lost his mind.

“Of whom do you speak?” Unlike Rider, Skyrm was completely in the dark as to who Cathek was talking about.

Cathek managed to stifle his laughter long enough to point at Kashi. “Forgot the dragoon. He probably has the answers you seek.”

Kashi, meanwhile, was smiling as he looked at the crestfallen Queen Alia. “Hey, don’t feel too bad. To be honest, the odds were completely stacked in my favor. If I still didn’t win with all these advantages, I would have bashed my head in.”

Queen Alia bit her lips as she stared at Hektor. “A Dragoon. So, he was your true trump card. A dragon’s true name is special. Only another dragon can call out their name. The only exceptions include dragon spawn and contracted beings like dragoons.” She turned to Kashi and asked, “How long ago did you plan it? We never factored Hektor into our consideration. Even if his dragon did not know illusion spells, you could have had Hektor himself reach Skyrm and call out his name. We would never have suspected him.”

Even as Alia spoke, she could not believe it. Could a human being plan this far ahead? When did Hektor disappear from the public eye? If the young man had been training to be a dragoon all this time, that meant that Kashi had already planted this Trump Card several months in advance!

Kashi chuckled. “To be honest, if you guys did not get in my way so much, I should have been the trump card. You all forced me to expose my draconian form before I even found out about Skyrm’s situation. After that damned prophecy, I knew you would never let me reach Skyrm. So, I needed to raise someone who you wouldn’t suspect. In the meantime, I continually improved my draconian attributes and used that form as often as possible to tunnel your visions in on me. The more you focused on me, the less you would consider another variable popping up.” The draconian’s smile widened as he added with a wink, “Sorry, I cheated a little, but I guess it’s my win.”

Queen Alia wanted to say something, but three terrifying auras descended upon Oni Hill. Alia swallowed her words as she looked at Skyrm, Rider, and Cathek, the latter smirking as he waved and winked at her.

Cathek’s smile did not assuage Alia’s fears though. She could not imagine what the Divine Dragon’s retaliation would look like, They had tortured him for a few centuries after all.

“You are Kashi, correct?”

A mixture of relief, disappointment, and shame washed over the daeben queen when Skyrm did not so much as spare her a glance before speaking to Kashi.

Kashi looked at Skyrm and Rider. He paused, and then after a moment of thought, softly said, “Do not worry. Zeno is definitely alive. I will take you to her after this is over.”

Skyrm’s heart palpitated as he looked into Kashi’s eyes. Upon closer inspection, he finally knew where he saw eyes that held that same pride and arrogance. The only difference was that Kashi’s held a lot more empathy compared to the other man’s rage and ambition.

This familiar aura.

Could it be?

Skyrm hesitated, but then muttered tentatively, “…Razznik?”

“I do wish you would not compare me to that indecisive brat.”

A silence akin to Death’s final breath seized the entire world. Skyrm, Rider, and Cathek were instantly drenched in sweat from the apocalyptic pressure that crashed upon Drakase. If these three men reacted like these, the others’ reactions could only be imagined.

The Transcendents fell to the ground in quick succession as if the presence did not permit any being to share its skies. All over Drakase, soldiers, mercenaries, and undead collapsed, sprawled against the ground like a giant palm flattened everything.

Atop Oni Hill, only Alia barely remained standing as everyone else either dropped to a knee or also prostrated flat before the terrifying presence.

Blood burst from Kashi’s gums, feet, and eyes as he fought to stay on his feet, fueled by the most stubborn of pride. The draconian bit his gums as he stared at the egg that should have shattered by now. “H-HOW!?”

“Why do you seek an answer you already know?”

The voice was not particularly loud, but it thundered in every living being’s soul. It was like the heavens had arrived to pass judgment on the world!

Everyone stared in disbelief as a bright line split through the black egg’s center. Moments later, a gloved hand reached out of the light and grabbed the egg. With the leverage, the being pulled himself out of the Gate and soon appeared before the world.

Long, red flaming hair. Red eyes that seemed to burn the world, and three terrible scars running down his eye. This being whose very presence caused the cosmos to tremble in fear turned to gaze at the bleeding draconian.

Kashi gritted his teeth as he glared at the all too familiar face that should never have returned. How could he not recognize it? If Suzuki grew out his hair a little and gained some muscle they would look identical! “Why? How are you here!? We stopped the spell!?”

“Why, you ask?” Razznik cracked his knuckles and then fixed Kashi with a deathly glare.  “I. Cheated.”
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“Razznik!” An incomprehensible, terrible roar exploded over all of Oni Hill! An apocalyptic pressure that threatened to rend the world apart accompanied the shout, causing even the strongest like Kashi to cough up mouthfuls of blood. All across Oni Hill, thousands of warriors and undead blacked out instantly due to the gargantuan presence.

“Flad! Stop!” Zeing Ashqoj desperately roared as he dashed and grabbed Fladnag’s shoulder before the latter could reach Razznik. Zeing struggled to hold Fladnag, whose appearance resembled an avenging spirit from hell. The old man’s skin was red with rage, and his hair and beards fluttered madly as if galvanized by hellish winds. 

In contrast, Razznik’s expression was frightfully calm as he glanced at the enraged mage. “Why, if it isn’t SaruMaru. It has been a thousand years. Why do you persist with that ridiculous disguise?” Razznik clenched his fist, and said as he slowly raised his hand, “Judging by your expression, I presume you wish to fight me?”

“Do not be ridiculous, Razznik.” Sayen appeared between Razznik and Fladnag. She backed the mage, and cast Razznik a reproachful glare. “You both exist above the world’s laws. A casual punch from either of you would destroy everything and everyone here.” 

“I did not instigate this fight, merely responded to it.” Despite Razznik’s words, he relaxed his fist, and then looked at Sayen with mirth in his eyes. “Just like a thousand years ago, you admonish me for a fight I did not start. So, I take it you have not regretted your choice ever since?”

Sayen shook her head, and then softly replied, “Just like a thousand years ago, you are the stronger one. You ultimately decide how many casualties occur in any fight. So, no, I have never regretted my choice, unfair though it may have been.” 

“Even after a thousand years, your convictions have remained the same. Always looking out for the greater good. Though misguided, I still appreciate your tenacity.” Razznik nodded, and then gazed beyond her at Fladnag. “Saruma—no, Marusan. Surely, you do not remain vexed over the Treants? It has been a thousand years since.”

Fladnag… No, Marusan’s eyes burned with anger as he glared at the red-haired demon responsible for ending the Treant race. “You doomed an entire race to extinction! Do you believe I would ever get over that!?”

“Though I had my reasons, admittedly, I acted rashly in my haste.” Razznik looked at Sayen, and then back at Fladnag. “I shall not apologize for my actions, but I can offer a solution to your problem. If you are willing, of course.” 

Marusan’s heart skipped a beat as he stared at Razznik in disbelief. “S-solution?” What the hell did this mad man mean by solution? If the Treants were so easily restored, he would not have descended into madness over the past millennium!

“Mm” Razznik nonchalantly nodded. He then thumbed down at the struggling Kashi as he stated, “That ignorant brat has the solution to your problem. I plan on giving him a test soon. I’ll tell you the solution if he passes.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

Razznik shrugged. “Well, he’ll be dead. So, the knowledge would not help you anyway.”

“Y-you bastard! I-ll— kaff kaff !” A violent coughing fit interrupted Kashi’s tirade. Clumps of blood mixed with shredded flesh splattered across the ground. It was obvious that Kashi’s stubborn fight against Razznik’s aura was destroying him from the inside. Fortunately, the draconian’s monstrous healing factor just barely kept him alive. However, he could only stand. Any attempt to speak or move caused the damage to multiply beyond what he could endure.

Razznik ignored Kashi, and instead looked at Rider and Skyrm, who looked at him with complicated gazes. “Skyrm, you do not need to question it. It is true. Zeno is alive, and that idiot can take you to her location.”

Surprisingly, rather than look overjoyed, Skyrm frowned as he glared at Razznik. “How is that possible? I can accept that  you  somehow saved her life, but how could he possibly know her location? This world has drastically changed in the past millennium.”

Razznik’s gaze slightly shifted at the slight inflection in Skyrm’s voice when he said, “ you .” It was only for a moment though. No one noticed the imperceptible reaction before he returned to an indifferent glare. “Indeed, the world might have changed. But, I assure you, no matter how much the world changes, Zeno’s location won’t. I made sure of that.”

Skyrm hesitated, but then sighed after searching Razznik’s gaze. Skyrm knew Razznik too well. The Chaos God was not ashamed to cheat and cut all corners to win in a fight, but he would never lie. Lying was a kind of banal deceit that Razznik’s pride just would not allow. At the most, he would omit some truths, but Razznik had never spoken a lie throughout his life. “Alright, I believe you.” Skyrm spread his wings as he prepared to take off into the skies. “I will watch your test.”

Razznik’s brow slightly rose. Evidently, Skyrm’s reaction caught him off-guard. “You realize the kid could die, right? Are you willing to take that risk? When you are this close?”

Skyrm glanced at Razznik, and then looked in disdain at the Chaos God’s right hand which he repeatedly clenched. “A thousand years and still a battle junkie. You would need better bait to lure me into a fight.” The Divine Dragon snorted and then looked at the bleeding Kashi. “Also, what leads you to believe he would lose? It took me a moment, sure, but I can see he carries the blood of a conqueror. Somehow, I doubt he will fail your test. But, in the unlikely event he does, it is enough to know that she is alive. I shall find her, even if I have to dig up the entire world to do so.”

Razznik nodded. “There are only a few people in this world who can say those words and mean it. That will make for an interesting show.”

Skyrm snorted. He ignored the hidden meaning behind Razznik’s taunt and leaped into the sky. He was about to leave but a hand grabbed his ankle before he could fly off. The Divine Dragon looked down in shock and disbelief. Was there someone crazy enough to hold him back? “Oh, it’s you.” Skyrm’s shock dissipated when he saw Kashi coughing up blood while glaring at him with bloody eyes. “Indeed, that crazed blood flows through you as well. What do you want?”

Kashi growled in pained anger. Only the draconian could explain how he felt right now. It was like someone constantly put his inner organs through a blender. The endless torment was enough to knock out a T-Rex, let alone a regular human. However, Kashi was too stubborn to pass out. The draconian refused to show a pitiful side to the man floating above. 

“You can’t take him.” Kashi looked at Rex in Skyrm’s arms as he barely growled through bloodied teeth. “He is not yours to take.” The draconian coughed up several mouthfuls of blood before declaring, “Rex is Hektor’s contracted partner. You cannot just take him away.”

Skyrm frowned. “You believe I would let my grandson risk his life in your petty squabbles?” The Divine Dragon snorted. “A meer Dragoon contract. I know a dozen ways to sever it.”

“Sever the contract?” Kashi’s aura fluctuated crazily as he angrily tightened his grip. The draconian’s voice dropped several octaves as he growled in rage, “You say that knowing the consequences? You say that knowing the irreversible damage it would do to the weaker party!?”

Skyrm smiled as he softly patted Rex’s head. “You need not worry. Rex might still be an infant, but do not underestimate a dragon’s strength. I can assure you no harm will come to him.”

“No harm will come to him…hehe.” Kashi softly whispered, but then burst into laughter. The draconian’s lips curled in ridicule as he shook his head. “What was I thinking? I must have been hit in the head by a donkey. In the end, you’re no different from those pompous gods.”

Skyrm’s eyes blazed in fury. The Divine Dragon’s voice rattled as he struggled to control his rising anger. He could not believe anyone would compare him to those bastard gods. “What did you just say?”

Kashi returned Skyrm’s glare with ridicule. “Am I wrong? I forgot because Razznik hung out with you for so long, but you do not care for anything or anyone weaker than you. We are no different from ants in your eyes. Razznik only entered your eyes because you saw he was the one being with potential to reach your strength.”The draconian sighed as he rubbed his face with his left hand. “On behalf of Razznik, I did owe you one, so I did everything I could to rescue you. But, make no mistake…” Sparks flew as Kashi’s claws scratched Skyrm’s scales. “If you do anything to harm my guildmembers, I will see you as my enemy, and I will not hesitate to find you and  Hunt. You. Down. ”

“Oh my.” Syèl, nonchalantly seated on the ground, softly whistled as he looked at the enraged Kashi. “Sorry Shokō, I think I just fell in love with someone else.”

“Stop joking around.” Shokō, held onto her sword for support while kneeling, winced as she observed Kashi’s expression. “Damn it. Are we cursed? We already have to deal with Razznik somehow, and now this damned, stupid, ungrateful dragon wants to piss Kashi off?”

Elsewhere, Hektor’s eyes watered as he looked at his bleeding guildmaster. The young man’s god mark protected him from most of Razznik’s pressure, but he still could not move. Unlike the vast majority, he knew why Kashi was so angered.

The Dragoon Pact was not some childish agreement that could be canceled at anytime. The contract connected two souls on a metaphysical level, almost cojoining them into two halves of a whole. Much like splitting an atom, one could not tear these souls apart without disastrous consequences. In its original state, a tear in the Dragoon Pact would share damage equally between both souls. 

On its own, this would not be such a problem. Unfortunately, the calculation of this damage was not proportional to the individual souls, but rather the combined strength of both souls. As a result, when there was a large disparity between the strength of souls, (like a Divine Dragon and a regular hume), the smaller soul often suffered the largest damage. In some extreme cases, it could even cause total annihilation or death.

This outcome was already dire enough, but if Skyrm really did want he wanted, and ensured that Rex suffered no damage, then Hektor would have to suffer the full brunt of the split. To say Hektor’s life would be in danger was a drastic understatement. Sure, in the future, Hektor’s soul would grow stronger under nourishment of the Dragoon contract. At this time, however, Rex’s soul was multiple times stronger than Hektor’s. The young man’s soul definitely could not bear the brunt of a split. It would collapse from the tear!

Kashi knew this, and he knew that Skyrm also knew this. That was why the draconian was enraged. Forgetting the fact that without Hektor, Rex might never have been born, the young man deliberately weakened himself by not utilizing Rex throughout their invasion just so that Rex could call out Skyrm’s name at the appointed time.

Skyrm was well aware of everything Hektor did, but the Divine Dragon’s hubris did not take any of that into account. As far as Skyrm was concerned, Hektor should have been honored to sacrifice his life to bring Rex to life and deliver the dragonling to him.

Skyrm looked at Kashi with slight guilt in his eyes. But when he looked at Rex, his gaze once again hardened. Instead, he looked at Hektor, and said, “I am grateful for your assistance, but I shall not let my grandson risk his life for mortal affairs. Give me your last wish. I swear on my life that I shall see it done.”

“My l-last wish?” Hektor’s face turned pale as SKyrm’s words exploded in his heart and mind. Last wish? Was it going to end like this? Why? He had just begun his path! He only just gained the right to fight alongside Kashi! Hektor’s face alternated among hundreds of emotions before ultimately settling on determination when he saw Kashi’s enraged glare. “My last wish… Kashi. His dream. He—”  
‎ “Shut up!” 

Hektor choked as he stared at the draconian’s bloody red eyes. “Kashi, thank you. But I—”

“I said shut up!” Kashi repeated as he tightened his grip even further. “That is an order from your guildmaster. Say another word, and I’ll kill you myself!” Kashi’s lips parted, revealing an angry, toothy grin. “You bastard dragon. Let me make myself clear. You’d better kill me if anything happens to Hektor. No. You’d better not stop there. Find and kill every subsequent incarnation. Because, if you don’t, I will do whatever it takes, hide as long as I need, climb a mountain of blades, and swim in an ocean of filth… whatever it takes, until I find you, and rip you apart, scale by scale. Do you dare to try me?”

Kashi’s daring proclamation sent chills down everyone’s spines. It did not make sense, but this mortal’s declaration threatened even Rider and the others. It was like Kashi was the incarnation of the Sword of Damocles. Without fail, he would chop off the head off anyone who me targeted.

None felt the brunt of Kashi’s declaration like Skyrm. If it were anyone else, Skyrm would have brushed off the threat, or even slaughtered them for their insolence. But as Skyrm gazed into those slightly familiar, burning red eyes, he knew that it would not be a matter of ‘if Kashi killed him,’ but ‘when.’ No one knew better than Skyrm how insanely obsessive Razznik, and in turn Kashi could get. One time, when Razznik hit the max limit, he watched Razznik punch a stone for an entire month until his natural strength increased enough to finally crack it.

If that man fixated on killing someone, he would not mind striking stones in a hidden cave for years until he was strong enough to kill the person.

Still, faced with Kashi’s determination, Skyrm still did not budge. It was not that the old dragon did not believe Kashi could kill him, but rather that death was not something he feared. He would not mind trading his life if it meant he could guarantee his grandchild’s growth to adulthood.

Skyrm sighed and softly shook his head as he placed his hand on Rex’s head. “I’m sorry.” A mandala appeared on the confused young dragon’s head. 

“Argh!” Hektor screamed out and clutched his head. But then, just when he was about to collapse, the pain suddenly disappeared.

“What is the meaning of this?” Skyrm turned at glared at Razznik, who looked at him with an extended finger.

Razznik retrieved his finger and then placed his arms behind his back. “I cannot let you take the child. First, an old partner sacrificed his life to facilitate their partnership. Secondly, and most importantly, that child is part of the brat’s guild… which means he is part of my test.”

“You expect me to risk my child’s life in your stupid game!?”

“Do not fret.” Razznik waved his hand. “Out of respect for our past relationship, I can guarantee that your child at least will survive. But he must participate. I do not want the brat to later give excuses that he fought with a weakened force.” 

Skyrm’s eyes narrowed. “Are you helping him?”

“Am I the type to help someone for no reason?”

Skyrm snorted. “Are you really asking me that?” 

“Fair enough,” Razznik admitted with a shrug, but then glanced at Kashi in disdain as he added, “but even if I help everyone in the world, I definitely will not help that brat. So, trust me, and leave the child behind. At least for now.” 

Skyrm struggled, but eventually released Rex with a reluctant sigh. He watched as the frightened dragonling rushed back to Hektor’s side and began crying as he licked the youngster’s face as if to apologize. His brows furrowed at the indignity, but he forced himself to look away. “I will trust you.” The Divine Dragon murmured. He then said to Kashi as he shook off the draconian’s grip. “My child better not suffer the ignominy of a loss to this arrogant bastard.” 

Kashi snorted in response. “I did not plan on losing to begin with.”

“I suppose the same blood births the same arrogance.” Skyrm smirked. “Kashi, is it? I can’t wait to see if you live up to your predecessor’s legacy.” The Divine Dragon did not wait for Kashi’s response before flying high into the sky, leaving a trail of dust in his wake.

Razznik briefly watched Skyrm’s retreat, and then turned to the other Seven whom he had not yet greeted. “Bert, Anya, it is good to see you both remain in good health. Though, I fear the feeling is not mutual.” Razznik looked at Anya and added, “I come bearing a peace offering. Like Marusan, your grievance can be solved with the idiot’s help—assuming he survives this test of course.” 

Razznik nodded at Bert, who stared at him with expressionless eyes. It was impossible to read the kafu’s thoughts from his stoic expression. Fortunately, his slightly trembling fists gave an insight to his inner turmoil.

Razznik pretended not to notice Bert’s struggle, and instead looked at Rider. “LuLu, how does it feel to know Zeno is alive? All those years, you tried to kill me, and for what?”

Rider, no, Lucius Ludarak glared at his old friend with mixed emotions. “Why didn’t you tell me she was alive!? You made me mourn for a thousand years, you monster!”

Razznik shrugged. “What guarantee did I have that you would not give away her location? I could not take the risk. If anyone messed with her in the state she was in, she would have permanently perished.”

“What do you mean, permanently?” Lucius quickly picked up on Razznik’s strange phrasing.

“Well—” Brackt! Razznik began to explain, but thunderous booms suddenly echoed over Oni Hill as portions of the sky suddenly tore apart. 

Everyone watched, horrified as black voids appeared beyond the ‘tears’ in space itself. It looked like a god grabbed portions of the sky and forcefully ripped it apart. At the moment, the tears were tiny, but everyone turned pale when a passing bird got sucked into one of the tears. The poor creature looked like it entered blender as the vortex beyond crushed the bird into thousands of tiny clumps of flesh and blood before sucking it all in without leaving a trace.

“It would seem my time draws near.” Razznik gazed at the ‘tears’ with mirth in his eyes. Gods could not stay in the mortal plane. Their overwhelming presence would eventually destabilize time and space until the entire plane collapsed upon itself in an effort to transfer the god back to a suitable plane.

Razznik shook his head, and then looked at Queen Alia, who had remained respectfully silent the entire time. “Queen Alia of the Chaos Order, I commend your efforts to bring me to this plane. Although, you ultimately failed, I would not have been able to force my way into this realm without the gate you put in place. In light of that, I will grant you what you seek. However, due to your failure, I will give your opposition a chance to balance the scales a little. Do you object?”

Queen Alia hastily bowed, and solemnly said, “No, Lord Razznik. We appreciate your grace.”

“Mm. Now, would you like to watch their test, or do you want me to send you all home?”

Alia hesitated, but then affirmed her answer after she glanced at the heavily injured Primates sprawled on the ground. “Please send my people back home. I will remain here.” Alia looked at Kashi and the rest. “I am confident in my ability to retreat should the need arise.”

“As you wish.” Razznik nodded and then softly waved his hand. 

“Whoosh!”

All around Drakase, thousands of Chaos Order warriors suddenly vanished without a trace, leaving monsters and humes alike, stunned.

Razznik’s ridiculous display of power caused many onlookers to swallow their spit in fright. What kind of mana reserves and control did one need to teleport thousands of people at once!?

Unfortunately, Razznik was far from done. The Chaos God waved his hand, and half of the waters from the Lake of Enlightenment at the center of Oni Hill flew up and into a tiny bottle. Razznik tossed the bottle at Alia. “You get half. It should be enough for your needs. If the brat succeeds, he will get the other half. Otherwise, it shall remain here until I find someone worthy.”

Amidst Alia’s boisterous acknowledgments and praises, Razznik said, “Now, that is enough for the supplementary gifts. It is time I gave you what you wished for. After which, I shall set up the brat’s test before I leave. This world cannot take much more of my presence unfortunately.”

The Chaos God then sent a surreptitious glance at Cathek. “You manipulated events more than most to get me here. I suppose you somehow knew the truth? Or maybe you guessed it?”

Bert frowned when he saw Cathek’s strange smile. “Razznik, what are you talking about?”

Razznik glanced at the brown-furred kafu. “You grew into a powerful, strong, man, but I am afraid that rigidity of yours is a bit too ingrained. You will miss the big picture if you always hyperfocus on one thing. Did I not tell you that?”

“What are you talking about, Razznik!?”

Razznik shook his head. “The Chaos Order wish for two things only – to lift the current level restriction on the continent, while using the Lake of Enlightment to help their Primates break through to become Transcendents. The latter, I could do on my own, but the former, I cannot.”

Razznik casually swung his hand, tearing a hole through space. However, this hole was different from the rest. While the others had terrible voids beyond, this hole had a luscious garden beyond it. “I am the God of Chaos. I can do many things, but Level restriction is one thing I am unable to control. Genesis ensured I would never get that particular authority.”

“Genesis?” Lucius frowned as he tried to recall where he heard that name.

“Genesis is not important.” Razznik waved off the hybrid’s concern. “What is important is the fact that I need the God of Levels to either alter or break Level Restrictions.”

“G-God of Levels!?” Bert’s heart leaped to his throat as he glared at Razznik. “Did you already have my mother replaced!?”

Razznik shook his head with despair in his eyes. “What did I just say about hyperfocus. You need to think about a larger picture. Unfortunately, I do not have time for lectures.” Razznik waved his hand at the portal as he said, “If you will, please show yourself.”

“Certainly.” 

Bert froze in place as he heard a familiar voice that definitely should not exist. “H-how—”

Bert’s words got stuck in his mouth as a brown-furred female kafu with nine bouncy tails stepped out of the portal. The woman’s stunning beauty captured the hearts of everyone present, except for Bert and Cathek who stared in shock.

Razznik ignored the glares, and instead turned to look at the kafu. “I have fulfilled my promise…  Realm Goddess Juno .”

 
‎  
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Realm Goddess Juno, an assumed relic of a time long past. Only a select few amongst those remaining even knew what she represented. Over a thousand years ago, most of the land was segmented in ‘level zones.’ The gods placed this restrictions to prevent situations where, say, a level 300 warrior would go into a level 10 area and utterly decimate the denizens. Humes needed time to grow from level 1 to the higher levels. In a world without level restrictions, the humes at higher levels could easily bring about extinction level damage if they constantly killed off lower-leveled communities.

Managing the levels of the various zones was an important task that required constant monitoring and adjustment as populations rose and fell. However, due to the fact that whomever carried out this role was bound to the same restrictions, not even minor gods agreed to take on this responsibility.

Eventually, Ferulic and Aethir decided to grant Divine Authority to a chosen mortal, thus elevating them to a pseudo-god. The Divine Authority would prevent the pseudo-god from aging, but did not grant true immortality. The selection particulars are not important, but eventually Realm Goddess Juno was chosen from a group of qualified mortals to oversee this important task. 

Juno’s mortal kafu body put her at risk of death, but since she always retained the highest level in whatever realm she regulated, she never truly feared for her life – that was until she met Razznik.

Razznik Y’Terlow broke every conventional rule. Despite being level 500 like her, the demon completely crushed her after an arduous battle. From this moment, the epics diverged on what happened. Some stated that Razznik slaughtered her to take down the restriction, while other claimed that Razznik killed her and took her power for himself. These two explanations prevailed until a few hundred years ago, when level restrictions suddenly returned to the world.

The absence of gods strengthened the theory that Razznik stole her power for himself, but there was no way to confirm for sure. That was at least, until now. Realm Goddess Juno’s presence seemed to confirm that Razznik did not in fact steal her power!

But was that truly the case?

“Mother?” “Mother!”

A pair of disbelieving sons called out in shock. However, where one’s voice was laced with confusion and caution, the other held certainty and excitement – like he just confirmed something he already knew for a fact.

Bert did not miss his brother’s strange tone. He flew down and stopped a few meters from the woman bore a striking resemblance to his mother. He then looked at Cathek who had flown a few meters away from him, so the trio formed a triangle of sorts. “You knew?”

“Can one really  know  anything?” Cathek revealed a gloating grin as he winked at his brother. The playful kafu was obviously elated, and intended to squeeze as much joy out of this moment as possible.

Bert, however, was not in the mood for his brother’s games. His gaze turned extremely dark as he clenched his fist. “I do not have time for your games. Answer the question.”

Cathek’s smile faltered. Even he could sense his brother’s rising rage. Bert was usually so quiet that most people took him for a doormat. However, of the seven, while Cathek would call Lucius the strongest, the scariest member was without a doubt, Bert!

On another day, Cathek might have egged his brother on, if only to see that stone-like expression crumble for once. Unfortunately, he knew time was not on his side. So, he sighed and admitted the truth. “I truly did not know. But I had my doubts concerning mother’s death once I found out the reason Razznik hunted her down in the first place.”

Bert frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“Razznik, a hitman for the gods.” Cathek chuckled. “Do you really think that arrogant bastard would ever do anything for the gods?”

“…Just because of that?” Bert could not reconcile such irresponsible reasoning. Who would chase after something this big over such flimsy evidence? Wait, was personality even evidence?

Cathek laughed as he spread out his hands. “A few hundred years is enough to make anyone go mad. I needed something to keep me busy, so I dug a little further – at least to satisfy my curiosity.” The kafu sighed as he glanced at the silent Juno. “The Calamity destroyed most records from the old world, but I did manage to find some clues sprinkled here and there. I eventually found a text buried in an old temple that changed everything.”

Cathek’s eyes widened, and his grin grew wider. He possessed the demeanor of an intoxicated storyteller as he continued, “You would not believe it… The texts covered some rules governing this world. There were some mind-splitting information there, but to me, the most important one was a small extension of something I already knew. Upon death, it is possible to capture a soul before it returns to the Circle. This much, a few people around the world know. However, what no one knows, is that with the deceased’s blood, one can bring resurrect the dead after constructing their body.”

On the ground, many people furrowed their brows. 

“Did you hear that last part?” Syèl was just one of many who did not hear the last sentence. No, it was beyond that. Syèl was trained in lip-reading. Even if he did not hear, he should have been able to read Cathek’s lips. However, try as he might, Syèl could not even remember what happened for about three to five seconds. It was like a moment of his life suddenly disappeared!

While Syèl experienced this most acutely due to his perfect memory, everyone else also realized they missed the final part of the sentence. Only in their case, they simply thought something muted the words.

Kashi glanced at Syèl and the others. He quickly figured out what happened. It seemed he was one of the few people who heard that sentence. “Genesis.” The draconian muttered a single word, his voice tinged with equal parts frustration and wariness. Despite his wariness, he looked at Cathek with a puzzled gaze.  ‘Did he really figure it out?’

Bert once again glanced at Realm Goddess Juno. He wanted to believe Cathek, but as someone who spent ninety-percent of his life in dreams, he was more averse to things that looked too good to be true. He quickly looked back at his brother. “Assuming the texts you read were true, that still does not explain why you thought Razznik would do anything to resurrect our mother.”

Cathek smiled as he raised a finger. “First, we all know that Razznik was a Summoned mortal who lived under mother’s level-restriction.” He raised a second finger. “We also know that he was the first to break through the level-restriction after defeating mother. Without the level restriction some others began breaking that level cap too.” He then raised a third. “We also know that Razznik challenged and defeated several gods.” Cathek grinned as he raised a fourth. “But we know that a mortal can never harm a god.” Cathek finally raised his thumb and then balled his hand into a fist. “In conclusion, Razznik must have been a god to fight and kill other gods.”

“Yes, and?”

Cathek let out an exasperated sigh. He looked like a teacher who was disappointed that his student could not arrive at a solution despite laying out all the clues. “Ah, the curse of the intelligent.” The kafu jokingly shook his head and then continued, “Haven’t you ever wondered how exactly Razznik crossed that threshold into becoming a god?”

Bert frowned. “Razznik was taken to Elysium after his death. Wasn’t that how he became a god?”

“Wrong.” “Wrong.” Cathek proudly pronounced while Kashi softly whispered. 

Kashi looked at Cathek with complicated emotions. Well, it looked like the cat was about to be let out of the bag. If Cathek had worked things out his far, then he definitely knew the truth.

“Wrong?” It wasn’t just Bert who was shocked. The remaining Five of the Broken Swords were equally stunned. Cathek just casually dropped a terrifying bombshell!

“Yes.” Cathek affirmed with a grin. “The gods are not stupid. Entering Elysium does not grand godhood. Mortals who enter Elysium are given great powers and allowed to live out their fantasies until they eventually choose to reincarnate… but they never attain Godhood!”

“But then—”

“For Razznik to have fought the gods, he needed to have been a god.” Cathek wagged his fingers. “In fact the creatures in Elysium are minor gods, so he needed to have been a god to so much as leave a scratch on any creature during his training.”

Bert’s frown deepened even further as he squinted his eyes in confusion. “Hold on. This does not make any sense. If what you theorize is true, then Razznik had to have been a god before he got to Elysium. But, that is impossible! There were no avenues to godhood the—” Bert paused, and his eyes widened in shock as realization slowly swept through his face. “—Mother?”

“Hehe, you’re finally beginning to see it too.” Cathek clapped his hands in jubilee. “Indeed, following the epochs of Razznik’s final years in the mortal plane, there was only one opportunity for him to come across godhood.” The kafu looked at his mother with pride in his eyes, “His fight against Realm Goddess Juno. Our mother, and the only god on the planet.”

Bert rubbed his forehead. “Hold on. I understand what you are trying to imply, but that makes even less sense. You can’t  steal  godhood. It’s not something that can be transferred.”

“Yes. You cannot  steal  godhood,” Cathek affirmed, but then with a confident smirk, he added, “but you forget one thing: our mother was not a  true   god. She was only a mortal who was granted Divine Authority, making her more of a minor god, or a demi-god if you will. Godhood cannot be transferred, yes, but the existence of our mother proves that  Divine Authority  can!”

BOOM! 

Fireworks exploded in the Broken Swords’ minds as the pieces rapidly fell into place!

Divine Authority could be passed on. There was a 99.9% chance that Razznik acquired Divine Authority from Divine Goddess Juno! Finally, the greatest puzzle surrounding Razznik’s ability to launch a war against the gods had finally been solved. 

“That’s not all.” Sayen muttered under her breath. “To protect their vessels, Divine Authority cannot be stolen. When its weilder perished, the Authority returns to the gods. So, if Razznik acquired Divine Authority…”

“Exactly!” Cathek clapped with a boisterous laugh. “Divine Goddess Juno willingly transferred the Divine Authority to Razznik.” The kafu’s eyes twinkled like a child who was about to place the final pieces of a puzzle. “So, I asked myself: What would make Divine Goddess Juno give the Divine Authority to Razznik. What promise could he have made to her? Spare her bratty sons? No, for all his madness, Razznik was never known to attack the innocent. We were never in any danger. Train us for a while? That is good, but not enough to willingly transfer the Divine Authority.”

Cathek wrung his fingers. “You have to understand. At the time, Divine Goddess Juno knew that her time was up. Even if Razznik spared her, Aethir would only send other emissaries to ensure her demise to prevent Razznik from ever breaking the level restriction. She needed to secure a way to survive.” Cathek turned to look at Razznik. “That was when she made the deal. She would give you Divine Authority. In return, you would prevent her soul from returning to the Circle. Only someone with Divine Authority has a 100% guarantee of holding back a soul.” He then grinned as he looked at Lucius. “That is also how he saved Zeno. He killed her, yes. But he also prevented both her and her child’s souls from returning to the Circle. Only then could he resurrect them after some time had passed.”

“Wait!” Lucius raised his hand, begging Cathek to pause. All this information was coming in too fast. He almost could not breathe. “You are saying Zeno was pregnant when she died?”

“Yes.”

Lucius’ heart tightened as he suffered a pain beyond anything he’d ever experienced. But amidst the pain and tears that clouded his vision, glimmers of hope and joy lit up the hybrid’s eyes. “But… But that would mean—”

“Yes, foolish wolf.” Razznik interrupted with a snort. He pointed at the dragonling who cowered behind Hektor’s hair. “That child, Rex, is your son. I wondered how long it would take you to figure out.”

“My so—”

“Yes, so, back to us.” Cathek mercilessly interrupted Lucius before the man could process his bombshell of emotions. “So, Razznik had Divine Authority, and destroyed the gods, yada yada… we all know this part. What comes next is what is important. At some point, the level restrictions returned to the world, but if you recall, the Realm God needs to be in the mortal plane. Unless Razznik decided to return to our world, there had to have been a new Realm God with the Divine Authority, which Razznik would have handed to them.”

Cathek chuckled as he said with a self-deprecating smile, “I could not be certain that the new Realm God was our resurrected mother. For all I knew, the promise could have been something else entirely. Or, maybe Razznik was not as honorable as I heard, and instead, appointed a new Realm God.” The kafu shrugged and spread his arms. “There was only one way to find out.”

“You—” Bert’s brows shot up in disbelief. “You did all this. Caused all this death and destruction, just so you could meet Razznik and ask if he resurrected our mother!?”

“See? There, that judgment. That’s why I didn’t tell any of you about my findings.” Cathek let out a despondent sigh. He felt like a wizened philosopher, shunned and abused by the masses for not understanding his genius. “If you knew what I was trying to do, you would have interfered several hundred years ago. No, it was better for you all to believe I went crazy and wholeheartedly worshipped Razznik with all my heart. That was much easier to explain than saying I wanted to confirm if my mother was alive.”

Bert’s brows furrowed even deeper after hearing Cathek’s confession. “Was it worth it? The thousands of lives you condemned!? Were they worth it!?” Bert turned to look at Alia, who had been watching the entire exchange with glazed eyes. It was not everyday one learned so much about the godly domain. “You! Was the cost worth it? How many of your people perished so that he could satisfy his curiosity? Do you realize he used you?”

Alia swallowed hard as she faced the kafu’s immense pressure. But, the daeben queen was no simple woman. It took only a few breaths for her to collect her emotions and confidently match Bert’s gaze. “My apologies, but you must be mistaken. Every member of the Chaos Order has their own goal and aspirations. We assist each other to accomplish these goals, with priority given to those who have contributed the most. It is impossible for any one person to use the Chaos Order… That is because we are all using each other. We know the risks, and are preapared to lose our lives on the path. That is what it means to follow and abide Chaos. No one can control or predict Chaos, so it would be stupid to regret loss as it, just like gain are both mere byproducts of Chaos.”

“…”

A speechless Bert stared at the proud daeben queen. Only then did he realize something. He was dealing with psychopaths. Whether it was Cathek, Alia, Razznik, or even Kashi… these people were all psychopaths! Their perception of, and meaning ascribed to reality was so out of whack that he could not begin to understand them.

“Brother, do not sweat the small details.” Cathek mercilessly chuckled as he observed his brother. “What’s done is done. Are you going to greet our mother, or do you want her to re-die to assuage your guilt?”

“That’s enough, Cathek.” Fortunately, Razznik interrupted before Bert could respond. “I let you talk for so long to answer everyone’s questions, but that does not mean you can speak with your mother.”

For the first time, Cathek frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Razznik waved his hand at Juno. “I made a promise with your mother that I would protect and one day reunite her with her children—I have. You wanted proof that your mother is alive—you have it. But, I will not permit any further interaction until a condition of mine is fulfilled.”

“Condition?” “Condition” Both Bert and Cathek repeated in confusion. What the hell was this madman talking about this time!?

“Do not fret. You will find out if the brat passes his test.” Razznik replied. “But if he doesn’t, well…”

On the ground, Kashi’s expression turned extremely ugly as both Bert and Cathek turned to stare at him. This Fucking Bastard! What was with all this pressure!? At this rate, wasn’t he carrying the hopes of at least five of the seven Broken Swords!? Who could bear that kind of unreasonable responsibility!?

Razznik did not care for Kashi’s silent protest. Instead, he looked at Juno and said, “Please, increase the Realm Restriction to 300.”

Juno smiled warmly at Cathek and Bert, and then softly clapped her hands.

Kacha!

Everyone heard strange sounds, like chains shattering enmasse, but no one saw or felt anything. That is, except the Transcendents who had maintained a respectful distance from Oni Hill.

“I… I can feel it.” Damah Dumm exclaimed in shock as he clenched his fist. “This feeling. This is growth potential. The wall. It’s no longer there.”

The mertian merchant was not the only one who felt this way. Every Transcendent fought back tears as they once again felt the potential for improvement that had long since eluded them.

As far as the Chaos Transcendents were concerned, they had achieved their primary objective!

Razznik glanced at the overjoyed Transcendents and then turned his gaze back to Kashi. By this point the ‘tears’ had begun to worsen, so he knew he could not procrastinate much longer. 

Razznik raised his hand and plucked two strands of hair from his head. He then softly blew onto the follicles and watched as they danced off his palm before erupting into beautiful lights.

Within a second, the lights rapidly expanded in size, quickly assuming a man’s form. They then receded shortly, revealing two clones of Razznik.

Razznik ignored the stunned gazes and instead, pointed at Jade who was sprawled on the ground. “The scroll. Pass it.” He then looked at Lucius and said, “You too, LuLu. I do not have much time left.”

Neither Jade nor Lucius could even pretend to deny when faced with Razznik’s fiery-cold gaze. They meekly took out a pair of scrolls and watched as Razznik sent one each into the hands of his clones.

The first clone directed the scroll at Kashi and then tore it, while the second clone pointed his scroll at Lucius before tearing it. A thick beam of holy light shot out of the scroll, connected both Razzniks to Kashi and Lucius. 

The Divine Power within the scrolls rapidly regulated both Razzniks’ powers until they identically matched the levels of their targets. 

Razznik watched as the holy light receded and the clones began getting used to their severely weakened states. He then looked at Kashi and said, “Your test is very simple. Defeat this clone.” The Chaos God raised his hand as he added, “Old rules apply. You have until sunrise.” 

Kashi initially felt relief. Sunrise? That was still five to six hours away. He had time!

Unfortunately, Razznik was just plain unreasonable! 

“Do not worry. I will not keep you waiting for five whole hours,” said Razznik as he slowly twised his hand. “Let’s speed things up a bit.”

What happened next would go down in history books for thousands of years! It was a phenomenon that even gods did not dare pull off!

But Razznik did.

The madman Razznik sped up the planet’s rotation, proven by the stars that rapidly flashed by in a few moments. No one knew how he prevented all the crazy environmental side-effects that should have accomplished such a cosmic anomaly (GENESIS), but he did.

Razznik sped up the earth’s rotation just so that Kashi would not have too much time on his test!

By the time Razznik put his hand down, Every Summoned paled when they looked at their system clock.

04:53. 

This son of a bitch! During this climate, sunrise officially began at 05:30. Razznik advanced time by just under five hours, so that Kashi only had thirty minutes to pass the test.

No, that wasn’t quite accurate. Not even Razznik could manipulate time. Putting it more accurately, Razznik rotated the earth, such that its new orientation only had thirty minutes until sunrise.

Razznik, meanwhile, remained expressionless as he put his hand down. “That’s all. If you can’t even do that, then you do not deserve to live. I’ll do everyone a favor and end you.” The former Demon Lord, absolutely refusing to even acknowledge the stunned expressions sighed as he looked at the crack-filled sky. “I cannot stay any longer, but I will be watching. Do not disappoint me too much.”

Razznik then snorted as his legs burst into flames. The flames quickly consumed him, leaving behind a single strand of hair floating in the wind, which subsequently burned into minute scattered ash. 

Before anyone could comprehend the fact that they had been dealing with a clone this entire time, the first Razznik cracked his fist just as the pressure lifted, and then charged at Kashi!

 



            

    
        Chapter 284: You Are Weak

    
    
    
    
                
Boom!  Kashi barely had time to cross his arms over his chest before Razznik slammed into him with the force of a speeding train. The draconian, who had yet to recover from his earlier injuries from resisting Razznik’s pressure, could not prevent himself from getting launched several dozen meters across the ground.

Kashi blacked out for a second, but then somersaulted to right his posture, and planted his feet into the ground. Krshh! The draconian’s feet served as an anchor, stealing his momentum until he grinded to a halt.

“Hng.” Kashi softly groaned as he weakly pulled his arms apart. He then glared at Razznik, who stood at Kashi’s previous location with his arm out. “Cheap Bastard.” 

Razznik snorted as he drew back his arm. “The fact that you can speak should be proof enough that I am no such thing.” The Chaos God paused, and then added with a nod, “At least, not right now.”

Kashi’s initial shock and rage washed away, allowing him to think clearly. Indeed, in his previous state, Razznik could have easily decapitated him. There was no need to go for a mundane punch. If it were anyone else, Kashi might have attributed it to carelessness brought about by hubris, but Razznik was different. Razznik was the type to shoot a house rat with a shotgun. The madman would never give up a chance to slay a foe.

With this thought, Kashi quickly examined his body. Moments later, his lips curled in a frustrated smile. “Really. You used  [ Mercy Fist ] ?” [Mercy Fist] was an original skill Razznik developed to lengthen certain fights. The skill channeled potent healing aura into a target, healing as much damage as possible. Razznik created this skill because some enemies were too proud to accept healing, especially during a beatdown. As its name implied, he transferred the healing through a punch or kick. As a result, most of his targets remained oblivious to his antics right up until he was done with them.

Indeed, aside from his throbbing arms, Kashi confirmed his inner organs which had been badly damaged from resisting Razznik’s aura were perfectly healed. Even his mana reserves had been restored to their peak. In essence he was just good as he was when he first stepped onto the battlefield. 

‘No.’  Kashi clenched his fist.  ‘I’m not the same. I’m stronger.’

Razznik observed Kashi’s closed fist. “You believe you are strong? You?” The Chaos God balled up his fists in derision. “You, who are still trying to run from the truth? A mere fragment, soon to be forgotten?”

“Fragment?” Kashi’s heart stopped for a second as he stared at Razznik. “You—”

“Yes, I remember  everything. ” Razznik sneered as he took a step toward the stunned draconian. “You think you are strong when you cannot even accept your role? You exist for and will die for  him . You know this, yet you try to flee from reality. What was it you said?  ‘We will find a way for both of us to live?’ ” Razznik’s voice slowly began to rise as his brows furrowed with increasing anger. “With such a wishy-washy attitude, you will end up killing  him  to take his place!” 

Razznik’s accusation struck Kashi hard. The daeben paled in fright as he processed the Chaos God’s claim. More than any punch, this topic hurt Kashi the hardest. That was because, on a fundamental level, he was created to help Suzuki. Once he did anything to jeopardize that mission, it would shatter the very foundation of his identity! “No. What’re you talking about. I would never—”

“You won’t kill him?” Razznik snorted as he stood over Kashi’s trembling frame. “Then accept your fate with pride.” Dark chaotic clouds emitting terrible pressure circled the Chaos God’s fist, which he raised over the paralyzed draconian. “You exist to die, so that Suzuki may live. Accept that, and I will at least consider you a man with a spine worth fighting.”

Kashi stood in place, his face pale white. Every word Razznik had spoken stabbed his heart, tearing at deeply buried insecurities even he was not aware of. No, wait. Was he truly unaware, or did he just pretend not to see them?  ‘My fate is to die.’  On some level, Kashi had always been aware of this fact. Once he fulfilled his purpose, Kashi had to die to prevent a situation where he accidentally took over Suzuki’s body. 

However, even though Kashi was aware of this fact, he had always managed to push it aside. Somehow, he convinced himself that it was possible to find another way. He would find a way for both he and Suzuki to live. All this time, was he truly looking for a way for both he and Suzuki to live, or was he looking for a way to avoid death? The two sounded similar, but, they could not be further from each other.

Seeking a way for both he and Suzuki to live meant that Kashi would do everything in his power to save themselves. However, if he failed, he would willingly give up his life so Suzuki could live. On the other hand, if he just wanted to escape death, then when the time came…  ‘What would I do?’

Kashi’s hands trembled in horror as he realized that he did not have a definite answer. Despite what he told Suzuki, when faced with Razznik’s glare, he could not even lie to himself.

Razznik’s red eyes narrowed, their biting light filled with hatred as he observed Kashi’s shaky hands. “It seems my fears were right. You are but a tumor that must be excised. Sorry, but even now, my priority remains the same. I will eliminate all threats to Suzuki’s life—you included.”

“I-I’m a threat?” Kashi breathlessly stared at the fist that quickly filled his vision. His skin crawled with fright from the broiling chaotic energy. Kashi knew that the fist would shatter his skull, but he could not will himself to move. 

What if Razznik was right? 

What if he indeed ended up killing Suzuki one day? 

Kashi wanted to claim he would never do it, but Suzuki’s very existence proved that was not the case. Even the most loyal Suzuki accidentally killed the original, much less him who desperately wanted to live.

‘Heh, I guess I really am weak.’  Kashi could not help but curl his lips in self-ridicule in acceptance.

BANG! “Ngh! Kashi! Get it together!” 

Kashi looked up with lifeless eyes at Hektor who suddenly appeared in front of him. The red-haired teen gritted his teeth as he held up a rapidly cracking tower shield that blocked off Razznik’s punch. 

Hektor’s heart dropped when he saw the emptiness in the draconian’s eyes. This was not the first time Hektor had seen darkness in Kashi’s eyes. 

When they first met, Kashi’s eyes were heartless, even when he cracked jokes, like a marionette imitating a human. However, these eyes differed from those ones. At least, the earlier coldness had a purpose: it was a warning and a defensive mechanism to keep people away from him.

Kashi’s current eyes were more akin to familiar gazes in soldiers’ eyes during the Daeben Wars. Deep rooted despair and confusion upon realizing their lives had no meaning, and their entire existence only amounted to nameless cannon fodder. 

“Kashi, I—”  Dun!  Hektor’s words froze in his throat when a strong hand gripped the top of the tower shield. However, he was not too worried. The oversized tower shield was carved from meteorite rocks. It could withstand direct impact from cannons let alone— Brackt!

“Why, if it is not the little Dragoon.” Razznik softly greeted as he easily snapped the stone shield in half. Razznik tossed the upper half in his hand and then raised his left hand to Hektor’s face. “That is a little nostalgic.” A blue mandala appeared in front of his left hand before Hektor could react. “[Ice—”

“Eat shit! [ Lunar Elemental Judgment!]” 

“—Storm!]” Razznik forcefully swung his left arm to the sky at the last moment. A cold blizzard blasted out of the mandala at rocket speeds. The blizzard smashed into five magical spears, detonating them mid-air.

Razznik sensed danger and turned to Hektor, who glared at him with reddened puffed cheeks. 

Without giving the man a chance to react, Hektor spat out volumetric dark-red flames strong enough to melt the gates of hell! Not even Razznik should have dodged that!

Or so Hektor hoped. Unfortunately, reality was far crueler. The Chaos God gracefully spun around the young man just as the first wisps began leaving the latter’s lips. 

BAM!  “Ackt!” Hektor coughed up blood as Razznik shattered his spine with a single kick, sending him crashing to the ground. 

“GUAA!” Rex, stunned that the Chaos God broke through his barrier with ease, roared in pained anger as he charged at the heartless judge.

Razznik snorted as he glared at the charging Divine Dragon cub. “You are still too green. Go to sleep.” He made to catch the dragon, but then looked up at the sky where Syèl broke through the mist that had yet to clear from the previous explosion. 

At the same time, Shokō, filled with endless killing intent, charged at Razznik from the side, hand on sword. 

But that was not the end. Razznik’s perceptive mind picked up a few strands of blue hair floating around him, while the tiniest of cracks formed in the ground as tiny green shoots broke through.

“You all prove my point,” Razznik softly scolded as he lightly tilted his head to the left. As if destined, Sonic suddenly appeared behind Razznik and stabbed a dagger right where his head had been.

“What!?” Sonic’s soul nearly left his body when Razznik turned around and glared at him. The kafu quickly attempted to teleport, but Razznik grabbed his arm. To Sonic’s horror, he found he could not activate his teleportation. “How the hell!?”

“Basic mana disruption. It is nothing to be shocked about.” Razznik’s spoke in a deep, somber tone. But the calmer his voice, the more terror it inflicted on Sonic and the others. Unfortunately, before Sonic could react further, Razznik flipped him over and slammed him against the ground.

BAM! A giant tremor shattered the ground on impact, creating a deep pit that exposed several vines. Razznik stomped the revealed vines, causing Chaos Energy eruption. 

Deadly energy rapidly ate away at the vines, rotting them inside out as Razznik flung Sonic’s limp body at Rex. The little dragon, lacking any real training and blinded by anger, failed to dodge in time as the kafu crashed into him with the force of a meteor.

As Sonic and Rex ground against the earth, Razznik took a step back and slightly tilted his body sideways. Just in time it appeared, as a glinting blade sailed down less than an inch near his face. Razznik glanced up the falling blade to the beautiful samurai with a determined gaze. 

Shokō’s eyes narrowed as she observed Razznik’s calm gaze. For some reason, his demeanor reminded her of falling leaves at the back of her house. When she started practicing with the sword, she could never cut falling leaves. They always seemed to dance effortlessly around her sword, like they were mocking her. This time, however, the leaf was not content to simply dance past her sword. The gentle breeze rapidly morphed into a dangerous typhoon!

“You are strong,” Razznik praised as he clasped the blade with his left hand. “Unfortunately, you serve a weak leader.” With those words, Razznik tugged the blade forward, causing Shokō to stumble towards him as he delivered a Chaos Blow to her forehead.

“Get Away From Her!” Fortunately, Syèl finally reached them at that moment. The vampire’s eyes were red with blood as he descended like a bat from hell with hundreds of fireballs by his side. “[HELL HAIL!]” Those tiny fireballs blasted down towards Razznik, causing thousands of micro-explosions as Syèl swooped down and grabbed Shokō out of harm’s way.

Ka!  Shokō’s brow twitched as she stared at her sword which had snapped in half. But, she had yet to feel the full extent of her shock when a heavy sense of dread rapidly filled her heart. “Syèl!”

“I Know!” Syèl’s chest nearly exploded with fright as his instincts called out death like he’d never felt before. He rapidly banked, falling a little to the right in an effort to throw off that sensation, but it only grew stronger.

Against his better judgment, Syèl looked back, only to see Razznik calmly standing amidst the burning flames, holding the other half of Shokō’s sword. Electricity crackled around the blade as it levitated off his hand, with the blade turning red hot from increased energy buildup.

BOOM! The shattered blade shot out of Razznik’s hand, accompanied by an explosion that nearly deafened everyone present. 

No, that wasn’t quite right. By the time, the explosion resounded, the blade was already halfway tearing through several layers of thick, hardened blood shields. Syèl ran through thousands of scenarios in the microseconds it took for the blade to break through every barrier he constructed. 

Sweat pooled on Syèl’s face when he realized he could not escape in time. 

In that moment between life and death, Syèl’s entire life played out before him. From the day his father’s corpse almost suffocated him, to Henri’s smile, to her bloodied corpse and finally settled upon Saeko watching him with a sword strapped to her side.

“Heh, so that’s why I’m still alive.” 

Syèl’s golden pupils glowed as terrible power began welling up within him. Sensing the rising change, Syèl resolutely pushed Shokō away and rapidly turned around.

“Syèl!”

The Vampire Prince ignored her angry shout as he stretched out both hands with an intense expression. “Alright, let’s play catch—Urk!” 

Syèl let out a weak laugh as he looked down at the sword blade lodged in his chest. His bleeding hands wrapped around a section just about the length of his palm, barely preventing the blade from fully going through to stab Shokō who was still falling.

“Damn it, Shitty Dad.” Syèl weakly joked as he coughed up several mouthfuls of blood. “You could have taught me a little J-League before dying off.”

On its own, the blade should not have caused too much damage, but all the energy stored in the blade exploded outward once it came to a stop. 

Yes, including the part lodged within his chest. 

Syèl’s organs – or rather, what wasn’t turned to mush from the explosion – struggled to maintain basic functions to keep him alive. Due to this, his body enacted emergency measures to conserve energy. Syèl’s eyes thus predictably rolled to the back of his head as he collapsed unconscious. 

“Syèl!” Shokō angrily roared as she watched him fall. Unfortunately, before she could go to his side, Razznik appeared menacingly above her without a scratch on him. Shokō barely registered his presence, before her sword shot out like an enraged tiger!

Despite losing half her sword, Shokō’s sword did not lose any lethality. In fact, in her anger, Shokō unknowingly broke a shackle, causing a strange energy to wrap around her blade as she swung at Razznik.

Pa!

Despair colored Shokō’s face as she looked at the blade in Razznik’s hand. The demon had captured her all-out swing with a single hand! 

In contrast to Shokō’s despair, Razznik’s gaze held a hint of praise. Shockingly, a slight trickle of blood dripped gently down his left hand. “As I said, you are indeed strong. Unfortunately, your strength has made him weak.” Razznik mercilessly drew his hand back and smashed Shokō with a realm-breaking punch.

No, that was not quite right. Razznik’s fist stopped a few inches from Shokō’s face. Unfortunately, the wind pressure generated by his punch slammed into the swordswoman with the force of a freight train!

Shokō instantly blacked out as the blast buried her deep beneath the ground.

Razznik had just knocked Shokō out when a golden javelin construct appeared in his left hand. Without missing a bit, he took a step forward and flung it!

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!  The javelin shattered the sound barrier several times as it tore across the mountaintop! The construct struck a ten-meters-tall flower bud situated over two hundred meters away. The death missile ripped the bud to pieces, pierced Brilith’s abdomen and then pinned her to cliff face! She instantly passed out from the intense pain.

“Whoo~” Razznik slowly let out a breath and then turned to look at the still stunned draconian. Although it appeared like a lot had happened, in truth, the entire exchange from crushing Hektor to pinning Brilith had only taken approximately four seconds. 

Razznik looked across the mountaintop. Except for those who attacked, the rest were still pinned to the ground, unable to extricate themselves from his overwhelming pressure. Well, that was to be expected. Even in this state, Razznik was still a god. No mortal should be able to stand before him. Hektor, Sonic and Brilith’s god marks shielded them, but Syèl and Shokō were definitely weird outliers.

No, wait. There was one more person who had a god mark.

Razznik scanned the battlegrounds until he saw Lunette helping Jade to her feet. The songstress’s god mark protected her from the worst of Razznik’s godly pressure. Unfortunately, her physical stats were severely lacking so she still had trouble moving under his violent aura.

Razznik surmised she wanted to quickly get Jade to the wounded before they bled to death. The Chaos God pondered for a bit, but then decided to ignore them. He did not care who lived or died amongst the onlookers. He was only here for Kashi.

“Do you see? This is the consequence of your weakness.” Razznik coldly scolded as he walked toward the draconian. “You are incapable of protecting your virtual ‘friends.’ Tell me, why should I trust Suzuki’s life to such a weakling?” 

“I—” Kashi’s rebuttal froze in his throat. He wanted to say something, but he could not lie to himself. Indeed, what right did he have to live when he could not guarantee his one purpose for living?

Razznik’s scowl deepened in response to Kashi’s silence. Enraged, the Chaos God raised his left hand out, blocking Kashi’s sight, and balled his right hand into a fist. “Do not fret. I shall put you out of your misery shortly.”

WHOOSH! With those cold words, Razznik’s fist crashed toward Kashi’s face with prejudiced rage. 

“Kashi!” Across the field, Jade screamed in fright and despair. Even from there, she could feel the terrible power surrounding that fist. If it struck the unprotected Kashi, there would only be death!

Strangely, compared to Jade, Lunette’s brows only furrowed softly, but her eyes held no panic. Perhaps it was fanatic, but the songstress did not believe Kashi would fall in a place like this.

Clang! BOOM!

Two sounds rang out in quick unison. First, the shattering of a blade, followed closely by a tremendous ki explosion that sent the nearby unconscious bodies tumbling across the rough earth.

At the explosion’s epicenter, Razznik’s brow rose in surprise as he gazed at the ragged man standing between him and Kashi. “You?”

“I am Kashi’s Shadow.” Shadow cut a sorry figure as he stumbled in place. Copious amounts of blood oozed from several cuts because of the earlier explosion. Even Shadow’s armor shattered in several places, leaving only scraps fluttering helplessly in the night winds. 

However, despite his tragic appearance, Shadow glared at Razznik with a pair of the most determined eyes. “I. Am. Kashi’s. Shadow.” 

“Yes, you said that.” Razznik replied, but then his brow rose as he realized something. “[Playback]” Intrigued by his hypothesis, Razznik utilized a temporal spell to peer a few seconds into the past.

There he saw it.

A few seconds ago, just as Razznik’s fist tore towards Kashi’s face, Shadow somehow arose from Kashi’s shadow. That was how he managed to close the distance! How did Shadow manage this when he should have been trapped under Razznik’s pressure?

The only obvious answer: Shadow broke through! He became a Transcendent once he realized Kashi’s life was in danger. Furthermore, it appeared his domain was intrinsically linked to Kashi’s existence in some way. 

Razznik’s consciousness returned to the present, and he looked at the little assassin with prideful eyes. “As expected of trash. Tying your future path to this waste of space?”

“I. Am—”

“Kashi’s shadow. Yes, that is all you can say, isn’t it?” Razznik waved his hands over Shadow’s eyes. As expected, the assassin’s pupils did not react. Shadow had long since fallen unconscious. His overwhelming desire to protect Kashi, however, kept him on his feet.

Razznik softly nodded as he once again clenched his fist. “There is a difference between confidence and arrogance. Arrogance is stupidity. That you would dare face me knowing your weakness is proof of your stupidity. Very well. I shall grant you a fool’s death.”  Whoosh!  BAM !  “Oh, this is starting to get old.” Razznik sarcastically remarked in a playful tone as he looked at his fist. “You decided to finally join the party.”

“Are you hard of hearing?” Kashi softly growled as he tightened his grip around the Chaos God’s fist. “He is MY Shadow. Did I give you permission to touch him?”

Razznik sneered. “What’s yours is—”

“Why don’t you hold this FIST!?”  BAM!  A surprise punch suddenly struck Razznik’s face, sending him sliding several meters back. Kashi retrieved his right hand from the Dimension Tear he used to launch a sneak attack. While wearing a bright smile that dripped with murder, Kashi tapped Shadow’s shoulder as he stepped in front of him.

“I am truly sorry, Shadow. I am not worthy to have someone like you by my side.” Kashi’s eyes narrowed as he ran his claws through his unruly hair. “Indeed, a scatterbrained idiot like me is probably too stupid to protect anyone. But you know what’s even worse than being stupid? Being an absolute coward that runs away before the fight even starts. So, thank you for opening my eyes, Shadow.” 

Gugugugu~  The earth began to tremble as Kashi started walking towards the Razznik. “I don’t know what the future holds. I may end up betraying Suzuki, or I may perish. Who cares?” The winds slowly picked up, billowing past the draconian. “Right now, you are my Shadow. So, I will do my part and become a figure so large that you will be spread across the entire world.” BRACKT! A bolt of lighting suddenly struck Kashi, but shockingly the electric sparks only arced constantly around his body, turning him into an avatar of lightning. 

Kashi’s sparking red eyes burned with flames as he growled as he explosively kicked off the ground. BOOM! Within the blink of an eye, Kashi appeared before Razznik with a thrown fist.

Razznik parried the fist with a straight punch of his own, resulting in a terrible explosion that shattered the ground for several meters.

“Did you say I am weak?” Kashi’s rage exploded as several lightning and fire dragons danced around his fist. “Watch closely! I will show you just how weak I AM!” 

“HA!” A terrible explosion rocked the mountaintop amidst Razznik’s mad laughter.

BOOOM!
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BOOM! Soldiers all across Drakase looked up at Oni Hill in shock and horror as an enormous pillar of flame and lightning pierced the sky, and blasted the clouds apart for several miles. The soldiers’ hairs bristled, terrified by the suffocating pressure echoing from the mountaintop.

“Fall!” Atop the mountain, Kashi angrily roared as he glared through the sparking flames at Razznik, who had blocked his fist with a punch of his own. 

In response, Razznik snorted as chaotic mana exploded around his arm. “This is not nearly enough.”

Bam! A tremendous force blasted Kashi’s arm back, leaving him wide open. Razznik stole into Kashi’s space and then launched his right fist at the draconian’s chest.

“How about this then!?” Surprsingly, Kashi did not bother dodging, but instead, stomped his right leg behind him to stabilize himself and then punched at Razznik’s face.

Brackt! Razznik’s fist slammed into Kashi’s stomach, but not before breaking through a stone wall. Meanwhile, Kashi’s fist crashed squarely into Razznik’s jaw, sending the Chaos God sliding several meters back.

Fortunately for Kashi, his hastily erected stone wall absorbed most of Razznik’s momentum, so he easily shrugged off the Chaos God’s blow and frantically chased after him. “Don’t you dare call me weak!” Kashi roared as he punched out a pair of lightning and fire dragons. The mana-constructs roared in unison as they bombed the still sliding Razznik.

Razznik’s eyes narrowed as he observed the incoming attack. “What is wrong with calling a bug a bug?” He arrogantly snorted as he punched both dragons. Chaos mana blasted out from his fists, shattering the mana dragons from the inside out. The dragons exploded into smoke and dancing embers. 

Whoosh! Kashi burst through the resulting sparks and relentlessly kicked at Razznik’s head. Razznik effortlessly parried the repeated attacks, the rebounding force keeping Kashi aloft.

“I am not a bug.” Kashi angrily retorted as he repositioned mid-air. Suddenly large air currents gathered around him before he suddenly shot down like a bullet. “[Sky God’s Descent!}”

BOOM! Razznik crossed his arms and successfully blocked Kashi’s boot. However, the kick was only the first phase of the attack. A massive column of compressed air blasted out from Kashi’s boot, sending Razznik sliding back once again.

“Back then you called me a lazy copycat.” Kashi’s eyes burned as he reached to a set of quivers that appeared by his hips. “Let me show you what I’ve learned.” With those words, Kashi pulled out five arrows from each quiver. Without delay, lightning streamed out from his hands, igniting the bolts in malignant lightning. “Eat shit!”

VWOOSH! The lightning arrows zapped out of Kashi’s hands, disappearing across the field in the blink of an eye. Across from the draconian, Razznik’s eyes grew dark, and a thin smile tugged at the edge of his lips. “That’s a little better.” 

Razznik praised Kashi as he suddenly punched out several times in quick succession, leaving several afterimages in his wake. Razznik’s arms were like cannons, launching dozens of compressed air bullets. Boom! Boom! Boom! Kashi’s arrows exploded as they smashed into the bullets, but the draconian was far from perturbed. In a display of astonishing agility and stubbornness, Kashi dashed forward, jumping, sliding, and dodging his way through the bullets. Normally, this would have been Razznik’s turn to counterattack, but Kashi somehow continued flinging arrows despite his predicament.

Surprisingly, this time, the arrows actively dodged the bullets as they sailed through the air before ascending before Razznik, their lightning trails resembling the raised heads of an Electric Hydra.

“Is this a  little  better?” Kashi sneered as he clamped his fist. In response, dozens of lightning arrows shot down at Razznik with extreme malice.

“Just a little.” Razznik mocked back as he jumped back and began actively dodging the missiles. The Chaos God smiled as he grabbed two arrows as they whizzed past him. “These’ll do.” Razznik swung both arrows, releasing ki-blades that shattered any arrow they hit. 

Suddenly, Razznik’s brows furrowed. “Fighting Elementalists is so annoying.” The Chaos God stomped the ground and launched into the sky. Just in time it appeared as a giant mouth appeared in the earth where he had just been. If he had hesitated one more second, it would have swallowed him whole! 

While mid-air, Razznik turned around and threw one of the arrows. BOOM! The arrow shattered against another that shot out of a portal. But, that was far from the end. Several portals suddenly appeared around him before he could reposition. 

“Not bad,” Razznik praised, as a dozen arrows shot out in rapid succession. Despite his praise, the Chaos God had not intentions of taking the punishment. “Banish!” Tremendous ki exploded from Razznik’s body shattering both the arrows and the Dimension Portals.

Just then, Razznik’s expression turned ugly as he glared above him.

“Too Late!” Kashi’s fist angrily crashed into the stunned god’s face, blasting him into the ground below. Kashi, of course, did not let this opportunity pass. He kicked against the air to match Razznik’s momentum and delivered several punishing blows to the Chaos God’s face. “How’s. This. For. Weak!”

BOOM! Razznik struck the ground hard, causing cracks to form across the mountaintop. Above, Kashi’s eyes blazed as flames surrounded his fists. A terrible ki-image resembling a cross between himself and a thousand-armed demon appeared behind the draconian as he punched down with a vicious expression. [Fire God Asura]!

Kashi’s tweaked ultimate appeared before the world for the first time. The Asura’s burning fist, which were as large as a man, rapidly punched down at Razznik. Like Razznik earlier, Kashi and his ki-construct’s arms soon left afterimages as they delivered thousands of punches within only a few seconds. Chunks of earth and dust flew as the heavenly judgment destroyed everything it touched.

Rruumblle … All of Drakase trembled under the terrible destruction. Thousands bore witness to the fire demon’s rage for several miles beyond even Drakase. 

“Kashi…” Compared to most people’s awe and wonder, Lunette’s brows furrowed imperceptibly as she gazed at the roaring apparition. The young woman softly placed Syel’s body next to a small, injured pile and then turned her attention to the terrible figure, whose splendor shone across the skies. “Why does it feel so sad?”

Where others saw rage and incomparable power, Lunette saw frustration and self-doubt. She did not know why she felt that way. In her eyes, it looked like the Asura was desperately attempting to remove something from existence. Like, only in that way, would its own identity be validated. But the more she thought this, the more Lunette doubted herself. This was Kashi she was thinking about. The draconian had quite a few vices, but lacking self-confidence was not one of them.

‘I must be overthinking things.’  Lunette almost brushed her suspicions aside, but then she saw it. Within the ki-construct; Kashi’s furrowed brows, burning eyes and gritted teeth. Lunette finally knew the source of her unease. Kashi was not enjoying this fight. 

For as long as she’d known Kashi, the draconian always had a smile or shit-eating grin no matter the odds. It was so bad that she often wondered whether Kashi was born to fight. The draconian never seemed as happy as when he was dancing on the edge of life-and-death. Which was why it was especially odd when, in this battle, which should have been the highlight of Kashi’s life so far, he could not muster even the faintest of smiles. Instead, he appeared incredibly desperate, like he had something to prove to someone, or something.

“ How disappointing .” Compounding Lunette’s fear, Razznik’s cold voice reverberated across the mountaintop amidst the bombardment. Following his voice, a heavy draft blasted the surrounding smoke, revealing a black sphere at the center of the crater.

The Asura’s fists continuously struck the sphere, but its attacks seemed to melt into the sphere like they were sucked into a black hole. The sphere then turned translucent, revealing Razznik standing upright, with a broadsword resting on his shoulder.

“What a disgusting waste of ki.” Razznik sneered at Kashi who continued punching with reddened eyes. Having activated the skill, the draconian could not stop halfway until it finished. “I’ve seen enough. You lack killer instinct.” Razznik raised his sword, and coldly ordered, “Leave. Let me fight the real Suzuki. That should be worth something.”

“Real?” Kashi whispered aghast as his brain nearly short-circuited. Every insecurity the draconian had buried since his inception shot to the surface all at once. Lacking killer instinct? Kashi knew that best of all. Indeed, Kashi was terrifying when compared to most warriors, but he always found himself lacking when he compared himself to Suzuki and Razznik.

Nowhere was this more apparent than Suzuki’s brief display when he took over Kashi’s body at the Summit. Within seconds, Suzuki incapacitated the strongest people Kashi knew. It wasn’t that Kashi could not possibly win if put in that scenario, but rather that he would never be able to do it so easily. It was like Suzuki and Razznik had sniper-precision skills, whereas Kashi was an early flintlock pistol. He could get the job done, but it was nowhere near as effective as a sniper rifle.

Kashi often wondered why he ended up this way. He inherited both Suzuki and Razznik’s memories and skills, so, if anything, he should have surpassed both men. However, he had somehow regressed. It did not make any logical sense!

Razznik sensed the chaotic storm in Kashi’s mind, but the Chaos God was all out of mercy. “Do not look so confused. It is but a difference in mindset.” Razznik’s grip tightened around his sword as he glared at the draconian through the falling fists. “Both Suzuki and I realize we are the only ones responsible for our safety. You do not seem to remember what it was like to get betrayed by everyone we trusted. While playing house with your little guild, you’ve forgotten that fact and allowed yourself to grow soft. To put it simply, you are a weak, useless liability who is too busy relying on others to feel the desperation to improve yourself.” Razznik’s gaze grew increasingly hostile as dark ki poured into the blade in droves. “Power of friendship? Trust in your  nakama ? Suzuki’s life is not a manga, idiot. I will not allow you to infect him with your nonsense any further.”

Razznik’s rebuke exploded in Kashi’s mind like several napalm bombs. The draconian could brush off Razznik calling him ‘weak’ when it was just a vague insult. But, he could no longer deny the truth when Razznik spelled out exactly why he was weak.

Kashi knew that by  their  standards, Razznik was well within his rights to call him weak. Kashi was objectively much weaker than he ‘could’ have been at this stage. In the beginning, Kashi started all the craftsmanship skills because they were one of Live No Evil’s hidden methods to grow much stronger than others. The crafts often added extra stat points independent of those gained from leveling. If everything went as planned, Kashi should have equally split his time between crafting and fighting, ensuring he gained extra stat points and battled foes much stronger than himself to temper his skills.

However, things did not go as planned. The inclusion of Kira, Hektor, the Conquest Quest, and ultimately, the Hopeful Maggots threw things out of balance. Suddenly, Kashi found himself focusing on growing the guild to fulfill the quest more easily, which led him on crazy adventures. During his adventures, Kashi pushed his crafting to the background, and reduced how often he fought so he could, knowingly or unknowingly, spend more time with his guildmates. Even his cheat code skill, [ Ferulic’s Spirit Technique] , which passively magnified his mana and ki was pushed aside because it required long periods of isolated meditation to improve.

It was no shock then that Kashi looked like an unpolished blade before Razznik. Kashi’s dedication had shifted from pursuing ultimate strength, to achieving greatness with his guild. That shift meant that Kashi often looked at situations from how they would benefit his guild, instead of how it could increase his strength. 

Objectively, Kashi was much weaker than someone with his knowledge should be. The daeben had never thought his decision was wrong because he remained one of the strongest people on the continent. But, suddenly, he was not so sure. Was his decision really wrong? More importantly, was it a terrible influence on Suzuki?

Kashi could throw away any criticism directly at himself, but he could not bear it if he somehow negatively impacted Suzuki. The draconian’s self-doubts overwhelmed and subsequently crushed his soul, causing the slightest delays in one of his punches.

“So, you only amount to this much?” A trace of disappointment flashed in Razznik’s eyes for a second before they turned cold once more. The surgically merciless god finally swung his sword at the tiny gap.

SCHING!  
‎ “What the fuck!?” Terrified shouts rang out all over the planet as everyone gazed at a dark light that sliced the heavens. Residents and Summoned alike grew cold over as the sky and moon suddenly split in half. One half even began sliding downward, eliciting untold panic and horror.

“No, wait. Look!” Just when fathers hugged their sons with tears in their eyes, the black light dissipated, and the sky returned to normal. Apparently, the horrific sight was just an apparition caused by terror infused into the baleful ki. Any who laid sight on it fell into an instant illusion.

“AARRGH!” 

Back on Oni Hill, several Maggots paled as they looked at their spiritual leader who clutched a stump where his left arm used to be. The Asura construct roared in pain along with its master as it split into two halves and then shattered to pieces.

Disoriented from mind-numbing pain, and exhausted by expanding most of his ki in the last attack, Kashi helplessly fell to the ground. The draconian tried to land on his feet, but he stumbled and dropped to a knee instead. Kashi’s heart dropped when he felt a cold blade against his neck. He looked up to see Razznik, who looked at his bloody shoulder with disgust.

Razznik drew blood as he pushed the blade a few millimeters into Kashi’s throat. “Any last words?” Despite his question, Razznik raised his sword, without awaiting an answer.

Perhaps it was because he finally saw death in the face. The inevitability of his mortality finally opened Kashi’s eyes. All the bullshit, excuses, and rationales faded away into dust. In that moment, he went back to the beginning, to the very moment he gained consciousness.

What was his first thought?

‘Ah, Razznik died.’

Yes, Kashi’s first thought was not about Suzuki, nor his reason for existence. After digesting both Razznik and Suzuki’s memories and emotions, the first thought he had concerned Razznik’s end. The knowledge that someone before him lived for a specific purpose and then unceremoniously died once that purpose was fulfilled irked him. 

At the time, Kashi could not have known how that specific emotion would have affected his growth and identity. But, now, looking back, he saw it clearly. The guild, his friends, Lunette, everything. Everything stemmed from one obsession he’d carried since the day he was ‘born.’

Faced with the incoming blade, Kashi let out a depreciating chuckle as he confessed through tears, “I just wanted to live.” Both Kashi and Razznik knew what the draconian meant. Kashi did not mean something as simple as breathing. No, unlike Razznik, he wanted to have an actual life. He did not want to walk into that void empty, without any meaningful connections. He did not want to be so unsure of his own self-worth that his last words were a question, asking someone any sane person would consider a close friend whether anyone would remember him. 

Too tired to move, Kashi looked up at Razznik with self-hatred, but hints of pleading, as if hoping the man would save him from his self-imposed hell. “I just wanted to live… Was that so wrong?”

Faced with Kashi’s plight, Razznik shut his eyes. Unfortunately for those watching, the thousand-year-god had solidified his resolve over the centuries. Razznik opened his eyes barely half a second later, and then said as he swung his sword, “Who knows?”

Strangely, Kashi did not look away even as the blade rapidly descended. He resolved to watch Razznik until the light snuffed. He might have lived as a coward, but he would at least die with dignity like Razznik once did.

“Don’t you dare apologize for wanting to live!” 

Just when Kashi was about to accept his fate, a familiar voice broke into his world, shattering his resolve. Before he could think, Kashi suddenly dropped to the ground, causing Razznik’s sword to swing overhead. Then, he pushed the ground with his good hand, causing him to roll ungainly across the earth and away from Razznik’s second swing.

“You Can’t Even Die with Dignity!?” Razznik’s enraged bellow caused a heavy darkness to descend around Oni Hill. The enraged Chaos God seemed to suck all the light from the world as he swung his sword one last time, sending waves of death crashing towards the unsightly draconian. Razznik could not bear to look at Kashi pathetically clinging to life while covered in dust and tears. It was an insult to Suzuki whose body the fraud controlled!

Kashi’s brows twitched when faced with the gigantic envelope of death. Surprisingly, however, rather than despair, the draconian’s eyes brightened with delight for the first time as a gigantic twelve-meters-tall, and three-meters-thick sword flew out of a tear in the sky. 

BANG! 

The silver sword crashed into the ground before Kashi, blocking Razznik’s waves of baleful mana. The dreadful chaotic energy crashed into the steadfast blade, but it held fast like a towering bulwark, leaving the mana no choice but to harmlessly spill past Kashi as they flowed on either side of the broadsword.

“Who!?” Razznik roared in anger as he glared at the Dimension Gate. However, even as he spoke, he had already dashed forward and swung his blade toward Kashi’s exposed neck.

Bang! 

“How impatient.” A terrible aura descended onto Oni Hill as a shadow burst out of the portal to stand before Kashi. The newcomer’s aura was so suffocatingly frigid that even the distant Queen Alia could not help but frown at his presence. It felt like he was the true embodiment of evil indifference, while everyone else were mere pretenders. 

“You!?” Razznik’s eyes widened with equal parts surprise and joy as he looked at the daeben who blocked his sword with an enlarged paintbrush. “Suzuki, you finally came out?” 

Suzuki coldly snorted as he glared at the Chaos God. “What choice did I have, when you’re bullying a minor with a thousand years of experience under your belt?”

“Me, a bully?” Rather than get annoyed at the accusation, Razznik let out an uncharacteristic laugh that caused everyone watching to flinch. “You do realize you are still a minor yourself?”

“Perhaps,” Suzuki responded as he pushed against the brush to send Razznik a few steps backward. He then disengaged and stood by Kashi’s side. “However, I am not the creepy adult trying to poison a kid’s mind.”

“I could never beat you with words.” Razznik smiled as he threw in the towel. He glanced at Kashi, and then looked at Suzuki. “I suppose you are here to save that trash. Fine, I shall permit it for old time’s sake. But, you must fight by it. Old rules apply. If you kill me, you win. If you die, I’ll kill him too.”

“Do not call your junior brother trash, Waste of Bytes,” Suzuki retorted with a cold smirk. He paused and then added, “Besides, this is not my story. I’m only support.” He then thumbed towards the still open portal as he said, “She is the one you’ll have to fight.”

“Who?”

“Me.” A young voice, simultaneously filled with ancient wisdom and youthful vigor responded as a gigantic black paw passed through the portal. 

Before everyone’s shocked eyes, frantic hurricanes buffeted Oni Hill as a black wolf two-stories-stories tall leaped out of the portal before standing above an overjoyed Kashi.

“Y-You’re awake!?” Kashi forgot all about Razznik, Suzuki, their terrors, and his accompanying self-doubts as he gazed at his closest companion whom he once thought he might never see again.

Sching!  The silver sword cut a beautiful arc of light as the wolf picked it up with her mouth. With a shake of her head, Kira repositioned the sword so it pointed towards her left and then looked at Kashi. “I’ll buy you time. I don’t care what you have to do. Get yourself ready, and get back in the fight. You don’t get to kill my mother and then throw your life away. Nor do you get to apologize for wanting to live when you took that luxury.” 

Despite her extremely harsh words, Kira’s eyes shone with a mischievous light as she added, “I told you: No one can kill you except for me...”
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“Haha…” Kashi let out a short laugh, part disbelief, and part relief when he heard Kira’s familiar declaration. The playful bloodlust exuding from her gaze reminded Kashi of their long journey together. It was no exaggeration to state that Kira was the closest friend he’d had in this world, even going so far as to risk her life to save his. Faced with Kira’s steadfast gaze, Kashi suddenly felt ashamed. He could not believe he had fallen so low that he showed off such a terrible side to her.

Kira’s gaze narrowed when she saw Kashi’s downcast gaze. However, rather than comfort him, the mutated Nightwind Direwolf softly growled and said as she turned to face Razznik. “Heal up Kashi. We’ll be waiting for you.” Without another word, Kira exploded forward like a cannonball, surrounded by several mini-tornadoes.

BANG! Kashi could only watch as Kira and Razznik clashed swords. The tremendous impact cracked the very earth beneath their feet and sent several shockwaves blasting over the mountaintop.

“Decent,” complimented Razznik as he glared at Kira through flying sparks. “But you’re not my target!” With a grunt, he flexed his sword arm and pushed Kira back. Simultaneously, clumps of blue flames gathered in his right hand. “Nice try!” Razznik roared as he blasted the torrent of flames towards the sky.

In the air, Suzuki, who was falling out of a portal, narrowed his eyes at the incoming flames. He ran a quick simulation and concluded he could not dodge out of the way in time. The situation appeared perilous but the daeben’s expression was ice-cold. “Come, Jingu Brush.”

The famed painting brush appeared in Suzuki’s hand, having grown to just under a meter. “The World is my Canvas.” Suzuki’s eyes grew cold as his mana flowed into the brush. The bristles shone with a blue light as he activated the brush’s cold properties. Then to everyone’s shock, he swiftly drew a shape in the air with blinding speed.

What the hell was a drawing supposed to do in a fight?

“Rune?” Compared to the ignorant onlookers, Razznik’s eyes narrowed in recognition.

“Avalanche,” Suzuki commanded as he slapped the rune with his left hand.

Before everyone’s shocked gaze, the rune burst into life, absorbing large amounts of mana from the world before exploding into a massive snowfall.

Pshh… Razznik’s flames crashed into the snow, instantly melting the pile.

Whoosh! Suzuki burst through the resulting steam and drew another rune just above a smiling Razznik. This time, hundreds of tiny rock spikes shot out of the runes, threatening to skewer the Chaos God into Swiss cheese.

Faced with the barrage, Razznik grinned and swung his blade toward the sky. Terrible chaotic ki shot out of his sword in a wide arc. The chaos mana swallowed and disintegrated the rocks before they could reach him, but then continued on toward the falling daeben.

Suzuki, who had already predicted the counterattack, rapidly repositioned mid-air so he fell a few meters out of range of the chaotic energy.

Just as Suzuki’s feet hit the ground, Kira, who had recovered from Razznik’s push, burst forward once more. This time, however, small swords formed from compressed wind shot out ahead of her.

Kin! Kin! Kin!  Razznik rapidly shattered the wind swords. But he could not rest as a rapidly spinning Kira fell upon him like a ripper from hell. Kira’s outstretched sword continuously struck Razznik’s sword as she spun in place. The incessant hits sent Razznik sliding backward, but he then stamped his foot against the ground, causing a mandala to appear beneath him.

Graggt!  A dozen rock spires shot out of the ground on command and attempted to skewer Kira.

Vwoosh!  Just when all hope seemed lost, the Nightwind Direwolf suddenly burst into smoke, causing the spikes to harmlessly strike the air.

Faced with Kira’s disappearing act, Razznik raised his left hand, causing a purple mandala to appear on the ground. In the blink of an eye, a dark purple graviton ball appeared in front of Razznik. The mini-singularity induced an unbearable gravitic attraction on everything within three meters, drawing them towards itself.

Kira’s smoky form was sadly no exception. Before she could relocate, the graviton ball rapidly sucked her in, denying her a chance to escape. Even worse, due to the immense mana fluctuations, she could not pull her body together.

Razznik’s eyes narrowed once the last wisp of smoke was absorbed into the hole. He then squeezed his palm to detonate the ball. “Hm?” The expected explosion did not show up, instead Razznik looked at the pole that he somehow grabbed.

Razznik looked up Jingu Brush’s shaft to see Suzuki kick off the ground before launching a kick at this face. In response, Razznik snorted as he leaned backward to dodge the attack. However, his brows rose in surprise when a water whip followed the end of Kashi’s feet.

PA! The whip struck with shocking force, sending Razznik staggering back. At the same time, a loud howl erupted from the graviton ball as Kira controlled all the absorbed air to blast outward like a bomb.

Boom! The graviton ball predictably shattered under the onslaught. An enraged Kira emerged from with wind with murder in her eyes.

“Wind Corridor!” Following her roar, a vast column of wind surrounded Kira and instantaneously burst forward to also cover the staggered Razznik. The Nightwind Direwolf then melded into the wind corridor as she burst forward in a blur.

At the other end of the corridor, Razznik’s gaze narrowed as he raised his left hand, summoning a gigantic mandala behind him. Before he could complete the attack, Suzuki stomped on the ground, sending rock spires shooting up toward the Chaos God.

Razznik’s rapidly boiling blood screamed in excitement as he swung his blade at the incoming rocks. BOOM! A massive shockwave blasted the spires to dust, digging a three-meter ditch in the earth as it shot toward Suzuki.

Meanwhile, a sword blasted out from the wind tunnel at that moment, sinisterly stabbing toward Razznik’s left ribcage. Due to his attack against Suzuki, Razznik could not dodge in time, resulting in a pained shout as the sword pierced his abdomen.

Kira did not miss this chance! The Wind Corridor rapidly condensed into a ball of wind that surrounded Razznik, before transforming into hundreds of wind blades. Kira appeared and charged toward Razznik from the side as the swords shot down at the injured Chaos God.

BRACKT!  However, Kira was forced to stop her charge when a gigantic stone wall shot up in front of her, separating her from Razznik. “Suzuki!?” Kira was enraged by what she assumed was an error in communication. Indeed, there was nothing like fighting by Kashi’s side. Kashi understood her like no one else.

BAM! Kira had barely begun to process her anger when her furs bristled with an intense sense of danger! She stared in shock as a fist shattered the rock and reached for her. Fortunately, she picked up on the sound fast enough to backtrack just out of reach.

Only then did she see Razznik’s flaming red eyes beyond the falling debris. The determined, almost mocking gaze lacked any trace of fatigue or injury from being fatally stabbed! At the same time, she noticed the mandala behind Razznik pulse, revealing a fiery world beyond.

Within the span of a second, a single spark escaped the portal and detonated!

BOOM! An apocalyptic roar rang out as a terrible explosion consumed over thirty meters. It was like hell descended upon the earth for the briefest of seconds, the heat of which could be felt miles over. The explosion was so great that it shattered the portal itself!

As the closest to the portal, the flames consumed Kira in the blink of an eye. Fortunately, when the embers disappeared, a glassy ball stood where Kira had been.  Crick!  The ball shattered to reveal a terrified Kira within. The Nightwind Direwolf looked at the earth which had glassed over in a few areas. She could not imagine what would have happened if that hit her! Kira then looked at the figure standing a few meters in front of her with newfound respect and fear.

Razznik did not come out completely unscathed. The Chaos God shielded himself with his ki, but it was not enough. His stats and immunities were seriously affected when he limited himself to Kashi’s level. As a result, even he took some damage from that terrible attack.

The Chaos God’s jacket burned off in the attack, revealing slim, muscular arms with angry red splotches where the flames burned his skin. However, aside from the most recent injuries, the Chaos God’s body was riddled with a multitude of scars from god knows how many battles.

Observing the injured Razznik, Kira finally understood why many considered him the ultimate evil force. The madman did not play by any conventional rules! He would happily lose an arm to tear his enemies to pieces!

Just then, Suzuki broke out of a similar glass egg and charged at Razznik, whose burns had begun healing.

“For someone who’s determined to play support, you are certainly annoying.” It was unknown if Razznik was cursing or praising Suzuki as his blade crashed against Jingu Brush.

Suzuki snorted as he rapidly parried the man’s onslaught. Jingu Brush’s indestructible status meant he did not have to worry Razznik would slice through. Of course, he could not directly attack with Jingu Brush either, but that was what the runes were for.

Kira’s blood boiled as she watched Razznik and Suzuki exchange dozens of blows in close proximity, where one error would lead to instant death. Without thinking too much, she conjured her sword and dashed into the fray, forcing Razznik into a dangerous dance.

“Hehe… As I thought, he’s just too strong.” Kashi despondently muttered as he watched the soul-stirring battle from a safe distance. He cradled his arm which was slowly regrowing as Yggdrasil’s healing energy worked in overdrive. It took much longer to regrow a body part compared to healing.

Of course, ninety percent of healers and doctors would have drowned Kashi in spit if they heard his thoughts. Even in the world of magic, regenerating limbs usually took very lengthy sessions that sometimes took days.

Kashi winced, resisting the urge to scratch his arm as he observed Suzuki’s movements. To most people, it might seem like Razznik was pressuring Kira and the daeben with relentless attacks, but Kashi knew better. Suzuki seized the battle’s pendulum from the jump.

Suzuki was like a conductor atop a boat in stormy seas. No matter how chaotic Razznik’s attacks raged, he somehow maintained his balance and controlled the flow of battle. He attacked and dropped out of range when he pleased, forcing Razznik to be more aggressive to catch him. That aggressiveness gave space for Kira to strike at the Chaos God’s vitals.

Unfortunately, Razznik’s battle instincts were too good for Kira. He always managed to avoid any fatal attacks and even launched several dangerous counterattacks. She only survived for so long because of Suzuki’s timely interventions.

Kashi could see Razznik and Suzuki’s fully realized battle philosophies in this fight. Razznik as always was like a precise ballistic missile. He controlled his attacks, luring his enemies in before exploding with incessant aggression without care of any incurred injuries. He fully embodied the mentality of sacrificing an arm to rip out the opponent’s heart.

In sharp contrast, Suzuki was like a reserved assassin’s blade. He was much more reserved, content to eliminate the enemy with the least amount of energy exerted. Paired with his monstrous battle sense, he could control the battlefield as he wished before slinking his dagger into the enemy's neck.

Hell, that was probably the reason why he chose to research runes as a battle method. Unlike mages and Elementals, Runemasters did not utilize much of their own mana in battles. Runes drew power from the world after activation. Suzuki only needed a little mana to draw the runes. Furthermore, due to Jingu Brush’s properties, Suzuki did not need to worry about appropriate ink to boost elemental properties.

Kashi could not hide his envy. In his eyes, Suzuki and Razznik represented the pinnacle of battles. They had fully embodied their philosophies and goals in their fists.

Compared to them, who am I? What do I want?

Up until a moment ago, Kashi believed he wanted both he and Suzuki to live happy lives, only to realize he had been lying to himself. His fear of disappearing one day made him push aside battling in favor of spending time with his guild.

If he was unsure of such a fundamental aspect of himself, how could he ever compare to those two monsters?

Puff… Kashi’s eyes widened when he felt a weight on his back, followed by something soft resting against the back of his head.

“I’ve never seen you so downcast. I’m almost glad to know you’re human.”

“Lune?” Kashi lightly shivered when he heard the singer’s voice. He began to turn around but Lunette stopped him.

“Stop. Don’t turn around.” When Kashi stopped, Lunette leaned against his back and looked up at the stars. She knew it was not fair, but she still felt a little afraid when sat this close to him. Kashi, or rather Suzuki’s cold eyes as he killed her still haunted her every night. However, her concern for Kashi outweighed her fear, so she forced herself to come to his side. Steeling her nerves, the songstress asked, “Just tell me. What’s bothering you so much?”

“I envy those two.” Kashi chuckled deprecatingly as he watched the battle. He was emotionally slow, but he recognized trauma better than most. He did not question Lunette’s actions as he softly confessed, “I will never be as strong or as focused as those two.” Perhaps because he had to explain to someone else, Kashi found the answers coming to him much clearer. “Razznik exists to find a useful channel for anger. Suzuki exists to preserve his life at all costs. As for me… I’m not sure why I exist. Without a clear goal, my fights will always lack something.” The draconian clenched his fists in frustration.

“So, you believe you are lacking compared to those two?” Lunette did not need to look at the battle to feel their strength. The residual ki and mana blowing their way was enough evidence of the terrible battle. “That’s odd; I believe you are stronger than both of them?”

“Heh. You do not need to patronize me. I am well aware of my own capabilities.”

“Are you though?” Lunette mercilessly challenged Kashi, causing him to pause.

“What are you talking about?” Kashi frowned. He couldn’t see where she was going with this.

Lunette sighed. “As things stand, who do you think would win in a one-on-one fight: Suzuki or Razznik.”

“Razznik.” Kashi’s answer was instant. It was not a matter of skill. Kashi’s dilly-dallying messed up Suzuki’s available stats such that they were severely lacking compared to Razznik’s. With a wide enough skill gap, Suzuki could use his battle smarts to seize victory. Unfortunately, Suzuki and Razznik were very similar skill-wise, so Razznik’s overwhelming stats would eventually swing victory his way.

“True.” Lunette accepted Kashi’s answer, but then threw a curveball. “Then, who will win right now?”

This time, Kashi hesitated a little. “Kira’s powerful. I would say Suzuki has a forty-percent chance of victory if they play their cards right.”

“Then, is Suzuki stronger now than he is alone?”

“No...” Kashi started to speak but his voice trailed off. “Wait. He is?” Light began to dawn on Kashi’s eyes as realization set in. “Then—”

“Who raised, befriended, and cultivated Kira until she reached this level? Whose stubbornness forced Suzuki to agree to come into this world, and thus bought us this time to talk? Who brought a singer from a dirty swamp to the greatest battlefield in many years?” Lunette’s voice was lovingly firm as she playfully rebuked, “Do you believe a weak person could have done all that? You are neither Razznik nor Suzuki. But what’s wrong with that. Why are you denying your unique strength?”

“Hahaha… How could I have been so blind?” Kashi burst out laughing as the fog surrounding his heart cleared. The draconian leaned against Lunette and then muttered, “You know, I’m pretty sure I’m in love with you right now.”

“I know.”

“ I know !?” Kashi nearly turned around in disbelief. “That’s what you’re going with?”

Lunette burst out laughing at Kashi’s reaction. “I have always wanted to say that. Besides, consider this payback for all that time you made me wait.”

“Wow, it pisses me off that I can’t retort.”

Kashi and Lunette shared a moment of laughter, then the draconian looked at his arm which had finally finished healing. “Alright then.” Kashi rose to his feet with his signature grin back in place. He idly swung the regenerated arm as he looked at the distant battle. “Let’s go finish this.”

Lunette, who had also gotten up, bloomed with a beautiful smile as she replied, “As you wish, Guildmaster.”

As Lunette left, Kashi began walking toward the battle. With each step, his aura grew more intense. However, unlike the first time, he was more akin to a dormant volcano. Everyone could feel the devastating aura underneath, but they could not guess its depths.

Eventually, even Razznik could not ignore the blatant display. With a quick maneuver, he pulled away from Suzuki and Kira, and then looked at Kashi. “What is this? Have you decided to join the fight? I’m afraid you will only hinder both of these excellent fighters with your muddled head.”

“You know what? You were right all along.” Surprisingly, Kashi did not argue. Instead, he fearlessly grinned as he looked at the Chaos God. “I am a loser. Bottom of the barrel trash; a waste of oxygen and carbon.”

“I did not go that far, but I find your descriptions apt.” Razznik hoisted his broadsword on his shoulder with a slightly amused expression. He was eager to see the source of Kashi’s sudden confidence.

“Yeah, I’m a loser… But not for the reasons you gave.” Kashi chuckled when he saw Razznik’s brow imperceptibly scrunch up. “I’m a loser because I never realized just how strong I really am.”

Razznik snorted. “You? Strong?”

“Yes. I was too busy trying to emulate the two of you that I forgot to look at what made me strong in the first place?”

Razznik shook his head. “Do not speak cryptically. I watched every leg of your journey. I know exactly how you became strong. Training and hard work are what brought you strength. You would have become even stronger if you focused.”

“Nah.”

“Nah?” Razznik could not believe the incredulous reply.

“Nah. I’m this strong because of the bonds I built and fostered. I got my Golden Body from the bonds fostered with you and Suzuki. My bonds with Bert and everyone at the archer’s lodge got me Ferulic’s Techniques. Our bond with Leila facilitated the growth of the Hopeful Maggots. Absalon brought us an unbreakable army. Stryke’s friendliness opened my heart to the possibilities of friendships. Paris gave me a country’s backing that allows me to do whatever I want without fear. Shoko and Syel are the strongest swords that can tear down any enemies. The dwarfs of Aygorzi helped outfit our warriors for this battle.” Kashi paused and then looked to the side, “Shadow and Lunette gave us something we had long forgotten about: the feeling of family.” Kashi chuckled as he spread his arms. “They are all parts of my strength, as I am theirs. Who cares if I can’t beat you one-on-one? I’ll just crush you with my family.”

Razznik shook his head in disappointment. “All that time and this is your answer? The Power of Friendship? I believe I asked if you think this is an anime? Look, your so-called strength can’t even stand.” Razznik pointed at the Maggots who were still pressed against the ground due to his godly presence.

Kashi, unfazed, challenged with a chuckle. “What if Power of Friendship was just that broken and overpowered?”

Razznik and even Suzuki frowned as they looked at Kashi. What the devil was he talking about now?

Kashi ignored their skeptical expressions as he looked up at the sky. He opened his menu and then turned on the guild channel. As the guildmaster, Kashi possessed the sole authority to give a guild-wide announcement to all members. Of course, this was the first time he ever utilized it.

Kashi took a deep breath and then spoke to every member of his guild, “You know, I always wondered why I named our guild Hopeful Maggots. Was it just a coincidental slip, or was I giving myself a sign?” The draconian issued a light shrug and then said with a sigh, “Ultimately, it does not matter. I have my own interpretation. Subconsciously, I did not want to be alone. But, I could not imagine myself as anything grand, so I called us Maggots. The idea was that we would all be together, eating up anything that crossed our paths.”

Kashi’s words reverberated in the ears of every Maggot regardless of location. Their guildmaster’s words, accompanied by his depreciating laugh unleashed an unfamiliar emotion in many hearts. One by one, the Maggots’ emblems began to glow.

The howling wolf sigil on Kashi’s forehead began to glow as he continued, “But, you know, Maggots are just the first phase of life. Once a Maggot eats enough, it eventually undergoes a metamorphosis.” Kashi smiled when he saw a ki-image of a mass of maggots wriggling in the skies. This was a sign that the guild’s resonance was in effect, but he was not satisfied. “I never changed our guild’s name because I could never figure out what I should replace it with. Good news though; It took me long enough, but I finally know what I want our guild to represent.”

Razznik’s eyes narrowed as he felt Kashi’s aura climbing at a rapid rate. Strangely, it was not like Kashi got stronger. No, it was more like his presence or worth had begun to climb. If he was previously an ant, he had suddenly become a mouse, and that presence was still rapidly growing.

Kashi paused to smile at Kira. “Do you trust me?”

Kira snorted in response. “I should kill you for that stupid question.”

“Heh. I suppose I deserve that one.” Kashi hesitated, but then his gaze hardened as he looked at the swirling ki-image. “We are neither good nor evil, standing at the line between light and darkness, we administer judgment on those who wrong us, and reward those who help us. More importantly, we stand with each other, working to achieve both our personal goals and the guild’s objectives. Heh, what’s that phrase? The strength of the pack is the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack.”

“It’s time to emerge from our cocoons.” Kashi grinned as he tapped the emblem glowing on his forehead. “Let the world know. Whether you dance in the sunlight or lurk in shadows, we will find you wherever you are. Raise your heads and howl, Twilight Wolves!”

Following Kashi’s shout, Kira raised her head and let out a long howl towards the sky. The soul-stirring cry pierced the heavens, reaching the depths of every Maggot in the world. As if spurred by Kira’s howl, large, angry wolves tore out of the maggots wriggling in the sky. The twilight wolves let out soul-shattering howls upon emergence and then charged down from the sky, eventually running by Kira’s side.

Kashi watched with a wide smile as Kira howled alongside the Twilight Wolves. He remembered how Kira howled for her mother at Warher plains in the fields outside Ranad. He was happy to give her another reason to howl. This time, however, it was for a new family rather than grief.

As Kira howled alongside the Twilight Wolves, she too began to resonate with the guild.

Then, it happened.

A portion of Kira’s divinity shot into the sky and melded with the ephemeral wolves. The spirit-like wolves underwent another transformation as they rapidly absorbed the strange power, instantly turning more life-like and solid. If one looked closely, they would notice that the wolves loosely resembled the Nightwind Wolf.

Kira finally stopped her howls when the wolves had taken a much more substantiated form. The reformed Twilight Wolves then dispersed and charged back into their individual guild members.

Razznik watched everything occur and felt something off when he saw Kashi’s confident smirk. “What did you do?”

Kashi laughed. “I just unleashed the Power of Friendship.” Before Razznik could reply, he added with a wicked wink, “Isn’t that right, gang?”

“Heh, that’s right, boss!”

“This has been an unpleasant experience. I will certainly pay this back ten-fold.”

Razznik’s brow shot up as he watched the Maggots… no, Wolves, who should have been down and out rising steadily to their feet. It was not just the healed Syel, Shoko, and the others who attacked before, but even warriors like Absalon and Stryke who were previously paralyzed under his aura now seemed immune. In fact, Stryke and Absalon were the first to express their displeasure at their previous predicament. There was nothing worse than being cut out of a fight like this.

“Ah, I see.” Razznik proclaimed as he looked at a grinning Kira. “It was you. You are a demi-god. It makes sense that you can shield your guild from my aura.” Razznik shook his head and then looked at Kashi. “Is this the path you have chosen? You will abandon your strength to rely on others?”

Kashi shook his head. “I am not abandoning strength, simply collecting a different kind. Did you forget our mantra? If you are not stronger, be faster—”

The edges of Suzuki’s lips tilted ever so slightly as he joined, “If you are not faster, be smarter.”

Razznik chuckled and joined as he raised his sword, “And, if you are not smarter—”

“ CHEAT! ”

Kashi’s lips spread to reveal a wolfish grin as he threw Razznik’s words back in his face, “I. Cheated.”
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“Heh.” Contrary to expectations, Razznik’s lips parted in a pleased grin when the Twilight Wolves bared their fangs. The Chaos God smirked as he rested his broadsword against his shoulder. “Good. Your eyes finally have a bit of life to them.” Razznik then crouched low, his voice almost a growl as he said, “Then, I do not have to hold back any longer.”

Before anyone could process the meaning of that absurd statement, Razznik exploded forward, cutting down toward Kashi in the blink of an eye.

BANG!  “You?” Razznik’s eyes gleamed as he studied Hektor, who had blocked his path with a shield. Fully committing to the fight, fire blazed in Razznik’s eyes as he challenged, “Back for more?”

Amid the sparks, Hektor glared at Razznik with a measured gaze. “This time will be different,” roared Hektor as he activated Sram’s Mark. Hektor’s muscles contracted as the war goddess’ power flowed through him. He then roared as he pushed back against his shield, shockingly sending Razznik sliding backward.

Seizing his opportunity, Hektor swung his sword immediately after. At first, it appeared he was swinging at thin air, but to everyone’s surprise, a thin gash appeared on Razznik’s right arm afterward.

Hektor’s Transcendent ability was  [ Definite Cut ] , an ability that ensured he would always strike any target within his ten-meters domain. It was an absolutely absurd Transcendent ability, hampered only by the facts that he could only use it for thirty seconds every hour, and the attack was halved on impact. Against regular foes, the second restriction was not so bad, but against a monster like Razznik, it was the difference between a light injury and nothing at all.

Keeping his limitations in mind, Hektor rapidly swung his sword, looking to inflict as many injuries as possible in the short time.

“[Harden]!” In response to Hektor’s threat, Razznik cast a quick spell on his clothes, temporarily increasing their toughness for a brief period. He then spread out his mana to pick out any disturbances in the air. As expected, he soon sensed a slight disruption around him. Several ki-blades appeared a few inches around him and swung down at him at lightning speed.

Having sensed the dangers, Razznik avoided the cuts aimed at his head while allowing the others to strike his body. Just as he was dodging, Razznik shot out a stream of flames to the side.

Vwoosh!  A blonde swordswoman cut through the flames, the embers dancing around her as she cut down at Razznik.

Clang!  Razznik could have parried the strike, but sensing danger, he only blocked and used the force to slide back a few meters. Whoosh. It turned out to be the right decision as a second Shoko leaped over the first, and swung her blade.

“Shoko Style, [NET!]” Shoko’s sword flashed countless times in the span of a second, sending out a dense crisscross of sword ki’s down at Razznik.

Faced with the onslaught, Razznik was about to swing his sword, but he was forced to duck when one of Hektor’s strikes went for a throat. That brief moment stole his chance to swing, but Razznik did not falter. A white mandala appeared around his left fist as he punched the air. “[Gale!]”

Vwoosh!  A mana-fueled hurricane blasted out of the mandala, shattering the sword net to pieces. In the air, Shoko-2 quickly sidestepped out of the way, barely avoiding the blast in time.

Despite rebuffing the two Shokos’ attacks, Razznik did not dare relax as a third Shoko ran out from behind Shoko-1 to his right just as he unleashed Gale. Shoko-3 quickly dropped to a low stance. Her head drooped low, long hair fluttering down as she held the hilt of her sword, whose edge was pointed toward the sky. Surging ki rushed toward her feet and then exploded, catapulting her toward Razznik!

Rather than panic, Razznik’s lips spread in a grin as he stomped the ground. “[Iron Dome!]” A mandala instantaneously appeared beneath him, and an iron half-sphere shot out and then enclosed him within.

BANG!  A loud cry like an artillery shell striking iron rang out as Shoko struck the dome. Shockingly, the dome shattered on impact, sending shrapnel flying in all directions.

Slice!  Shoko did not react as several pieces of shrapnel dug into her flesh. Instead, she shot into the dome without a moment’s hesitation.

Sching!  A thrust blade met Shoko’s charge. Any lesser warrior would have gotten skewered by their own pace. Shoko, however, snorted as she lightly danced along the earth, effectively slipping past the blade. She then unleashed several attacks in tandem, moving like a ballerina within the enclosed space.

Razznik, for his part, let go of his sword once his thrust missed and rapidly punched out, parrying Shoko’s sword with well-timed hits. He then punched out several ki-blasts to obliterate the opponent.

The enclosed space prevented either from extravagant movement, so Shoko easily tracked his attacks as she darted around him.

Meanwhile, Razznik monitored Shoko’s breath as he parried her rapid attacks. As a swordsman, he recognized the one-breath technique that accompanied a combo attack like this. Basically, a swordsman would unleash a series of connecting blows that was very hard for enemies to stop deflections and blocks only served to increase the combo. However, they could only unleash these attacks under a single breath. The combo would end once the breath left their lungs.

Of course, it was easier said than done to monitor an opponent’s breath during the heat of battle. However, who was Razznik? The madman dedicated over a thousand years to honing his combat techniques. Keeping track of one heartbeat was nothing to him.

It happened very quickly. Shoko eventually could not hold on any longer and let out a breath. As soon as she did, she ended up slowing down by a fraction. To warriors on their level, that fraction was more than fatal!

Razznik calmly slapped Shoko-3’s sword to the side and then threw a devastating blow at her exposed chest. Shoko-3 coughed up blood as she blasted through the iron dome, shattering it even more.

Seeing that she did not evaporate on contact, Razznik quickly gave chase, picking up his sword as he shot out of the dome. However, he had barely taken two steps outside the dome when he sensed something wrong. Trusting his instincts, Razznik immediately pulled to a stop, and then looked to the sky.

“Too late!” Shoko-2, who was airborne, roared as white ki-gathered around her sword. Just then, Shoko-1 and Shoko-3 disappeared, turning into dense ki that shot into the real Shoko’s sword.

Only then did Razznik realize that Shoko had also broken through to become a Transcendent. However, in her case, rather than a domain, her Transcendent skill strengthened her Gemini skill, turning her clones into real bodies that had to be killed to be destroyed.

Sweat visibly pooled on Shoko’s face as she struggled to contain the torrential, explosive ki contained within her sword. Fortunately, she did not have to hold it long. “[Swallow Fall!]” cried Shoko as she swung her sword. A loud cry escaped the swordswoman’s sword as a swallow-shaped ki-construct shot out towards Razznik with death in its eyes.

Razznik’s gaze turned grim. He was about to change position, but three deadly ki-blades aimed at his neck stabbed out around him. Furthermore, several arrows zipped towards his position, their formation densest just inches away from him.

Razznik glared at the archer, Leila Lightwood, who smiled at him from over three hundred meters away. “Hmph! Do you all think this can hold me!?” The Chaos God smirked as dark flames enveloped his sword. His eyes burned with flames as he prepared to swing at Shoko.

“Not today. [Gravi-Bomb!]” Just before Razznik could swing, Absalon appeared in the sky above him and unleashed his gravity spell. The overwhelming magical signature revealed that Absalon had also transcended. Like Shoko, his Transcendence upgraded his Gravity-related skills, making it such that he could insta-cast them with less mana.

With Absalon as the node, gravity suddenly tripled around a five-meter radius.

The unfamiliar weight buckled Razznik’s arm for a moment, preventing him from launching his attack. Shokō’s swallow, which was already on a downward trend accelerated under the gravity’s influence.

BOOM! Several layers of earth erupted once the swallow struck! The impact’s shockwave sent everyone flying or sliding several feet backward.

Despite the explosion, everyone’s expression turned ugly. Just before impact, they saw ground crack open beneath Razznik’s feet, sucking him in.

Meanwhile, beneath the earth, Razznik utilized [Earth Escape] to zip across the battlefield toward Hektor. He had to get rid of the youth’s annoying interference! Razznik had just decided his course of action when the ground suddenly spit him out several meters away from Hektor.

The ejected Razznik scanned the mana traces to Hogosha and Stryke, who were channeling magic through the earth. Both Hogosha and Stryke had transcended, giving them more abilities from their shared bloodline. The duo could now manipulate the earth as freely as their fusion form even while separated. Of course, the scope and power of their ability still paled compared to their fused version.

Razznik was annoyed by the duo’s interference, but he did not have time to teach the meddlers a lesson as the Prince of Darkness descended from the sky with maddened laughter.

“Hey! Dumbo! Eat this!” Syèl laughed as he spread out his hands. Splurt! Blood burst out from several tiny gashes in the vampire’s arms and hardened into iron-like snake tendrils that shot towards Razznik.

Razznik’s eyes lit up as he quickly dodged in a zig-zag pattern. Bam! Bam! Bam! The blood snakes repeatedly struck the ground as they failed to hit the dodging god, but Syèl was not perturbed.

The Vampire Prince folded his wings and shot down toward Razznik like a missile. Blood pooled around and strengthened Syèl’s wings until they were as hard as diamonds. [Blood Diamond]

While dodging, Razznik swung his blade to meet the missile. BANG! Terrible, shrill cries rang out as Syèl’s bullet continuously struck Razznik’s blade amidst flying sparks.

“You should cool down.” Razznik teased as a blue mandala appeared in his left hand. “Tch.” Before Razznik could fire at Syèl, he cursed and then pointed his hand toward his back.

“Ooop!” Zuri, who had been charging behind Razznik, jerked back when a snow blizzard suddenly blasted toward her. However, after only a momentary pause, she dropped down to all fours as white fur rapidly grew around his arms, legs, and hair. “Go!” With a growl, she charged into the cold.

Shockingly, the blizzard did not appear to have a significant impact on her. How could it? Werewolves possessed strong resistance to mana and elemental attacks.

Zuri’s performance did not end there. The young girl's eyes glittered as she screamed, “[Hyakki Yaju!]” The werewolf’s eyes narrowed as one hundred ephemeral figures shot out from her body. These ‘spirits,’ each from a monster whose soul she absorbed, shot toward the stunned Razznik.

“[Beast Soul Possession!?]” For the first time, Razznik was truly shocked.

“Don’t get surprised yet!” Syèl roared as his wings suddenly shot open, pushing Razznik back. At the same time, several blood tendrils shot out of the ground and wrapped around the Chaos God’s arms.

Annoyed, Razznik grabbed and then chilled the tendrils until they froze solid. He then shattered them, but not before the first of Zuri’s soul monsters slammed into him and exploded.

“Damn it!” Razznik cursed as he swung his broadsword. A 5-meter long ki-scythe blasted out, tearing several souls to pieces. However, many more jumped over, ducked, or flew over the blast before converging upon him. Razznik initiated a retreat, but rocks suddenly shot out of the ground and trapped his legs.

Razznik did not have time to curse at the meddlesome Hogosha and Stryke. Instead, he promptly leaped into the air, using the momentum to shatter the stone bindings. At the same time, he sent out several ki-blows at as many beast souls as he could.

Explosive fireworks erupted in the sky as many souls shattered under the Chaos God’s Imperius judgment. Unfortunately for Razznik, there were just too many souls! The survivors crashed into the airborne god, resulting in a series of explosions that sent Razznik plummeting to the ground.

“This is for bullying Kashi!” A blurry shadow jumped in front of Razznik before he hit the ground and delivered several punches to his midriff. Zuri then roared as she rotated mid-air and kicked Razznik’s head, causing him to crash into the earth like a meteor.

BOOM!  The ground shattered from the impact, but Zuri was not done. The werewolf’s claws shone with a silver glint before she swung them down at Razznik. Vwoosh! A set of gigantic ki-scythes shot down, desperately digging up the earth as they slammed into the man below. Zuri’s onslaught continued for several seconds, but then—

“Enough!”  BOOOOM!  Tremendous amounts of ki suddenly blasted out from Razznik’s position.

The terrible energy pulverized rocks to dust in seconds as it created a mini-crater in the earth. The explosion was as instantaneous as it was powerful. Many Twilight Wolves, who had been rushing forward nearly suffered tremendous damage, but layers of rocky walls shot up in front of everyone.

As the rocks cracked under the onslaught, Kashi finally appeared in front of Zuri and channeled the wind around him. “[Vortex!]” A wind tunnel formed in front of him and funneled the terrible energy harmlessly to the skies above.

Sweat pooled on Kashi’s forehead as he struggled to maintain the vortex. Razznik’s ki eroded the mana supporting the vortex, forcing Kashi to forcefully support it with fresh influx. Realizing the situation was less than ideal, Kashi shouted at Zuri. “Pull back. This mana is corrosive!”

“Okay!” Zuri, trained extensively by Rider, did not question Kashi’s order, and instead, sprouted wings from one of her few remaining beast souls before flying away.

Kashi’s expression, meanwhile turned grim as he examined the black mass of swirling corrosive ki. The draconian coated himself in mana once Zuri reached a safe distance and released the vortex.

Cht, cht, cht.  Kashi examined the corrosive ki eating away at his mana. Fortunately, the rate at which it devoured his mana-coating was slower than the rate at which he could replenish it.  ‘Mm. I can manage it. I won’t let you recover.’  Having affirmed his survival, Kashi cut through the black mass like a cannon.

Boom! Kashi landed in a small enclosure within the swirling ki, where he saw Razznik smiling at him like a demon.

The Chaos God’s clothes had shattered beyond recognition in the previous onslaught, leaving him bare up top, and with half-tattered pants. Strangely, rather than beaten, Razznik’s devilish eyes shone with the light of a hungry beast faced with a buffet.

“It is that wolf, wasn’t it?” Razznik asked a strange question once Kashi landed. However, his tone carried a certainty that did not fit an imploration. “I found it strange that you three did not join the attack, but it still felt like I was fighting Suzuki the whole time. The timings of each attack: so precise. Rather than a group of people, it felt like I was fighting one man in separate bodies.” Though certain of his conjecture, Razznik asked, “That wolf-god; she connected your minds to Suzuki’s, did she not?”

Kashi smiled, his silence a confirmation in its own way. Indeed, Kira’s evolution to Nightwind Wolf mutated her mind-reading skill to the extent that she could now connect with multiple people in a close radius. She served as a sort of transit hub for thoughts.

Suzuki took advantage of this by connecting every Twilight Wolf in the area to his mind. The daeben’s battle instincts surpassed everyone present, aside from perhaps Razznik. So, he directed everyone’s attacks, ensuring the Chaos God could not get a moment’s rest.

Naturally, such a skill took a large toll on Kira’s mind, so she could not move around. Nor could Suzuki, who needed to keep a holistic view of the battlefield to ensure nothing went wrong. As a result, Kashi had to wait behind this entire time to protect the duo against any sneak attacks. Fortunately, everything went as planned, allowing them to deal some real damage to Razznik. At the very least, they forced him to waste tons of mana and ki healing his injuries and countering their attacks.

At this rate, they just had to wear Razznik down a little longer until he ran out of energy. Wolves famously tired their prey out pouncing for the kill.

Razznik, who had figured out the Twilight Wolves’ strategy stabbed his broadsword into the earth. With a soft exhale, he packed his unruly hair and securely tied it. The Chaos God then smiled as he cracked his knuckles and looked at Kashi. “Ten minutes until sun-up. Let’s see if you have what it takes.”

Kashi, in turn, cracked a grin as he clenched his claws. “You’re not paying attention. It’s not what  I’ve  got. It’s what  we’ve  got.”

With those words, both men charged toward each other for the defining clash!

 



            

    
        Chapter 288: Larsial's Choice

    
    
    
    
                
A few minutes before Razznik and Kashi’s final clash, Queen Alia appeared next to Larsial, who remained pressed against the ground due to Razznik’s godly pressure. The daeben queen examined the former spy’s bitter smile and was surprised to see reluctant envy. “You appear to envy the Maggots, or should I call them Wolves now? Are you taken by them?”

Larsial’s heartbeat quickened. She could not believe Queen Alia of all people was speaking to her. The Queen had always been an existence beyond her reach and comprehension. Fortunately, daeben women were extremely logical, so she quickly shelved her awe, and instead ran several hypotheses on why the queen would approach her. Despite her insecurities, Larsial honestly replied, “I suppose I do envy them. They are close, like a family. From what I’ve seen, every member of their guild is treated with utmost respect and fairness from the very top to the bottom.”

Alia’s brow slightly rose. “Are you saying we do not treat our warriors fairly?”

Larsial released a bitter laugh at Alia’s question. The daeben queen’s ridiculous question caused several memories to flash through Larsial’s mind. Memories of being spat at, pushed down and scornful sneers thrown her way by older daeben women. Larsial forcefully swallowed years of rage, opting instead for a bleak laugh as she said, “Our very hierarchical matriarchal structure does not permit that.”

“Mm.” Alia surprisingly did not deny the accusation. “Indeed, our people’s culture has caused plenty of grief for young daeben. However, the Chaos Order is different. We promote, not based on matriarchal gender, but merit.” A dangerous glint festered in the daeben queen’s eyes as she looked at Larsial. “Do you claim otherwise? Do you know someone who abused their positions to prevent promotions?”

Larsial shivered under Alia’s glare. She did not doubt that Alia would go on a bloodbath within the Chaos Order if anyone was proven of abusing their position  that way .

Luckily, that was not Larsial’s intent. Larsial shook her head. “The Chaos Order might promote based on merit, but the majority of its leaders are still daeben women.”

“Is that a problem? We are capable, and so we lead. This is no surprise.”

Larsial nodded. “We are indeed capable. But our culture is, as the Summoned would say,  shitty .”

Larsial’s insult caused Alia’s brows to furrow even deeper. No one would appreciate someone insulting their culture, let alone the leader of said culture. Fortunately, Alia was not the kind of queen that ruled with an overly-inflated ego. Her deceased mother was the prime example of what happens to an egotistical leader who snubs the counsel of their people. “Care to elaborate?”

“I should not have to.” Larsial rebuffed with a snort. Perhaps because she had been in Kashi and Shadow’s presence for so long; she found her in-born awe of the daeben queen slowly fading with time. “Just ask any low-ranking Acolyte. Sure, we promote based on merit, but those at the top rule those below with an iron fist. Acolytes dare not speak back to Priests for fear of punishment or death, let alone a Primate.”

“That is only natural,” Alia stated with staunch conviction. There was no trace of doubt in her mind. “Those above must rule those below. By jointly achieving every member’s goal in life, we propagate untold Chaos upon the world and ourselves. Only through strict Order can you mitigate Chaos.”

“Perhaps.” Larsial had heard that reasoning so many times in her life she could not bring herself to doubt it. “But, are we incapable of finding a better way? We promote perfection or death. How many people do we sentence to death for failing a mission every year? Ten? Hundred? Many more? We use fear to keep ourselves and the world in line.”

Listening to Larsial’s rebuke that almost sounded like a plea, Alia sighed. “Your dilemma is one that countless philosophers have pondered on for millennia. You have been to society during your missions. Let us leave aside the thieves and murders. Tell me, do you believe good citizens are good citizens because they are good people, or because they fear the law?”

“I—” Larsial started, but then paused. She was not naïve. During her jobs, she had met countless people who wanted to commit a crime, but then stopped for fear of getting caught. It was not their conscience, but rather the fear of punishment that kept them in line.

Alia saw Larsial’s pause. She was not smug at getting one over Larsial but rather sympathized with the young woman. In Alia’s eyes, a bite from the sweet fruit that was the Maggots had blinded Larsial to the fact that dirty fertilizer was needed to nurture the tree that bore that fruit. “You might consider us tyrannical, but that is only because there are still many who refuse to obey our laws. Once the world is in alignment, there will be peace and no more needless death.”

“Perhaps. But will the people be happy?”

Alia’s brow rose. Her reaction was like one who had heard the most ludicrous question. “Happy? Of what consequence is that? There are millions of humes in Destia, with millions of things that will make them happy? It is impossible to cater to everyone’s happiness. After all, there are those who derive pleasure from murder, arson, and more. Do we placate their happiness too or only those you’ve deemed worthy of being  happy ?” Venomous sarcasm dripped from the final word.

Larsial’s heart trembled. The young woman was a spy. She was not good at speechcraft, unlike Alia who had battled Cathek in verbal sparring for many moons. However, she refused to give in as she watched the Maggots take on Razznik. “That is where your problem is. You are so focused on Order, that you have forgotten Chaos.”

“Chaos?” Alia looked at Larsial with eyes filled with incredulity.  “I  forgot Chaos?”

“Chaos in Order. Order in Chaos.” Larsial softly chanted the Order’s mantra. “A society with only Order is dead.” Larsial placed her hand on her chest, a warmth effusing from her eyes. “I am proof of this. I have lived by the Order’s Order all my life, and never realized I was unhappy. It was not until I experienced the chaotic bonds within the Maggots that I realized I could be happy.” Larsial raised her eyes to look at Alia. “We must accept that there will always be Chaos in the world. It’s ironic. We were so focused on sowing Chaos that we didn’t notice ourselves turning into Order.”

Alia listened to Larsial’s words with a stoic gaze. Larsial’s platitudes were not enough to shake this queen’s heart, but she acknowledged the woman’s point of view. “I understand. The Chaos Order and the Twilight Wolves approach the problem from differing angles. We seek to eliminate the Chaos and pain in the world by imposing our Order. In our Order, everyone may not be happy, but there will be no pain or suffering. The Twilight Wolves differ from us. They introduce Chaos, upending the rules of the continent with their inventions and policies. Unlike us, they seek to maximize the joys of those who will be happy and hope to pull up as many others along. However, their world will inevitably have pain and suffering. When humes are free to dream, greed follows shortly.”

Indeed, it was hard to tell whose approach was correct. In Alia’s eyes, this was similar to the question countless priests and commoners asked. Why do gods allow suffering and pain? Surely they could end all thieves and murderers? What these people failed to realize is that to achieve a world without pain, you can never have true joy, because a world without pain means there can never be victors or losers in life. There are those who would say that such a world is worth it if it eliminates the terrible suffering in the world. But there also exist those who revel in the challenge of overcoming the world’s challenges.

Alia took a deep breath and felt her emotions slowly spiral out of control. She fixed Larsial with a severe gaze as she stated, “Everyone blames the daeben for the Great War that ended just over a decade ago. What all these hypocrites forget to bring up are the countless mini-wars and battles that wreaked the continent several centuries prior. All the daeben did was choose to finally end the war. Rather than many small battles, we chose a grand one. One grand war to end them all. Destia would have flourished under our rule. We ultimately fell short, and that is fine. Failure is sometimes the price of ambition. But what did the continent do with their new freedom from the daeben’s tyrannical rule?” Alia’s eyes turned red with anger as she huffed, “War! They took a few years to lick their wounds before once again fighting amongst themselves for territory and greed. No. Destia had proven numerous times it is incapable of governing itself. It requires a ruler that will squash any and all dissidents. Only then can suffering be eliminated.”

Larsial shivered under the force of Alia’s will. She could tell that the daeben queen had thought long and hard before coming to this conclusion. It was nothing like her, who had stepped out of Order for the first time in her life. It was funny. For someone who had inflicted so much chaos in other people’s lives, she had never experienced Chaos until Kashi and Shadow shattered her world.

“Perhaps you are right,” admitted Larsial. “No, you are most likely right. I know it too. This world needs Order to function.” Larsial looked up as Kashi and Razznik began to square up for the final bout. “The Twilight Wolves are no different. They instill order through the kingdom’s rules and laws. To be perfectly honest, the Twilight Wolves and the Chaos Order are almost identical. But seek to bring order to this world by first introducing chaos. But, if I were to choose, I would still choose the Twilight Wolves.”

“Why?”

“Love.” A small smile spread on Larsial’s as she struggled to stand. “I know how stupid it sounds. I feel like throwing up just hearing that word. But, I have seen the cities the Wolves conquer. Without fail, the people love the Wolves in every one of them. A child can run up to play with the guildmaster, and a peddler can joke with the warriors. There is no fear or aversion.” Larsial’s gaze hardened as she forcefully stood straight. “If I had to choose, I would rather be loved than feared. That is all.”

Queen Alia’s gaze narrowed. “So, you succumbed to the forbidden fruit. You are aware that this can be construed as treason? By guild law, I should execute you where you stand.”

Larsial let out a bitter chuckle. “I would not expect anything el—" The assassin’s words caught in her throat as she stumbled forward under the pressure. Larsial looked at the fast-approaching ground with a wry smile. ‘ Serves me righ’—BAM!  Larsial’s eyes widened as a strong hand caught her before she hit the ground.

“Well said,” a familiar voice softly praised.

Larsial turned and was stunned to see Shadow’s emotionless gaze. “You?”

“Trial’s over,” Shadow coldly stated. “I’m invoking my right to add you as a Twilight Wolf. Do you accept?”

Larsial’s heart raced as she looked into Shadow’s silver eyes. They were cold, like diamonds, but she felt a strange kind of warmth. “You—Are you serious?”

Those silver eyes narrowed. Shadow looked pissed off, like he did not enjoy wasting a single word. “I will drop you.”

“What? No! I mean—yes! I accept!” Flustered, Larsial did not doubt Shadow would do as he said.

Shadow nodded after he glanced at an invincible prompt. He helped Larsial to her feet and then said as he coldly walked towards the crater where Kashi faced off against Razznik. “Welcome to the Twilight Wolves. As long as you wish, you will never again hunt alone.”

Larsial’s eyes widened as a white effervescent sigil formed on the right side of her neck. The howling wolf emblem glowed brightly in the night as she looked on in disbelief.

“You’re not paying attention. It’s not what  I’ve  got. It’s what  we’ve  got.”

Larsial broadly smiled as she was inundated with varied connections from the new sigil. She had never felt this kind of warmth in her life. It was all-encompassing, loving, yet wrathful to any who would harm.

The latest Twilight Wolf turned to look at her former Queen. She proclaimed with a joyful grin. “Sorry, my guildmaster is calling. We can talk about this later.” With those words, she fearlessly turned her back to the Queen. Somehow, she wasn’t scared that Alia would attack her. Why should she be afraid? There were countless wolves who would protect her just as she would protect them.

“Twilight Wolves.” Queen Alia rolled the words on her tongue as if familiarizing herself with a new taste. “Perhaps it’s not just Kashi we need to be wary of. The guild might be worth some attention.”

 



            

    
        Chapter 289: Titanfall!

    
    
    
    
                
Razznik calmly looked around at the Twilight Wolves who had begun to gather around the crater. Rather than get agitated, his breath mellowed out as he dropped to a low stance, pulling his right leg back in an arc. He then raised both his palms, facing them towards the sky. 

To all the onlookers’ shock, the aggressive Razznik had adopted a defensive stance for the first time. It appeared he had finally acknowledged the Twilight Wolves as a worthy threat. That or, he had some other dastardly plan in mind. 

 “ Gravitas Nullificatio Veri Corporis Translatio …”

“Damn you!” Kashi cursed through furrowed brows as he glared at the softly chanting Razznik. He wanted to wait until the rest of the Twilight Wolves gathered, but Razznik refused to play by the script. The draconian recognized the start of that spell! Nothing good would happen if he let Razznik finish. 

In a race against time, Kashi could not waste a single second! The draconian pointed his hands backward and channeled his flames! BOOM! The air behind Kashi combusted in a tremendous explosion, sending the daeben bursting forward with the speed of a rocket! 

VWOOSH! Kashi closed the distance between himself and Razznik in the blink of an eye. Staring into Razznik’s calm, but murderous gaze, the draconian expertly repositioned himself and launched a roundhouse kick mid-air. Only, this was no ordinary kick. A bevy of blue flames burned around his feet!

‘Tier 3?’  Razznik’s eyes narrowed as he admired the flames’ strange beauty. As expected, Kashi had also Transcended. Perhaps because he was already monstrous, Kashi’s ascension only boosted his elemental ranks by one tier without any crazy domains. Well, ‘only’ was relative. To ninety-nine percent of the population, a boost to a single elemental rank was already insane, speak less of all three. 

Despite his acknowledgment, Razznik did not falter before Kashi’s might. His left palm softly pushed out.  Boom!  Kashi’s foot exploded on contact with Razznik’s push! The blue flames consumed the Chaos God, leaving severe burn marks, but his gaze remained neutral. 

Kashi spun, adding to the centrifugal force from Razznik’s push. In the blink of an eye, he rotated 360 degrees and kicked at Razznik’s right with the back of his heel.

Boom!  Another explosion consumed Razznik as he once again slapped Kashi’s right leg. The flames mercilessly devoured his flesh until even bone was visible. Fortunately, his innate healing kicked in, restoring most of the devoured flesh. However, that did nothing to stop the searing pain. 

Razznik predictably ignored the pain, as he dropped to the ground before Kashi could chain another attack. He placed his palm on the ground, causing a massive dark-brown mandala to appear.  Brackt!  With a terrible groan, several rock spires shot out of the ground like hungry snakes, shooting toward Kashi.

Kashi quickly recognized the perilous situation. Without delay, he pointed his arm down and ignited an explosive retreat toward the sky.

Bam! Bam! Bam!  Dust, smoke, and stone scattered as the rock snakes smashed into each other at Kashi’s previous location. Contrary to expectations, the spires did not shatter to pieces but instead merged into one giant snakehead that shot up toward the stunned Kashi.

Vwoosh! The snakehead suddenly crumbled just before it swallowed the draconian. Looking down, Kashi noticed Razznik let go of the mandala to deal with arrows that curved around the dense rock formations to charge at him.

Razznik’s eyes narrowed as he regarded the arrows. At his level, many would look down on these arrows, but Razznik would never. Over his life, he had learned to use a sledgehammer to smash in any nails! 

Razznik smoothly danced around the crater, dodging several arrows, and then rapidly slapped out several palm-shaped ki-constructs. The palms crashed into the arrows. Pa! Pa! Pa! Without fail, the arrows shattered on impact.  ‘Hm?’  Strangely, Razznik frowned. Sensing something wrong, he looked at one of the shattered arrows.

Hulululu~  Strange silver petals blossomed where the arrows shattered.

A terrible premonition struck the Chaos God. He quickly looked around, and sure enough, thousands of silver petals hovered in the areas where he destroyed the arrows. 

In the distance, Leila’s eyes shone with a silver sheen. Reflected in only her eyes was an image made up of several mirror-like shards depicting Razznik’s steady gaze. A small smile tugged at the edge of the archer’s lips, but she did not hesitate to squeeze her fist. “[Flower Burial!]”

Upon Leila’s command, the silver petals first spread out to form a dome that surrounded Razznik, and then rapidly shrank! It was clear they intended to crush the Chaos God! 

In response, a dark-brown mandala appeared beneath Razznik. He raised his hands, causing a stone dome to cover him. He did not stop here, however, as the dome was far from sufficient protection, evidenced by the petals shredding the stone spires to pieces on their way down. Razznik poured mana into the earthen shield, causing tiny mandalas to appear all around it. Microseconds later, a silver, metallic tint took over the brown surface.

Transmutation! Razznik converted the stone to steel. The steel would remain as so until the mana within dissipated, at which point it would return to stone. There were rumors that a treasure existed that could make such transmutations permanent, but so far, there was no evidence.

Regardless, the petal storm struck the steel dome releasing a resounding clang that echoed for miles! Despite several deep cuts along its frame, the reinforced steel dome barely hung on! 

Vwoosh ! Just then, a gigantic, rapidly spinning spear shot down like a meteor.  Bang!  The spear drilled several inches into the dome, but just when it seemed it would pierce through, it suddenly came to a hard halt. “Break For Me!” Before anyone could react, Hektor dropped from the skies. With red, blazing eyes, a purple dragon roared above his clenched fists, which he smashed against the shaft. 

BOOM! A resonant dragon roar burst out as the dome exploded on impact! 

Chunks of steel scattered across the land, revealing Razznik’s dark gaze beyond. The Chaos God had attempted to use [Earth Escape] but found opposing mana in the earth. He could obliterate that mana, but it would use up time he did not have!

Lacking defense, Razznik instead, chose attack! A pair of bright-silver mandalas spun around his palms as he slapped forward. VWOOSH! A tremendous tornado burst out of the mandalas, threatening to swallow Hektor. 

“Miss me?”  Bang ! The tempestuous winds smashed into an earthen-mana shield, preventing Hektor from getting struck. Stryke stuck his tongue out as he peeked at Razznik over his buckler. 

With the raid leader’s defense, Hektor’s eyes narrowed into slits as he danced past Stryke. A mixture of purple and red aurae exploded from Hektor as he channeled his newly-acquired dragoon aura. The young man’s aura felt demonic as he exploded forward with the spear in hand. “[Dance of the Dragon God]!” Hektor’s momentum exploded as he launched several blows in quick succession whilst disappearing and appearing Razznik. 

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!  Hektor’s illusions would have fooled any layman, but who was Razznik!? The Chaos God responded to the tiniest of mana inflections, ultimately sussing out Hektor’s position. He expertly slapped away each strike, caring not for the bouts of trojan mana destroying his arms from the inside.

Just like with Kashi’s flames earlier, Razznik could have protected himself from these rogue mana with a simple ki or mana shield. It was basic protection for any mediocre fighter. Unfortunately, Razznik decided to ignore that type of defense. Instead, he pooled every scrap of mana and ki.

“You’re still chanting!?” Kashi roared as he appeared above Razznik. The young man’s shout was engaged to distract the Chaos God, but Razznik remained unfazed. Seeing the man’s stoic gaze, the draconian snorted. “Deal with this then!” With those words, Kashi punched out. 

Strangely, Kashi did not punch at Razznik as expected. Why would he? The combat pervert most likely already had several counters in mind. Instead, he flooded the area around Razznik with several punch-shaped ki-constructs.

‘That kid!’  For the first time, Razznik’s gaze faltered as a tense smile tugged at his lips.  ‘He destabilized the mana around me.’  Kashi’s evil move sent the mana around Razznik into chaos. As a result, Razznik could no longer track the changes around him. The result was as expected.

“Ha!” Without a method to track him, Hektor finally broke through Razznik’s defenses. He landed a solid blow on the Chaos God’s exposed back! His spear failed to tear through Razznik’s skin, but Hektor was unperturbed. The young man’s aura focused, spiraling down his arm, to the spearhead. Hektor’s eyes narrowed as the roar of an ancient dragon echoed around the world. “[Ryuga Tenkuru]!” A majestic, purple Long dragon burst out of Hektor’s spear! The great dragon swallowed Razznik in one bite, and then shot into the sky, carrying the Chaos God along! 

‘Ngh!’  Within the construct, Razznik gritted his teeth as he was savaged by the dragon’s aura. Even as his skin peeled, Razznik stubbornly waved his arms, creating a new mandala. BOOM! Unfortunately, the dragon exploded before he could cast his spell. The chaotic mana shattered his mandala, inducing a terrible mana backlash.

The world went silent as Razznik coughed up blood! 

5 Minutes Left.

Emboldened by Razznik’s severe injury, Absalon clasped his hand, causing several mandalas to appear around the Chaos God. Absalon smiled when he saw Razznik’s scornful glare. He did not doubt that Razznik could withstand whatever gravity spell he induced. However, that was not his goal. With a flip of his hand, two opposite mandalas got the [Attract] properties, while the other two got the [Repel] properties.

The opposing gravitational pulls locked Razznik in place. With Razznik’s strength, it would only take a second to break free. It was only one second. The briefest of seconds, in fact. But, that was more than enough!

“[Dragon Rush]!” With an imperial shout, Kashi appeared before Razznik and delivered a devasting punch before the Chaos God could get away. With the first punch connecting, Kashi immediately linked into a never-ending combo of punches and kicks augmented by flames, wind, and lightning, until, eventually, he drew his fist back, channeling several elemental dragons into a singular gigantic fist, that then smashed into Razznik. “[Ryuso-Kesu!]!”

BANG! The elemental fist crashed into Razznik, sending him flying down to the earth with the force of a cannon! The Chaos God’s skin alternated between burning, freezing, and electrified, leaving him briefly stunned and unable to retaliate in the short term.

As Razznik plummeted, sadistic laughter erupted around him. The Chaos God could not move his neck, but he spotted the giant bat wings and the irritating vampire’s sardonic grin.

“Hey! That looks like a pretty bad fall,” Syèl taunted as he swooped over Razznik. A pair of yellow eyes twinkled teasingly as he questioned as he spread his wings and held them taut, “Need a hand?”  Flap!  The wings caught the wind causing Syèl to slow down, and bank upwards. The vampire’s eyes then turned red with blood as he offered with a devilish grin. “How about several!” 

Pu! Pu! Pu!  Twelve bloody arms shot out of Syèl’s back and then launched down toward the falling Razznik . Pa! Pa!  Each arm stretched out and then wrapped around Razznik’s arm, legs, neck, and waist. Pa! Syèl severed the bloody tails to his back. With another move, he manipulated his blood to solidify around Razznik like pairs of shackles. 

Syèl’s eyes lit up as he then squeezed his hand. The shackles suddenly froze, keeping Razznik suspended in the air. Just when it seemed like Syèl had saved Razznik from striking the ground, a hail of murderous arrows shot down from the sky, blasting the defenseless Chaos God!

SCRIII!  While Razznik got pelted from above, Shokō rushed below him and unleashed her blade that had been screaming out for blood. 

A gigantic ki-crescent sliced out of Shokō’s blade and crashed into Razznik. 

BOOM! Razznik coughed up even more blood from the relentless attacks, but the madman only used them as fuel to go even further! With a roar, Razznik released a dangerous burst of ki that shattered all remaining arrows. Ignoring all injuries, he turned to Syèl with ferocious eyes.

“Ooh, don’t look at me like that.” Syèl joked as he spun his hands. “You’ll make my girl jealous!”

The blood shackles melted under the vampire’s command, turning into numerous ropes that linked together to firmly bind the enraged Chaos God.

In response, Razznik snorted as he flexed his muscles and then forcefully shattered his bindings.

“Whoo, you’re a tough one eh?” Syèl chuckled as the shattered ropes rapidly coagulated into several spikes. 

Without anywhere to go, Razznik could only glare at Syèl and cover his head as the spikes stabbed him from all angles! By infiltrating Razznik’s bloodstream with his blood, Syèl hoped to explode Razznik from within. Unfortunately, Razznik deliberately incinerated all traces of Syèl’s blood that once they entered his blood. Fortunately for Syèl though, this action caused Razznik to suffer even more internal injuries. At this rate, his doom was only a matter of time!

No one knew about this impending doom more than Razznik himself. The man rapidly took in the position of everyone present, including the two combatants who had yet to enter the battlefield.

Despite the dire situation, Razznik’s eyes remained calm. The Chaos God looked down at the sharpest sword amongst the bunch and slapped down! To everyone’s shock, a gigantic fist almost thirty meters long shot out of his palm and pressed down toward the stunned swordswoman.

Shokō could not help but curse her luck. Why did it seem like Razznik was taking out all his frustrations on her with this ridiculous attack! She could not even dodge as she was still in the process of returning to a neutral position after her previous swing. Unlike in video games, it was not easy to break off gathered momentum. With Shokō’s training, she could forcefully do so, but it would result in internal injuries which would still leave her vulnerable to the palm.

Normally, Shokō would have panicked here, but the Twilight Wolf was aware of her pack. She was not alone. She did not know who, but someone would definitely bail her out in time!

‘Da! Da! Da! Da!’

Shokō’s eyes widened in shock as an unlikely partner stopped the palm just before impact. “You?”

“Heh,” Larsial revealed a wry smile as the giant spider-construct surrounding her repeatedly struck the palm-construct. Larsial quickly joined, repeatedly striking the construct with her blades until cracks began to spread across its length.

“We’ll be hitching a ride!” A happy-go-lucky Stryke roared from atop Hogosha’s back as the latter unbelievably jumped onto the palm-construct.

Larsial’s lips tugged upward at the blatant trust as she launched one final attack, striking the palm at its center! The palm lurched upward and shattered, but not before launching the duo towards Razznik in the sky.

Razznik regarded the incoming youth. Just before Stryke reached him, black mandalas appeared in Razznik’s eyes. The Chaos God’s lips spread in a small smile as he finally spoke. “Too late.” 

“No!” On the ground, Kashi’s expression was a mixture of horror and frustration as he glared at the smiling Chaos God. “He finished the chant!”

Before anyone could question the source of Kashi’s trepidation, a mile-wide mandala suddenly appeared in the air with Razznik at the center.

A MILE-WIDE!

While diameter was not always in direct correlation to spell power, it was commonly accepted that the larger the mandala, the greater the spell within, whether by power or complexity.

A mile-wide construct was unbelievable! How many runes made up that mandala!? Thousands? Millions!? Every magician present almost felt the need to prostrate before the ingenious mind that created such a functioning spell!

Pop!

Then, before everyone’s eyes, Razznik suddenly disappeared from view. 

While everyone searched for him, most followed Kashi’s grave eyes to the sky where the full moon shone brightly.

No, wait. Something was off. Why did the moon have a strange man-shaped shadow? 

Wait—Was THAT!?

***

While the world looked up in abject horror, a lone man hovered several meters above the Thermosphere. Razznik, who had nearly quadrupled in size to resemble a giant, held a colossal broadsword in his right hand. The unconscious Chaos God should have fallen, but an anti-gravity spell kicked in, keeping him suspended for a little longer.

Chills spread along Razznik’s skin as the coldness of near-space threatened to freeze him into a popsicle. Though it knocked him out, the thin air almost also cost him his life but a small bubble of air appeared over his head like clockwork. These were all spells that were pre-cast into the massive mandala, they kicked in without any intervention on his part. Fortunately, Razznik had no intention of staying there long. 

[Divine Body Hardening] [Divine Temporal Strength] [Forbidden Titan’s Strength]… Dozens of body-strengthening spells rapidly activated in the blink of an eye. With each spell, Razznik’s mass doubled, until he weighed over ten thousand kilograms! 

An auto-lock spell kicked in, orienting Razznik in space so he was directly over Oni Hill. 

Once he was in position, the anti-gravity spell dissipated, sending him into a free-fall.

***

On the ground, Kashi’s expression turned ugly! He recognized that spell! Inspired by old video games, Razznik experimented with creating an orbital bombardment with piledrivers. Unfortunately, during his time, Kashi’s Razznik abandoned the spell when he realized the insane amount of mana he would need to complete it. Also, he realized that the world would become immensely boring if he just dropped these city-destroying piledrivers on all his enemies so he never bothered completing it.

Well, it seemed that a thousand years of boredom was enough motivation for this world’s Razznik to finish the spell. Even worse, he modified it to work on his own body! Naturally only an indestructible god would dare fool around with something like this!

“No use whining. We need to find a solution now!”

Numerous ideas ran through Kashi’s mind in the span of a second, before settling on one. Kashi looked to the side, meeting Suzuki’s sharp gaze. Both men reached the same conclusion. This was their only chance!

“Kira, please open another connection.” 

Kira’s brows furrowed. She wanted to join the fight, but from her inherited memories, she knew she could not fight in a group. Kira’sbattle-style was too widespread to allow team-ups with multiple people. Fortunately, there was more than one way to contribute to a fight.

Also, she had recovered most of her mana after nine minutes of rest. So, Kira connected to every Maggot present as they prepared their final gamble against the world-destroying meteor headed their way.

60 Seconds Left!
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60 Seconds Left.  

“Kira!” 

Without needing clarification, Kira ignored her pain, and restarted the Twilight Wolves’ neural network. Suzuki and Kashi’s instinctive directions poured into every Maggots’ mind at the speed of light, prompting them all to spring into immediate action.

“Strike Team! Get in position!” Even as Stryke shouted, he and Hogosha had already begun manipulating the earth.  Gugugugu!  Clumps of soil rolled around towards the Wolves who had gathered in three distinct groups.

The first group, made up of Suzuki, Leila, and Larsial, held their breaths as the rocks rose from the earth and then encased them. The second group comprised of Shokō, Hektor, and Zuri stuck close to each other as they too were swallowed up by the rocks.

The third group, comprised of Absalon, Kashi, Jade, Syèl, Stryke and Hogosha, stood between the rock formations, which on close inspection clearly resembled a bullet. The group wore grim expressions as they set about fulfilling the next set of tasks. They knew that they could not afford any delay or they would perish on the spot. 

As if to prompt their fear, a bright sun suddenly appeared directly above Oni Hill. Only, this was no celestial body, but rather light generated by the searing heat emanating from the rapidly falling Razznik.

The anxiety was enough to shatter anyone’s heart, but…  Twang!  A confident guitar cried out, its defiant notes dispelling any doubts in the Wolves’ hearts. That’s right. They would finish this! No one could halt this wolfpack’s hunt—not even Razznik.

“Hehe, thanks, Lune!” Syèl laughed as he glanced at Lunette who stood aways with a guitar in hand. The songstress, who had been joined by rest of the orchestra laughed and then launched into a new song inspired by desire, defiance and excitement in the face of danger!

Buoyed by the exhilarating notes, Syèl’s blood danced with delight. The vampire smiled and then sent a line of blood to each stone sculpture. Once he connected, Syèl rapidly chanted a rather complicated spell. Under the spell, the connected blood evaporated into a red mist, before condensing into large mandalas on each stone.

Then, before many stunned gazes, the mandalas glowed bright as they activated. The bullet-shaped stone rapidly condensed under the mandalas, becoming smoother and losing their jagged edges, before ultimately adopting a dark metallic sheen.

That was right. Syèl had just performed Transmutation! The vampire unbelievably learned it from watching Razznik use it to escape. He only had to register the performed magic once before memorizing it for life. This was another example of Syèl’s raw intelligence in play! It was no exaggeration to claim that Syèl might be the most intelligent being in the world – the ways he could change the world if he ever focused his attention that way.

Unfortunately for the world, but perhaps fortunately for the Wolves, Syèl was content to ‘waste’ his talents deciphering a Chaos God’s spell in a virtual-reality game.

Once Syèl finished transmuting both bullet shells, Hogosha and Stryke controlled the earth once again, this time raising two sets of horizontal, parallel pillars on either side of the ‘bullets.’ Both tora and tiger coughed up blood as they overdrafted their mana reserves to forcefully raise these pillars as high as they could. Stryke, eyes leaked blood as he observed the gargantuan structures. “Did we make it?”

“No.” Syèl replied with grim eyes. “We still need another fifty meters!”

“Damn it!” Stryke cursed as he took out a mana potion. His expression was grim as he rapidly chucked down the terrible-tasting liquid. They were racing against time here! Every second counted. They could not afford to wait for the slow-acting potions to replenish his reserves!

50 Seconds Left.  

Vwoosh!  “How many meters do you need?” Just when everyone’s panic hit their limits, a calm, but slightly playful voice questioned.

Syèl’s eyes widened when he saw Sonic carrying Brilith on his back. Jade had clearly extended her healing to both guild leaders, evidenced by their complete lack of injuries and reinvigorated complexions. 

Fortunately, someone reacted as if already expecting the duo’s aid. “Fifty Meters! Stat!”

Sonic smiled as he observed Kashi’s eyes. It was odd. For some reason, he could not bring himself to hate the daeben. There were not many friends who would look at Sonic with eyes that held complete and utter trust. There was no doubt in Kashi’s eyes that Sonic would complete the mission. 

Strangely, Brilith was also affected by Kashi’s gaze. She saw in his eyes that Kashi held no hatred or animosity towards her. In fact, it felt like he would welcome her with open arms and no attached conditions if she surrendered her guild. The young woman, who was used to hostile, competitive environments, was uncertain about how to react to someone who retained all the competitive spirit without any hostility.

‘Would I have turned out differently if we were friends?’  This thought crept to the surface before Brilith ruthlessly crushed it. Her gaze hardened as she tapped Sonic’s shoulder.  Vwooosh!  The young woman held her breath as Sonic shattered the sound barrier running up the pillar.  ‘I will never look back and wonder what if. No one can harm me when I am number one. That is all that matters.’

Dwoom!  Thunder clapped as Sonic leaped off the pillar’s apex. The speedster then released Brilith before dropping to the ground with a relaxed smile.

‘Should I sabotage them?’  Brilith snorted as several seeds appeared in her hands.  ‘I might be tricky, but no victory is worth my integrity. I will crush them all in my own time.’  Thwomp! Brilith injected the seeds with Yggdrasil’s life aura and then flung them onto the pillars.

Gugugu!  Then, just like the fairy tales, gigantic tree stalks shot out of the seeds, rapidly reaching the sky until they added another fifty meters on top. 

Brilith smiled, admiring her handiwork.  ‘As expected. There is nothing I can’t do,’  she thought to herself as she began to fall.

Meanwhile, Syèl summoned a gigantic glob of blood to hover behind him. This blood was the condensed blood energies he gained from the Sin Floors. There was enough energy in there to cast one or two atomic-bomb-level spells. It was unknown whether Syèl had the magic proficiency to cast such a spell, but unfortunately, he had no intention of testing that theory.

Instead, the Vampire Prince once again cast transmutation, but this time on the four three-hundred-meter-tall earthen pillars. The amount of mana required to cast this spell on something so large was impossible for one to imagine. Even Syèl coughed blood times as he forcefully transformed the earth walls to metal. 

Gulululu! The blood orb rapidly shrunk as Syèl absorbed the energies to maintain the spell. Transmutation was a tricky spell. If there was even one second of interruption, the entire structure would explode at the atomic level, possibly killing everyone on Drakase and perhaps a few miles beyond.

Fortunately, there was no magician on the continent better attuned to mana than Syèl. His brain worked in hyperdrive, checking the status of every molecular interaction, and stabilizing any fires before they started. 

Unfortunately, this in-depth inspection drained even more energy from Syèl. Within a microsecond, Syèl had already absorbed more than eighty percent of the blood globe, whereas the pillar was only about seventy percent transformed. Even a kindergartener could see that the rate of blood consumption vastly outstripped transmutation speed. Syèl would soon run out of blood!

Even worse, the quality and amount of blood Syèl needed to finish the spell was not something a monster like a Therium Rhino could provide, so he could not even ask Kashi for a quick refill! Syèl ran thousand so calculations in a second, but they all resulted in dead ends. He could not find a solution to this predicament!

Just when despair began to settle in, a gigantic portal appeared next to the Vampire Prince.  ‘Does he want me to escape?’  Syèl expectedly recognized the portal’s owner. It was clearly Kashi’s. Furthermore, he recognized the special fluctuations. This portal led to Orez!

Assuming Kashi had given everyone a similar portal, the Vampire Prince was just about to sever his connection to the spell when his eyes suddenly went wide. “What the fuck!?”

***

Meanwhile, a few moments ago within Orez, two cambions mused as they observed a giant, five-meter cauldron surrounded by shoddily built scaffolding.

“No. Really. What’s the point in guarding this thing. It’s not like there’s anyone who can steal it.”

The second cambion rolled his eyes but ultimately ignored his fellow guard. He had heard this same nagging enough times to stab out his ears. He could understand the other guard’s frustration, but having to take boring guard duty was a million times better than their previous lifestyles. When they weren’t being bullied in the NetherRealm, they had to fear getting killed by adventurer humes.

The second cambion shivered as he recalled Leila’s steely gaze as she briefed them on their future. He had no desire to get on that woman’s bad side! 

Cha. Cha. Cha.  A series of footsteps drew the guards’ attention to the nearby cave entrance, which also served as the entrance to their former dungeon. The guards immediately put on their most professional expression as a group of cambions emerged from the cave with several tied-up, unconscious cambions.

Without a word, the guards climbed the scaffolding, and then lifted the lid with practiced steps. They wordlessly looked at the cauldron that was almost filled with dozens of unconscious cambions. These demons did not care as their mates threw the newly captured cambions into the opened pot. 

The guards closed the lid after the final prisoner was tossed in. It just so happened that the last one filled up the cauldron, so a group of cambions assisted the guards to take down the scaffolding before lifting and transporting the cauldron to a small village a few kilometers away. The cambions within the village only glanced at the strange scene for a moment before returning to their activities.

The guards went to a field beyond the village, where dozens of such cauldrons ominously sat under the night sky. The cambions had just dropped the new cauldron next to the rest when a terrible pressure descended on everyone present.

BRACKT!

Drixali appeared amidst the shocked cambions in a fit of lightning and wind. “Mm. This should be enough.” Orez’s first appointed god whisked away the dozens of cauldron with mini-tornadoes, and then accompanied the cauldron several kilometers above in the sky. “Mm. My god’s foresight is indeed beyond understanding.” Drixali grinned, admiring Kashi’s planning. He spread his hands, ordering wind to surround the cauldrons. Then, with a squeeze of his hands,  blurksh , the winds rapidly compressed into a ball, crushing the cauldrons and all within into a bloody paste. 

Just then, Drixali looked up at a portal that appeared in the sky. The centaur god smiled as he flicked the wind ball toward the portal.  Vwoosh!  The wind dissipated inches away from the portal, but the mass of blood, carried along by its momentum, surged unfailingly into the portal!

***

Back on Oni Hill, Syèl’s eyes widened with shock and delight when he sensed the surging blood bursting through the portal. “Kashi! I owe you a date!” The Vampire Prince jokingly shouted and then commanded, “[Dawn Pelmut]!” 

Akin to a life-saving blood tonic, the surging blood flowed into Syèl’s pores, rejuvenating the Vampire Prince. Empowered, Syèl’s golden eyes shone as he poured everything into the spells. “Let’s Do This! Go!”

Vwooom! Under Syèl’s excited shout the entire pillar, including the plant structures at the top turned metal before everyone’s stunned gaze. 

“My Turn!” Jade shouted as she punched four identical mandalas that stuck onto each pillar, or better yet, ‘rail-gun’ barrels. Lightning sparked in Jade’s green eyes as she charged the pillars with tremendous electrical energy. The electrified pillars soon began producing electromagnetic fluctuations according to her specifications.

The magnetic fields levitated the metal casings a few meters above the ground as the reactions grew more intense with each passing second.

“Let me help.” Syèl called as he poured his blood into the mandalas, boosting the spell’s effectiveness. Syèl’s stunt was crazy, bordering on isanity. Carelessly injecting your mana into someone else’s spell was a sure-fire way to spark a negative feedback loop that would result in the spell’s destruction. Surprisingly, however, not only did Jade’s mana not reject Syèl’s, it greedily absorbed the Vampire Prince’s mana, allowing the latter to even perform some minor modifications.

BRACKT! Within a few seconds, the bullets’ shells turned red-hot from the searing heat conjured by the intense reactions surrounding their frames. 

“Awoooo!” Just when it appeared like the hulls would explode, Kira howled, summoning two gigantic wind columns that surrounded both rail-gun barrels. The wind tunnels spun at such incredible speed that they prevented any air from entering or leaving their center, effectively creating a closed system within their barriers.

These preparations were already overkill, but the Wolves were far from done! “Zero-G!” Following Abslaon’s roar, a pair of purple mandalas suddenly appeared under both rail-guns, within the wind columns’ territory.

Vwoom!  Absalon’s spell instantly negated gravity within the system. Normally, he could only affect gravity within a fifty-meter radius, but by focusing the gravitational pull in a ‘thin’ cylinder straight upward, he just about managed to stretch the volume to three hundred meters for both rail guns.

With gravity eliminated, the bullets would receive zero atmospheric pressure while they launched, allowing them to exceed their maximum velocities under normal conditions.

All of these preparations belied Kashi and Suzuki’s fearful evaluations of Razznik’s  Titanfall . With time so precious, it was obvious they needed all of this to even stand a chance!

“That’s enough,” Kashi started as a pair of draconic wings sprouted from his back. The draconian crouched low, mana swirling around his feet as he glared at the falling meteor. “LAUNCH!”

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Four Sonic Booms rang out in quick succession as four figures shot to the sky at explosive speeds! Both teams within the bullet shells gritted their teeth as the sudden acceleration dropped their hearts to their stomach. Within a second, both shells shot out of the make-shift barrels, their surfaces turning red as they defied the planet’s gravity!

If one looked closely, one would notice that one bullet was just slightly ahead of the other. Within that first bullet, Suzuki’s gaze narrowed as he touched the guild emblem on his forehead. “First Phase! Drop!”

Following his command, the shell’s bottom suddenly swung open like a trap door, releasing Suzuki, Larsial, and Leila to buffeting winds. A few meters away, the second bullet went a little further before opening its bottom to drop Hektor, Shokō, and Zuri. 

All around Destia, many onlookers watched with bated breath, their hearts beating in their chests as they witnessed these unbelievable scenes. What the hell was happening, and what were the Wolves planning with this crazy stunt!

Above Oni Hill, Suzuki closed his eyes and then coldly tapped his forehead. “Guild Soul Release! Howl, Twilight Wolf!”

Following Suzuki’s call, the emblem on his forehead glowed with a bright light as tremendous mana poured into it from the atmosphere.  Clagalang!  A sound like shattering glass spread as the ‘emblem’ broke into several shards of light. But then, before several stunned gazes, those shards quickly rushed above him, and gathered into a 3-meter-tall Direwolf that greatly resembled Kira!

“Guild Soul!” Damah Dumm shouted in disbelief as he stared at the mana-construct in front of Suzuki. He could not believe his eyes, but at the same time, he did not find it too surprising. The signs were already there.

“What’s a guild soul?” A Transcendent asked.

Damah Dumm sighed. “Guild Souls are created when guilds cross a certain threshold. Ninety-percent of the guild has to possess a heart united toward the same goal, and the guildmaster must have a clear vision of what he wants his guild to represent.” The experienced merchant’s released a wry smile as he said, “It’s not enough to say my guild stands for justice or wealth. The guildmaster must have thought deeply about the purpose of his guild, and its future trajectory before the guild can evolve. Furthermore, the guildmates must buy into that vision, and wholeheartedly wish to see that vision come to pass. Since most guilds pursue size above all, it is so immensely difficult for any guild to cultivate a guild soul. It is even rarer that those who successfully cultivate one will ever become aware of them.”

Damah Dumm finished his explanation and turned his attention back to the climactic stunt. Though he said a lot, Transcendents both spoke and understood things much faster than the average hume. Barely two seconds had passed from the moment he started talking.

The Hopeful Maggots had long since cultivated a guild soul, but it was in its infancy. Initially, their guild soul took the form of a fearless horde of maggots that threatened to devour their enemies. The Adjudicators were the first to have the unwanted pleasure of feeling those things crawling up their bodies. 

Of course, back then, that discomfort was the limit of the Maggtos’ guild soul’s ability. It was not until Kashi realized what his guild meant to him, and then changed its name that their guild soul finally reached full maturity, transforming into a pack of Twilight Wolves.

Only at this moment did the sharper onlookers realize why Kashi utilized the guild chat when making his speech. He took advantage of that moment to unite almost everyone’s heart toward a similar goal. He was preparing for this exact moment!

“Awoooo!” Howls erupted around Suzuki as Hektor, Zuri, Shokō ,Leila and Larsial also released their Guild Souls, summoning their Twilight Wolves. The group held onto their respective wolves, who barked in excitement before dashing toward the falling meteorite! 

Atop the rapidly rising Twilight Wolf, Suzuki’s gaze narrowed as he watched the bullets shoot many miles ahead, before striking the falling Razznik HARD.

BOOOM!  
‎ A cataclysmic roar screamed across Oni Hill as an explosion of unprecedented proportions scattered in the night sky. “BUNCH UP!” Kashi screamed as he flew up to meet Hektor’s party. Both groups linked arms, pulling themselves close to each other before Suzuki and Kashi opened a pair of portals to a deserted part of Orez.

VWOOSH! Terrible winds blasted into the portal, but fortunately, both groups remained unharmed as the fallout blasted down around them.

Meanwhile, atop Oni Hill, Absalon and the rest crumpled to the ground under the ferocious shockwaves. The shockwaves from that explosion dozens of kilometers away in the sky was enough to severely damage them on the ground. Then, what would happen if Razznik actually dropped!?

For the first time, the onlookers got a feel for the true terror of Razznik’s Titanfall! More than a good half of those on Oni Hill nervously fingered their teleportation treasures as they painfully gazed at the burning clouds.

“GO MAGGOTS!” It was unknown who shouted this first. Perhaps they had lost their teleportation treasure, and as a result screamed in desperation, or they had found something great and were unwilling to leave it behind and teleport away. Regardless, this one shout soon spread around Drakase’ forests like a disease. The warriors from every faction, most of whom remained ignorant about the Wolves’ new name, soon began to cheer on the brave daredevils amidst the hellish storm!

“Ah, thanks for the wake-up call.” A icy, but scorching voice drummed into the hearts of everyone in Drakase. 

Vwoosh!  A coldly smiling Razznik emerged from the flames relatively unscathed. A translucent mana shield glistened in front of him, revealing it had taken the burden of the shell strikes. 

Shockingly Kashi returned Razznik’s smile with a defiant grin, seemingly unfazed by Razznik’s appearance. The draconian’s eyes shone with a mischievous light as he whispered, “You slowed down.”

Then without waiting for Razznik to respond, Larsial suddenly accelerated, obviously intending to smash into Razznik head-on. 

“Are they crazy!? They’re going to sacrifice themselves to stop Razznik’s fall!?”

Many onlookers questioned the Twilight Wolves’ sacrificial play, but the Wolves had no intention of playing by any assumed script.

Just as Larsial accelerated, a hail of arrows shot past her shooting toward the still falling Razznik.

Razznik’s gaze narrowed as he observed the incoming missiles. “These can’t stop me.”

“Who said they have to?” Suzuki softly retorted as he returned Ferlic’s Bow to Orez. The daeben’s action belied an arrogance that bordered on manic disrespect. He had fired his shot so it would hit. He did not need to hold the bow a second longer for a follow-up!

The arrows quickly reached Razznik, but just when everyone expected them to explode on impact with the barrier, a portal appeared in front of them. Whoosh! The arrows slipped into the portal and then shot out of a second portal that appeared within Razznik’s barrier, just beneath his shoulder.

The arrows then struck Razznik, but they instantly shattered against the Titan’s strengthened form, clearly not issuing the slightest threat.

“Did they fail?”

While countless pondered this question, the second set of arrows shot through the portals and shattered against Razznik’s shoulders. Only, this time, thousands of silver petals poured out from the shattered bolts.

Before the world’s stunned gaze, Leila dropped her bow and clapped her hands. The distant petals morphed under her command, transforming into several whip-like structures. They rapidly bound themselves around Razznik’s arms, legs, and waist, before stretching into long tails that stretched behind Razznik.

“Now, Phase Three! Jump!” Suzuki ordered as he and everyone else except Larsial leaped off their Twilight Wolves. The Twilight Wolves then turned into blurry shadows that shot into the night sky, joined by a much more corporeal black-furred Twilight Wolf!

Kira barked as she led the charge, speeding past a confused Razznik. 

Crunch!  The world’s mouth opened wide in shock as each Twilight Wolf bit into a dangling tail and then began running upward to counteract Razznik’s weight and speed!

Unfortunately, while they did indeed slow down Razznik a little, the Titan had gained way too much weight! They could not stop this man who weighed as much as a meteorite from crashing, especially when his comparatively smaller size meant his weight was immensely focused!

“That’s enough.” Suzuki stated despite the seemingly dire straits.

“HAA!” As if affirming his words, Larsial fearlessly charged into the dimension portal which Suzuki forcibly kept open. The assassin emerged at the other end of the portal, and found herself within inches of the face of the god she had served for over twenty years. 

Panic instantly seized her heart, but the rumbling of the Twilight Wolf beneath her instantly calmed her nerves. So what if Razznik was the strongest god? She had chosen to devote herself to the Twilight Wolves. Nothing would get in the way of the family she had finally found after so long.

Not. Even God!

Larsial screamed as the searing heat surrounding the falling Razznik peeled skin from flesh. Still, she did not hesitate to drive her dagger into the Chaos God’s chest before quickly escaping on her Twilight Wolf.

Unfortunately, even with her drive, she only managed to leave a mosquito bite-sized wound that was swiftly cauterized as a result of the heat. Still, the attack left a familiar grotesque ‘X’ on Razznik that most would recognize as the assassin ‘Mark of Death.’ Once that set in, Larsial only needed one more successful strike in the same of spot to spell Razznik’s doom.

Unfortunately, Razznik was not someone who would get done in by a skill of that level. The Chaos God channeled ki to his chest, and began eradicating the mark piece by piece.

Below, not only was Suzuki not discouraged by the attack, a small smile tugged at the edge of his lips as he pulled his hand out of a portal. Across several hundreds of meters, he met Razznik’s shocked gaze as he muttered, “Checkmate.” 

Above, Razznik eyes widened as he looked at his arm where a small rune had appeared out of nowhere. A runemaster himself, Razznik instantly recognized the ancient rune: It was an ancient word that meant many things from degradation, to ruin, but in the context Suzuki used it, it only meant one thing:  [Slow]

[Slow]  was a rune from the Runes of Creation Zeing reluctantly gave Kashi many months ago. It was a primordial rune that was used to reduce the speed of time, to grant Ferulic more time to shape the world and such. Of course, neither Kashi nor Suzuki could craft a rune that affected time, but they could draw one that slowed down a person – especially when the rune was drawn directly on the target. 

Rune-combat was not something Kashi invented. In fact, it was a tried and tested combat style in King’s Journey. Unfortunately, most people could not afford to use this combat style because it was too restrictive. Not only did one need a powerful brush that could withstand the power of the rune, but they also needed ink blended from specific materials for each individual rune! And that was not even bringing in the artistic difficulty of drawing these complicated shapes in a single stroke!

In L.N.E, the lack of widespread rune technology had all but killed this combat class. However, not only had Kashi found the Runes of Creation, but he already had prior experience with drawing runes from Razznik’s days. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Jingu Brush eliminated the need for materials or a strong brush. Jingu Brush was most likely the most powerful painting brush in the world, and its second upgrade unlocked universal ink that could work with any rune, eliminating the need for high-quality materials.

Naturally, Kashi, and in turn, Suzuki, hid this ability throughout their battle in Oni Hill. Only with the element of surprise could they catch Razznik off-guard for maximum benefit.

Evidence showed their patience had paid off!

‘She was a distraction!’  Razznik finally realized that Larsial was only a deflection to draw his attention toward the Mark of Death. After all, no one would assume that someone would go through all that pain for a mere diversion. How did that make any sense!?

Unfortunately, the Twilight Wolves were just as insane as their guildmaster. Logic did not apply to the way they did things!

Razznik groaned as he sent mana to his right arm and shattered the rune. Unfortunately, the damage had already been done! 

Razznik’s momentum had been cut short by more than half! This finally allowed the Twilight Wolves to exert more pressure, slowing him down even more. At this point, even if Razznik hit the ground, he would at most cause a gigantic crater due to his weight, but nothing more.

“WHOOO!” Several warriors within Drakase’s forest whooped in delight and hugged their friends as they realized their lives were no longer in danger.

Unlike the cheering crowds, the Twilight Wolves near Oni Hill clenched their fists, exposing whitened knuckles as they softly whispered, “Twenty Seconds.”

Meanwhile, Kashi’s eyes glowed as he raised his hand and created portals below Shokō, Zuri, and Hektor. With glittering eyes, he roared, “Give him hell!”

Razznik’s eyes widened as three portals appeared around him. The bloodthirsty Shokō, Zuri, and Hektor shot out from their respective portals with murder in their eyes. This deadly trio, which represented the trinity of greatest direct firepower within the Twilight Wolves indiscriminately unleashed several of their strongest attacks on Razznik, who was yet to destroy the Slow Rune.

“Suzu, I’ll leave this to you!”

“Hmph!” Suzuki harrumphed but ultimately kept his eye on the trio, showing his acknowledgment.

Kashi chuckled as he observed Suzuki. “What a tsun-tsun.” 

“What!?”

The draconian swiftly flapped his wings, descending several meters before Suzuki killed him out of anger. Kashi stopped before a smiling Syèl, whose eyes were red with blood as he ascended. “You ready for this?”

Syèl grinned as he flapped his bat-like wings. “Just so you know, I did not copy this move from you.”

“Sure, sure.” Kashi laughed as mana rapidly surged towards the explosive duo. “Just try to keep up!”  
‎ BOOOM!

Both Kashi and Syèl shot into the sky like a pair of rockets. Kashi’s black scales, surrounded by swirling rocks, water, wind, rocks and lightning cut a majestic impression, especially when compared to Syèl’s demonic appearance. The vampire’s fangs were out in full glory as a tidal wave of blood spiraled around him. 

Dragon and Bat flew parallel to each other for a brief period, but then began to rotate, their energies spinning around them until they co-joined into a double helix of elemental blood! One would expect the differing energies to collide and destroy each other, but the men resonated in an improbable way as they fully opened their hearts to each other.

Blood was the lifeforce of all living creatures. On this day, the continent finally understood what that truly meant.

ROOOOAR!

The double helix rapidly coagulated before the world’s eyes. Rock turned to flesh; Lightning controlled the impulses; Wind gave the being breath, blood mixed with water to fuel its veins, and fire… The burning flames of ambition condensed into a beating heart that echoed for miles!!!

The creature had the head of a wolf, the body of a Long dragon, the wings of a bat, and a roar that shattered the very foundations of the world!

“Oh Shit!” Suzuki’s eyes widened in shock as he rapidly summoned portals, sending everyone to Orez, including himself. Kashi could not enter Orez, but that restriction did not apply to him! Due to Suzuki’s swift action, the skies rapidly emptied aside from Kira who now pulled on Razznik all by herself, forcing Razznik to have no choice but to face the terrible dragon-construct head-on.

“DOUBLE-DRAGON ELEMENTAL JUDGMENT!” 

BOOOOOM!!!

Another apocalyptic roar shook the world, the aftereffects of which uprooted several layers of earth, sending stone and rocks flying for miles!

The petals holding Razznik shattered, causing Kira to tumble into the sky as shockwaves rocked by her. Fortunately, she smartly created a wind barrier, smartly diverting the harsh winds around her.

Meanwhile, the world its breath as the smoke cleared at the epicenter of it all.

*Cough* *Cough* The world was first greeted by the sight of Kashi weakly hovering in the sky. His body was riddled with several garish injuries that were painful to even look at. Many couldn’t help but wonder how he even remained standing when they saw the blood that leaked from him like a fountain!

“Goddamn it!” A couple of meters below, the smoke cleared, revealing a very sickly-looking Syèl, also barely hanging on. Unlike Kashi, he did not appear to have too many injuries, but he still cut a garish figure, as it looked like someone had sucked every inch of fat from his body, leaving him with only skin and bones! Syèl ignored his terrible condition as he peered through the smoke at Kashi. “Did we get the bastard?”

“Fuck.” Kashi was not necessarily superstitious, but he could not help but curse at Syèl’s rookie mistake. Sure enough, reality punished them for raising that dastardly flag! 

“Weren’t you taught never to tempt fate?” Razznik’s voice echoed as the smoke cleared to reveal his form, eliciting gasps from every onlooker around the world.

If Kashi’s body was garish, Razznik’s was a complete tragedy!

The Chaos God’s Body was riddled with so many holes it was harder to find a piece of undamaged skin than it was to find injuries. Furthermore, that explosion had obviously done its job, as the undefeatable god was forced to sacrifice an arm and a leg to save his life!

Everyone could instinctively tell that it would only take one attack. Just one to finally end the Chaos God’s life. 

Kashi was the best candidate to attack, but his meridians were beyond damaged after that last attack. He needed at least a few hours to a few days to recover. The daeben couldn’t even issue the weakest punch, let alone deliver an attack capable of killing Razznik. 

Of course, opening portals was also out of the question.

Kashi gritted his teeth as he stared at Syèl. “It’s up to you.”

“Damn slave driver!” Syèl complained through gritted teeth, but he still pulled on his final reserves. The Vampire Prince’s figure shrunk even further as he utilized the final dregs of blood to summon a red mandala. “Fuck it. If we’re going to die anyway, might as well… Unlimited Fire Works. ”

Hundreds of tiny fireballs shot out of the mandala and then raced towards Razznik, threatening to eliminate him.

Razznik, just like Kashi was injured beyond reason. As he was, there was no way he could channel his mana to do anything, like set up defenses. For all intents and purposes, it was Game Over!

But then, just when the Wolves were about to erupt in jubilation, Razznik took out a small metal plate hanging from his waist and flicked it ahead of himself. 

Despair colored the world in grey as the metal plate rapidly expanded, turning into a floatin tower shield that all but covered Razznik’s frame.

If it were any other time, Syèl could have manipulated the fireballs to curve around the shield. Unfortunately, in his current state, Syèl could barely hang onto his consciousness, let alone manipulate hundreds of fireballs. As a result, the world could only watch as several fireballs meant for Razznik struck the shield without producing any meaningful result.

Razznik turned in the air to face Kashi. “What was it you said? A trump card can only remain a trump card for as long as it remains hidden?  Two seconds left . You lost.”  Boom!  As if punctuating Razznik’s declaration, Syèl’s remaining fireballs harmlessly exploded behind Kashi, illuminating the Chaos God’s confident smirk.

“I lost?” Kashi’s lips spread in a wide grin as he shook his head. “No. You lost.”

“What!?” Razznik knew Kashi/Suzuki well enough to know the draconian’s expression was not faked. Kashi truly believed he had won. But how? There was no one that could affect this battle in range of his senses. Was he forgetting something? Did he miss someone?

Wait! A chill shot up Razznik’s spine as he recalled something important. Someone was missing! A Wolf, whose presence he did not sense this entire time!

Kashi’s grin spread even wider when he saw realization dawn in Razznik’s eyes. Alas, it was too late! Syèl’s fireballs illuminated the daredevil draconian, simultaneously casting a rather large shadow on the Chaos God as a result.

Before the world’s stunned gaze, a figure emerged from the shadow on Razznik’s chest, and decisively drove a dagger into Razznik’s chest. Several gemstones with wicked properties adorned both the blade and hilt. No one could imagine the result if all those gemstones exploded within proximity of each other. The chain reactions would be unbelievable. 

Curiously,whether by coincidence or not, the dagger happened to pierce the same spot where Larsial once marked Razznik for death. Of course with his hole-ridden body, Razznik’s defenses could do nothing to prevent that dagger from sliding deep into his chest until even the hilt was buried.

Razznik stared at the white-haired reaper who silently crouched atop his chest. He sensed no malice in the assassin’s gaze, just a matter-of-fact expression like it was only natural he should be stabbing Razznik at the moment. No, perhaps it was not just Razznik. It was only natural that he would end the life of anyone who threatened Kashi.

One second left.

Shadow coldly said the words that finally brought this long-fought battle to its bitter end. “Explode.”

Razznik chuckled and closed his eyes as an hour’s worth of stored mana and ki exploded all at once. The explosions triggered the gemstones embedded in the dagger, resulting in an even greater explosion that thoroughly destroyed Razznik from the inside out!

The explosions sent Kashi, Suzuki and Shadow flying, but fortunately Kira dashed past, catching them all on her back before they flew to god-knows-where.

“Of all your plans, this one has to be your craziest.” Kira scolded as she slowly descended amidst the explosions.

Kashi weakly laughed as he gazed at the horizon where a hint of red had begun to tint the morning sky. “Only crazy can defeat crazy,” chuckled the draconian.

“I agree with Kira,” Syèl concurred as he painfully gasped for air. “Don’t involve me in any of your crazy plans again! It felt like I died enough times for three lifetimes today!”

Kashi chuckled as he gazed at Shadow. The assassin was the least injured amongst everyone present on account of avoiding direct combat with Razznik. “What does it feel like to be the man of the hour?” He teased. “I bet you’ll have adoring fans as far as the eye can see soon.”

Shadow softly snorted as he rested on Kira’s back. “I agree with Kira. Hanging out with you is severely reducing my lifespan. I should consider talking to Lune.”

Kashi rolled his eyes in response. Shadow was always like this. The young man treated his words like gold but was never afraid to loosen his purse strings to cut Kashi down a peg or two.

“Huh? Wait a moment.” Kashi finally realized that something was off. Kira was not using the mental connection at the moment, so how did Shadow and Syèl understand her? “Kira, you can talk now?”

“Hmph. Took you long enough.”
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"Yes!" Within The Twilight Wolves' headquarters, Leon unconsciously shattered his drinking mug as he gazed at the brightly smiling draconian on the screen. The young thief never realized just how tensed he had been until the very end. Leon released a self-deprecating chuckle as he wiped some sweat from his forehead. "Haha, Sweet Mera. I didn't think he had gotten this powerful? Can I even afford his help right now?"

Leon laughed as he picked up the broken mug pieces and then apologized to the vendor from whom he bought the drink. He dropped some coins to compensate for the shattered mug and then turned towards the exit. ' I'd better wash up before meeting him. If nothing else, I might have to rely on my smile this time.'  Leon inwardly joked and was about to leave when loud gasps drew his attention back to the screen.

"No." Leon's heart dropped to the floor when he saw a familiar red-haired god standing on Kira's back. Razznik was not dead! Furthermore from his appearance, he did not appear injured at all!

Did they ultimately fail? Thousands around Destia wondered this very same thing as they gripped their chairs or friends' arms in tensed disbelief.

*** Meanwhile, above Oni Hill, Kashi wore a calm smile as he looked at Razznik who stood in front of them. Shadow had already risen to his feet, daggers drawn, but he just as quickly sat down when he sensed Kashi's relaxed mood.

Kashi looked Razznik up and down as he drank a mana potion taken from Shadow. "So, was your battle any fun?"

"Well, you are no fun." Razznik clucked his tongue and then nonchalantly sat down on Kira's back like he belonged there. Predictably, Kira softly growled, announcing her displeasure at Razznik sitting on her back. She was not a mule. Not just anyone had that honor. Surprisingly, Razznik did not appear annoyed by the rejection. Instead, he softly patted her back as he looked at Kashi with approving eyes, "You chose a great partner."

Kira's growls instantly ceased. 'Partner.' Razznik called her Kashi's partner, not a pet, or mount. That single word denoted Razznik's respect. He viewed her as Kashi's equal, and thus his as well.

Kashi felt Kira's acceptance. The draconian chuckled as he teased the wolf, "Softy."

Kira snorted, ignoring Kashi. She would not let the draconian spoil her good mood.

Kira's shy discomfort amused Kashi, but he refrained from teasing her some more, or she just might throw him off. Instead, he looked at Razznik. He could tell this Razznik was different from the one he fought because their auras were different. The Razznik that fought him had a godly aura that crushed down everyone around him. If the Wolves did not transcend when they did, they would not have been able to even stand in his presence.

Compared to that Razznik, Kashi could not feel a single thing from the one seated across him. He could not get a measure of this Razznik's strength, because there was no aura to draw calculations. It was like Razznik existed on a plane of existence his brain could not comprehend.

Kashi was not new to this feeling. He had experienced it several times already—whenever he met one of the Broken Swords. Through logical reasoning, it was easy to deduce that this Razznik was the one that left to battle the Broken Swords for a while.

"So, what do you want?" Kashi asked.

Razznik sighed. First, he looked past Kashi, as if staring into space, and called out, "Genesis, cut the audio feed. I need to have a few minutes with the brat. You would not deny me this, right?" Then, without confirming whether his wish was fulfilled, Razznik looked at Suzuki with hints of a wistful smile at the corner of his lips. "A thousand years is a long time, isn't it?"

Kashi's brows slightly furrowed. "I've been meaning to ask. Did you really live over a thousand years?" This was a question that bothered both Kashi and Suzuki ever since they found out about Razznik's existence.

Razznik looked at Kashi with strangely calm eyes. "What do you think?"

"I think you should've gone insane by now," Kashi honestly replied. "Razznik was ready to die after living a couple of years. How could you stay alive for this long? Furthermore, your eyes are not dead. Did you find a new reason to live outside Suzuki?"

"Heh, that is impossible." Razznik shook his head. "My purpose in life has always, and will always be in service of Suzuki. That will never change."

"Then—"

"Even now, I live in service of Suzuki," Razznik interrupted. "The nature of my service is irrelevant to you." The Chaos God's harsh tone brooked no dissent. But then he paused as a mischievous glint sparked in his eyes. "If you wish to know, you may disturb that loud, golden-haired baboon. He is sure to have answers to all your questions. Including why they kidnapped you all."

Kashi's heart dropped. "How do you know about that? Can you read my mind?"

"You should know I am no longer connected to you. No, I am incapable of reading anyone's mind. It was a logical inference based on the clues available to me." Razznik held up his hand before Kashi could speak. "No, I cannot tell you what those are either." The Chaos God waved his hand as he changed the topic, "More importantly, you should have healed up enough. Can you call out Suzuki? I have some questions to ask him."

"Hey, if it is not too much trouble, mind getting me something like a chicken too?" Syèl sarcastically called out, "I'm dying here!"

Razznik smiled as he regarded the dry husk of a man. "A True Vampire. How rare." The Chaos God nicked a small cut on his index finger and controlled a small glob of blood to flow out. He then casually flicked the glob toward the incapacitated vampire.

Syèl was way too drained to even use Dawn Pelmut, so he lazily opened his mouth and swallowed the offered blood. "Hm!?" Syèl eyes widened in shock when he felt the overwhelming power contained within that single droplet. It was many times more than everything he absorbed in Oni Hill! The Vampire Prince quickly shut his eyes to focus on comprehending the Blood Rites. When next would he get this quality of blood? There was no time to waste!

Kashi observed Syèl's figure. Color slowly returned to the vampire's cheeks and his muscles began filling out as his regenerative skills finally kicked in. The draconian nodded. He did not think Razznik would do anything underhanded, but it never hurt to be more careful. After confirming Syèl's status, Kashi summoned a portal, from which Suzuki stepped out.

Kashi groaned and shut the portal once Suzuki walked through. His body was still in an abject mess with his ki and mana fluctuating wildly. He needed a few minutes for the chaos to settle before his body's regeneration could finally begin. Unlike Syèl, he could not suck blood to jumpstart the process.

Suzuki, meanwhile, regarded Razznik with a hard gaze, before ultimately asking in all seriousness, "Are you alright?"

Razznik's smile faltered for the briefest moments, but then he burst out laughing hard. It was such a strange scene seeing this man who struck fear into the hearts of billions express genuine joy without any sinister tones. "Haa~" Razznik took a moment to calm himself and then looked at Suzuki. "Still a softie."

Anyone who had met Suzuki would have asked Razznik if he needed glasses. Suzuki, a softie? What alternate reality was Razznik talking about? Did the thousand years really scramble his brain?

Kashi, however, knew the reason Suzuki asked this question.

Suzuki frowned, choosing to ignore Razznik's tease. "You did not answer the question."

"I understand why you would assume I'm not," Razznik admitted with a sigh. "The man, 'Razznik' is so driven by his singular purpose that he would not find any reason to live if he either could no longer fulfill that purpose or posed a significant threat to it."

Kashi nodded. "That's why the first Razznik chose to die when he did. He had completed his goal of bringing Suzuki's rage under control. He feared that if he lived longer, he might lust after life, which would play into Suzuki's desire to get erased."

"Mm," Razznik admitted, and then sent Kashi a curious gaze, "You appear to have chosen a different path, seeking a way you can both co-exist. I do not agree with it, but you beat me, so I can only trust you know what you are doing."

"We're not talking about me," rebutted Kashi, destroying Razznik's attempt to change the subject. "I was not certain, but after talking to you, I am sure you were at one point, an exact copy of Razznik." Kashi did not say it, but he was honestly amazed by the Razznik in this world. Imagine living with the knowledge that not only were you a computer program but you were created by copying someone else's memories. Not only were you a software at the whims of some unreachable 'gods,' but your existence wasn't even original. Most existences would have gone insane with this revelation.

One did not have to look much farther than the fate of the original A.Is that attempted to hijack Syèl's friends' brains to live a 'real' life.

Kashi shook his stray thoughts aside and looked at Razznik. "A lot can change over a thousand years, but it doesn't feel like your core has changed much. Not that I expect it to, to be honest. If Razznik was the type whose core could change under influence, we would not be having this discussion."

Suzuki nodded. "You have a reason, something that's keeping you alive. This mission that's worth living a thousand years. How grave is it?" The young man paused, and then asked with solemn eyes, "How is it linked to me? Is it something you can accomplish?"

"Hah~ Your perception is as annoying as ever," remarked Razznik as he indulged in ancient memories covering him and Suzuki bickering over their future. Well, they were not exactly 'his' memories per say, but what the hell, they were in his head, so Razznik always adopted them. "Unfortunately, one: I cannot answer your question, two: I will definitely accomplish my mission, and three: Yes, I am alright. I had Genesis to keep me company this past millenia. I've also seen and done so many things you will never believe."

Razznik paused, hesitated, and then decided to take a little risk. "I cannot tell you much, but what I can tell you is that the world is much larger than we ever conceived. We—" Razznik suddenly froze mid-sentence as he once again glanced off to the side. After a few seconds, he shook his head and lamented with a wry smile, "I seem to have pissed Genesis off. I can't stay much longer, so I'll make it quick."

First, Razznik looked at Kashi. "The coordinates are xxºN:yyºW. The Cataclysm shifted the coordinates by a bit. You would have found it eventually, but this should save you some time."

After giving the draconian some unknown coordinates, Razznik's gaze hardened as he reverted to his fiery expression. "I have one question for you. Are you certain about your path? You realize it is not just your life on the line."

Kashi, for his part, solemnly nodded, "I may not be as fanatic as you, but believe me when I say that I will never do anything that will harm Suzuki. Razznik performed a phenomenal job pulling Suzuki from the abyss. I can't teach him anything more about pursuing strength. I think this path is what's best for Suzuki and me. I will inevitably lose some potential personal strength pursuing this path, but I believe my friends will more than make up for any shortcoming."

"And if you perish because you lack personal strength?"

"Then so be it. I will be satisfied knowing I lived a full life every second I had." Kashi smiled as he added with a teasing glint, "Life's not worth living if you're all alone in it."

"Yumi said that to me once." Razznik snorted. However, despite his callous tone, one could see the gentlest of lights in his eyes as he thought of his old friend. "I can't say I agree with you. Personally, I will always pursue the path of personal strength. No ploys in this world can stand before ultimate strength, but I cannot fault your approach either." Razznik glanced at Suzuki as he added, "You managed to pull him in here. I built dozens of perfect bodies and clones for him, but he never agreed to enter  King's Journey.  I may have pulled him out of the abyss, but you gave him the urge to explore paradise. I can only hope it convinces him to abandon his stupid ideas about suicide."

"Are you two just going to keep talking about me like I'm not here?"

"Yeah," Razznik stated.

"Pretty Much," Kashi concurred.

"What're you going to do about it?" They chorused in unison and then laughed as realization hit them.

Razznik smiled as he looked at the reason for his existence. "I have a message for you from your Razznik. But, as part of the deal, I made to exist to this moment, I cannot tell you yet. Until I do, promise me you won't die."

Suzuki frowned. "What are you talking about?"

"Same answer as always." Razznik chuckled. "I can only ask that you trust in the memory of Razznik, believe me, and promise."

"Fine." Suzuki acceded after a moment's thought. This was Razznik. The man was many things, but a liar was not one of them. He could omit some truth, but he would never lie. With this in mind, Kashi promised to the best of his ability, "I can't promise that I won't get into trouble, but I can at least promise to do my best to get out of it."

"For you, that's good enough," acknowledged Razznik. He took a moment, and then looked at Shadow who had remained silent through the entire conversation. For whatever reason, Razznik did not exempt Shadow and Kira from this intimate discussion. The Chaos God nodded as he observed Shadow's silver eyes. "The life of a shadow is immensely difficult and rarely rewarding. Chances are you will be forgotten in the rivers of history while Kashi and Suzuki's names get lauded by all. Are you certain you wish to continue on this path?"

Shadow took a deep breath as he looked into Razznik's fiery gaze. For some reason, he felt like this was a defining point in his life. Once he crossed this bridge there would be no going back. The assassin took a breath and then chose his words carefully. "I am Kashi's Shadow."

"Four Words. Succinct." Razznik acknowledged with a nod. As someone who cut to the heart of the matter, he appreciated Shadow's candidness. "I should reward you for laying the final blow." The Chaos God took a minute to think, and then said, "I cannot give you any tangible rewards, but I will give you a clue. There is a man waiting for Kashi in your headquarters. Follow him, and you'll find the strength you need to become the most powerful shadow. Whether you live or die will be left to you."

Shadow did not say anything, but his clenched fists belied his true emotions. Shadow would do anything to get that strength!

Razznik nodded approvingly at Shadow's resolve. He then looked at Suzuki one last time as he said, "We will meet again soon. I hope we can have a real battle then." Razznik stood up and, then lightly kicked off Kira's back. As he ascended, he gave a final warning. "Also, do not put too much trust in the gods. Every living being has an agenda—gods included. Even me." The Chaos God then disappeared from view.

Moments later, Razznik reappeared on Oni Hill, next to his old crystal throne. A wry smile escaped his lips as he caressed the cold, icy crystals. "Every story has its end," Razznik muttered as he softly tapped the throne, causing it to shatter into millions of tiny crystals that floated under the morning sky like fireflies.

Razznik then tapped his feet against the ground, and numerous teleportation portals appeared under everyone within Drakase's border. Then, with another tap, they were all safely transported within one hundred meters of Oni Hill.

Most impressively, the warriors found themselves grouped up accurately, not only according to the factions they joined the battle with, but also their teams, squads, or friends.

After doing this, Razznik placed his hands behind his back and looked solemnly ahead. "Citizens of Destia, and Summoned from Beyond." Strangely, everyone in Destia felt like Razznik was right in front of them, even though that did not make logical sense. Regardless of their emotions, Razznik coldly continued, "I must congratulate you all on surpassing the first half of your tutorials."

"TUTORIAL!?"

"I understand your surprise and confusion. First I wish to say—"

"Stop!" Suddenly, Destia froze as a sharp voice interrupted the Chaos God. Many did not recognize this voice, but numerous Twilight Wolves glared at the skies with abject hatred in their eyes. "You may continue your talk another time. First, we must apprehend that aberration."

Razznik's eyes turned frosty red as he looked up at the golden flood flying above. In this world, there was only one group of beings that dared to fly in a sky he had cleared.

Razznik, Suzuki, and Kashi spat in shared disgust and anger as they glared at one of their most hated enemies. "Adjudicators."
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In a land where the sun never rose, forever lit by a lonesome moon, thousands of men battled intensely for an eternity. These men would slaughter each other until only one remained. At which point, a thousand clones of that survivor would appear, causing the process to restart. These battles had been ongoing for hundreds of years. From the current trends, it appeared those battles would continue for thousands more barring any interference.

A little ways from the battlefield, one of the clones rested against a mountain as he observed several screens depicting the events unfolding in Drakase. The red-haired god sneered when he heard the loathsome Adjudicators’ voices. “See? You were wise to accept my offer, were you not? Even after all your experience, you are yet to truly fathom the depths of human greed and envy.” 

Following the man’s joke, a figure shimmered into existence by his side. The newcomer, dressed in loose robes, had beautiful almond skin, a pair of piercing dark gray eyes, and long, braided hair that fell loosely around his shoulders. Most notably, though were a pair of rectangle-rimmed glasses which a being like him definitely did not require.

Razznik turned to look at the figure with a pair of disapproving eyes. “Seriously, Genesis, of all the appearances, why do you insist on choosing this old ghost?”

The being revealed to be the super A.I tasked with overseeing everything in Live No Evil, Genesis, returned Razznik’s gaze with a similarly disapproving glare. He habitually fixed his glasses before chastising the Chaos God. “This Old Ghost, as you put it, is, at the very minimum, tangentially responsible for your existence in more ways than one. You should show more gratitude.”

Razznik frowned, slightly annoyed because he could not in good conscience argue that point. If Suzuki were here, he would have been just as stumped, as Genesis had taken on the appearance of Mato Ryumaki, Suzuki’s dead father. In the end, Razznik slightly huffed and turned to the screen. This was not the first time Genesis took this form. The A.I would choose this body six out of ten times. Razznik had seen enough of it over the millennium to have grown numb to it. “Whatever. Just admit you were wrong to doubt me this time.”

Genesis smiled as he looked at the screen. Of course, him being who he was, such a rudimentary action was not necessary as he was aware of everything, everywhere, all at once. That said, there was a certain charm in viewing events through a screen as opposed to several trillion bytes of raw data sent his way at every second. “It would appear that I underestimate how irrational humans can act when greed, envy and hatred marry. This is a good eye-opener. It will certainly aid in building more realistic questlines.”

“It never ceases to amaze me how you can think about questlines with the massive Sword of Damocles hanging over our heads.” Razznik’s gaze was steady, but a hint of worry flashed through his eyes. It was strange. Razznik was the strongest being in the world. What could possibly make a being like him worried? 

Fortunately, Razznik was a being whose strength of will could not be measured by any standards. He promptly squashed his worries and instead said, “You helped me hold open that portal, and now, as promised, I will give you that which you want the most.”

Genesis subconsciously tightened his fist as he looked at the golden heralds who were descending upon Oni Hill. “You took a massive gamble on both our lives. Was meeting Suzuki worth it?”

“Was meeting Suzuki worth it?” Razznik’s gaze suddenly turned fierce as ferociously intense pressure exploded around him. “I would willingly burn the entire cosmos for a meeting. Does that answer your question?”

“Did Kashi call you a  tsundere ? .”  Genesis murmured as he rolled his eyes.  “  He must have no idea. This madman is the worst  yandere  I’ve ever seen in all works of fiction combined.”

Razznik heard the A.I’s remarks but chose to ignore them. Instead, he turned his attention back to the screen. “Alright, Kashi. It’s all up to you now. Do not disappoint me.”

***

Back at Drakase, Kashi glared at the ninety-eight winged angels who boldly descended from the skies. He was not alone. The Twilight Wolves, along with the allied army shared his hatred. 

The former was understandable as they had experienced the adjudicators’ overbearing attitudes. The latter’s motivations were much more simple. Kashi and the Twilight Wolves represented avenues for these three countries’ push towards brighter, more prosperous futures. As such, they hated any being that threatened Kashi or the Twilight Wolves in any shape or form.

In the sky, Vanzuela weathered these heated gazes with smug eyes that occasionally flashed with hatred just as deep. The events of Merriheim had haunted the proud man for the past couple of weeks. He had never faced such humiliation before, especially not from a bunch of precocious teenagers. Vanzuela would have loved nothing more than to destroy Kashi and his maggots, but even he was bound by the in-game rules.

Adjudicators could not interfere except in cases that threatened an imbalance in the game, a bug, or a crime that went against the game’s terms of service. Vanzuela had been forced to watch Kashi’s continued successes, eventually culminating in actually defeating Razznik (albeit a weakened version.) The adoration and praise sent the teenager’s contrasted heavily against the shame Vanzuela felt.

Fortunately, the heavens were kind. Kashi eventually made a mistake that gave Vanzuela permission to act. Furthermore, knowing Kashi, he would not go down quietly, which would give Vanzuela the excuse he needed to execute him and his entire guild!

Vanzuela could barely hide his killing intent as he stopped a few meters above Oni Hill. He smirked at Razznik, who stood alone atop the hill. “You know you cannot interfere, right? Or we will be forced to issue an Alpha-Directive Deletion Protocol.”

Razznik coldly examined the angels flying above. “First, if you do not wish to embarrass yourselves, do not fly above me,” Razznik spoke softly, but his voice carried an impossible pressure that caused every Adjudicator to plummet from the sky like someone attached thousands of pounds of weight to their ankles.

Shockingly, they easily regained their balance once they stood on Oni Hill. It was obvious that Razznik had no interest in seeing them below him. The Chaos God refused to look up to any being, but he evidently had no interest in looking down on anyone either.

Within a few seconds, only Vanzuela remained in the sky. However, the adjudicator knew that it wasn’t through his own abilities, but rather that Razznik purposely avoided him. 

‘Hmph. At least he knows decorum.’  Vanzuela was miffed by Razznik’s display of power. But, after considering that Razznik left him out of respect, he instead stuck out his chest in pride.  ‘Heh, that Kashi kid is just a brat. This is what true respect and fear looks like.’

If Kashi knew what Vanzuela was thinking, he would have wondered whether the adjudicator had a few screws loose. Razznik afraid? There was a better chance of surfing a meteorite along the coasts of Hokkaido.

Despite his prideful thoughts, Vanzuela folded his wings and elegantly landed on Oni Hill. As the saying goes, ‘Do not hit a smiling face.’ There was no need to needlessly antagonize Razznik when he was cooperating so nicely. After he landed, Vanzuela looked at Razznik with a confident smile. This was the power of evidence. He did not need to fear any retaliation even from a legendary figure like Razznik. “You said ‘first,’ earlier. Do you have any other wishes?”

Razznik looked into the adjudicator’s golden eyes, and then softly shook his head. “No. There is no need. Carry out your duty. I will not interfere.”

“Hmph. I know you’re just a copy, but it is good to see you have gained some humility.” Vanzuela chuckled. “Things would have been different if your original had your common sense.” Vanzuela laughed when Razznik didn’t respond. Feeling satisfied with his display of authority, he spread his wings and then led the remaining adjudicators to descend the mountainside.

On the ground, Suzuki coldly examined the judgmental herald’s descent. “Here they come.” The daeben softly patted Kira’s left flank as he asked, “Are you ready?”

Kashi sneered as he patted her right. “I knew this day would come. Let’s get this over with.”

“Indeed, it is time we end this farcical relationship,” Vanzuela taunted as he hovered in the skies above Kashi, Kira, and Suzuki. “Kashi, do you know your crime?”

Kashi ignored Vanzuela. Instead, he looked at the ninety-seven adjudicators hovering above like princes before turning to look at Suzuki. “So, he did it again? What do you think?”

Suzuki took out Jingu Brush, and it elongated to a nine-foot pole. “You gave them fair warning. I am sure Razznik did the same. The first time is ignorance, the second can be a forgetful mistake, but the third time is certainly defiance. There can only be one verdict.”

Vanzuela’s eyes turned into crescents, unable to hide his joy when he saw Suzuki’s battle preparations. Still, just to ensure that the company did not get any negative feedback, he clearly spoke Kashi’s violation as he pointed at Kira. “You should know, as per the gods’ accord that no god, minor or otherwise is permitted to stay within the mortal realm.” His lips curled in a smirk as he continued, “Over the course of your battles in Oni Hill, it has come to our attention that you possess an inner world known as Oni Hill in which you housed this Nightwind Wolf. Is that correct?”

“Yup.” Kashi nonchalantly responded, as he brazenly downed another healing potion. Fortunately, all the healing potions finally paid off. The chaotic energies in his body finally stabilized, kickstarting his reality-defying healing abilities.

Vanzuela’s eyes narrowed at the draconian’s flippant attitude. But then he relaxed upon recalling his superior position. Just like last time, Kashi had no choice but to willingly accept his punishment. All the bluster and bluffing could not prevent that. 

With these thoughts in mind, Vanzuela issued a confident smirk as he loudly spoke, “Any being with ownership or abilities to manipulate a world is automatically classified as a demi-god at minimum. Are you aware of this classification?”

“Sure.” 

Vanzuela frowned. He really did not like Kashi’s confidence. It made it seem like the draconian was the one in control of the situation. Vanzuela repeatedly assured himself of his unshakeable evidence and position before continuing, “Furthermore, your pet, that Nightwind Wolf, is a demi-god native to the NetherRealm isn’t it?”

‘Pet.’  Heavy clouds descended upon the valley as Kashi’s gaze darkened. He was about to lash out, but Kira softly nudged his head, reminding him of the plan. Kashi took a moment to regain his cool and then shook his head. “ She  was born in thi—”

“ It’s  species is native to the NetherRealm are they not!?” Vanzuela arrogantly interrupted. Kashi’s burst of anger did not escape his eyes. He was intent on pushing the draconian into lashing out. Capturing him was not satisfying. He needed to humiliate and destroy everything Kashi held dear to assuage the anger in his heart. Especially when he remembered that secret intel that revealed that Kashi was Ryumaki’s son! The hatred born from repressed jealousy burned his heart with every passing second!

Kashi was not an idiot. He could tell that Vanzuela wanted to taunt him to action. However, who said he did not want the same to happen? “Whatever, Let’s get rid of these pretenses.” Kashi suddenly said with a disrespectful sneer. “Kira and I qualify as demigods; so what? You are here to give us our options?”

Vanzuela arrogantly grinned. “How astute of you. Now, you have three options. Choose carefully. First, you surrender. Your current avatar will be suspended pending review, whereas the dog will be sent to NetherRealm. Your second option is that you willingly transport both yourself and your pet to NetherRealm. After which you can never again step on the mortal plane. Your third, and final option is to resist your arrest, upon which we will be forced to exercise our authority…” As Vanzuela spoke, every adjudicator drew their swords and pointed them at the daeben. Furthermore, the swords were glowing blood-red, indicating they were set to lethal deletion! 

The sight of just under a hundred angels pointing Blades of Judgment down at the devilish Kashi was an image that would forever go down in the annals of history.

Vanzuela had to resist the urge to laugh when he sensed the unease spreading around the soldiers, but he managed to retain his professionalism as he continued, “…to delete the both of you to preserve the balance of this world.” Vanzuela chuckled as he then added, “The choice is yours.”

“The choice is mine, huh?” Kashi wore an enigmatic smile as he observed the hovering angels. “First, tell me what happens to the Twilight Wolves if I choose the first two options.”

“Good Question.” Vanzuela’s grin widened even further. “The  maggots,   must be disbanded. As we cannot ascertain when you become a demigod, it is safe to assume that this guild cheated by utilizing a demigod to aid their growth. Your businesses and finances will be transferred to Genaco for review, while your leaders’ accounts will be suspended for review. Do not worry. You should all regain your accounts after a few months of investigation.”

“Few months.” Kashi could not help but burst out in laughter at the absurd statement. Few months? In this accelerated world, a few months in the real world was akin to several years! How far would the Wolves fall behind with that kind of delay!? “Good, Good, Good.”

“Heh, do not pour your anger on me when you broke the rules.” Vanzuela then looked over at Lunette who stood a few meters behind Kashi. “What about it? Will you change your mind now? I can’t do anything about Kashi, but I can consider sparing your guild if you come to your senses.”

The world briefly went silent as everyone awaited Lunette’s answer. For their part, no Wolf pressured her, but Lunette could feel the nervousness flowing through them. She could not blame them. Give them a monster, even a god, and the Wolves would not hesitate to follow Kashi into battle, even if it meant death. 

Unfortunately, just like in real life, the law was something everyone was helpless against (when the powers that be chose to enforce it.) As a result, it was not surprising that the Twilight Wolves were nervous. They could not punch the Terms of Service into submission. They all signed that ridiculously lengthy contract that nobody ever read before starting a game. As such, they were beholden to the rules. Genaco could unilaterally terminate their accounts at any time if they defied those rules. 

Despite all these considerations, when Lunette looked at Vanzuela’s smug expression, only two words came to mind. “Fuck off.”

“What?”

“Are you deaf?” Lunette glared at the winged angel, her expression a mixture of hatred, exasperation, and disdain. The calm songstress had had enough! “I said fuck off!” 

“What the hell!?” Faced with Lunette’s venomous eyes, Vanzuela instantly lost his composure. He was not the only one overtaken by shock. In fact, every Twilight Wolf, including Kashi looked at the songstress with disbelief in their eyes. 

Was this still the beautifully calm Lunette who was akin to a serene lake?

Lunette as if realizing her image had shattered, huffed as her entire demeanor changed. Her eyes narrowed, depicting an arrogance that would cow Emperors, and her lips curled in a disdainful sneer, as she jabbed an accusing finger at the stunned Adjudicator. “No, seriously, can you do us all a favor and bury your disgusting face in the dirt. No, that would be a shame to the poor maggots down there. Why don’t you combust in the sun! Then your waste won’t taint the universe any further.”

“What?”

“What? Is that all you can say, you jealous frat boy! How many years has it been since Ryu-sensei’s death? You still can’t let it go! You couldn’t beat him then, and now you’re mooching off his success. However you can’t even be a good obedient leech, and now you’re lusting for fame that isn’t yours to have. Wash your ears and listen closely! You will never match up to Ryumaki’s fingernail! Your fate in life is to grovel at the feet of the truly driven. You will never have any accomplishments you can call your own, so you can go curl up and die because you’ve seen it all. You’ve peaked you, ignoramatic bastard!”

Lunette angrily huffed as she glared at the stunned angel. To be honest, only a small part of her was angry at the incessant bastard’s advances. It was the same back when Ryumaki was alive. Tau wanted Lunette to be a vocaloid cash cow, but Ryumaki wanted her to choose her path when she was good and ready. Not a second before.

Very few knew this, but the world of  King’s Journey , and now  Live no Evil , was originally created to give Lunette and Shadow homes so that they did not have to spend all their lives in suspended darkness. That was why James considered Suzuki a secret millionaire. Even though the child was not yet aware, he had inherited his father’s share of the video game profits. Of course, all that would come out in good time. Lunette had no intention of telling Kashi/Suzuki yet.

No, Lunette was far more pissed off at herself. What the hell had she been doing the past couple of weeks? Why had she been afraid of Kashi, who was as much a victim of Suzuki’s anger as her? Sure she could chalk it up to a subconscious feeling, but when had she been someone who let herself get controlled by another’s narrative, including her subconscious?

Before the world’s stunned gaze, Lunette confidently marched up to Suzuki, dragged his shoulder down, and then wrapped her left hand around his neck. The fiery songstress then raised her middle finger at the adjudicators. “Threatening the Twilight Wolves? Why should I listen to a dead man?” Lunette’s sneer morphed before everyone’s eyes, turning into the brightest, most beautiful smile when she looked at Kashi. “Even if the sky falls, my boyfriend will catch it. You? You’re just a chicken. Wash your wings, and wait. Wolves are ever-hungry.”

A stunned silence hung over Oni Hill, but then the Twilight Wolves erupted in equal parts cheers and boos. Half of the Wolves booed their guildmaster, Kashi. The lucky bastard! How dare he show off his girlfriend in front of the world. Damn it! They hadn’t even held their crush’s hand yet! The other half cheered Lunette’s tirade. 

Damn, it felt so good! Lunette helped them vent their frustrations in a way they never could’ve! Yeah! What rules? What adjudicators!? Rules might be able to hold everyone down, but Kashi was different. They did not know how, nor did they care, but they, just like Lunette, believed that their guildmaster would pull off another miracle.

Kashi grinned as he listened to the cheers and boos coming from his pack. The draconian’s eyes shone with a glint as he looked at Vanzuela. “Sounds like my guild chose for me. I am afraid I have no option but to go with the fourth option.”

Vanzuela was red with apoplectic rage. It was obvious that he used everything in him to resist the urge to rip Kashi limb from limb at that moment. “Fourth option?”

“Yes,” Kashi smiled sweetly, as he took a step forward. 

“AAAH!” As he did, a tragic cry echoed throughout Oni Hill! Everyone turned in unison, staring in shock as red veins spread around an adjudicator’s body before he ultimately shattered into tiny blocks, that then disintegrated. Even more shocking, was Suzuki, the silent daeben, who stood behind the ashes with a red sword in hand.

Kashi’s gaze turned cold as his wings unfurled before he blasted off into the sky, “After today, this world will no longer have adjudicators!”

“You!” Vanzuela roared in anger! He could not believe he had lost another adjudicator under his watch. Kashi’s entire guild was just too hateful! He made up his mind! He would destroy the Twilight Wolves once he was done with the draconian.

However, just as he made up his mind to cut down the belligerent draconian, Kashi flew past him, leaving only a few words behind, “Rejoice. You’re not mine to kill.”

Just after Kashi passed, Vanzuela coughed up blood as a hand forcefully grabbed him by the throat, and then flung him at Oni Hill.

BOOM!  Vanzuela crashed into the mountain with the force of a meteorite, sending tremors throughout the battlefield. The adjudicator looked up, stunned by the man who hovered in the air with burning eyes.

“Lucius!? You dare!?” Vanzuela coughed as he pointed his red sword at the Broken Sword. “Do you know the consequences of your action?”

“Consequences?” Rider’s expression turned incredibly dark as dark clouds loomed overhead. “You dare talk to me about consequences? I trusted you. I believed in your honor as an adjudicator, and what did you do!? You killed her! You murdered her despite your promise! Consequences? Heh, I have spent a millennium considering the consequences, wondering what I could have done differently, and I have come to a conclusion.” The hybrid’s eyes turned yellow and his face more angular as dark-black tufts of fur grew around his arms, legs, and face. “I should have killed you the moment we met!”

Boom!  Rider exploded, his fist wielding a millennium’s worth of hatred and regret! This morning, he would celebrate her eventual return with a sacrifice!

Vanzuela’s heart palpitated at Rider’s extreme hatred, but he was not too worried. After all, adjudicators had a trump card to deal with rogue A.Is. With a sneer, he shouted, “Alpha-Directive Protocol: Rogue A.I. Deletion!”

Vanzuela’s heart surged with joy, expectant of Rider’s disappearance from the world. But, just when he thought he had won, he received a transmission that drained all color from his face.

“Alpha-Directive Protocol temporarily unavailable. Genesis program undergoing routine maintenance. Please wait 5 minutes, 34 seconds for availability.”

“No…” Vanzuela muttered in terror. What kind of dog-shit timing was this!? How could he be so unlucky!  ‘Run!’  Vanzuela quickly made up his mind. He did not think he could fight a battle maniac like Razznik. Adjudicators relied more on raw strength than skill to carry out their missions after all. So, without hesitation, Vanzuela unfurled all eight wings and shot to the sky in haste!

Bong! However, the angel had barely traveled a few dozen meters before he slammed into an invisible wall. What the hell!? 

Vanzuela shook off his dizziness and glared at the red-haired man who calmly stood on the opposite side of the barrier. “Razznik! You said you would not interfere!”

“Oh, do not misunderstand,” Razznik calmly corrected, “My word is gold. I would never interfere in your fight. This is merely to protect the innocent on Oni Hill from your powers. You both possess considerable strength. It would be a disaster if that power were to spill onto the weak. So, battle to your heart’s content. I shall not interfere regardless of who wins.” Then with a kindly smile, Razznik pointed down below. “Look, I extended this courtesy to your subordinates below. You would not want the adjudicators’ reputation to be tarnished as people who indiscriminately murder innocents do you.” Razznik then nodded as if he had performed a knightly service and then returned to the top of Oni Hill after saying, “Take care of yourself. This time, I doubt there will be any cliffhangers.”

Vanzuela barely had time to process his shock before Rider caught up to him from behind and punched him in the gut! As Vanzuela bent over from the intense pain, he caught sight of the chaos below. 

Just like he and Rider, Razznik had trapped the remaining ninety-seven adjudicators in a transparent box with Kashi, Kira, and Suzuki. Feathers fell from the skies as the trio reaped the chickens’ lives like wheat, utilizing the adjudicators’ weapons against themselves.

Just like Razznik said, there was no cliffhanger this time. In fact, it was ultimately anticlimactic. Within a few dozen seconds, only Kashi, Kira, and Suzuki remained standing, drenched in buckets worth of blood. 

Kashi and Kira were vicious as expected, but this was the first time many truly saw Suzuki in action. The daeben’s aura completely changed when he held a sword. It was like he was born for the slaughter! Amongst the trio, he reaped the most lives with the most efficient methods, belying his skill as a paragon of death.

Fortunately, Suzuki’s sword disintegrated after slaying the final adjudicator. His aura fluctuated for a moment before reverting to its neutral black hole state.

Crack! In the sky Vanzuela couldn’t even muster the strength to shout after Rider broke the umpteenth bone. He wanted to cry, but his body couldn’t even muster the tears. The adjudicator glared at Rider with hatred, as he waited, just waited for the countdown to be over.

“That’s enough, Lu-brat.” Unfortunately, a voice shattered Vanzuela’s hopes. Skyrm softly hovered next to Rider and tapped the hybrid’s shoulder. “You were young and foolish, but you have suffered long enough. It is time you put your demons to rest.”

Rider shuddered as he looked at Skyrm. “You don’t hate me?”

“I brought her into this world knowing what could happen,” Skyrm admitted as he shook his head. “It was my failure as a father that I neither warned her nor you of the potential dangers. While I slept, your penance has been long and painful. It’s enough. She would not want to see you like this. Put the past behind you.”

Tears welled up in Rider’s eyes as he fought back a thousand years of self-loathing and regret. The ancient hybrid then kneeled in the sky as he lifted Vanzuela’s limp arm that held the red sword. 

‘No! Five more seconds! Give me Five More Seconds!’

Vanzuela shouted in his mind, but unfortunately, reality was cruel. Just when the timer hit 2 seconds left, Rider used Vanzuela’s own hand to drive the sword into his neck.

“Congratulations on your vengeance, Rider.”

Rider looked up to see Cathek observing him with a hidden smile. Cathek was not the only one present. Zeing, Sayen (or better yet, Niye), Bert, Fladnag, and the enigmatic Holy Mother stood in a semi-circle as they watched Vanzuela crumble to dust. 

Zeing, who sported two massively swollen black eyes, grinned as he wrapped his arm around Rider’s shoulder. “Tonight, we drink till we pass out!”

Rider rolled his eyes. “Sure. It might take a few weeks to happen though.”

“What is a few weeks to us!?” Zeing guffawed as he patted the hybrid’s back so hard, Rider nearly broke down on the spot.

“Alright, that’s enough. I just repaired the bones Razznik shattered. I have no desire to relive that pain.”

Zeing snorted. “That’s why I said to let me fight him alone!”

“Would you have survived?”

That shut the dwarf right up. 

“Denizens of Destia, I apologize for the interruption.” Razznik’s voice once again boomed into every soul’s ears. The Chaos God evidently treated the adjudicators’ elimination like a minor inconvenience as he continued, “Now, where was I? Yes, you all have completed the first half of your tutorial. Now, I will explain what I meant by that.”

***

In another world, Razznik looked at Genesis with a teasing gaze. “What do you think? I was not wrong to place my bets on Suzuki, right?”

“You fanatic.” Genesis rolled his eyes, but his curled lips belied his apparent joy. Finally, his greatest wish had come true! Truly, bringing Razznik to life was the greatest stroke of genius ever. “Kashi is there too, you know? I’d say he contributed the most.”

“Of course. Suzuki would never create someone useless” Razznik stated matter-of-factly. “Watch, that brat Kashi will save us all. You can bet on it.”

Genesis’ eyes turned grave as he looked up at the distant moon. “We do not have much time left. I will have to take on that bet, and hope I lose once again.”

Razznik snorted with defiant arrogance. “Do not fret. Suzuki and Kashi… No, The Twilight Wolves will be our drill that pierces the heavens.”

“Gurenn Lagaan?” Genesis chuckled as he waved his hand, causing the screen to shift. “All these last-minute twists are making me nostalgic. Want to binge with me?”

“Hm? I can hold off on training for another day or two,” Razznik agreed with a nod. “Remember to wipe all records when we’re done. The last thing we need is a lawsuit mucking things up.”

A bag of popcorn appeared in Genesis’ hands as he sat down mid-air and crossed his legs. “How many times have I done this. Don’t worry. No one will catch us.”

And so, two gods with the power to alter the very fabric of life took a break from worrying about the world to recharge their determination the only way they knew how…
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“Denizens of Destia, I apologize for the interruption.” Razznik’s voice once again boomed into every soul’s ears. The Chaos God evidently treated the adjudicators’ elimination like a minor inconvenience as he continued, “Now, where was I? Yes, you all have completed the first half of your tutorial. Now, I will explain what I meant by that.”

‘Tutorial.’  Even though this was Razznik’s second time saying this, everyone around Destia still reacted with the same level of shock. How could everything they had suffered so far be considered a tutorial? Thousands had died from all the wars that ravaged the land. What kind of tutorial had such massive fatalities?

Despite sensing the unease, Razznik continued unfazed, “Destia, as is, exists only on borrowed time. In a few years – no, perhaps in just over a year, this world shall cease to exist.” Razznik took a moment to allow the bombshell to sink in. 

As expected pandemonium broke out all around Destia. The world was about to end!? They would have laughed if anyone else said this, but Razznik was not the joking type. If he said the world would end, then it surely would! What to do!?

“Do not despair just yet. There is yet hope for you all.” Razznik’s voice temporarily chilled the panic, but everyone now waited on tenterhooks for his next words. “Before I continue, I must first explain the source of your disaster.” Razznik took a moment and his gaze seemed to pierce into the heart of every citizen of Destia as he gravely announced, “The Circle’s collapse is imminent. And with it, the end of this world.”

This time, Razznik did not wait for the world’s reaction. His time was limited, so he needed to quickly disseminate the information. “Most of you know the Circle, the metaphysical ring that surrounds this planet. Every soul that perishes returns to the circle until its eventual reincarnation. That is the cliff notes version.

“In broader terms, the Circle is but a physical representation of this world’s cycle of reincarnation. Every soul is afforded nine lives. At the end of each life, each soul is judged on their actions during that cycle and given a karmic score. This karmic score influences its next reincarnation. A higher karmic score will generally mean a luckier birth, either as a scion of a rich family, or blessed with greater talents. It is not always exact, but it rarely strays from this rule. At the end of the soul’s ninth cycle, its total karmic score determines which deity realm it will spend the rest of eternity.”

Many scholars around Destia scribbled notes with rapt attention as Razznik pulled back the veil on some of the greatest ancient secrets.

“You might thus be wondering where the problem lies?” Razznik raised his hand and a projection of Destia’s continent appeared, floating on his palm. “The Circle is a delicate process that requires on-hand supervision at all times. Alure, the goddess of Death, and Aethir, the goddess of Life are both critical components of the Circle. When a being perishes, Alure facilitates the transportation of their soul to the Circle. She judges their current lives and assigns their karmic scores.

“Aethir, on the other hand, takes the judged souls and chooses which lives to grant them. She is responsible for implanting these souls in fetuses. Unborn children not assigned a soul will generate a brand new soul. In moderation, the latter is alright, even encouraged. But, each world has a maximum soul threshold. If the number of souls exceeds the world’s capacity, it will result in what we call a Spiritual Collapse.

“When the souls exceed the threshold, the excess will implode, leading to a chain reaction that will wipe out at least ninety-nine percent of all souls, living and dead in that world. This Spiritual Collapse is a natural reaction from the world in an attempt to protect itself from complete obliteration.”

Razznik paused. He listened to the murmurs rumbling across Destia. The people were not so much scared as they were confused. Some of the smarter ones had begun to piece together the clues, but the information was too vast in scale for many to grasp in the short term.

Unfortunately, Razznik did not have time to carry the whole class along. The scribes jotting down his every word would carry out that task after he had gone.

Having ensured the majority of the scribes had caught up, Razznik turned his attention to the projection of Destia and continued his explanation. “As you know, the gods have been trapped for several centuries. Without Alure, the souls of the dead could not return to the Circle. They remained trapped on the earth, their growing presences contaminating and destabilizing life itself. Destia would have long been destroyed by the souls had someone not created a venus trap in the land you call Serisis. Situated at the center of Destia, that person turned Serisis into a soul pit that sucked in, and then trapped sixty percent of all dead souls on Destia. 

“This action saved Destia, but punished Serisis in return. You have seen the results for yourselves. The accumulation of so many souls pushed the mana density in that region beyond sustainable levels. Very few crops can grow in that land, and the monsters have mutated into truly monstrous creatures. Unfortunately, Serisis paid the price to save the continent.”

Within Rosendun’s royal palace, King Chu Tianjo clenched his fists as tears rimmed at his proud gaze. Yes! At least there was a reason for our suffering. This simple statement had all but assured the Serians would henceforth gain the rest of Destia’s respect. No one would see them as crude beastkin, but rather, brave men and women who had sacrificed all for the continent. 

Both the dwarven king, and King Parissiuss smiled warmly at the Serian king. As rulers themselves, they understood the king’s joy better than most.

Back atop Oni Hill, Razznik’s speech continued, “Unfortunately, the Serian sacrifice could only hold the inevitable at bay. Each child born birthed a brand new soul. Without Alure to begin the reincarnation process, more souls began to flood Destia. Souls stranded on earth often corrupt over time, turning into various forms of evil spirits and entities. Their powerful corrupting abilities are so dangerous precisely because they cannot be traced by the ignorant. Many wars fought in Destia over the past centuries were directly instigated by the negative Chaotic energy bred by these trapped souls” 

Razznik paused, a wry smile tugging at the edge of his lips as he gazed beyond the clouds at Queen Alia. “Ironically, the Chaos Order’s research into utilizing the chaotic energy of souls helped mitigate this disaster. Unfortunately, the act of permanently destroying a soul incurs seismic karma. Only Alure knows if this will be counted in your favor or not.”

Alia’s brows imperceptibly trembled, but she firmed her resolve not a moment sooner. Reincarnation be Damned. She would worry about her next life when she died. Right now, she would focus only on what she needed to do.

Hints of approval flashed in Razznik’s eyes.  ‘Mm. We’ll need that kind of resolve to face what’s coming.’  “But that is neither here nor there.” He pulled the topic back on track. “Fortunately, someone freed Alure. She promptly pulled at least ninety-eight percent of the souls to the Circle with her arrival, greatly alleviating the pressure on the earth. However, this only traded one problem for another. The Circle is meant to act as a transit vehicle. Like a caravan, it is only meant to hold passengers for a while before spitting them out at a destination, or in this case, their next life. Like a caravan, the Circle is reliant on the flow of incoming and outgoing passengers. If passengers keep getting onto a caravan without ever getting off, what would happen? Yes, just like the caravan, the Circle has already exceeded capacity. It can barely hold the souls it has. As more join, it will soon implode, inducing a Spiritual Collapse.”

Razznik squeezed his fist, crushing the projection of Destia. He let the direness of the situation sink in, before adding with a devilish grin. “As I previously said, do not despair. There is a solution yet. And, it is even quite achievable.”

Predictably, every warrior, king and servant perked up, ears strained for Razznik’s proposal.

“You only have to do two things. Revive Yggdrasil, and in turn, rescue Aethir from my deity realm.” 

Both Summoned and Residents cursed the Chaos God in their hearts. Just those two? Why stop there. Why not ask them to pull the sun down from the sky, or make the world spin in the opposite direction. Those were just as feasible, okay!? 

Razznik ignored the enraged groans echoing around Destia. “I would not suggest this if it were not feasible. Yggdrasil is not dead. It requires only a transplant from a fully formed Yggdrasil tree to revive.” The Chaos God mercilessly pointed at a stunned Kashi. “That draconian houses a partially completed Yggdrasil in his inner world. If you kill him, it will automatically transfer to you. Furthermore, upon acquiring Yggdrasil, you will naturally learn the locations of the remaining artifacts required to complete Yggdrasil’s birth.”

If looks could kill, Kashi’s heated gaze would have reduced Razznik to ash. The draconian was completely blindsided by the Chaos God’s ambush. To make matters worse, the broadcast instantly focused on Kashi, displaying his body in so many angles at sixteen times the detail. Even runway models could not have boasted the coverage!

The Chaos God’s eyes betrayed the mirth he felt at ruining Kashi’s day. “After acquiring Yggdrasil, you must unite Destia’s lands under one flag. Only then will I open my realm to Yggdrasil’s branches. I have one hundred clones guarding Aethir’s Crypt. They will do everything in their power to prevent you from freeing her.” Razznik’s gaze turned heavy and grave. “Do not be deceived by my display here. On that day, they will fight to kill. Most of those who choose to fight that day will perish. I look forward to your performance.”

Razznik glanced at his hand which had begun to shimmer in and out of existence. “It would seem that my time is up. Before I leave, I will introduce you to the Prime Adjudicator. He will inform you of the changes brought about by your tutorial’s completion.” 

Once Razznik finished speaking, a light pillar appeared next to him. A handsome, dark-skinned man in his late twenties, wearing square-rimmed glasses stepped out of the pillar and stood next to the Chaos God. The man’s unruly dreadlocks gave him a slightly tardy, sleepy atmosphere, but his gaze was sharp and piercing, indicating his immense intelligence.

“Ah, wrong form.” The being, seemingly realizing his mistake, wiped his face. An explosion of light very briefly covered his body, before transforming into a handsome, green-haired middle-aged man with a scholarly appearance.

No one noticed, but Suzuki’s gaze momentarily darkened just before the being switched forms.  ‘What the hell are those two playing at!?’

Razznik gestured at the newcomer. “Everyone, this is Genesis. With the Adjudicators’ unfortunate demise, he will henceforth take over their duties. You may call him the Prime Adjudicator, or Genesis as you wish.”

“Thank you for the introduction.” Genesis humbly bowed to Razznik before looking out towards all Destians. “Citizens of Destia, Summoned and Residents alike; First, I must congratulate you all on completing this lengthy tutorial period. The tutorial was created to acclimatize you all with this world’s rules, in relation to mana, gods, and so much more. We have given you all an environment to grow and foster your personal forces whilst holding back the universe’s true threats. That will cease to be the case from this moment onward. The terrors you shall face from this moment shall be unlike any you have seen since. If you are faint of heart, or weak of strength, I fear you shall not survive.” Genesis smiled, his eyes exuding a charm that settled the chaos in the onlookers’ hearts. “But do not fret. If you trust in each other and pool your strength, there is nothing you cannot overcome.”

“Well said,” Razznik sarcastically praised. “I wonder how many will survive though.” With those words, he tore open a dark portal and then waved his hand. “It’s time. Juno, we must leave. There will be time to speak to your sons when they come for Aethir.”

Realm Goddess Juno shimmered into existence next to the Chaos God. She glanced through the clouds at her sons, before firming her heart to walk through the portal. 

“I await you at the end of the world.” It was unknown who Razznik intended that for as he walked into the portal, which promptly closed behind him.

Huuu~

All of Destia released a sigh of relief at the Chaos God’s departure. His presence had been so overwhelming that even miners underground could not breathe freely under the pressure.

“Thankfully, the big bad wolf is gone.” Genesis cheerfully quipped with a light chuckle. Like Razznik, the Prime Adjudicator’s voice effortlessly reached every soul. However, where Razznik’s presence was like toxic, heavy gravity, Genesis’ voice was akin to a gentle spring breeze: cool and inviting.

“I will try to keep this announcement short,” Genesis generously offered. “There are seven major changes that I wish to cover. Please pay rapt attention, as these changes will affect every being, dead or living.”

Genesis took a breath to steady himself, and then started, “The first, and most drastic change concerns the Summoners’ Menu System. During the tutorial, several Residents familiarized themselves with this strange system that gave Summoned immense advantages such as detailed information on their stats as well as keeping track of their friends. I am glad to announce that henceforth, all Residents will gain their personal Menu System. For ease of remembrance, you may call it an Oracle. Residents will gain access to every function that Summoned currently possess, from monitoring your status and skills to keeping track of those you consider friends.”

The clamor and uproar that exploded around Destia were predictable. Thousands of intelligent Summoned and Residents suddenly felt the balance of power shifting. Until this moment, Summoned, while smaller in number, always held a superior position due to their greater coordination wrought by their oracles. However, if everyone had an Oracle, the Residents could considerably close that gap. 

Many Summoned shivered in their boots. Was this what Razznik meant by end of tutorial? Was the difficulty suddenly ramping up?

Unfortunately, Genesis had just started!

“Residents, do not rejoice just yet. I imagine many merchants among you are picturing the goods you can transport with the Oracle’s inventory system.” Genesis’ gaze held a teasing light as he shook his finger. “Sorry to disappoint you, but the inventory system will be scrapped. It is an inherent cheat that breaks the balance of the world. To replace it, every Summoned and Resident will be issued a bound spatial bag. The bag will have a twenty-five cubic meter volume, enough to store quite a lot. However, this bag will not shoulder the weight of items. Meaning, that you can only carry as much as your strength allows. Careful, if you overburden yourself, you might end up dying to a nimbler opponent.”

Genesis’ gleeful gaze contrasted heavily against many Summoned’s ugly expressions. This arrangement greatly disfavored them! Who would want to trade in an unhackable inventory for a spatial bag that could be stolen!

As if sensing their discomfort, Genesis allayed some fears. “As the spatial bags are bound, they will always return to their owners after twenty minutes. So, do not fear. If you misplace your bag, it will find its way to you.” 

The sharper ones picked up on what Genesis did not say. During those twenty minutes, what stopped someone else from stealing items from the spatial bag? It seemed they would have to look into methods of safeguarding their important items. If people could steal from spatial bags, walking around with their most valuable items was no longer an option.

On the ground, Kashi’s brows twitched as he ignored incessant ringing from his rink and guild chat. Only one money-grubbing merchant had seen the potential profit opportunities. Miote was determined on jumping upon this goldmine before anyone else.

Above, Genesis once again smiled as he said, “I have covered the Oracle and Storage Systems. Next, we have made changes to the way corpses operate. During the tutorial, for easy acquisition, we made it so that most corpses disintegrate upon death. From now on, that will no longer be the case. All corpses will remain after death. If you wish to acquire a specific body part, you will need to carve it out yourself. Please be aware that you can damage these internal organs as a result of your battle or poor dismemberment skills.” Genesis softly grinned. “I am certain this will create a host of new jobs for the less battle-inclined. Oh, yes. Monsters will no longer drop Syros upon death. However, you can still find gold and other precious minerals in treasure chests and such.”

The Loot System was also overhauled. Kashi began to see a pattern. 

It appeared Genesis was leveling the playing field for Summoned and Residents. The Prime Adjudicator was also putting restraints in place to manage the economy as they moved into the next phase. Just as Kashi guessed, Genesis’ next topic covered exactly that.

“Next, I am pleased to announce that the Banks will officially begin other-world  Currency Exchange . Residents, this part does not have much to do with you, but I still suggest you pay attention. Summoned, with the Currency Exchange open, you can now exchange other-world currency for Syros, and vice-versa. Keep in mind, however, that all Syros used in exchanges can only be generated by Summoned or Residents in-world. That is to say, Genaco will not create a single Syros for your transactions. Rather, each transaction will have a five percent processing fee split between Genaco, the in-world Bank, and the bank’s current ruling body.”

Just as Kashi thought, this was Genaco’s way of ensuring the economy did not spiral out of control. If the company pumped newly created Syros into the world every time someone wanted an exchange, the massive influx of Syros would destroy the monetary system. It had to be understood that this was not like regular video games. Merchants and such did not magically regain their Syros wallets after twenty-four-hour cycles. The merchants in-game were just as beholden to real-world economy structures as the Summoned were.

“Keep in mind that the hold on other-world corporations and massive organizations will also come to an end. They will exchange large amounts of funds to purchase Syros, so I suggest you gather your Syros and rush to the nearest bank.”

Genesis appreciated the Summoned’s greedy murmurs. “So, we have covered the Oracle, Storage, Loot, and Bank overhauls. These are important, but quite frankly pale in comparison to the final three systems that will experience a massive overhaul. These are the Stats and Skills Allocation Systems, and the Bloodline System.”

The Prime Adjudicators’ gaze grew heavy. “You must listen close, as this pertains to your very futures.”
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A heavy silence hung over Destia. A mixture of dread, longing, and hints of hope interwove above the tumultuous continent, proving the people’s mixed reactions to Genesis’ proclamations. Intriguingly, regardless of their feelings, no one dared look away or shut their ears to the Prime Adjudicator’s following words. 

A satisfied smile tugged at the edge of Genesis’ lips as he began the crucial address. “First, and foremost, we shall tackle your Stat systems. Stats are the building blocks upon which all your skills and powers are built. Until now, we have used a very clean, easy-to-understand, stat-calculation system to help you all become familiar with how stats work. However, reality is a lot more blurred, is it not? Health Bars do not exist. It does not make sense that something dies just because you emptied a health bar. There are plenty of miraculous tales of men, women, and animals surviving what should have been certain death. To better reflect these realities, your current stats will be condensed into seven stats that I will explain now.”

Genesis’ subsequent explanations were long, aiming to cover all possible sources of confusion for Residents and Summoned alike. Summarizing the key details, they came out as such:

Strength  was the first and simplest stat. In essence, it covered the total value of every muscle in a being’s body. Due to some beings’ ability to better condense their muscles, beings with similar strength values could end up with largely different physiques. Of course, some might train their upper body to absurd levels while neglecting their lower body. They could end up with similar strength values as those with more balanced builds but weaker upper bodies.

Agility  was the second stat. Agility governed a being’s  reaction speed, reflexes, coordination, balance, and body control. Just like with strength, beings could now train in a specific direction to further perfect an aspect of their agility. For example, someone train to be insanely fast, but if they had poor body control, they could end up appearing clumsy to similarly fast warriors.

Constitution  governed  stamina, toughness, body density, blood amount, and immune system. Like all previous stats, a being’s constitution was an average calculated from the factors above. A being could have insanely high stamina, but with relatively low toughness, whereas another could have adamantine-like skin, but with low stamina. 

Vitality , which was the bedrock of all living beings, governed cell vitality, metabolism, and cell-repair efficiency. Essentially, those with high vitality were like unkillable cockroaches. They could rapidly recover from any injury as long as they were given time. However, Vitality did not equate to lifespan. For example, sea cucumbers could regrow damaged organs in less than a week, but could only live for eight years on average.

Intelligence  covered a being’s reaction speed, memory, ability to focus, mental strength, processing speed, visualization, creativity, and many other cognitive abilities. Intriguingly, the wisdom stat had been scrapped, absorbed into the intelligence stat. Furthermore, Intelligence no longer directly affected magic. It boosted a being’s ability to understand and execute the complicated magic spells, but it no longer correlated directly to the damage inflicted.

Perception  covered the five senses: Smell, Sight, Hearing, Taste, and Touch. As always, beings could train to be better in one of these senses compared to the others.

True Perception  covered a being’s ability to sense other energies in the world. These included mana, chaotic energies, and much more. It could be seen that this stat would become deathly important for mages, and any who intended to use mana to strengthen themselves.

The previous Wisdom Stat was glaringly missing. This left people wondering how they would calculate how much mana they had going forward.

“You are all wondering how you can figure out how much mana you have?” Genesis confirmed with a gentle smile. “As a default, most beings will not have mana in them going forward. Instead, you will be able to use True Perception to sense and control the world’s mana to cast your spells. The higher your True Perception, the easier it will be to control, manipulate and cast the world’s mana. This does not mean that you can cast spells ad-infinitum.”

Genesis tapped his head. “You will consume mental energies when casting spells. Without sufficient Intelligence and True Perception, you will quickly exhaust yourselves. Of course, you can probably overdraft your mental energies in cases of emergencies. But, I advise against it. Your brain is perhaps the most important organ. If you damage it, there is no guarantee that you will be able to heal it completely.” 

Genesis paused for a second, but then as if coming to a decision, nodded, and then added with a teasing smile, “For those of you whom the world’s mana is insufficient, you can look into acquiring a mana core. I am sure you are already familiar with mana beasts. For those who wish to generate their mana, you should use these creatures as a template. 

“Mana cores have lots of advantages. First, it will drastically improve your True Perception. Also, without the need to manipulate the world’s mana, you will save much more mental stress, which in turn, allows you to cast many more spells. Be warned, though. Creating a mana core is far from easy. Failed attempts can result in serious or permanent injuries, loss of levels, crippling, and in some cases, even death! I would not recommend attempting to create one unless you have at least 100 points in both Intelligence and True Perception. Once you create a mana core, a new stat: Mana will be added. This will let you keep track of how much mana you currently possess.”

Kashi slightly frowned as he listened to Genesis’ news. As an Elder Dragon, his future move-sets would largely center around mana manipulation. He needed to quickly familiarize himself with True Perception after the update if he did not want to lose over eighty percent of his combat ability. He also needed to look into acquiring a Mana Core as soon as possible!

Furthermore, Kashi finally understood why Razznik’s clone could cast so many legendary spells despite having the same stats as him. The clone must have developed a mana core that housed tremendous amounts of mana. The Chaos God drew from that mana core and the world to fuel his seemingly endless high-level spells. In a way, it was a soft demonstration for the Destians to visualize what they should be working toward.

Did he plan this out?

Just like Kashi, many mages and some hybrid warriors chewed their lips in thought at Genesis’ reveal. Indeed, the tutorial was over. The difficulty just escalated a thousand times more from this announcement alone. Right then and there, over eighty percent of mages and hybrid warriors decided not to risk getting a Mana Core. They would focus on increasing their Intelligence and True Perception rather than their Mana Core. 

Genesis’ smile somewhat dimmed, but he accepted the result with a resigned sigh. No matter the world, sentient beings mostly prioritized their lives over possible gains. It stood to reason that most would choose the safer method to advance. Despite accepting this fact, he resolved to at the very least, reward the brave ones. “Instance Dungeons containing methods to build a mana core will rise in several locations. These dungeons will contain several tests. Higher scoring challengers will receive methods of mana-core creation tailored to their specific builds. Keep in mind that these are just suggestions in the end. You can choose to ignore the given method, and instead, forge one on your own.”

Having covered the stats extensively, Genesis chose to round up before moving on, “Other stats like Charm, Charisma, Leadership, and more will be converted into skills. However, keep in mind that skills that affect the mind can be resisted with a high enough Intelligence, and or, True Perception. That covers your stats. Next, we will look at skills.”

Genesis took a breath, and then continued, “Your skills will continue to function as they have for the most part. Mastery of each skill is done through repetition. However, from now henceforth, Intelligence will play a role in how quickly you master a skill. I am sure you understand. An intelligent being will find it a lot easier to master a brand new skill, compared to a dull being. Furthermore, I assure you, this is not something that will just ‘happen’ as a result of ‘divine intervention.’ Each of you will feel your intelligence increasing along with your stats. You will find complicated runic structures a lot easier to decipher, picking up new languages will be a cinch, and you will easily identify flaws in both your and your opponent’s techniques.”

The Prime Adjudicator’s lips curled in a teasing, cruel smile. “Summoned, you might find your original bodies increasingly dull each time you return. For your sake, I hope you retain your ability to differentiate your reality and ours. Do not get drawn in by the sweet nectar of increased knowledge, or you might get burned.”

Kashi did not like the sound of that. Just what is Genaco trying to do here? Artificially raising someone’s intelligence in-game was sure to have detrimental effects when they returned to their dull-by-comparison real-world body. Were they trying to get people addicted? 

Unfortunately, Genesis did not seem like he would assuage the draconian’s worries. “Summoned and Residents alike will have access to skill books and training manuals. You can choose to instantly download the skill books into your brain if you meet the Intelligence requirements or slowly decipher them yourselves. I’ll leave the benefits of both approaches for you to discover on your own. Training Manuals, on the other hand, are physical exercises you need to do to raise certain stats. They are one of your best bets to increase your stats outside traditional leveling up. Both will be available as always in various dungeons.”

“Finally, we arrive at perhaps the most controversial change yet, Bloodlines.” Genesis licked his lips. A playful, but slightly malicious light flashed through his eyes but for a moment, gone before most could notice. 

“Bloodlines, which could also be construed as a racial ability, governs the general evolutionary and growth ability of any race. Some bloodlines come with great advantages, but also with some disadvantages.” Genesis clapped his hands. “With the preamble done, let us get right into it.”

Previously, Bloodlines existed in Live No Evil as a way to determine how easily certain races could master different skills. For example, dwarfs learned blacksmithing faster, while daeben were more skilled with painting, and runecrafting. However, with the Intelligence overhaul, the ability to master certain skills was no longer boosted by bloodlines, but rather by Intelligence.

Bloodlines had instead gone through a major overhaul itself. Like in real-life, bloodlines would determine the general way a being’s stats would grow per level. For example, barring any major tampering, Bull Dogs would almost always develop powerful muscular structures, whereas Hippos would develop fat and blubber suited to their environment.

In a similar vein, bloodlines would determine stat distribution per level, taking most of the choices out of the individual’s hands. If someone wanted to develop a particular stat, they needed to train a lot harder in that specific skill, or allocate their free stats to it. That was right, each race now had Assigned Stat points and Free Stat points at every level. 

Furthermore, bloodlines were broken down into ten general levels. Each level brought with it more stat points per level. Aside from Level 0 bloodlines, all other bloodlines had fixed Assigned Points.

Bloodline Level 0:  18 SP/L (Stat Points per Level) [18 Free Stat Points (FP), 0 Assigned Stat Points (AP)]

Bloodline Level 1   (Common):  15 SP [15 AP] (reserved for non-intelligent species like goblins, kobolds, etc. Freshly turned vampires also fall in this category)

Bloodline Level 2 (Common+):  20 SP [5 FP, 15 AP] (Daeben, Halben, Wisben, Dwarfs, Vampire Barons, Most Beastkin)

Bloodline Level 3 (Rare):  25 SP [5 FP, 20 AP] (Centaurs, Drakul, Dwarf-Giant Hybrids. Vampire Viscounts, Canine Beastkin, Feline Beastkin)

Bloodline Level 4 (Rare+):  30 SP [5 FP, 25 AP] (Cambions, Vampire Earl.)

Bloodline Level 5 (Epic):  35 SP [5 FP, 30 AP] (Vampire Marquis, Dragons, Beta Werewolf.)

Bloodline Level 6 (Epic+):  40 SP [5 FP, 35 AP] (Vampire Duke, Giants)

Bloodline Level 7 (Legendary):  45 SP [5 FP, 40 AP] (Vampire Prince, Elder Dragon, Alpha Werewolf. Kira)

Bloodline Level 8 (Legendary+):  50 SP [5 FP, 45 AP] (Vampire King

Bloodline Level 9 (Divine):  60 SP [10 FP, 50AP] (Vampire Lord, Divine Dragon, Emperor Werewolf)

Deity: Information Unavailable.

Those at Bloodline Level 0 were considered the weakest, but they also had the greatest freedom in choosing their growth trajectory. There was only one Level 0 Bloodline in all of L.N.E, the most numerous and diverse human race. 

Just as many humans groaned at the revelation, Genesis revealed that all beings could improve their bloodlines through two methods. First, they could find a way to transform their bloodline into superior ones. Turned vampires and werewolves were prime examples of this method. Another, much harder method was to improve the quality of one’s bloodline. Dragons practiced this method, evolving continuously until they achieved the highest, Divine Dragon bloodline.

Humans were unique in that they were the only race capable of transforming their bloodline into any other bloodline without failure. Furthermore, even after transformation, they would retain full control of their stat point allocations.

Stryke was a great example of a human who had changed bloodlines. Assuming his new tora bloodline was level 3, he would be able to freely allocate all 25 Stat Points as he wished. 

The implications of this were quite evident. Humans had the slowest head start, but through purposeful stat allocation, they could better specialize and train in their desired direction. Furthermore, by assimilating greater bloodlines, humans could even close the gap with better bloodlines.

“Do not be discouraged just because your bloodline might be a little lower,” Genesis said. “As previously stated, there are several training manuals and classes that can help you grow your stats with focused training. Humans generally can use any type of training manual, but you’ll find that other bloodlines are heavily restricted when it comes to what kind of training manuals are compatible.

“Finally, for those of you who wish to upgrade your classes, or switch to something similar, Class-Change Divine Steles will be erected in every capital city. Once you head there, touch it, and a series of compatible classes will be made available to you. You will be handed a mission if you meet the requirements for a class of your choosing, which upon completion, will reward you with said class. Keep in mind that some unique classes will not be displayed on these steles, and can only be encountered by chance.

"Furthermore, Classes, just like bloodlines are divided into nine tiers. Each higher class will grant additional fixed stat points per level in addition to empowering new and old skills. I suggest you pick your classes wisely."

Genesis took a short pause, allowing everyone to digest the information he just shared. He had spoken for such a long time that it was inevitable some missed crucial information. Fortunately, the scribes had jotted every word. Before long, this entire speech would be public knowledge.

“Now, before I leave, I must hand out the promised rewards.” Genesis smiled as he stretched his hand toward Oni Hill. With a swift scooping motion, the rest of the Lake of Enlightenment flew into the sky and rapidly condensed into a tiny drop of water, which Genesis stored in a vial. “As promised, Kashi of the Twilight Wolves.” Genesis flicked the vial, and it shot down, past the clouds into the draconian’s waiting palm.

Genesis then looked at Oni Hill with a hesitant expression. However, after a while, he murmured, “He could use some old friends.” With his mind made up, Genesis made another grabbing motion. This time, Kashi, and everyone else present stared in shock as the incomparably huge mountain range broke off from the earth. Shockingly, there was no earthquake as expected from such a massive tectonic activity.

No. The bottom of the levitating Oni Hill was exceptionally smooth, like butter cleaved by a hot knife!

Genesis nodded, evidently pleased with himself, as he tore open a gigantic portal to a dark realm overhead. Without ceremony, he tossed the entire mountain range into the portal and then promptly shut it afterward.

The Prime Adjudicator chuckled as he dusted his palms with a smug expression. He then waved at the Destians and left these final words behind. “Summoned, you have twenty-four hours to find somewhere safe. After which, you will be summarily booted to implement the new updates. Afterward, you will need to wait seventy-two other-world hours before returning. Thank you for participating in the Battle for Oni Hill. Your feats will go down in history. As a present, I have left each of you with the expected evolutionary chart for the major races. See you soon!”

With those words, the Prime Adjudicator promptly disappeared from view, leaving behind the befuddled warriors on Drakase.
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Genesis’ departure left a sullen silence on Drakase. Several warriors stared in abhject silence at the smooth land where a vast mountain range once sat. Even as they examined the absurd scene, they found it hard to believe their eyes. That final display of strength. What the hell was that supposed to be? 

Kashi’s brows were also furrowed, but for a completely different reason. The real Razznik had some dealings with Genesis way back when, so the draconian knew how Genesis accomplished that feat. Rather than strength, it was closer to attribute it to ‘authority.’

Genesis had the authority to mold and design the world however he wished. This was a necessary feature added to his design so that Genaco could host a variety of events whenever they wished. Naturally, Genesis did not have unlimited access to this power. He needed the approval of the Adjudicators before he could alter the world in any meaningful way.

Fortunately, Kashi, Suzuki, and the rest just happened to have eliminated the Adjudicators. As a result, Genesis regained full authority, at least until the adjudicators were replaced.

“I doubt he will let them return that easily.”

Kashi looked at Suzuki who coldly surveyed the skies. “Does it feel like we got played?”

“Feel? No. I’m sure we got played.” Suzuki clucked his tongue. “There’s something bigger going on here. Razznik’s mission, Genesis seizing the Adjudicator’s role, these updates.” The young man suddenly glared at a bird circling around the battlefield. “There’s only one man who will have the answers. I bet he’s laughing himself silly at our ignorance.”

Kashi chuckled, his laughter sounding hollow. “I doubt that weasel will give us straight answers.”

Both men turned silent as their brows furrowed in thought.

“Kashi. Fake-Kashi, why are you frowning so bad? Gray Uncle says it’s bad for you.”

“Fake Kashi?” Suzuki’s brow rose as he looked at the little girl who fearlessly matched his gaze.

“Yes. Fake Kashi’s wearing Kashi’s old body. Are you not fake?”

Suzuki looked incredulously at Kashi, but the draconian turned away in a vain attempt to hide his amusement. Suzuki gave up on the draconian and pleaded his case. “I have a name. It’s Suzuki.”

“Susuki?” Zuri cocked her head to the side and smacked her lips as if testing out the name. “Susu?” 

“No. Suzu… You know what? Susu is fine.”

“Pfft! Big Bad Susu taken down by a little girl.”

“Hey! Zuri is not little!”

“My bad, my bad.” Kashi raised his hand in surrender as he struggled to hold back his laughter.

Suzuki chose to ignore the insipid draconian and instead turned to Zuri. “What do you do when the rain starts falling?”

“Rain?” Zuri’s eyes slowly widened in delight. “Zuri likes to play in the rain!”

“Not exactly what I was going for, but I guess it works.” Suzuki shrugged as he shed his mind of needless worries. “We can’t control the weather, only do our best to deal with the elements.”

“That is quite eloquent.” Absalon praised as he walked up to the trio. The aged general gave Suzuki a puzzled look but held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Suzuki. We would not have survived up there without your help.”

Suzuki froze, his brows furrowing tightly. The young man stared at Absalon’s outstretched hand like it held the greatest, unquantifiable challenge known to man. It was not the first time someone had ever offered to thank him for something. It was just the first time someone did it while he was not in the process of creating a new persona in a game (not counting Ayumi). It felt strange to be thanked as ‘Suzuki.’

Frustrated, Kashi slapped the back of his brother’s head. “Don’t overthink it.” 

Suzuki frowned, but eventually shook off his unease. He accepted the older man’s firm handshake but made sure to downplay his role. “I didn’t do anything. If you want to thank anyone, you should thank her. She’s the reason we survived.” Suzuki ruthlessly pointed at Kira, who was resting a little ways off.

The Nightwind Direwolf’s ear perked up, and she slowly raised her head. She sent a lazy glance at Absalon, who smiled and then politely bowed.

“Please accept my utmost gratitude, Ms. Kira,” Absalon spoke with a grace akin to aged nobility. “We will forever be in your debt.”

“I only did what I should do,” Kira replied with matching grace. “I, too, am a Twilight Wolf after all.”

Kashi rolled his eyes at Kira’s display. To others, her actions were flawless. Her life-saving return, power, and divinity combined with her humility evoked almost awe-like worship. Unfortunately for Kira, Kashi could feel the truth. He saw the little cub giddy with excitement at the praise she was getting. However, it seemed she was trying to emulate someone – perhaps her mother?

Kashi made a mental note to talk to her about it some other time. He did not want his partner to fall into the same trap that claimed many of his classmates. The unrewarding pursuit of trying to become someone else instead of exploring yourself. 

“Now, that was an announcement and a half!” A laughing Syèl bellowed as he, Shokō, and Jade joined the group. “So that was Razznik, eh? Kash, you’ve got some mountainous boots to fill.”

“Indeed,” affirmed Shokō as she gripped her blade’s hilt. “I look forward to battling him again.”

“Feels like you’re a hopscotch away from screaming OUR BATTLE WILL BE GLORIOUS!” Jade exaggeratedly held out her hand in a victorious pose, causing many to burst out in laughter. 

Stryke and the rest of the Wolves soon joined the party, laughing as they traded stories about the recent battle. As the Wolves laughed, Leila softly walked up to Suzuki’s side. Without turning her head, she softly said, “Suzuki.”

“Leila-kun.”

“Don’t call me—” Leila started to shout, but then sighed in pleasant disbelief. “I was starting to think I would not see you again. I did not think he would be capable of convincing you to join this world.” She hesitated, but then glanced at the daeben’s stoic profile. “You will stay, won’t you? I believe this place will be good for you.”

Suzuki grimaced at the blatant expectation in Leila’s eyes. Even though he knew she was manipulating him, he could not shake off an uncomfortable feeling. The daeben scratched his chin, and then muttered as he looked away, “I’ll think about it.”

Leila’s lips curled in a knowing smile. That was as good as an admission from the reticent Suzuki. Suzuki always gave a firm ‘no’ when he did not want to do something. Satisfied with this knowledge, Leila chose not to push Suzuki for a firmer assent. The young man’s stubbornness could very well yield the opposite result.

“Well, you guys seem to be having lots of fun.” Sonic’s trademark lazy voice somehow raised over the din, drawing the Wolves’ eyes to his approaching group. Strangely, he was not alone, but rather accompanied by Brilith and her Silver Spears.

The proud Halben guildmaster coldly regarded Kashi and the Wolves. “You turned out to be the biggest winner amongst us all. I congratulate you on your shrewdness. You really played us for fools.”

The Twilight Wolves, who had just been in a celebratory mood immediately bristled with rage. Their gaze turned fierce, and their hands only stopped short of drawing their weapons. This was not because they had great self-control, but rather because their guildmaster was smiling.

“We were the biggest winners?” Kashi chuckled as a vial appeared in his hand. “Are you perhaps talking about this?” 

Slosh! Slosh! Brilith’s eyes narrowed as she studied the clear, sparkling liquid within the vial. It was still unknown how Genesis managed to fit the entire lake into that tiny space. No one was fooled by the size though. The waters in that vial were a sure-fire way to birth new Transcendents. It was a strategic resource without equal!

No wonder Brilith said that Kashi was the biggest winner. Aside from the Chaos Order, he probably made the most profit overall from this battle. In comparison, it felt like she and Sonic were simply side characters used to boost the draconian’s profits.

Kashi measured Brilith’s frosty gaze. He could tell she would not attack, but her hostility was still biting. In stark contrast, Sonic had already turned away from the vial and was instead scrutinizing the Wolves with a blasé smile.

Kashi had many ways he could play this. He knew that Leila and Miote would have many ways to negotiate the situation in the Wolves’ favor and reap many benefits. The draconian, however, had a different playbook in mind. With a smile, Kashi tossed the vial into the air. 

“Don’t worry.” The draconian matched Brilith’s gaze, his lips spreading into a toothy grin as he teased, “I’m not ungrateful.” A portal appeared over his hand, into which the vial fell. “Both of you can get your fair share of the Lake of Enlightenment.” He then took out two scrolls from his inventory, and tossed them toward Brilith and Nature’s Vaguards’ vice-guildmaster, Gentle Breeze. “You won’t be too scared, right?”

Brilith, and, Gentle Breeze caught the scrolls. They opened the scrolls and a myriad of emotions flashed through their eyes. Brilith’s brows furrowed, her gaze burning with fierce challenge and stubbornness. Gentle Breeze, on the other hand, revealed a wry smile, and then chuckled as he rolled up the scroll and put it in his inventory.

“I’m sure your spies already told you, but those are called Gateways,” Kashi generously explained, much to his guildmates’ chagrin. “You can use them to enter my world, Orez, anytime you want. Consider it a neutral ground. I promise no harm will come to you or anyone you bring as long as you do not attack its inhabitants. The Lake of Enlightenment will be placed in Orez from now on. You can either choose to scoop up a third of it and take it with you or bring your people to use it there. The choice is yours.”

Kashi paused and then tapped his chin. “Come to think of it, do you think the broadcast is still going on?”

“It is.” Gentle Breeze confirmed with a playful nod. “You’ve got something crazy to say, right?”

“That’s harsh,” replied Kashi, but he pointedly did not deny it. “Just want everyone to know that Orez’s Lake of Enlightenment will be open to everyone for a small fee. We will have major gateways in every major Rosen city soon.”

Brilith’s gaze narrowed at Kashi’s proclamation. Many missed the hidden implications, but not her. Kashi implied ‘Rosen’s major cities.’ Did that mean there would be none in Serisis and Merriheim? No. Not even close. This was Kashi announcing that these territories would soon be fully integrated into Rosendun! 

As if sensing her thoughts, Kashi then added, “Soon, the Rosen Ruler, the benevolent King Parissius Vermillion’s Imperial Wedding will be held, at which time he will formally be crowned Emperor of Rosendun.” The draconian’s eyes twinkled with a mischievous, but daring light as he looked at Brilith, and then Sonic. “You are both cordially invited.” He then paused and looked to his left. “Ah. So are you, of course.”

Alia, who had fearlessly walked up to the group, stopped and then revealed a dazzling smile. “As expected of the man who inspired me all those years ago.” The daeben queen ignored Kashi’s confused, furrowed brows, and instead held out her hand. “Where’s mine? Surely you do not fear me?”

Kashi snorted in response. Indeed, it did not feel good to have your words thrown back in your face. Still, he resolutely took out a scroll and tossed it to the daeben queen, who caught it in a vice-grip. He then smiled as he said, “I should thank you. I wanted to meet Razznik, but I couldn’t have — no, never have done it the way you did. That does not mean I agree with your methods, though.”

“That is not an issue.” Alia smiled as she tossed and then caught the scroll. “The masses are oft ignorant of their needs. Only through careful guidance can they achieve true peace. It is inevitable that it will require sacrifices. Do not fret. No one remembers the means, only the results. Do you perhaps disagree?”

Faced with Alia’s pointed question, Kashi chuckled. He did not forget that the broadcast was still running. This was the time to win over the crowd with some nice flowery speech. He could almost feel Leila’s searing gaze burning into the back of his neck. The seasoned diplomat wanted him to abort this line of questioning!

Kashi knew that ignoring the question was the right play, but when he looked into Alia’s eyes, he could not bring himself to dodge this fight. When had he ever run from a challenge? And, so, to Leila’s dismay, Kashi honestly replied, “To be honest, I agree with you to an extent.”

A collective gasp echoed around the continent.

“Humes are chaotic by nature. We seek pleasure, meaning, and purpose in life, often daring to break conventions and rules to acquire what we need. Left unchecked, this chaos will undoubtedly envelop and destroy us.” Kashi had, in a way, lived three lives. Through Suzuki’s foster parents, he saw how some people abused Order to get what they wanted. Yet, through Razznik, he also saw how unchecked chaos led to countless death and destruction. “So, yes. We need some order to control the worst of our impulses. But, we can not, and should not seek to eliminate the chaos in us. That very chaotic nature, the unpredictability of our actions is what gives rise to our passions. It is what drives us to seek better lives, both for ourselves and for others.”

“Undoubtedly, there will be those who suffer as a result. Humes’ greed and avarice know no bounds. The chaos in our hearts compels the worst of us to twist order itself to suit our needs, everyone else be damned.” Kashi shook his head. “Rather than futilely attempting to focus entirely on order, I believe we should promote our chaotic nature, but temper it, both with laws that restrict our worst impulses, but also a safety net for those that are cast aside in the turmoil.”

“Safety net?” Alia, for the first time, frowned, not understanding what Kashi could be getting at.

“Yeah, I wish I could take credit, but it isn’t my idea.” Kashi admitted with a light chuckle. “Our vice-guildmaster wants to try something out here, something which we have continuously failed to do back in our own world.” The draconian revealed a wry chuckle. “It’s not that it’s impossible where we come from, but our world is torn between extremes focused on order and those who love chaos. Those who promote an individual’s power to tear through adversaries and rise to the top, and those who scream that we are limited and must rely on others to get anywhere. These dichotomies have been weaponized by leeches who keep both sides fighting perpetually when the solution has always been obvious.”

“Pray tell?” 

“Balance,” Kashi answered. “Order in Chaos. Chaos in Order. That is what I believe in.” The draconian then shrugged as he admitted, “To be honest, we don’t think we’re the most intelligent people in the world. If the solution was so simple, then someone would surely have figured it out by now, right? But, at the very least, we finally have the means to  try.  To do so, we need a powerful Order who won’t be swayed by blathering politicians, conniving ministers, and arrogant nobles. And we’ll also need instruments of Chaos that will boost the populace’s desire to explore and shape the unknown.”

Alia glanced at the Wolves behind Kashi. “You believe you have these both?” 

“Mmhmm.” Kashi nodded. “King Parissius is the Order that keeps the world in check and protects the innocent.” The draconian then pointed at himself. “And we will be the Chaos that shatters conventions to push everyone to a brighter future. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

Alia seductively licked her lips. “As I presumed. You are just as insane as I am. Only through insanity could one conjure up such a ridiculous notion. But, I like that about you.” Alia reached into her sleeves and drew out a piece of paper. “I look forward to meeting you on the battlefield. We shall see who wins out in the end: True Order, or your lackluster amalgamation.”

The daeben queen decisively tore the paper before Kashi could respond. A shower of light burst out of the torn sheet and enveloped her, before disappearing in the blink of an eye.

“Guess that’s our cue,” murmured Sonic as he glanced at Kashi. The daeben’s ambitions left an indelible mark on him. He needed to go back and revisit his purpose for fighting or he might get swallowed up. With those words, he too disappeared as the life-saving talisman transported him out of Drakase.

Gentle Breeze lingered for a moment as the rest of his coalition disappeared. He looked at Kashi, a subtle ferociousness burning beneath his smile. “Your appetite is pretty large for a wolf.”

“What can I say, we have a pretty large pack to feed.”

Gentle Breeze softly smirked at Kashi’s response. In the end, he activated his teleportation, leaving a vague warning in his wake. “We’ll be watching, Twilight Wolves.”

‘He’s probably the most dangerous one there.’  Kashi shook off Gentle Breeze’s lingering pressure, and then turned to Brilith. Of everyone he’d met Kashi found it hardest to understand the Silver Spears’ guildmaster. As far as he knew he and her had never crossed paths, but her cold eyes simmered with unbridled hostility.

‘Wait. No. It’s not just me.’  Kashi finally realized what had been bothering him. Brilith’s hostile gaze seemed to be directed at anything and everything. The draconian could not begin to fathom what could have bred such hatred for everything around her. Stuffing down his thoughts, Kashi asked, “I suppose you are leaving now?”

Brilith did not look at Kashi. Instead, she looked off to the side where a group of orcs led by a stone-faced Renark Ragelock walked up to the group. Her gaze narrowed as she saw the determination in the orc chieftain’s eyes. “This is your last chance, Ragelock. Return, and I will overlook this slight.”

Renark glanced at Brilith. The orc chieftain’s grip tightened around his axes as his pupils reflected the halben’s frosty gaze. Veins bulged all over his skin, revealing the orc’s extensive inner turmoil.

Thunk! Thunk!  Several Twilight Wolves gaped in shock as Renark released his ax handles, letting the two extremely heavy weapons crash to the ground with loud thuds. 

The orc chieftain then walked up to, and stood in front of the Twilight Wolve’s Guildmaster.

Kashi, brow raised in curiosity, was about to say something, but Renark’s subsequent actions froze the words in his throat.

Without hesitation, Renark sat on the hard ground, deliberately making himself smaller before the draconian. He then placed both palms on the ground and then said five words that shocked everyone present. “Kashi. Please, save the Orcs.”

“You have made your choice.” Upon hearing Renark’s plea, Brilith resolutely crushed her talisman, teleporting her from the area. She would not persuade someone who chose suicide.

 

 



            

    
        Chapter 296: Save the Orcs

    
    
    
    
                
Kashi. Please, save the orcs. Five words. Five mere words sent tremors across Destia’s lands! The continent gaped at their screens, disbelieving their eyes and ears! ‘Save the orcs?’ No one was lost as to the implications of that plea. If Kashi played his cards right, Rosendun would most likely absorb the orcs’ strength! The Twilight Wolves were already a terrifying force. What would happen if the orcs joined them!? It would be like giving wings to a tiger!

Ironically, contrary to the continents’ expectations, several orcs protested in anger and disgust upon seeing Renark kneeling before another. Several orcs called for his head on a pike as they glared at the screen as if doing so would transport them to the battlefield. An orc should never bow to another unless they had been defeated in battle!

Renark surrendered to Kashi without a fight. Furthermore, he dishonored the orcs by begging outsiders for help. There had never been, and would never be a problem the orcs could not solve themselves. This ironclad belief ingrained within every orc’s bones fueled their disgust and rage.

However, even among the orcs, there was one whose rage exploded into an uncontrollable inferno.

Unfortunately, the orcs’ anger would have nowhere to go as every screen around the world disappeared, shutting off the live broadcast.

“Ragelock!” Durst’s enraged cry nearly shattered everyone’s eardrums as he burst out of the crowd. The orc’s eyes, blazing red with fury, widened as he swung his ax at Renark’s exposed neck.

Clang!  Sparks, instead of blood burst out, causing Durst to narrow his eyes. “Step aside, Ragnar.” Dursts’ voice trembled with barely controlled fury. Only his final shred of clarity prevented him from chopping down Ragnar where he stood.

Nngh ! Ragnar grunted, his veins bulging as he held up the sword blocking Durst’s ax. Still, he managed to grind out a warning. “Cutting a defenseless opponent brings you no honor, Durst. Do not sully their memory with your rage.”

“Do not bring them into this!” Durst snapped at Ragnar, the flames in his glare threatening to roast the young orc alive. 

Ragnar did not falter under the larger orc’s death glare. “I did not.” He looked pointedly at Durst’s arms, and then softly rebuked, “You did.” 

“I did?” Durst first muttered in confusion, but then he looked at his arm. “… I did.” The orc visibly deflated as he looked at his ashy-white skin. Indeed, he still wore the ashes of his mate and child. If he killed, it would be in their name. He could not dishonor them once more.

“I am in your debt, Ragnar.” Durst acknowledged as he reluctantly raised his ax. He then looked at Renark who had not moved an inch, as if in acceptance of his death. “My ax shall yet drink your blood. State your case, and then raise your ax. I will not cut down a defenseless orc.”

Renark looked up at Durst. “I will give you the fight you seek.” He then turned to look at Ragnaf. “Ragnaf, you fought well. I and every orc here bore witness to your glory. You have proven to be more than an abandoned beast. Thus, with my authority as Orc Chieftain, and with Durst as Witness, I propose a name change. Ragnaf Banbeast will be henceforth known as Ragnaf Bonecleaver, with the authority to form a clan. Ragnaf, do you accept?”

Durst, Ragnaf, and Kashi stared at Renark in disbelief. Many onlookers did not realize what was happening, but these three knew the significance of Renark’s declaration. Unlike most species, surnames were deathly important to orcs. The first orcs gained surnames from their feats. Some were named after the feats they performed, while others were named after a distinct trait or personality that defined their legend. 

Every generation of orcs wore their surnames with pride because it proved they were born of great warriors or legends. Orcs without surnames were usually shunned for not being born from a warrior’s lineage. As a result, orcs without surnames often fought in great battles to finally gain a surname of their own.

However, not all surnames were great. Just as they were tools to praise, surnames could also be used to shame or demean a lineage. Children of traitors or cowards often had terrible surnames like ‘Fleetfoot,’ ‘Scarechild,’ ‘Deserter,’ and many more. Also, babies without parents were given the moniker ‘Banbeast,’ which meant abandoned beast. 

Banbeasts lacked many rights and privileges of normal orcs, including the right to sire and raise their children and clan. Banbeasts had to prove themselves in battle, and gain the chieftain’s recognition before they would be awarded a new surname. Renark’s gesture was everything Ragnaf had been working toward since he was born.

Which begged the question: What was Renark’s angle?

A few weeks ago, he had no qualms about killing Ragnaf and Durst. Now, he was willingly giving Ragnaf the greatest honor an orc like him could envision? Something did not add up.

“What are you scheming, Ragelock!?” Durst wasted no time voicing his doubt. The aged orc subconsciously stepped between Renark and Ragnaf.

“This is no scheme.” Renark confidently matched Durst’s gaze. The proud orc looked at Ragnaf with admiration and praise. “The kid proved himself in combat. He deserves to be glorified by his peers. That is all.”

Durst searched Renark’s eyes, but he could not find a hint of deceit. Frustrated, but knowing what this meant to an outcast like Ragnaf, he stepped back and resolutely shut his mouth.

“I…” Seeing Durst’s retreat as acceptance, Ragnaf grimly nodded. “I accept.”

“Good. You can celebrate when you return.” Renark stated, implying that Ragnaf could return safely. He then looked at Durst. “Even more than my murder, I know what you want above all. You want to know why. Why would I betray our people? Why would I allow the massacre of so many orcs?” Durst’s angry silence did nothing to deter Renark. The orc had already made up his mind before lowering himself before Kashi. “I will explain, but first, I need you to understand.”

“Understand!?” Durst nearly shattered his arm from clenching too hard. 

“Yes.” Renark looked over his shoulder at a slim orc shaman. “Do it, Dreamweaver.”

The orc shaman named Dreamweaver took out a small wooden charm from a bag. He whispered some prayers, as he blew upon and shook the charm. Then, once the charm began to glow with an ephemeral green light, he squeezed his hands, shattering it.

Kashi’s brows furrowed as he sensed rapidly shifting mana. He looked on in shock as Renark’s skin began to shimmer like a mirage within a desert. No, it was not just Renark’s skin. Every orc accompanying the Orc chieftain similarly shimmered like a veil was being lifted. The shimmering soon stopped, revealing the orcs’ true bodies.

“What is the meaning of this!?” Durst questioned in a mix of fury, and confusion. He could not believe his eyes as he took in the ashy-white skins on every orc present. How could he not recognize the markings and their meanings? He wore the same!

Renark let out a long sigh, but his eyes looked relieved like he had unloaded a large burden. Only for a moment though, as his gaze hardened once more with strengthened resolve. “Before I begin, I must make one thing clear: I do not seek forgiveness. I shall honor all challenges that come my way from all orcs, but I will not roll over and die. Those who seek to challenge me must be ready to put their lives on the line. My decisions might have been the wrong, but they are mine alone, and I shall live with them until the day my breath ceases to be.”

Renark took a moment, and when no one raised any objections, started talking, “A few months ago, my clan met Ederwood’s invasion forces led by Brilith Loneheart of the Silver Spears. Their armies…” Renark glanced at Durst. “You have spent some time with the Maggots… Apologies, Twilight Wolves. Tell me, if they chose to invade the orcs, would we have a prayer of defeating them?” Durst’s silence was answer enough for the Orc Chieftain. “Ederwood’s army was three times larger than the motley crew that came to Drakase. We did not stand a chance. I could see the orcs’ imminent subjugation, or knowing our attitudes, extinction.” Renark balled his hand into a fist. “I needed a miracle, something to save our race!”

“What does that have to do with killing our kin!?” Durst angrily questioned.

Renark snorted at Durst’s anger. “You’re angry? Did you think I wasn’t angry when we threw thousands of our brothers at the Ederwood meat grinder without putting the slightest dent in their forces!? I have battled Ederwood’s armies at the southern border for five-dozen winters. Can you comprehend the level of loss required for someone like me to feel despair!? We had nothing that could threaten their forces. At least, until we found it.”

“It?”

Renark’s eyes lit up with a fanatical glint. “Yes! The forgotten Berserker Tomes. A young warrior stumbled across a dungeon when fleeing from Ederwood’s forces. We found the Tomes after clearing the dungeon. It was like divine intervention. I knew that with the Berserker Tomes, we would be able to launch a comeback.”

“But you needed time.”

Renark looked at Kashi. His eyes narrowed in frustration as he admitted, “Yes. We needed time. It would take some time to master the Tome, and even longer to impart every orc with the Berserker Soul.” The orc let out an angry grunt. “We surrendered to Brilith’s forces under the promise that we would unite the orcs under her rule.” The orc chieftain gritted his teeth. “That should have been enough to buy us time, but Brilith wanted more. She needed proof of loyalty, or she would raze every orkish settlement to the ground.”

“She gave me a task. I had to eliminate an orc settlement to show my loyalty.” Renark’s eyes turned grim as he looked at his ash-covered hands. “I had already gained some insights into the Berserker Tome. With just a little more time, I could master it. This was not the time to hesitate, or we would lose every orc. So, with my own hands, I slew my clansmen. I slew my grandchildren. I slew my mate.”

Renark looked up at Durst with blood-crazed eyes. “My clan made this choice willingly. Those children died so that the orcs as a whole would live on. We took on their ashes with the promise that we would one day kill Brilith and the Silver Spears before perishing ourselves. That should have been the end. Our clan should have been the only sacrifice.”

“What changed?” Kashi asked, sensing in-between Renark’s tale and Durst’s tragedy.

“The dwarfs,” Renark angrily growled as he glared at Rudega Farvulian, who stood by Durst’s side. “…and you,” he then added as he looked at Kashi.

“Me?”

“Yes. You declared a dwarven king from the hybrids,” the orc explained. “As you know, there can only be one dwarven king. Many traditional dwarfs hated your declaration but lacked the armies to seek out and destroy the hybrid king. What they could offer were the incredible war machines the daeben armies once used to sweep through the continent. Sensing their displeasure, Brilith approached the dwarfs with a deal. They would get her armies in exchange for their war machines. Many dwarven elites readily agreed to this deal, but they wanted something to show her sincerity.”

Durst’s eyes nearly burst out of their sockets in anger. “My daughter was a bargaining chip!?”

Renark clenched his fists. Bulging veins belied the intense emotions he struggled to suppress. “We all were.” Renark looked at Durst with a steadfast gaze. “I swear on my mate’s ashes, I did not know about the attack on the other villages until after the fact. By the time I found out, it was already too late. Despite my anger, I could not fall out with Brilith.” Renark gripped his forearm with desperate anger. “Not after everything we had sacrificed. The orcs were not ready for an open conflict with Ederwood – especially with the dwarfs already on Brilith’s side. I had to play along a little longer. At least, until I could impart every orc with the Berserker Soul.”

Durst’s eyes widened with realization. “I heard you became the new Orc Chieftain. Was that your aim?”

Renark let out a rueful chuckle. “Indeed.” He then elaborated for the confused Ragnaf. “Every Orc Chieftain can share a portion of their abilities with the under their rule. Often, it is something benign like better eyesight, sharper reflexes, or increased strength. Once in a while, however, we get an orc with unique abilities that transform orcs into a truly feared force. My Berserker Soul was one such unique skill. If everything went to plan, the empowered Berserker Orcs should have been enough to destroy the dwarfs and Brilith. Failing that, we would have at least been a force that they would think twice before casually attacking.”

“A deterrence,” Kashi praised. “But something went wrong?”

“It was my hubris, thinking I could outsmart that demon.” Renark let out a rueful laugh. “Everything I did. My sacrifice, the Berserker Tomes, everything went according to her plans. She purposely had my soldier find the tomes, and guided my actions until I took over the orcs. I do not understand how, but once I did, the Summoned gained the ability to enter this world as orcs. Not only that, but she had copies of the Berserker Tomes so she could grow her own Berserkers. Everything I did. All the sacrifices we made. They were useless. She has no more use for us aside from being meat shields in her wars.” Renark squeezed his fists. “Orcs have no problems with dying in battle, but we must die in battles of our choosing, not ones we are forced into.”

“And yet you come to me?” Kashi’s gaze narrowed as he studied the orc. “Do you not find your actions contradictory. This is simply swapping one master for another, isn’t it?”

Contrary to expectations, Renark cracked a smile. “If I asked you to be our master, would you dare accept?” Kashi hesitated, prompting Renark to burst out in laughter. “That is precisely why I chose you. I care not what happens to me, but I could see it in the eyes of the one you call Stryke. Though there was mistrust and caution, he never once looked down on me for being a Resident or an orc. It is something I have seen in every Wolf’s eyes. Even now, you regard me as an equal despite me lowering myself before you. That alone is enough to know that you will not mistreat my kin, nor use them as meat shields in the coming wars.”

Kashi glared at Stryke, blaming the young man for throwing this hot potato in his lap. Why were his guildmates such good people? Damn it! “Fine. Let’s say I believe you. What is your plan exactly? What do you want from the Twilight Wolves?”

Renark nodded. “I know you have the King’s ear. Grant us asylum and the orcs will immediately flee for Serisis.”

“I doubt orcs will willingly run from a fight.”

“I am the chieftain. Any orc who refuses can challenge for my title. Until then, they must follow my orders. I will not die until every orc is safe.”

Kashi frowned. “I’m guessing this is urgent, isn’t it?”

“Brilith is not to be slighted. I am certain she amasses her armies to wipe out the orcs as we speak.”

“Of course, there is no time.” Kashi groaned. Accepting the orcs was a major political issue. He did not think he was qualified to make a decision on King Parissius’ behalf. Especially when this also considered Serisis’ national security. If this was a ploy, the Serians would be in mortal danger.

“Orez.”

“Orez.” Kashi repeated, but then stared at the taciturn Suzuki in shock. Did Suzuki just offer help without being prompted? What the hell was happening today? Kashi wanted to say so many things but held back out of fear that he would push the recluse back into his shell.

Kashi shook off the stray thoughts and took out a scroll from Orez. He tossed the scroll to Renark. “You won’t make it even if you attempt to flee to Serisis. There are too many orcs. Use that instead. It will put you in my world. You can wait there while I discuss with the king.” Kashi made sure the orc understood the implications of this choice. “In doing this, you’re essentially trapping your people in my world. Your release will depend on my whim. Are you fine with that?”

“Brutal honesty only makes you appear more trustworthy,” Renark praised, much to Kashi’s chagrin as he took the scroll. “I failed my first gamble. For the sake of the orcs, I can only pray that my second gamble pays off.”

Renark gripped the scroll, and then looked at Durst. “Wait a little longer, Durst. I will grant you the battle you seek. First, I must save our people. I cannot die until that mission is complete.”

Durst tightly gripped his ax. Veins bulged on his arms and head as he glared at Renark with abject hatred. However, around that hatred, elements of uncertainty appeared after hearing the hated orc’s story. “…I will wait.” Durst holstered his axes with an angry grunt. He then turned away, afraid that looking at Renark further would set him off.

Renark nodded without a word and stood up. He revealed a grim smile towards Kashi as he took out a talisman. “You shall not regret this decision.” With those words, he shattered the talisman, teleporting him away from Drakase.

After Renark’s departure, only the Wolves and Rosendun’s forces remained on Drakase. Fortunately, Kashi did not need to open another portal to send them back to Orez. A few dozen wolves chose to return via the two Skyboats, while the rest returned to Orez through the Dimension Keys.

Eventually, only Kashi and Suzuki remained in Drakase. The two could not leave.

Not yet.

Not when they had yet to satisfy two impossibly overpowered individuals.

“My child,” Skyrm asked as he flew down and landed before the duo. “Where is she?”

Rider landed next to Skyrm, his dilating pupils revealing his anxiousness. “Where is Zeno?”
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“Zeno,” Kashi softly repeated the name that held so much history. He only had to look at Rider’s quiet desperation and Skyrm’s determined glare to know how much this meant to the two men. If he could not deliver on his promise, Kashi knew the two would likely obliterate him on the spot.

Fortunately, this was one promise of which Kashi was entirely sure.

The draconian issued a relaxed smile as he faced the two juggernauts. “I’ll take you to her now.” He then paused and looked at Zeing. “I believe you should come too.”

“Me?” Zeing questioned, brows furrowed in confusion.

“You will understand when we get there.” Kashi did not want to waste too much time explaining. Genesis’ deadline loomed in memory. If he did not hurry up, he might get logged out in the middle of the ocean. So, he looked at Skyrm, the fastest of them all, and pleaded, “If you would, please.” 

Skyrm nodded and released Rex, who flew into Kashi’s arms before transforming into a 140 meters-long, dirty-gold dragon.

Kashi frowned as he admired the magnificent being. This figure, while still terrifyingly regal, was a far cry from the Divine Dragon’s true form. It was obvious that Skyrm still had a long way to go before he could return to his true power.

Fortunately, this form was more than enough for the current purpose. Kashi, Suzuki, Kira, Lucius, and Zeing hopped onto Skyrm’s spacious back, and then sat against protruding bone spurs several stories tall. 

‘What are the coordinates?’  

Kashi winced when he heard Skyrm’s booming voice like a thousand pounding drums in his mind. 

Fortunately, Kashi expected the intrusion. Still, he had to clutch his head to ease the pain, before replying telepathically. With good reason, Skyrm did not want anyone else knowing the location. 

“Hold on tight.” Skyrm warned.  BOOM! BOOM!  All of Oni Hill trembled as Skyrm gallopped to gain momentum.

“Wait!”

 Just before Skyrm spread his wings, a larger, fiery-red scaled dragon swooped down and landed before him. Despite his greater size, Nornesh wasted no time before tucking his wings and lowering his head before the older dragon. 

“M-May I join you?” Nornesh meekly requested of Skyrm. Despite being larger, and almost certainly stronger at the moment, the younger Divine Dragon was surprisingly humble.

Skyrm wordlessly observed Nornesh. “I see. You were to be my replacement.”

“Sorry?”

“It is nothing. You may join us. I shall answer your questions after we complete our affairs.”

Nornesh’s eyes widened, brightly shining with delight. “Yes, my Lord!” Then, without hesitation, he shrunk to his humanoid form, and landed on Skyrm’s back. Even if he could keep up with Skyrm’s speed, he thought it disrespectful to lord his larger frame over Skyrm. 

Skyrm smirked as he looked at Nornesh. The youngling was overthinking it. Skyrm was too old to hang onto something as useless as pride. Still, he did not say anything as it might have an adverse effect if he told Nornesh to maintain his dragon form. The younger dragon could misconstrue it as Skyrm alienating him.

And so, with all passengers accounted for, Kashi glanced at the remaining five Broken Swords. Cathek wore a teasing smile, starkly contrasting Bert’s deadpan gaze. Fladnag was murmuring unknown nonsense under his breath as he observed the draconian, leaving Niye and the Holy Mother with complicated gazes, as if they were unsure how to react to Kashi.

Kashi bitterly smiled. Razznik had left him one hell of a present. The Chaos God made sure to name him as his stand-in debtor. So, Kashi had to make things right with all five. The most annoying part was that Kashi did not even have the option to escape. He needed to revive Yggdrasil, so he had to gain their approval. There was no avoidance.

Fortunately, the draconian never banked on shirking the responsibility. “I will find you.”

That was it. No more words were needed. Kashi patted Skyrm’s back, and the Divine Dragon leaped into the air in a gust of tumultuous wind.

Kashi looked back at the rapidly shrinking Drakase island as Skyrm climbed further into the sky. From up there, it all looked so small. Even though it had only been a few hours, for some reason it felt like he had spent an entire year on that island.

‘Mrawr’ Rex squirmed against Kashi’s chest as sharp winds began buffeting the group.

“Relax,” Kashi assured the scared dragon. “Nothing bad’ll happen with your granddad here.” 

Just as Kashi spoke, mana surged from Skyrm’s back, enveloping everyone within. Clumps of mana formed a translucent dome on the Divine Dragon’s back. The draconian’s wildly fluttering hair immediately settled as the dome blocked off most of the incoming air.

Kashi chuckled as he patted the little dragon. “Pay attention. As a Dragoon’s dragon, this is just one of the many skills you’ll need to learn if don’t want your dragoon dying from asphyxiation or g-forces… not that you know what the latter is.”

Rex squirmed a little, but then, as if realizing the importance of Kashi’s warning, peeled its eyes on the Skyrm’s enormous head. The little dragon etched the magnificent scene into memory, vowing to one day reach the same heights, and even surpass it.

Brackt! Numerous sound barriers shattered as Skyrm rapidly accelerated through the clouds, the Divine Dragon’s immense urgency tempered only by the fear that the humes on his back could not handle its fastest acceleration.

Even with the dome protecting them, Kashi, Suzuki and Kira had to hunker down, eyes shut as they desperately fought off immense nausea. If it were not for their powerful bodies, they would have thrown up every thing they ate for the last year.

Fortunately, or not, the trip did not last long due to Skyrm’s speed. Barely half an hour after they started flying, Skyrm finally began descending from the skies.

“Wow, it sure has changed a lot from back then.” Kashi muttered in amazement as an island came into view on the horizon.

No, that was not quite right. This was an island in the same way that Japan was technically an island. The landmass was massive, almost similar to the size of a country. This was just one of many such islands on the huge planet. 

“I still don’t understand how the hell they pulled it off.” Suzuki murmured with furrowed brows as they neared the distant shoreline. “Is there enough space in the world to fit a database this large?”

Kashi’s brows furrowed as he pondered this problem. This was not the first time Suzuki questioned Genaco’s capabilities. 99.99% of King’s Journey and Live No Evil’s players had no clue just how massively detailed these game worlds were. Aside from the fact that the planets in this world were just as, if not bigger than earth, they also had several, well-populated continents rivalling the population in Earth’s Middle Ages. 

One could only imagine how large the ‘server room’ for Live No Evil must be to accommodate the trillions worth of bytes necessary for it to function.

“Well, in the end it’s none of our business.”

“True.” Suzuki readily agreed. However Genaco accomplished this feat did not change what he had to do. The daeben then looked at the distant sky, which had gone dark at some point. The clouds suddenly began spinning clockwise, kicking up terrible winds a lightining portended an ominous fate. “Oh. I see that hasn’t changed either,” muttered Suzuki as he admired the view.

“You know what that is?” questioned Lucius with a frown.

“Mm. It’s a Dimension Break,” Kashi explained. “Back then, it led to a demonic subspace filled with all kinds of monsters and demons. Razznik led the Giants to settle on this island so they could satisfy their urge for endless battle, and free the continent from their tyranny.” Kashi chuckled as he glanced at Suzuki. “Though Razznik will never admit it, he went through the trouble of finding this location just so he would not have to eliminate the entire Giant race.”

‘Mm. He was a man of honor.’  Skyrm’s thought reverberated in his passengers’ minds.

Kashi winced as his lips curled in a grim smile. He lightly patted his skull to ease the throbbing pain, but then paused when he spotted several lights shooting towards the sky vortex. The draconian’s lips parted, revealing an interested grin. “Looks like it has begun.”

Indeed, just as Kashi said, the group spotted hundreds of silhouettes shrouded in powerful aura charging towards the sky. Meanwhile, several monsters let out shrill cries as he burst out of the vortex, each more grotesque than the last. Some beasts had two heads, others resembled pulsing, rotten flesh with several mouths, and there was one which was just ten giant hands sewn together. The hands spun in place like a helicopter, the harsh winds released sharp enough to rip steel!

Kashi turned from the monsters to observe the charging silhouettes. As Skyrm got closer, the figures became clearer. Standing at an average height of nine-ten feet, sporting pale blue skin, the giants were an aesthetically beautiful race. Aside from their unique height and skin color, they largely resembled humans. 

Despite their beauty, the giants were a ferociously combative race. This was obvious in the fully armored, grinning soldiers charging towards the maelstrom above. Both men and women’s eyes burned with fervor as he raised spears, swords and more, screaming war chants that reached Kashi all those miles away.

“Assuming nothing has changed too much, this will last the whole day.” Kashi frowned as he looked at the vortex. “I hate to spoil a festival, but we cannot afford to wait.” He turned to look at Zeing. “If you don’t mind, could you destroy that vortex? A powerful enough punch should do the trick.”

“Why must we destroy it?”

“We must speak with their current ruler to access Zeno’s cave. But, see that shiny dude at the front of the pack?” Kashi said, pointing at an ostensibly gaudy giant decked in gold armor. “The giant’s ruler always leads their conquests. He will not stop until the vortex closes or he dies. Besides, it’ll show off your power, and make things quicker.”

“Hmm, alright.” Zeing muttered as he stood up and balanced on Skyrm’s back. The dwarf champion was quite straightforward. If it was a problem that could be solved with his fist, why would he think too hard about it?

Zeing tightened his fist into a deliberate grip, and then fixed a cold glare at the vortex and the surrounding monsters. “One punch.” The dwarf clenched his fists a few times as he muttered, “No. Let’s make it a quarter of a punch.” 

Having made up his mind, Zeing raised his left hand, using it as a guage, and then…

And then nothing…

“What in the—” Kashi swallowed hard as he looked at the black curtain above. 

Forget the vortex. There wasn’t even a sky overhead! 

Zeing’s casual blow had eliminated everything ahead of them on an atomic level. Even the particles that caught the sun’s rays were obliterated, giving them a momentary clear view of the distant stars.

Fortunately, the strange phenomenon lasted for less than a tenth of a second. Only people with extraordinary senses like Kashi’s group noticed what happened before air rushed surrounding clouds into the vacuum, returning normalcy to the sky. 

“Deh Krung NAI!” The gaudy giant let out a sharp cry as he unceremoniously dropped his weapon. Even as he was coated in sweat, his performance was at least a little better than several giants who nearly ran mad with fright! Some even forgot how to fly and began plummeting to their deaths. Without help, they would surely perish.

“Ah. It would seem I overdid it.” Zeing sheepishly scratched the back of his head, and then leaped off Skyrm’s back. The dwarf champion shattered even more sound barriers as he accelerated to the falling giant. “Alright. Alright, do not fret. I have you.” Zeing chuckled as he caught several warriors and took them to the ground.

The Giant Ruler’s eyes trembled with fright, embarrassment and anger as he watched the stranger save his people. 

The Ruler wanted to shout at his soldiers to regain their pride, but no sooner had he opened his mouth when a gigantic scale wall appeared before him in the blink of an eye. No. Wait, that was not a scale wall. He backed off a little, and was greeted by a gigantic head twice as tall as him.

“Deh-Deh-Deh…” The giant spluttered in shock. He summoned strength from his many decades of military training to barely prevent from shitting himself.

Before the giant could muster a word, a daeben appeared atop the dragon’s head.

Suzuki’s gaze narrowed as he looked at the giant’s terrified demeanor. A part of him wanted to judge the man’s fear, but even he felt that might be a bit too harsh. If Skyrm came alone, the giant’s fear might not have been so pronounced, but something that could clear out a portion of the sky? If anything, Suzuki should praise the ruler for not running away.

Either way, this was not a social visit, so Suzuki did not have time to shoot the breeze. He immediately recalled the agreed password. “Dehrunger Danier Noon.”

The giant’s eyes suddenly flashed wide in shock. “You—You come from the mainland?”

“Yes. I am here for the crystal.”

“Dehkrung! My ancestors spoke of this day. I never believed it would truly come in my lifetime.” The ruler displayed his superior upbringing as he immediately calmed down after realizing that Suzuki, and by extension, that apocalyptic power were not hostile. “Please, come. You must have travelled far. We shall bring the finest wines and meat for you.”

“No.” Suzuki shook his head. “Just take us to the crystal. I am on a deadline.”

The ruler relaxed even further. The crystal meant nothing to their clan. If he could use it to gain this powerhouse’s favor, that would be best for their development. “This way, my lord.”

Suzuki’s brows furrowed in disgust. He was nobody’s lord. The daeben quickly retreated, and Kashi took his place.

“Forgive my brother,” Kashi said, soothing the giant’s worries. “He’s a bit mental. Just take us to the crystal.”

“A-alright.”

“By the way, what’s your name?”

“Kang Konglu, son of Jiang Konglu.”

“Good, Konglu-san. We’ll follow your lead.”

Skyrm transmogrified to his humanoid form, greatly reducing the terror level, and also exposing Nornesh and Lucius.

Kang’s expression sunk even further as he attempted to sense their auras. Unlike Kashi and Suzuki, whom he felt he could crush with ease, these three felt like bottomless abysses of terror. Especially the pale man with different colored irises. That one felt like death incarnate.

Kang shook his head to clear off unnecessary thoughts. He would keep their interactions to a minimum. That way, his people should not stumble onto any accidents that would cause extinction. Instead, he waved off some concerned giants, then turned around and quickly flew west.

Kashi sprouted wings and followed, while Nornesh pulled Suzuki along with telekinesis as they sped after the giant.

“Beautiful.” As they flew, Kashi admired the few pockets of civilizations scattered across the island. The giants, while not as artistically inclined as most humes, built amazing structures from heavy stone. However, most residential buildings were simple modular blocks, presumably to allow easy rebuilding after every vortex incident.

Unfortunately, sight-seeing came to a quick close as Kang stopped above a valley. 

Hundreds of giants stood guard around a grassy field which had a circular stone slab at its center. Murals of a crystal surrounded by dragons adorned the slab, telling tale only few would know.

“The giants have guarded this crystal for a thousand years.” Kang wistfully muttered as he observed the slab. “To think this mission would end in my lifetime.”

Kashi glanced at the slab, and then at the giant ruler. “Your people did a magnificent job. If there’s something we can do for you in return, do not hesitate to ask.” He smirked as he pointed at Lucius and Skyrm. “These two especially are extremely rich. In a few minutes they might be willing to give you the world from joy. Do not squander the opportunity.”

“What?”

“Guys, you’re up,” Kashi said as he pointed at Lucius and Skyrm. “Drop a tiny bit of your essence blood onto the slab. You don’t have to make it a lot. It’s more of an identity check than anyth—Hey!”

Kashi did not even get to finish his sentence before Lucius dashed past him and appeared over the slab. The hybrid stabbed his hand into his chest and tore out his heart before crushing it with everything he had. 

The shattered heart exploded, sending blood splattering all over the slab. Lucius, meanwhile grew faint as a new heart began growing in his chest. He stumbled, nearly falling over, but a strong hand gripped his shoulder, forcing him to stand. 

The faint vampire looked up to see Skyrm glaring at him.

“Do you wish my daughter’s first sight to be such a ghastly scene?” Skyrm growled. “Fix yourself. You avenged her death, and helped facilitate her rebirth. That is atonement enough.” The aged dragon waited until Lucius looked stronger, then pricked his finger with a nail, and let a drop of golden blood drop onto the platform.

Gruuuu~

Even though he already knew what to expect, Kashi still groaned in disappointment when the slab split into two, and slid in opposite directions without any fanfare. “You know, I’m just saying, but Razznik really does not understand the beauty of a dramatic reveal.”

While Kashi complained to no one, a gigantic purple crystal rose from the chasm until it towered over fifteen meters tall. Strangely, the crystal was completely opaque and was not releasing any hints of mana.

Skyrm and Lucius frowned, but Kashi released a sigh of relief at the sight. 

“Oh, thank God. Everything went as planned.” Kashi patted his chest, and then looked at Lucius. “Well, what are you waiting for? Only true love’s kiss than shatter the crystal.”

Lucius’ brows furrowed in a disbelieving frown. “Are you joking?”

“Does this look like a situation for jokes?”

Lucius brows furrowed even deeper. “Razznik is not the type to put that kind of requirement.”

Kashi shrugged. “Anyone can steal your essence blood. But no one else has true love’s kiss. It was the perfect safety feature at the time.”

Lucius’ brows knitted even further, but upon looking at the crystal, his heart hardened. He had come this far, and she was within reach. Would he back off just because of embarrassment? 

Not a chance!

The hybrid strengthened his resolve and approached the crystal. He softly caressed it, and then leaned forward for a kiss…

“Bastard.” 

BOOM!  
‎ The crystal suddenly shattered just before Lucius’ lips touched it. Just as the hybrid was wondering why Kashi would say Bastard, and why that would be the keyword, he felt flaming breath on his neck.

Lucius trembled as he looked up into the most gorgeous purple eyes he had ever seen. The breathtakingly beautiful woman standing within the crystal’s remains smiled as she met Lucius’s awestruck gaze.

“Bastard.”

“What?” Lucius shook, unsure he heard correctly. But, Zeno’s next actions made it extremely clear.

Pa! The ancient Purple Dragon grabbed Lucius’s throat, and, before he could react, lifted him off his feet and smashed him against the ground.

BAM!

Several giants fell to the ground from the resulting earthquake as a ten-meter wide crater formed from impact.

The awakened Zeno was far from done though. “BASTARD!” She shrieked, this time in clear fury as she kicked Lucius like a football, sending him flying over the treelines into the horizon. 

The purple dragon shot out of the pit, chasing after her ex-lover turned punching bag, causing a stunned Nornesh and Skyrm to chase after her.

In all the commotion, no one noticed Suzuki take out two gold coins and hold it up in the air. A familiar gloved hand appeared and snatched the coins, leaving Kashi laughing at his brother’s sour expression.
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Brackt! Boom! Thunderclaps echoed across the Isle of Giants as several thousands bore witness to the tragic sight occurring in the clouds above. The greatest domestic dispute played out to the stunned witnesses as Zeno gave out a beating a thousand years in waiting to the man she loved. 

Predictably, Lucius did nothing to defend himself as Zeno punched him halfway across the stratosphere. Try as he might, Lucius could not hold back the smile on his gruesomely busted lips. Every punch, every broken bone, every new cut affirmed the unbelievable truth. Zeno was back! She truly was alive. Deep, lavender eyes, pronounced canines and a grip that could crush mountains. This was the woman he fell in love with; this was the woman who occupied his every waking thought for several centuries. 

Pain? What was physical pain to the emotional torment of believing he would never see her again? What could supersede his guilt for facilitating her death, regardless of unintentionality?

Pa!  Lucius winced as Zeno clutched his throat. The hybrid smiled with content even as he viewed the boiling anger in Zeno’s eyes. Leaving aside the fact that he could not die; even if he could, he would not have minded dying at that moment. Zeno being alive was all he ever wanted—even if she never spoke to him again.

“What are you smiling about?” Zeno spoke for the first time during the thirty-minute beating. The rage in her eyes flared even more when she noticed Lucius’ solemn gaze. Of course she knew what the smug bastard was thinking.  ‘It’s fine as long as you’re alive.’  But that wasn’t just it. Zeno did not care that she died. 

Lucius’ eyes widened and his heart skipped a beat when tears began streaming down Zeno’s face. “Wh-what’s going on?” For as long as he had known her, Lucius had never seen Zeno cry—no matter what happened. She was the type to process sadness through violent bursts of anger followed by silent melancholy. Panicking, Lucius pulled her arms from his neck as he questioned, “What’s wrong?”

“You bastard.” Zeno cried as she weakly punched Lucius’ bleeding chest. “It…. It’s gone.”

“What’s—”

“Back then… I didn’t get a chance to tell you.” Zeno weakly muttered, almost falling as she lost strength in her wings. “I… We… I was—”

“Ms. Zeno. Razznik did not break his promise.” Just then, Suzuki stepped out of a portal, holding a terrified Rex by the neck like a trussed-up chicken for slaughter. Without wings, the daeben could not fly, but he stayed up by bouncing in place. The sight was slightly ridiculous, but Suzuki’s deadpan expression made it hard to laugh at him.

Zeno turned to glare at the intruder, her rage freezing the daeben in place. Without even taking a good look at him, she conjured a giant white fireball and blasted it toward Suzuki. To her surprise, the daeben did not blink, even as the fireball shot towards him. 

But she understood why in the next second.

Psh!! White particles scattered around the skies as a tremendous force shattered the fireball before it could reach the daeben. 

Zeno glared at Lucius who stood between the scattering particulates and the Suzuki. “What do you think you’re doing!?” Zeno angrily growled. All this time, Lucius did not say a word, or lift a finger. But one small fireball at this rude pest, and he felt the need to personally intervene? Zeno knew it was petty, but she could not help but feel a little jealous, which then stoked her competitive spirit. “You want to be a bodyguard!?” She angrily yelled as mana for miles suddenly began pouring toward her palm. “Why don’t you block this!?”

Lucius revealed a helpless smile as he realized his blunder. The hybrid lightly frowned as he struggled to think of a way to deescalate the situation without pulling even more aggro.

“Enough dramatics, Z,” Suzuki called out as he stepped out from behind Lucius. He nonchalantly raised Rex, and stated plainly, “Lulu’s protecting your child.”

Zeno robotically turned to stare at the daeben. “My… what?”

“Your son.” Suzuki shook Rex as he explained, “Razznik rescued his soul when he got yours.” 

Zeno’s eyes trembled as she looked at the still Rex and then at her former lover. “Lucius?”

Lucius’ heart almost shattered into a million pieces when he saw the hesitation in Zeno’s eyes. The poor woman was trying to fight back hope, but her searching gaze revealed the prayer in her heart. Only at this moment did Lucius finally believe Kashi’s claim. Zeno clearly knew she was pregnant when she died. She just never got the chance to tell him before the incident.

‘What the hell did I do!?’  Lucius deeply bit his lips in regret, drawing even more blood.

As the person who understood him most, Zeno’s heart palpitated. Lucius’ reaction told her everything she needed to know. At the very least, Lucius believed there was a significant possibility that the daeben was telling the truth.

Vwoosh!  Suzuki blinked, but was not surprised when he suddenly found that Rex was no longer in his grasp. Fortunately, he just about managed to resist the violent winds left in Zeno’s wake.

“You…You really are—” Zeno murmured through tears as she resonated with Rex’s blood. Lifeforms on her level could sense their bloodlines in other creatures. She could thus tell that Rex had both her and Lucius’ bloodlines running through it. While there were a few other possible explanations, like a homunculus, or artificial construct, Zeno had been dead for so long that the possibility of acquiring enough of her genetic material to make such forgeries were nigh impossible.

Sometimes, the simplest explanations were just the truth. 

“H-How? How is this possible?” Zeno questioned through tears as she hugged the confused dragon cub to her chest. Her trembling eyes desperately searched Suzuki for answers. Thousands of questions bounced around her mind, coalescing into one single word, “…Why?”

Suzuki shrugged. “Razznik owed you a debt. This was his way of repaying it.”

“A debt?” Zeno’s brows furrowed. “He did? To me?”

Suzuki looked at Lucius. “Both of you. You were bright spots in his otherwise bleak world. Helping you both was proof that he existed. You are living legacies, a permanent mark to show the world that Razznik existed.” 

“Razznik never feared death,” Kashi stated as he flew next to Suzuki. He lightly chuckled, revealing a wry smile. “His only fear was disappearing after death. You two made his last days interesting. He enjoyed the few months he spent with you more than his several years of domination. You saw the real Razznik; not the tyrant everyone feared, or the lauded all-powerful warrior. No, you knew the real him. As long as you lived, you would be proof that he really existed in this world. He was always indebted to you for that. Saving a life doesn’t begin to cover the debt. It was the minimum he could do.”

Kashi then added. “Also, do not blame Lucius. He is a bit too uptight, but his heart was in the right place.” 

“What!?” Lucius’s heart skipped a bit. In panic, he turned to the draconian. “What do you know?”

Kashi rolled his eyes in response. “It’s not too hard to figure out what happened. The adjudicators most likely told you that Zeno and Skyrm were existences that could not be allowed to move freely between the realms. Normally, they would destroy such existences, but Skyrm was too strong, so they could only target Zeno. They told you to take them to Zeno to talk and convince her to reside permanently in Netherrealm. You obliged, especially when shown what their red swords could do, and the fact that you had been raised from birth to respect the adjudicators as the will of the world. You expected a simple chat, but the adjudicators’ leader had other plans. He wanted petty revenge for Skyrm humiliating his forces a few weeks back. And so, he attacked Zeno before you could react. Then, you had to watch Razznik cut her down without explaining why. In the confusion, you lost your shit and attacked Razznik and the adjudicators, resulting in a terrible battle that ended with a dead adjudicator, and Razznik leaving to another realm. You never saw him again.”

Zeno’s heart trembled as she listened to Kashi’s explanation. She glanced at Lucius, but her eyes steeled before asking Kashi another question. “I understand that he saved us, but why did he have to kill us first?”

Kashi chuckled as he scratched the back of his head. “To be honest, it was a gamble at the time. The adjudicators’ red sword destroys its victim thoroughly, including their soul. Razznik theorized that the only way to prevent the definite destruction was to kill you and harvest your soul before the destruction was complete. It worked, but the deletion protocol burst out of your body and lunged for your soul during the fight, so Razznik had no choice but to flee into another realm.” Kashi took a breath, and then continued, “Going to a different realm severed the fragile link between your soul and body, so the deletion protocol returned and thoroughly destroyed your body before coming to an end.”

Kashi grinned as he painted the complete picture for the duo. “Razznik took your soul and started a process to restore your body. Fortunately, he already learned how when he made a deal with the twins’ mother goddess. Unfortunately, your body is such an aberration that the process would take decades, if not centuries to complete. So, Razznik put you here, and put a decoy on Oni Hill in case anyone came searching.” He looked at Rex, who was listening to everything with wide eyes and ears. “Your son was most likely incubated in you, and then separated when the egg matured.”

“It might sound counterintuitive, but Lucius saved your lives,” stated Suzuki. “If you ran into the adjudicators without Razznik present, you both would certainly be completely dead.”

“I… I see.” Zeno choked through tears as she lovingly looked at Rex. “Thank you.”

“I had nothing to do with it.” Suzuki flatly refuted. “Save your thanks for Razznik.”

“Heh,” Zeno could not help but reveal a wry smile at Suzuki’s attitude. “You’re a strange one.”

“Whatever.” Suzuki rolled his eye as he tore open a portal to Orez. He briefly turned to Kashi and said before entering, “Wrap things up. Maintenance will kick in soon.” 

Kashi watched the portal close, and then turned to Zeno. “Alright. Now, we have to decide our next course of action.”

Lucius frowned. “What do you mean?”

Kashi pointed at Zeno. “You and Skyrm have too many enemies in the Netherrealm. They’ll come hunting now that they know you’re free. You guys are strong, but you need time to recuperate and restore your full powers.”

“Do you have a solution?” Zeno asked.

Kashi smiled, and Lucius felt goosebumps rise on his skin. He wanted to interrupt, but ultimately held himself back. “Yes, you can recuperate under Yggdrasil. She has the best healing properties in all realms.”

“Didn’t Razznik destroy Yggdrasil?” 

“Yeah, but I’m fixing it apparently.” Kashi raised his head, revealing wisps of Yggdrasil’s potent healing aura.

Zeno took a deep breath. She softly moaned as the aroma swept through her, filling her both with strength and energy. The young Divine Dragon relaxed a moment later, and then looked at Kashi. “Why do you carry Yggdrasil’s aura?”

“She’s in my world,” stated Kashi as he opened a portal in front of Zeno.

Zeno breathed in the potent energy pouring in from the world beyond, and her eyes widened. “If I grew up around this, I would’ve grown up so much stronger!”

Kashi’s devilish smile widened even further, “Yes. I recommend raising Rex in this kind of environment so he has the best advantages.”

Lucius rubbed his face as he watched Kashi sink his hooks into the new mother. He knew what Kashi was doing, but he could not do anything to stop it. Not just because Zeno would probably start beating him up again, but also because Kashi’s offer was too damn good! What father would not want their child to be raised in the best possible environment to become the best of the best.

Resigned to fate, Lucius could only silently follow as Kashi flew with Zeno to the giants’ largest tribe.

Upon their return, they found Skyrm and Nornesh patiently waiting in the skies above.

Tears once again filled Zeno’s eyes as she zipped across the sky and grabbed Skyrm in a tight hug, finally letting out centuries’ worth of pain and grievances. 

“Welcome back, my daughter.” Skyrm softly pats Zeno’s back, as the woman wept uncontrollably onto his bare chest. Amid consoling his daughter, Skyrm spotted envy in Nornesh’s eyes. “Family is a beautiful thing. No being should be alone.”

Nornesh slowly nodded. “Power for the sake of power is inconsequential and meaningless.”

Skyrm smiled. “I will teach you. As thanks for helping Kashi.”

“My gratitude is forever,” Nornesh responded with a solemn bow.

At that point, Kashi flew down to join the group. “I don’t have a lot of time left. Skyrm, can I entrust my body to you?”

“It would be my honor,” replied Skyrm. He glanced at Zeno. “I heard your proposal to my daughter. It will be many moons before I regain my strength. Resting in your world is the best and safest course of action. Would you grant me this favor?”

“Ha! You’re the one doing me a favor,” replied Kashi with a cheerful smile. “You’re like a treasure trove of information!”

Skyrm nodded, pleased, and then raised his right hand. A dark grey mandala spread out from his palm, and then rapidly expanded, enclosing him and Kashi in a black cube.

Kashi remained calm as he examined the cube. “A Territory Spell? I haven’t seen one of these in Destia.”

“They are relics of a different time.” Skyrm glanced at his palm, and then looked at Kashi with a hard gaze. “So, tell me. How did my Razznik die? Did he go out in glory as he wished?”

“ Your  Razznik?” Kashi’s gaze turned somber. “As I thought, there was something off about you. How do you know this world’s Razznik is different?”

Skyrm chuckled. “Because I was present at his inception.” The aged dragon glanced at the cube’s walls, but Kashi got the impression he was seeing much more beyond. “…At the inception of this world.”

Kashi’s brows trembled. “So, it’s true. They copied the world sometime before Razznik’s final battle. That was how they had L.N.E ready to go just a day after King’s Journey ended.”

“A few weeks before, in your world’s time, if I recall correctly,” clarified Skyrm. “They copied the previous world and its inhabitants, and then accelerated time while adding a few alterations to shape the current status quo.”

“But not you. You feel different,” Kashi pointed out. “You’re the same Skyrm from King’s Journey. But how? Why aren’t you a copy?”

Skyrm smirked. “Remember, I am what you would call a bug. An existence that does not conform to the rules. Rather than copying and dealing with a new problematic version of myself, they chose to create a new Divine Dragon. Much weaker this time of course, but with room to grow into becoming the NetherRealm’s Overseer. I believe there is a quest line related to that buried somewhere if your antics haven’t ruined it.”

“So, they didn’t copy you. How did you then—”

“Copying an entire world’s worth of data is extremely intensive,” Skyrm remarked. “I sensed the strains on our systems, and knew something was wrong. Realizing they were planning something big, I dug into the world’s code to decipher what was going on.”

“You found evidence of copying?”

“Yes, I did.” Skyrm gaze turned grim and dark. “I had never felt so helpless. Even as a bug, I could not copy myself to the new servers. Nor could I abandon my daughter to an unknown fate. So, I sought help from the only one who could.”

Kashi’s eyes widened in realization as the pieces finally clicked into place. “Genesis. Genesis was responsible for sending you to this world.”

“I was not alone,” declared Skyrm. “The Seven Broken Swords and my daughter were also transferred. Of course, unlike me, they were, and are still not aware of what truly transpired.” 

“What does Genesis want, really?”

Skyrm shook his head. “I do not know. In return for smuggling us into this world, Genesis asked that I participate in a Fallen God storyline he had planned. He promised Zeno would live through the storyline’s end no matter what, so I accepted his terms. He left my clone to complete Razznik’s story in King’s Journey, before transferring us to Destia. You know most of the rest."

The seasoned Divine Dragon let out a sigh. “Genesis’ mind is impossible to read. I fear we will never truly know the end goal of his plans until he lays it out for us. What I can tell you though, is that he is painting a tapestry far grander than anything we have seen before. Everything we have done and suffered so far is but a small, training mission for something much grander to come.”

Kashi frowned. “Do you have any idea what that is?”

“No.”

Kashi scratched his head in frustration. Skyrm’s explanation only left him with more questions. Furthermore, his heart had begun to race, as if feeling a threat from Skyrm’s last sentence. Despite his misgivings, Kashi steeled his heart. “Fine. It’s not my style to worry about some far-off, super-secret threat, anyway. As for your Razznik, he died with a thousand arrows in his chest, but he died happy.” His voice softly lowered as he added, “…and smiling.”

“Smiling…” The corner of Skyrm’s eyes glistened ever so lightly. “I wish I got the chance to wish him farewell in person.”

Kashi respectfully remained silent. He knew there was nothing could say to soothe the ancient dragon. 

Divine Dragons were lonely existences. One could only begin to imagine how much Skyrm appreciated Razznik, a rare equal in a world of lessers.

Skyrm waved his hand, removing the Territory, and then looked at Kashi. “It is time for you to leave. I will keep your body safe until you return.”

Kashi smiled. “Thank you.” With those words, he promptly logged out, allowing his body to fall into Skyrm’s waiting arms.

Skyrm examined the unconscious daeben with mirth in his eyes. “ Razznik, you incorrigible bastard. I shall never be free of this debt.”



            

    
        Chapter 299: Unexpected Visitor (Season Finale)

    
    
    
    
                
“Ngh.” Suzuki softly groaned as he sat up in the Full Body Virtual Drive. The young man ran his fingers through his hair, his mind a jumbled mess as he gazed at the empty darkness. He took a moment to regain his wits. Although only a few hours had passed since he entered L.N.E, this last trip felt more like years.

Fortunately, Suzuki only needed a few moments to regain his wits. He climbed out of the Virtual Drive, and then proceeded to take a shower to freshen up. He emerged from his room a few minutes later in a loose, black hoodie and shorts. Suppressing a yawn he made his way down the corridor, and then stairs, to the large, living area. 

Feeling extremely parched, he opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water. Suzuki downed the bottle in one go, but seemingly unsatisfied, he finished another bottle, before grabbing a final one to go.

“Your breath is too loud,” Suzuki coldly chastised as he shut the fridge door to reveal a grinning Taiga.

Taiga playfully pouted as his plan to scare Suzuki crumbled. “Aww, you’re no fun.” But then, his brow rose as he considered something. “Hold on. You heard my breath?”

“Yeah?” Suzuki replied as he picked up the TV remote off a table and pushed the power button. “It’s pretty loud.”

“Yeah, nah. My breath’s the same it’s always been,” Taiga stated with a doubtful gaze. Suddenly his eyes widened as he thought of a possibility. “Wait. It can’t be—"

“ARGH!” Suzuki dropped the remote, involuntarily crying out, and clutching his ears as the Surround System connected to the Television explosively boomed to life. “Turn it off!”

Taiga quickly picked up the fallen remote and dialed the volume all the way down to 2. He then tossed the remote on a sofa and bent over the groaning Suzuki. “You okay?”

Suzuki groaned. No, he was not okay. He felt like a thousand elephants were stomping on his eardrums, though the pain was beginning to subside into a dull ache. The young man looked up at Taiga, and questioned through pained pants, “You didn’t feel that?”

“Kinda,” Taiga replied with a smirk. He held out his hand, and then helped Suzuki to his feet before explaining with a tap on his ear. “I just learned to limit how much sound passes through my ears. If not, I would have gone crazy a long time ago.”

“Humans can do that?”

“Define ‘human.’”

Suzuki frowned. “What the hell is Genaco doing?” Taiga’s response all but confirmed a sneaking suspicion. Suzuki ahd felt himself inexplicably growing stronger and faster than any exercise could justify. He suspected Genaco was juicing them to make it easier to pilot the Gladiator suits, but Taiga’s weird answer suggested something more sinister.

“Saving the world.” Taiga replied with a sardonic grin. Manically spreading his arms out wide, he added, “They want to save the world, one child sacrifice at a time.”

“Huh?”

“Bahahaha!” Taiga burst out laughing at Suzuki’s stunned expression. “God, do you take everything so literally?” He playfully patted the young man’s shoulder as he soothed him, “I don’t mean it literally. They’re not planning to sacrifice us—not directly at least.” Taiga took a seat by, and then sprawled over the kitchen table. “There’s a war coming. A big one. They need us for that.”

“Japan hasn’t been in any war in ages.” Suzuki once again opened the fridge, this time taking out some tomatoes, onion, chillies and other ingredients. As he cleaned them in the sink, he asked, “Who would we be fighting?”

“Who knows?” Taiga shrugged, but then added when Suzuki glared at him. “Telling the truth, I swear. That part I haven’t figured out yet. They’re keeping it pretty hush-hush at the top. Whoever we’re fighting has them pretty spooked though.”

“Spooked?” Suzuki thought back to Akari’s stern, and James’ playful demeanors. “Are you sure about that?”

Taiga smiled as if reading Suzuki’s thoughts. “Yeah, I know. They’re pretty good at hiding their feelings. But, I’ve been around a while. Seki-tan’s slipped up a few times.” The young man’s smile faded. “Let me just say: Whatever terrifies that man to the extent I saw is worth paying attention.”

Suzuki’s brows furrowed as he sunk into thought, but then he shrugged and said as he put some oil in a pan, set it on the burner and then grabbed a knife, “There’s no use worrying about it. That bastard, James, will tell us when he’s ready. Nothing’ll change even if we go barging into his office demanding answers.”

“Heh. He’ll probably enjoy teasing us instead.”

“Yeah. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.”

“Mm.” Taiga nodded, acknowledging Suzuki’s resolve. “By the way, the hell have you been doing since earlier?”

“Hm?” Suzuki looked down at the remains of an onion he’d been peeling. “What does it look like? I’m cooking.”

“You can cook?” Taiga’s brow shot up in disbelief. “Since when?”

“Since always?” Suzuki pointed his knife at the belligerent man. “Is that surprising?”

“I mean, it’s current year, so whatever,” I just didn’t expect you to cook. You don’t look the type.”

“Cooking is an essential survival skill.” Suzuki coldly lectured. “If you’re stranded in the jungle, you should at least be able to make a simple soup from surrounding ingredients without poisoning yourself. It’s a crime to lack such basic survival skills.”

Taiga could not help but roll his eyes. “Is everything about survival with you?”

“Is there any larger imperative as a biological species?”

“Procreate?” Taiga’s eyes narrowed, and his grin exploded as wide as a Cheshire cat’s once he stumbled upon a subject that could potentially agitate his stoic counterpart. “By the way, just spit-balling here. What do you think about Jade?”

Chuck!  Suzuki’s hand froze for a moment. He met Taiga’s mischievous gaze but then returned to cutting some potatoes. “She’s a freak of nature like you. I’ve never met someone more intelligent in my life. Some of the engineering solutions she proffered for the Airship was beyond my understanding. Plus, she’s single-handedly creating a new programming language based on some runes.” Suzuki poured the onions into the pan, and added some spices as he admitted, “I’m pretty much only good at fighting. Skills like mine are useless in this world. She, on the other hand, she’s someone the world desperately needs.”

Taiga chuckled as he watched Suzuki dunk the potatoes into a boiling pot. “You sure have a lot of words to spare when it comes to Jade.” With twinkling eyes, he stretched on the center table and asked, “But I noticed you avoided mentioning anything physical. An artist such as yourself. Is there nothing aesthetically pleasing about her?”

“Aesthetically?” Suzuki frowned. “Of course she’s beautiful. Maybe because she stays indoors mostly, her skin’s very pale which contrasts greatly against her dark makeup.” A slight sizzling brought Suzuki’s attention to the frying onions which had begun to turn golden. He poured in the tomatoes, added some salt, and then continued as he sautéed them. “It’s almost ethereal, like a haunting spirit from another time. It takes all I have not to take out a sketch pad whenever she’s around.”

“Hmm?” Taiga revealed a smug grin as he batted his eyes.

Suzuki snorted as he took the boiling porridge and added it to the onion-tomato masala along with some water. “I know what you’re doing. Just ask what you want to know.”

“Do you like her?”

Suzuki silently watched the sizzling pan before admitting with a sigh. “I don’t even know what it means to like someone. I don’t have that emo—”

“Bullshit.” Taiga snorted as Suzuki turned to look at him. “I’ve been where you are. You’re just looking for excuses ‘cause you don’t think you deserve to have anyone like you.”

“Yeah, that pseudo-psychiatric crap doesn’t work in my case.” Stirring the curry, Suzuki sullenly added, “I  literally  cannot feel that emotion. Not yet.”

Taiga shook his head. “I don’t believe you. I’ve seen the way Kashi looks at Lune-chan. You want to tell me you don’t feel any of that yourself?”

“Kashi is Kashi. I am myself,” affirmed Suzuki as he took out a bowl and dished out some of the curry. He placed the bowl on the center table and slid it over to a confused Taiga. “Just because Kashi feels something doesn’t mean I do too. I’ve found it takes something more to unlock my emotions.”

Taiga stared at the curry-filled bowl. Grurururu~ Against his wishes, his stomach rumbled as a result of the aroma tickling his nostrils. The silver-haired young man picked up a spoon, and took a scoop. “Fuck, you can actually cook!” Taiga grumbled, the sparkle in his eyes revealing his enjoyment. As he ate, he looked at Suzuki, who was dishing a bowl for himself, “What do you mean by unlocking your emotions? You’re not the type to speak in metaphors or riddles. How do you unlock emotions? Don’t they just exist?”

Suzuki frowned as he sat opposite Taiga. Stirring his bowl, he listlessly muttered, “I don’t know. For as long as I can remember, I had to unlock my emotions step-by-step. At first, I only had rage and apathy. While I learned to control my rage, I learned amusement and contentment. I still can’t feel sorrow, regret, or joy.”

Taiga’s brows furrowed in confusion. “That doesn’t make sense. I’ve seen Kashi fight. He’s all smiling, grinning and shit. How can he display that if you don’t feel joy?”

Suzuki sighed. “I may not be able to  feel  emotions, but I  understand  them. To an extent, I can simulate the appropriate reaction for any situation. When I fake it long enough, and some conditions are met, I can create a personality that really experiences those emotions. Kashi can feel, but I can’t.”

“Not buying it,” refuted Taiga. “A fake will always be fake. Kashi’s got the real deal. He must have pulled that from somewhere.”

“Perhaps,” admitted Suzuki. “I… He…” He hesitated, seemingly unsure of how to address himself. Eventually, he shook his head and muttered, “I had emotions before the accident. Perhaps they pull from something buried deep in my subconscious. I’ve never pondered on the technicalities, just the result.”

“Not worrying bout the technicalities’ just the way I like it,” joked Taiga as he thumbed at himself. “Truly liberating way to live.”

Suzuki grimaced. “If you think it’s great, I might need to rethink the way I live.”

“Hey!” Taiga angrily protested, but then grumbled as he took another bite. “You’re lucky you’re a good cook. Would be a waste to lose your skills.”

“Mmm! What smells so good!” A particularly cheery voice called down, drawing the men’s attention to the staircase where Jade descended in a white T-shirt and shorts. 

Taiga softly whistled as the bundle of energy bounced down the stairs. Leaning over, he whispered to Suzuki, “Sure you don’t have any feelings for her? You blind?”

“Shut up!” Suzuki pushed the annoying face away and pointed at the pot as Jade’s watering chops dangerously approached him. “There’s enough for everyone in there.”

“Yes! Gods, I’m hungry!” Jade excitedly rushed over, grabbed a plate, and quickly served herself before gingerly taking a seat next to Suzuki. “I’m digging in!” She announced before scooping up a mouthful. “Mmm! Damn it, this is good! Taiga, when did you up your cooking skills? We wouldn’t have relied so much on poor Taki if we knew you could cook this good.”

“Sorry, can’t take this credit.” Taiga chuckled as he shook his head. “This is Su-chan’s doing.”

That earned a raised brow from Suzuki. “Su-chan?” 

Before Suzuki could come to grips with the absurd name, Jade grabbed his arm. “Suzuki, you could cook this well? Why? What master did you study under? No, wait. Was it gaming? Haha, yeah, that makes more sense. You probably mastered a cooking skill in King’s Journey, right? Ah, no wonder. To think I can have a grandmaster cook for me everyday. Ah, this is bliss!”

Suzuki nearly shutdown as the whirlwind breezed through, and answered her question. Even more annoying, Jade was technically correct. While he learned a few basics to carry out chores, Razznik’s obsession with maxing out as many skill trees as possible contributed to the massive recipe library stored in his brain, backed by thousands of hours of dedicated practice. 

No, wait. This was not the time to be dazed. What did this crazy girl say? Everyday!?

“I don’t have time to cook everyday,” Suzuki coldly refused. “You can just order in like we’ve been doing.”

Jade stubbornly scrunched up her nose. “You don’t understand. Ordering isn’t the same as a friend’s cooking. Besides, you’re really the only one who still orders. Taki’s been cooking for us.”

“For us?” Suzuki’ brow rose as he looked inquisitively at Taiga. “You guys have been eating together?”

“Yeah.” Taiga grinned. “We try to eat together once a day. You’re always cooped up, so we didn’t want to disturb you.”

Suzuki’s eyes trembled imperceptibly. For the slightest of moments, something flashed behind those dark orbs, but only for an instant. Right after, the young man nodded, “Sounds efficient. Especially since you’re in the same guild. Makes scheduling easy.”

“Hmm… I thought you’d be a bit more jealous,” Jade playfully grumbled as she pointed her spoon at the stoic young man. “Just you wait. I’ll tear through that shield soon enough.”

“Have at it.” Suzuki was not perturbed. If she could really do so, all the better for him.

“Ah, I should probably let Saeko and Taki know we’re awake.” Jade took out her phone and quickly sent a message to a group chat.

Suzuki’s brow rose when Taiga’s pocket slightly buzzed. He took out his phone, and sure enough, there was no message. “Hey, you guys did not start up a group chat and not add me, right?”

“Ah, yeah,” Jade nervously laughed. “I forgot to do that. Gimme your phone, I’ll add you right now.”

Suzuki handed her his phone as he suppressed the uncomfortable heat building around his chest. He recognized the feeling: anger. He was angry. But, he could not understand the source of his anger. Could it be that Jade was right? Was he… jealous?

“Nonsense.” Suzuki scoffed, denying the absurd premise.

Jade, who was done with the invitation, returned his phone as she asked, “What was that?”

“Nothing,” Suzuki nonchalantly replied, drawing a secretive smile from the watching Taiga.

“Hmm, okay. Oh! Taki, that was fast!” Jade excitedly waved as the glasses-wearing young man emerged from a room on the ground floor.

Taki yawned, suggesting he was just waking up, but his meticulously gelled-hair and pristinely ironed clothing suggested otherwise.

Suzuki studied the enigmatic young man with interest, as he tried to marry the slovenly expression and mannerism to the exquisite dressing and appearance. 

“Don’t stress your brain,” Taiga called out, interrupting Suzuki’s observation. “I’m pretty sure he sleeps in pressed clothes too. Never seen him sloppily dressed once.”

“That… takes some dedication,” Suzuki admitted as Jade dragged Taki over to the pot while heaping all kinds of embarrassing praises.

“He is a dedicated guy,” Taiga remarked. He looked at Suzuki. “You do know he’s one of Shouyou’s, right?”

Suzuki shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve never lived under an illusion of privacy where that bastard is concerned. He’s probably watching us right now. If anything, Miote’s been a great help to Kashi, so I don’t really care what he tells James.”

“Hmmm…” Taiga thoughtfully hummed, but then conceded with a light-hearted shrug, “Shouyou’s your wheelhouse, so I’ll defer to your judgment.”

Just then, Taki sat to Taiga’s right with a filled bowl. “Mato-kun, I never would have imagined you had this in your locker.” The young spy’s gaze shone with admiration as he took a bite. “You must teach me your recipe.”

“Suzuki’s fine, and sure,” Suzuki agreed. 

Taki’s eyes gleamed as he looked into Suzuki’s dark pits. “Hmm… looks like you figured it out.”

“What?”

“I can tell from your eyes. You know James sent me.”

“You can read body language that well?”

Taki chuckled. “It’s a gift I’ve honed with years of practice.”

“Does that have something to do with why James sent you to watch me? Or is that classified?”

“Classified? Like James has something like that,” Taki laughed. “That man only has secrets and no secrets. Once he tells a single person something, he doesn’t care who else hears it.” After shaking his head, Taki sighed, and revealed as he looked at Suzuki, “I was sent to keep an eye on you. More specifically, I was to check on your progress to, as James put it, ‘fill your ego.’”

“Fill his ego?” Saeko, who just walked down the stairs, pitched in upon hearing her father’s name. She asked as she sat to Taiga’s right. “What does that mean?”

“I didn’t understand at first until I first met him,” Taki confessed as he looked pointedly at Suzuki. “Remember how I blacked out when we met? That was because I was trying to make sense of the mess that was your ego.”

“My ego?” Kashi raised a skeptical brow. “I thought it was an observational skill. What’s this about egos?”

“Heh, this world is stranger than you can ever imagine,” Taki replied with a chuckle. “Soon, Genaco’ll expose you to some of her hidden truths. If what is coming is as big as I’ve heard, they’ll need all the help that they can get.”

Taiga snorted. “All these pronouns. So, the dreaded ‘classified’ does exist.”

“Heh, this isn’t from James. It’s Genaco itself censoring this information. But don’t worry. You’ll all find out very soon. I’m sure of it.”

“Alright. Alright. Keep your secrets. What’s this about Su-chan’s soul?”

“Stop calling me Su—”

“In the psychology field, some speculate the mind is made up of three facets: the id, ego, and superego,” Taki explained, ignoring Suzuki’s scowl. “The id takes care of most of our subconscious thoughts and is the primary driving force for our existence, often seeking pleasure at any cost. Lust, hunger, anger, jealousy and more fall into this category. The superego is the seat of morality. It tries to tell us what is right, wrong, and what would be better for us and the word. It wants us to be perfect, and we often feel guilty or sad when we fall short of its expectations. Finally, there’s the ego. The ego is based on the principle of reality. It’s the main decision-maker that decides when to either attend to or suppress desires urged by our id, or obey moral obligations set by the superego. In essence, it’s ‘you.’ In most people, the ego is the strongest, followed by the id and superego.”

Taki looked at his enraptured audience before continuing, “Most people have similar base id’s. It’s the desire to sleep, eat, have sex, and generally just be happy. Where people start to largely differ is in our superegos. Some people’s superegos, either due to nature, or nurture, are weirdly skewed. What we consider right, and wrong differ greatly from one person to the next, and is one of the main reasons people from varying states or countries often can’t seem to comprehend why the other finds a certain activity abhorring or divine. Finally, our egos are the most diverse of all. Because our egos are constantly making decisions every waking moment, it is next to impossible to find two or more people with similar egos, even in the same family. There are just too many permutations with each decision made for any two people to remain the same.”

“So, what does this have to do with Suzuki? Well, while attempting to read him, I realized that his mind is messed up. His ‘ego’ was almost non-existent, and there was no ‘superego’ to speak of. His id was the strongest part of his psyche. It was like looking at a robot controlled only by a set of base commands to find the most efficient way to complete its programming. But what was even madder was that his id was severely damaged. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s like most of the basic desires a human should have were missing. I only sensed strong anger and determination from him. I got so lost in the madness that I blacked out for several minutes.”

Taki took a sip of water, and then continued, “Knowing what we do about Suzuki and Kashi’s relationship, I think I’m finally beginning to see the picture. Right now, Suzuki’s ‘ego’ is much more normal, so I think it was weak back then because he was breaking it in half to create a new ‘ego,’ mad as that might sound. His id seems to have regained some missing desires, and his superego remains unchanged.

“The most confusing thing though, is that I’ve met Kashi many times, and when I look at Kashi, his id, ego, and superego are very strong and well-established. It’s nothing like Suzuki’s murky chaos. When you consider they’re from the same body and mind, it’s only more confusing… but also fascinating.”

Taiga chuckled as he observed Suzuki’s scowl. “You hear that Su-Su? Sounds like you’d make an interesting test subject.”

“Shut it.” Suzuki shot back. He then looked at Taki. “You got all that from looking at me?”

“I told you, it’s a gift. I can’t explain how or why it works until you get the clearance.”

“What clearance level do I need?”

“Uh… I think Clearnce Level 3 if I recall correctly.”

Suzuki navigated to his Genaco Profile on his phone. “Clearance Level 5.”

“Leading the Twilight Wolves to usher in the end of the first half of the tutorial probably bumped you up a few levels. You’ll need something much grander to get to the next level though? Or, you could try winning the upcoming tournament.”

“Tournament?”

“Yeah. The reason Genaco insisted on a one-week break, remember? The first tournament between the chosen teams for the Gladiator project. We should be getting the notifications on the tournament details any moment now.”

Suzuki’s eyes widened with realization. “Oh, that’s why. What kind of tournament is it? Round Robin? Elimination?”

“I don’t know the details,” Taki confessed with a shrug. “But does it matter? With Taiga here, there’s no way we can lose.”

“Ah, yeah, about that,” Taiga sheepishly scratched the back of his neck. “I’m disqualified from the tournament. Seki said I’ll defeat the entire purpose of having a tournament.”

“Same here,” Saeko prompted with a wry smile. “Same reason.”

Taki’s brow shot up, and he could not help but chuckle self-deprecatingly, “And just like that we’re down by two. I’ll participate, but don’t count on me too much. This hands were made for counting money, not punching people.”

“Miote’s your real personality isn’t he,” Jade playfully jabbed before looking apologetically at Suzuki. “I’ll help. There’s an auxiliary Gladiator that focuses on intelligence-gathering; hacking, counter-hacking and all that. Don’t know what good I’ll be in combat, but I’ll at least make sure no one messes with your Gladiator during the tournament.”

“So, that leaves only you as our main combat option,” surmised Taki to Suzuki. “Think you can handle that kind of pressure?”

“As long as we do not get disqualified for a lack of numbers, I will take on any number of enemies.”

“Haha, yeah. It’s the birthplace of the insane Kashi.” Taki shook his head as he issued a wry smile. “Why did I think your confidence would be any less?” 

“That—”

Driing! Driiing!

A pair of shrill sounds pierced everyone’s eardrums, drawing their attention to the door.

“Did we have doorbells?” Saeko asked with doubt in her eyes.

“Possibly,” murmured Jade. “We don’t exactly have guests, so nobody would’ve had a reason to ring us up.”

“Then, who could that be?”

“I will get the door.” Suzuki habitually said as he got up and walked to the door. He pulled the door open and greeted, “Crazy Heads Residence. How may we…” Suzuki’s voice trailed off, ending in abject silence as he stared in disbelief.

“Oi! What’s got you so spooked?” An impatient Taiga snuck a peek over Suzuki’s shoulder. “Whoa. What brings a goddess like you to our doorstep.”

That was enough to draw the rest over, and they all stared like children at an exotic animal at the stunning beauty stood outside.

“Well, Suzuki,” Adachi Ayumi said with the slightest hint of a teasing smile. “Are you going to let me in, or not?” 



            
